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• FOREWOR D • 

Despite th e effort s o f lesbia n an d feminis t publishin g house s an d a  fe w 
university presses , th e bul k o f th e mos t importan t lesbia n work s ha s 
traditionally bee n available only from rare-boo k dealers , in a few univer -
sity libraries , o r i n ga y an d lesbia n archives . Thi s serie s intends , i n 
the first  place , t o mak e representativ e example s o f thi s neglecte d an d 
insufficiently know n literatur e availabl e t o a  broader audienc e b y reissu -
ing selecte d classic s an d b y puttin g int o prin t fo r th e first  tim e lesbia n 
novels, diaries , letters , an d memoir s tha t ar e o f specia l interes t an d 
significance, bu t which hav e moldered i n libraries and private collection s 
for decade s o r eve n fo r centuries , know n onl y t o th e fe w scholar s wh o 
had th e courage an d financial  wherewitha l t o track the m down . 

Their name s hav e bee n know n fo r a  long time—Sappho , th e Ama -
zons of North Africa , th e Beguines, Aphra Behn , Queen Christina , Emil y 
Dickinson, th e Ladie s o f Llangollen , Radclyff e Hall , Natali e Cliffor d 
Barney, H.D. , an d s o many other s fro m ever y nation , race , and era . Bu t 
government an d religiou s official s burne d thei r writings , historian s an d 
literary scholar s denie d the y wer e lesbians , powerfu l me n kep t thei r 
books ou t o f print , an d influentia l archivist s locke d u p thei r idea s fa r 
from sympatheti c eyes . Ye t som e dedicate d scholar s an d reader s stil l 
knew wh o the y were , mad e pilgrimage s t o th e cities  an d village s wher e 
they ha d live d an d t o th e graveyard s wher e the y rested . The y passe d 
around tattere d volume s o f letters , diaries , an d biographies , i n whic h 
they ha d underline d wha t seeme d t o b e telltal e hint s o f a  secre t o r 
different kin d o f life. Where no hard facts  existed , legends were invented . 
The few precious an d ofte n availabl e pre-Stonewal l lesbia n classics , such 
as The  Well  of  Loneliness  b y Radclyff e Hall , The  Price  of Salt  b y Clair e 
Morgan (Patrici a Highsmith) , an d Desert  of  the  Heart  b y Jan e Rule , 
were cherished. Lesbian pulp was devoured . On e of the primary goal s of 
this serie s i s to giv e the mor e neglecte d works , which constitut e th e vas t 
majority o f lesbian writing , the attention the y deserve . 

xv 
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A secon d bu t n o les s importan t ai m o f thi s serie s i s t o presen t th e 
"cutting edge " o f contemporar y lesbia n scholarshi p an d theor y acros s a 
wide rang e o f disciplines . Practitioner s o f lesbia n studie s hav e no t 
adopted a  unifor m approac h t o literar y theory , history , sociology , o r 
any othe r discipline , no r shoul d they . Thi s serie s intend s t o presen t a n 
array o f voice s tha t trul y reflect s th e diversit y o f th e lesbia n community . 
To hel p m e i n thi s task , I  a m luck y enoug h t o b e assiste d b y a  distin -
guished editoria l boar d tha t reflect s variou s professional , class , racial , 
ethnic, an d religiou s background s a s well a s a  spectrum o f interest s an d 
sexual preferences . 

At presen t th e field  o f lesbia n studie s occupie s a  small , precarious , 
and somewha t conteste d pied-a-terr e betwee n ga y studie s an d women' s 
studies. The forme r i s stil l i n it s infancy , especiall y i f one compare s i t t o 
other discipline s tha t hav e bee n par t o f th e cor e curriculu m o f ever y 
child an d adolescen t fo r severa l decade s o r eve n centuries . However , 
although i t i s on e o f th e newes t disciplines , ga y studie s ma y als o b e 
the fastest-growin g one—a t leas t i n Nort h America . Lesbian , gay , an d 
bisexual studie s conference s ar e doublin g an d triplin g thei r attendance . 
Although onl y a  handfu l o f degree-grantin g program s currentl y exists , 
that numbe r i s also ap t to multiply quickl y durin g the next decade . 

In comparison , women' s studie s i s a  well-establishe d an d bur -
geoning disciplin e wit h hundred s o f minors , majors , an d graduat e pro -
grams throughou t th e Unite d States . Lesbia n Studie s occupie s a  periph -
eral plac e i n th e discours e i n suc h programs , characteristicall y restricte d 
to on e lesbian-centere d course , usually literar y o r historica l i n nature. In 
the man y women' s studie s serie s tha t ar e no w offere d b y universit y 
presses, generally only one or two books on a  lesbian subjec t o r issue ar e 
included, an d lesbia n voice s ar e restricte d t o writin g o n thos e topic s 
considered o f specia l interes t t o ga y people . W e ar e no t calle d upo n t o 
offer opinion s o n motherhood , war , education , o r on the lives of wome n 
not publicl y identifie d a s lesbians . A s a  result , lesbia n experienc e i s to o 
often marginalize d an d restricted . 

In contrast , thi s serie s wil l prioritize , centralize , an d celebrat e les -
bian vision s o f literature , art , philosophy , love , religion , ethics , history , 
and a  myria d o f othe r topics . In  "Th e Cuttin g Edge, " reader s ca n find 
authoritative version s of importan t lesbia n text s that have been carefull y 
prepared an d introduce d b y scholars . Reader s ca n als o find  th e wor k o f 
academics an d independen t scholar s wh o writ e abou t othe r aspect s o f 



FOREWORD XVII 

life fro m a  distinctl y lesbia n viewpoint . Thes e vision s ar e no t onl y vari -
ous bu t intentionall y contradictory , fo r lesbian s spea k fro m differin g 
class, racial , ethnic , an d religiou s perspectives . Eac h autho r als o speak s 
from an d abou t a  certai n momen t o f time , an d fe w woul d argu e tha t 
being a  lesbia n toda y i s th e sam e a s i t wa s fo r Sapph o o r Ann e Lister . 
Thus, n o attemp t ha s bee n mad e t o homogeniz e tha t diversity , an d n o 
agenda exist s t o attemp t t o carv e ou t a  "politicall y correct " lesbia n 
studies perspectiv e a t thi s junctur e i n histor y o r t o pinpoin t th e "real " 
lesbians in history. I t seems more important fo r al l the voices to be heard 
before thos e wit h th e blessing s o f aftersigh t la y th e mantl e o f authentic -
ity on an y one vision o f the world, o r on an y particular se t of women . 

What eac h wor k i n thi s serie s doe s share , however , i s a  commo n 
realization tha t ga y women ar e the "Other " an d tha t one' s perception o f 
culture an d literatur e i s filtere d b y sexua l behavior s an d preferences . 
Those perception s ar e no t th e sam e a s thos e o f ga y me n o r o f nonga y 
women, whethe r th e writer s spea k o f ga y o r feminis t issue s o r whethe r 
the writer s choos e t o loo k a t nonga y figures  fro m a  lesbia n perspective . 
The rol e o f thi s serie s i s t o creat e spac e an d giv e a  voic e t o thos e 
interested i n lesbia n studies . Thi s serie s speak s t o an y perso n wh o i s 
interested i n gende r studies , literar y criticism , biography , o r importan t 
literary works , whethe r sh e o r h e i s a  student , professor , o r seriou s 
reader, fo r th e serie s i s neithe r fo r lesbian s onl y no r eve n b y lesbian s 
only. Instead , "Th e Cuttin g Edge " attempt s t o shar e som e of th e bes t of 
lesbian literatur e an d lesbia n studie s wit h anyon e willin g t o loo k a t th e 
world throug h lesbians ' eyes . The serie s i s proactive i n tha t i t wil l hel p 
to formulat e an d foregroun d th e ver y disciplin e o n whic h i t focuses . 
Finally, thi s serie s ha s answere d th e cal l t o mak e lesbia n theory , lesbia n 
experience, lesbia n lives , lesbian literature , an d lesbia n vision s th e hear t 
and nucleus , th e weight y plane t aroun d which , fo r once , othe r view -
points wil l swir l a s moon s t o ou r earth . W e invit e reader s o f al l persua -
sions to join u s by venturing into thi s and othe r book s in the series . 

We ar e pleased t o includ e Paul a C . Rust' s Bisexuality  and  the  Chal-
lenge to  Lesbian  Politics:  Sex,  Loyalty,  and  Revolution  i n Th e Cuttin g 
Edge series . Like Changing  Our  Minds:  Lesbian  Feminism  and  Psychol-
ogy b y Celi a Kitzinge r an d Rache l Perkins , Rus t tackle s a  controversia l 
topic withi n th e lesbia n community . I n a  thoughtfu l stud y tha t i s bot h 
enlightening an d provocative , Rus t analyze s th e bisexua l woman , a  per -
son who ha s ofte n bee n marginalize d o r eve n scorne d withi n th e lesbia n 
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community. Bisexua l wome n an d me n will  fin d thi s boo k affirming , an d 
those wh o ar e eithe r firmly  homosexua l o r heterosexua l wil l find  thi s 
book t o be a  treasure o f usefu l knowledge . 

KARLA JAY 
Professor o f English and Women's Studies 

Pace University 
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• INTRODUCTIO N • 

—J 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, Yd prefer 
them to  unite  with lesbian  women and  build the strength of 
our community and movement. 

Bisexuality touche s ver y sensitiv e persona l an d politica l nerve s amon g 
lesbians. Th e ver y ide a spark s heate d debate . Doe s bisexualit y reall y 
exist, o r i s i t a  phas e on e goe s throug h whil e comin g ou t a s lesbian ? 
Are bisexual s wome n wh o hav e succeede d i n castin g of f th e repressiv e 
strictures o f ou r sex-phobi c societ y i n orde r t o expres s th e ful l rang e 
of thei r sexuality , o r ar e the y lesbian s sufferin g fro m a n internalize d 
homophobia tha t prevent s the m fro m recognizin g thei r tru e sexua l na -
ture? I s bisexualit y a  sig n o f politica l cowardic e amon g thos e wh o ar e 
unwilling t o giv e u p heterosexua l privilege , o r i s i t th e nex t ste p i n 
sexual liberation ? 

Bisexuals ar e beginnin g t o organiz e politically . Loca l bisexua l orga -
nizations tha t bega n a s suppor t group s hav e becom e increasingl y politi -
cal an d begu n t o networ k wit h eac h other . I n June o f 1990 , th e Nort h 
American Multicultura l Bisexua l Network 1 wa s founde d a t th e BiPO L 
conference i n Sa n Francisco ; i n Octobe r o f 1991 , the Firs t Internationa l 
Bisexual Conferenc e wa s held in Amsterdam; i n April of 1993 , bisexuals 
marched i n the National Marc h o n Washington fo r Lesbian , Ga y and Bi 
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Rights an d Liberation ; an d i n Jun e o f 1994 , th e Thir d Internationa l 
Conference Celebratin g Bisexualit y wa s held i n New Yor k City . Lesbia n 
and ga y organization s a t college s an d universitie s ar e changin g thei r 
names t o includ e th e wor d Bisexual . Newly establishe d newsletter s pro -
vide a  foru m fo r politica l bisexua l voices , and book s b y an d fo r bisexu -
als, includin g Bi  Any  Other  Name:  Bisexual  People  Speak  Out  an d 
Closer to  Home:  Bisexuality  &  Feminism,  hav e begun t o appear . 

This movemen t i s stil l i n th e initia l stage s o f buildin g a n ideologica l 
and organizationa l foundation . I t wil l remai n invisibl e t o th e genera l 
heterosexual populatio n fo r quit e som e time , bu t th e rumbling s ar e 
already heard within the political lesbian community . As these rumbling s 
grow louder , the debate ove r bisexuality i n the lesbian community inten -
sifies. Th e questio n o f whethe r th e lesbia n movemen t i s approachin g a 
"crisis" i s a  matte r o f semantic s tha t i s bes t lef t t o propagandists . O f 
much greate r interes t i s th e questio n o f wh y bisexualit y i s suc h a  foca l 
point o f attentio n amon g lesbians . What ar e the issue s raised b y bisexu -
ality, an d wh y ar e thes e issue s o f concer n t o lesbians ? Wha t doe s th e 
lesbian debat e ove r bisexualit y revea l abou t th e politica l an d cultura l 
ideology o f lesbianism an d th e structure o f the lesbian movement ? 

In orde r t o understan d th e issues , i t i s necessary t o liste n t o lesbia n 
voices. Some o f thes e voice s ar e foun d i n th e newsletter s an d magazine s 
produced b y th e lesbia n movement , wherea s other s ar e not . Th e forme r 
are more likely to be the voices of politically activ e lesbians with extrem e 
views an d tim e t o spen d writin g politica l statements . Ar e thes e voice s 
representative o f lesbian s i n general , or ar e they merel y the voices of th e 
few vocal lesbians who have opinions and the resources to express them ? 
Can th e rank-and-file lesbia n who conceal s her identity fo r fea r o f losin g 
her chil d an d he r jo b b e bothere d abou t th e issu e o f bisexuality , an d i f 
so, doe s sh e shar e th e opinion s tha t ar e expresse d i n th e newslette r tha t 
arrives a t her pos t offic e bo x i n a  plain brow n envelope ? 

It i s als o usefu l t o liste n t o th e voice s o f socia l scientists , no t a s 
"experts" bu t as social commentators whose opinions and analyse s carr y 
the weigh t o f authority . Thes e voice s ar e o f particula r consequenc e 
because the y ar e considere d th e voice s o f reason , objectivity , an d truth . 
As such, they define th e neutral positio n fro m whic h othe r position s wil l 
be judge d a s partisan , self-interested , o r uninformed . Socia l scientist s 
are, however, a s much products of their socia l environment a s the people 
they study . Thei r opinion s serv e as a  particular kin d o f mirro r fo r socia l 
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issues, a mirror tha t dissect s an d detect s bu t tha t ultimatel y reflect s ligh t 
produced b y other sources . 

You, the reade r o f thi s book , wil l hear thes e voices through anothe r 
voice. That voic e is mine. Throughout th e book , I  defer wheneve r possi -
ble to th e origina l voice s o f th e women wh o wrot e article s i n the lesbia n 
press an d th e wome n wh o participate d i n m y study . However , shor t o f 
publishing in raw for m th e approximately 15,00 0 pages of questionnair e 
responses an d intervie w transcript s tha t for m th e basi s o f thi s study , I 
cannot hel p bu t superimpos e my  voic e o n theirs . Simpl y b y choosin g 
which quote s t o include an d the n b y organizing thi s material , I  place m y 
stamp upo n it . You should , therefore , kno w who I  am. 

I a m a  white , able-bodied , lesbian-identifie d feminis t sociologist . 
Allow m e t o elaborate . Lesbia n feminis t cultur e ha s bee n m y "home " 
culture sinc e I  attended my  first  Daughter s o f Biliti s meetin g i n 197 7 a t 
the ag e of 18 . That doesn' t mea n tha t I  consider lesbia n feminis m abov e 
criticism o r tha t I  agre e wit h everythin g tha t ha s eve r bee n sai d i n th e 
name o f lesbia n feminism . O n th e contrary , becaus e i t i s m y cultur e I 
claim th e mora l righ t an d obligatio n t o criticiz e i t as an outside r cannot . 
I was ou t an d politicall y activ e a s a  lesbian i n both colleg e an d graduat e 
school. Now , a s a n associat e professor , I  a m ou t t o thos e wh o car e t o 
know a s wel l a s man y wh o don't , bu t m y politica l energ y ha s bee n 
diverted towar d th e tas k o f managin g m y career . I  consol e mysel f b y 
thinking tha t simpl y bein g out a s a lesbian professo r i s a political act . 

I have bee n studyin g lesbia n culture s an d communitie s sinc e 1982 , 
when I  interviewed abou t tw o doze n lesbian s rangin g i n ag e fro m thei r 
teens t o thei r seventies . I  talke d t o thes e wome n abou t severa l issues , 
and bisexualit y wa s on e o f them . I n th e mi d 1980s , I  decide d t o d o 
something I  thought I  would neve r d o again— I becam e involve d wit h a 
man fo r th e first  tim e i n severa l years . I  continue d t o identif y a s a 
lesbian, a  fac t tha t wa s know n t o al l parties involve d an d eventuall y le d 
to th e en d o f th e relationshi p a  fe w month s later . I n th e meantime , 
however, I  becam e mor e deepl y awar e o f m y ow n attitude s towar d 
bisexuality a s wel l a s th e attitude s o f th e grea t monolithi c Lesbia n 
Community—you know , th e on e tha t set s th e standard s fo r politica l 
correctness an d th e one that nobod y I  know wil l admi t belongin g to . 

That experienc e helped shap e my next research project , whic h wa s a 
study o f lesbia n an d bisexua l women' s attitude s toward , amon g othe r 
things, bisexuality . Ove r fou r hundre d wome n too k par t i n th e study , 
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which form s th e basi s o f thi s boo k an d i s describe d i n greate r detai l i n 
chapter 3 . As a result o f thi s work I  became fascinate d b y the concept o f 
bisexuality. I t woul d appea r tha t I  hav e don e s o a t a n opportun e mo -
ment i n history , becaus e th e beginnin g an d growt h o f th e bisexua l 
movement i s causing bisexuality t o become a  politically ho t topic . By the 
same token , however , I  have becom e intereste d i n bisexualit y a t a  ver y 
sensitive historical momen t a s well. 

When I  announc e t o m y friend s tha t I  a m studyin g bisexuality , I 
receive a  variety o f reactions , including expressions o f al l of the attitude s 
that I  describe i n thi s book . I  am frequentl y aske d "Ar e yo u bisexual? " 
or, mor e pointedly , "You'r e no t bisexual , ar e you? " Thi s i s a  ver y 
difficult questio n t o answer . First , since I no longer conceptualize sexual -
ity as essential , I  don't se e myself "as " anything . Second , the question o f 
whether I  am bisexua l (o r whethe r anyon e els e is ) depend s o n ho w on e 
defines bisexuality . Eac h definitio n make s interna l sense ; pic k on e an d 
I'll answe r th e question . Finally , th e answe r depend s o n whic h o f m y 
many selve s i s bein g aske d th e question . M y politica l self ? M y sexua l 
self? M y emotiona l self ? M y sociologis t self ? B y th e tim e I  finish  ex -
plaining wh y I  find  i t difficul t t o answe r th e question , my  inquire r ha s 
usually answered th e question t o her own satisfactio n a s you, the reader , 
also ma y hav e don e b y now. A s I  said above , I  am a  white, able-bodied , 
lesbian-identified feminis t sociologist . 

Having introduce d myself , I  wil l la y dow n my  persona l pe n (o r 
computer keyboard , a s i t were ) an d pic k u p my  (ahem ) objectiv e socia l 
scientist's pen . Thi s pe n usuall y write s i n th e thir d person , a s i f I  wer e 
not a  lesbia n mysel f an d a s i f I  did no t shar e an d sympathiz e wit h th e 
feelings o f th e women wh o participate d i n my study , an d i t occasionall y 
transforms inanimat e object s an d abstrac t idea s int o th e subject s o f 
sentences, but i t writes with m y accent . 

The first  chapte r look s a t th e debat e o n bisexualit y a s i t appear s i n 
lesbian newsletter s an d magazines . Wha t issue s ar e raise d an d wha t 
opinions ar e expresse d i n thi s forum ? Wh o i s speakin g an d wh o i s 
listening? Ho w i s th e issu e o f bisexualit y constructe d b y thos e wh o ar e 
speaking an d fo r thos e who ar e listening? Chapte r 2  examines the recen t 
writings o f socia l scientist s o n th e subject s o f sexuality , lesbianism , an d 
bisexuality. Wha t hav e researcher s discovere d abou t lesbian s an d th e 
lesbian community ? Wha t hav e the y discovere d abou t bisexuals ? Ho w 
do socia l scientist s conceptualize sexuality , and where do lesbianism an d 
bisexuality fit  into these models o f sexuality ? 
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Chapter 3  introduce s th e stud y o f lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n tha t 
forms th e basi s o f mos t o f th e book . I t describe s th e method s use d an d 
the sampl e obtained . Th e unintereste d reade r ca n easil y ski p thi s chap -
ter, o r rea d onl y th e segmen t entitle d "Th e Wome n Wh o Responded " 
for a  descriptio n o f th e race , class , age , sexual , an d othe r demographi c 
characteristics o f th e wome n wh o too k par t i n th e study . Chapte r 4 
describes the attitudes o f self-identified lesbia n respondent s towar d sexu -
ality i n genera l an d bisexualit y i n particular . Ar e th e issue s raise d b y 
these wome n simila r t o thos e raise d i n th e lesbia n press ? Ho w d o thes e 
women fee l abou t th e issues ? Ho w d o the y thin k abou t sexuality , wha t 
does bisexualit y mea n t o them , an d ho w d o the y fee l abou t bisexua l 
women? Chapte r 5  look s a t whethe r lesbian s o f differen t races , ages , 
and s o fort h hav e differen t opinion s abou t bisexuality , an d whethe r o r 
not lesbians ' opinion s depen d o n thei r ow n politica l orientation s o r 
personal experience s with sexuality . Chapte r 6  analyzes the developmen t 
of lesbia n identit y a s a  politica l identit y throug h th e turbulen t feminis t 
debates o f th e 1970s . In  thi s chapter , I  argu e tha t bisexualit y i s a 
controversial issu e fo r lesbian s toda y becaus e i t touches sensitiv e nerve s 
and uncover s disagreement s tha t aros e from thes e formative debate s an d 
were neve r resolved . Th e issu e tha t excite s u s i s no t reall y bisexuality ; 
the rea l issu e i s lesbianism . Th e so-calle d bisexua l debat e i s reall y a 
debate ove r wh o w e ar e an d wha t w e stan d fo r a s lesbians . I n th e las t 
two chapter s o f th e book , I  tur n my  attentio n t o bisexua l women . I n 
chapter 7 , I  describ e thei r thought s an d feeling s abou t bisexualit y an d 
sexuality i n general , an d i n chapte r 8 , I  tak e a  brie f loo k a t th e bur -
geoning literatur e writte n b y an d fo r bisexual s t o se e ho w bisexual s 
are beginnin g t o develo p a n identit y an d a  politic s o f thei r own . Th e 
development o f a  bisexua l politi c ha s th e potentia l t o radicall y alte r 
sexual identit y politics , an d i n thi s las t chapte r I  examine th e profoun d 
challenge i t poses to the future o f lesbian identit y an d lesbia n politics . 





o 
DEBATE I N TH E LESBIA N PRESS : 

INTRODUCING TH E ISSUE S 

What doe s Th e Lesbia n Communit y thin k abou t bisexuality ? Befor e 
we ca n answe r tha t question , w e hav e t o determin e wh o Th e Lesbia n 
Community is , an d wh o speak s fo r It . Th e trut h i s tha t ther e i s n o 
single, monolithic Lesbia n Community . A t the very least , there ar e man y 
different lesbia n communities . Lesbian communitie s exis t in many town s 
and cities . Eve n withi n a  singl e tow n o r city , ther e ar e ofte n severa l 
lesbian communities . Ther e migh t b e communitie s o f African-America n 
lesbians, Euro-America n lesbians , Asian-America n lesbians , an d Latin a 
lesbians. Younge r an d olde r lesbians , lesbians wh o ar e politicall y activ e 
and lesbian s wh o ar e closeted , workin g class , middl e class , an d uppe r 
class lesbians , temporaril y able-bodie d an d physicall y challenge d lesbi -
ans, softbal l players , lesbian s i n 12-ste p programs , an d compute r jock s 
might have separate communitie s o f their own. Within ou r communities , 
each on e o f u s experience s communit y differently , an d man y o f u s 
belong t o mor e tha n on e lesbia n community . I f yo u aske d tw o o f you r 
lesbian friend s t o dra w picture s o f th e lesbia n communit y yo u share , 
they woul d probabl y dra w picture s tha t wer e ver y differen t fro m eac h 
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other an d differen t fro m th e picture you would draw . We are al l individ -
uals. W e hav e differen t needs , an d w e hav e differen t idea s abou t wha t 
lesbian communit y shoul d b e and wha t i t is. 

The Lesbia n Communit y a s a  monolithi c entit y doe s no t exist . Bu t 
even i f w e recogniz e I t a s a  fiction , mos t o f u s probably hav e a  concep t 
of Th e Lesbia n Communit y an d a n imag e o f wha t thi s Communit y i s 
like. Intellectually , w e kno w tha t lesbian s hav e a  variet y o f differen t 
opinions an d experiences , bu t w e stil l fin d ourselve s saying , "th e lesbia n 
community think s . . . " o r "th e lesbia n communit y is . . . . "  Intellectu -
ally, we kno w tha t ther e i s no Lesbia n Goddes s o f Politica l Correctness , 
but we stil l find ourselves engaged i n a  struggle over the rules She has se t 
down. Intellectually , we know tha t lesbian s who live in different part s of 
the countr y o r whos e skin s ar e differen t color s migh t hav e differen t 
experiences a s lesbians , bu t man y o f u s fee l a  kinshi p acros s thes e 
differences becaus e w e ar e al l lesbians . Non e o f u s ca n kno w ever y 
lesbian personally, an d yet when we travel to a  city we have never visited 
before, w e feel a t home. The women a t the Cente r an d th e women a t th e 
bar loo k familiar , an d we know ho w t o talk t o them . 

Where d o ou r image s o f Th e Lesbia n Communit y com e from ? Fo r 
most o f us , ou r actua l experienc e o f lesbia n communit y consist s o f ou r 
experiences withi n ou r loca l lesbia n communities , whic h migh t b e mor e 
or les s homogeneou s wit h regar d t o race , age , an d class . Bu t w e don' t 
need t o hav e persona l contac t wit h othe r lesbian s t o kno w somethin g 
about them. We read abou t them in lesbian and gay newsletters, newspa -
pers, and magazines . The Lesbian an d Ga y Press tells us what lesbian s in 
other place s ar e doin g an d thinking , wha t i s happenin g t o them , an d 
what thei r concern s are . Thi s informatio n ha s a  profound effec t o n ou r 
images of The Lesbian Community , especiall y fo r thos e of u s who live in 
rural area s o r town s wher e ther e ar e fe w othe r lesbian s an d littl e loca l 
lesbian community . Th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Press  is our mean s o f commu -
nication wit h eac h other . 

The printe d wor d als o define s an d create s reality . I f a n even t i s 
reported i n lesbia n an d ga y publications , the n i t i s a n importan t even t 
and w e ca n al l find  ou t abou t it . I f i t i s not reported , the n a s fa r a s Th e 
Lesbian Communit y i s concerned, i t might a s well not have happened. If 
a lesbia n publicatio n run s a n articl e abou t a  particula r issue , i t spark s 
discussion amon g us . I t migh t no t hav e bee n mor e importan t tha n 
another issu e that wa s no t covered , bu t i t soon become s more importan t 
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because i t i s th e issu e tha t "everyon e i s talkin g about. " Soon , becaus e 
we hav e bee n talkin g abou t thi s issue , we for m opinion s abou t it . The n 
we discove r tha t w e hav e differen t opinions . Then w e discove r tha t i t is 
an issu e becaus e w e ar e disagreein g wit h eac h other . W e migh t eve n 
think t o ourselve s tha t befor e w e rea d abou t i t i n ou r favorit e lesbia n 
magazine, w e di d no t realiz e wha t a  controversia l issu e i t was . Th e 
Lesbian an d Ga y Pres s doe s no t merel y infor m u s abou t ou r Lesbia n 
Community, i t also plays an importan t rol e in creating our image of tha t 
Community, an d i n creating the Communit y itself . 

But The Lesbia n an d Ga y Pres s i s not a  monolithi c entit y an y mor e 
than Th e Lesbia n Communit y i s a  monolithi c entity . W e hav e a  variet y 
of differen t publications , eac h produce d b y a  differen t grou p o f peopl e 
who hav e thei r ow n vision s o f Th e Lesbia n Community . Eac h publica -
tion reache s a  differen t audience , an d eac h give s it s audienc e th e visio n 
of it s producers. I f you were a  rural lesbia n whos e onl y acces s to knowl -
edge wa s a  subscriptio n t o The  Advocate,  wha t woul d you r impressio n 
of The Lesbian Community' s attitud e toward bisexualit y be ? Would yo u 
even thin k i t wa s a n issu e a t all ? Wha t i f th e neares t lesbian , te n mile s 
away, subscribe d t o Lesbian  Contradiction  instea d o f The  Advocate? 
How woul d he r impressio n o f Th e Lesbia n Community' s attitud e to -
ward bisexualit y diffe r fro m yours ? 

To find  ou t ho w Th e Lesbia n Communit y i s represente d i n Th e 
Lesbian an d Ga y Pres s o n th e issu e o f bisexuality , I  selected a  variety o f 
different lesbia n an d ga y publications. Because I  wanted t o find  ou t ho w 
The Lesbia n Communit y i s portrayed i n publication s tha t reac h a  larg e 
number o f lesbian s an d tha t appea r t o spea k fo r al l lesbians rathe r tha n 
for particula r locale s or constituencies , I  favored nationa l magazine s bu t 
included a  fe w newspaper s an d newsletter s wit h larg e circulations . I 
chose t o concentrat e m y attentio n o n The  Advocate,  Out/Look,  10 
Percent, an d Lesbian  Contradiction. l Bu t befor e w e examin e th e way s 
in whic h eac h o f thes e publication s portray s Th e Lesbia n Community' s 
opinions abou t bisexuality , we have to know somethin g abou t th e popu -
lation eac h publicatio n appear s o r claim s t o represent . Wh o read s eac h 
publication, an d whos e view of The Lesbian Communit y i s portrayed b y 
each publication ? 
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THE PUBLICATION S 

The Advocate,  Out/Look,  10  Percent,  an d Lesbian  Contradiction  clai m 
national readerships . But each o f these publications represent s a  particu -
lar segmen t o f th e lesbia n an d ga y communit y an d fulfill s particula r 
needs fo r it s readers . 

The cove r o f The  Advocate  proclaim s th e magazin e t o b e "Th e 
National Ga y an d Lesbia n Newsmagazine. " "The " implie s tha t The 
Advocate no t onl y represent s th e gay an d lesbia n community , bu t tha t i t 
is th e onl y newsmagazin e tha t doe s so . I n short , i t proclaim s itsel f th e 
quintessential representatio n o f newsworth y happening s i n th e nationa l 
gay an d lesbia n community . I t is , in fact , a  magazin e wit h 58,00 0 pai d 
subscribers2, whic h celebrate d it s twenty-fift h anniversar y i n Octobe r 
1992. Th e wor d "Lesbian " i s a  recen t additio n t o th e cove r o f The 
Advocate, whic h sai d "Th e Nationa l Ga y Newsmagazine" unti l Septem -
ber 1990 . As a  Gay Newsmagazine , The  Advocate's  focu s wa s primaril y 
gay male . Sinc e 1990 , coverag e o f lesbia n issue s ha s increased , an d b y 
the en d o f 1993 , the editoria l staf f wa s one-thir d female , u p fro m one -
fifth a  year earlier . T o a  large extent , th e magazine fulfill s it s promise t o 
represent bot h ga y men an d lesbian s by focusing o n news stories that ar e 
of interes t t o bot h sexe s becaus e the y pertai n t o lesbia n an d ga y right s 
in heterosexua l society , an d b y includin g cove r an d featur e storie s o n 
prominent lesbian s an d lesbia n issues . Nevertheless , ga y me n an d ga y 
male issues stil l receive greate r coverage . In  1994 , seventy percent o f th e 
regular columnist s an d contributin g writer s wer e male . Th e magazin e 
has a  slick , supermarke t checkou t stan d look ; i t i s printe d i n colo r o n 
glossy pape r wit h photo s o r artwor k o n ever y two-pag e sprea d an d 
commercial advertisement s coverin g one-third o f the page space . 

The banne r o n th e cove r o f Out/Look  describe d th e magazin e a s a 
"National Lesbia n &  Ga y Quarterly. " Th e first  issu e o f th e magazin e 
was publishe d i n Sprin g 1988 . In Sprin g 1992 , Managin g Edito r Robi n 
Stevens announce d tha t th e magazin e wa s i n financial  troubl e an d 
needed contributions . I n th e followin g issue , Steven s announce d tha t 
contributions ha d exceede d th e amoun t necessar y t o bring the magazin e 
back t o financial  healt h an d tha t i t was no longer i n danger o f folding . I t 
was th e las t issu e o f Out/Look  eve r published . Out/Look  focuse d o n 
lesbian an d ga y mal e cultur e an d ra n cove r an d featur e storie s abou t 
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political an d cultura l issue s tha t aros e within  th e lesbia n an d ga y com -
munities rather than new s about ou r gains and losses vis-a-vis heterosex -
ual society . Th e fac t tha t Out/Look  calle d itsel f a  "Lesbia n an d Gay " 
magazine, whereas The  Advocate  call s itself a  "Ga y an d Lesbian " maga -
zine i s symbolic; Out/Look  achieve d a  greater balanc e i n it s coverage of 
lesbian an d ga y mal e topics . Gende r balanc e ha d bee n a  goa l o f th e 
magazine sinc e it s inception , an d thi s goa l wa s reflecte d i n th e maga -
zine's editoria l staff , whic h range d fro m fort y t o sixt y percen t female. 3 

With a  circulatio n o f 17,000 , Out/Look  wa s no t a s glitzy a s The  Advo-
cate. Th e fron t an d bac k cover s displaye d colo r artwork , bu t th e insid e 
pages wer e printe d i n blac k an d whit e o n non-gloss y pape r an d ha d fa r 
fewer commercia l advertisement s tha n The  Advocate. 

When Out/Look  folded , subscriber s receive d issue s o f th e new mag -
azine 10  Percent.  Th e masthea d o f th e first  anniversar y issu e describe d 
the magazin e a s "Th e magazin e o f people , arts , an d cultur e fo r lesbian s 
and ga y men. " Th e magazin e i s les s narrowl y focuse d o n gaynes s tha n 
some other "lesbia n an d gay" magazines ; although mos t article s concer n 
specifically gay-relate d topics , other s tak e gaynes s fo r grante d a s the y 
focus primaril y o n topic s o f mor e "general " interest . Fo r example , som e 
articles i n th e "Environments " departmen t woul d fit  wel l i n Homes 
magazine excep t fo r th e respectiv e gender s o f th e peopl e wh o ow n th e 
gorgeous homes pictured i n the large , full-color photographs . 10  Percent 
caters to the reader who can affor d t o take ski vacations4 an d star t smal l 
businesses.5 I t provide s som e politica l information , bu t 10  Percent  i s 
most accuratel y describe d a s overtl y apolitica l wit h a  subtl e leanin g 
toward th e conservativ e en d o f th e ga y spectrum . Whil e othe r lesbia n 
and ga y magazine s reporte d o n th e Marc h o n Washington , 10  Percent 
gave reader s tip s abou t whic h ga y historica l site s t o visi t afte r th e 
March.6 

Lesbian Contradiction  boldl y proclaim s itsel f " A Journal o f Irrever -
ent Feminism. " Th e name say s i t all . Whereas 10  Percent  avoid s contro -
versy, Lesbian  Contradiction  ha s rushe d headlon g towar d controvers y 
since th e ver y first  issue , date d Winte r 1982/83 . Wherea s Out/Look 
attempted t o balanc e representatio n o f wome n an d men , Lesbian  Con-
tradiction i s exclusivel y fo r women . Wherea s The  Advocate  represent s 
the ga y mainstream , Lesbian  Contradiction  take s lesbia n feminis m a s 
thesis an d antithesis . Lesbian  Contradiction  i s a forum fo r th e debat e o f 
the "issues " tha t ar e s o plentifu l i n lesbia n feminism . Publishe d o n 
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newsprint fou r time s a  year , Lesbian  Contradiction  doe s no t accep t 
commercial advertisin g an d report s 1,00 0 payin g subscribers . 

COVERAGE O F BISEXUALIT Y I N TH E LESBIA N A N D 
GAY PRES S 

The treatmen t o f bisexualit y i n The Lesbia n an d Ga y Pres s in the 1980 s 
and 1990 s shows severa l patterns. The most dramati c pattern i s a histor -
ical one . I n th e 1980s , th e issu e was constructe d i n term s o f lesbian s o r 
gay me n havin g heterosex . No t unti l th e lat e 1980 s o r earl y 1990 s di d 
bisexuality pe r s e emerge a s an issue . Some lesbian an d ga y publication s 
made thi s transitio n earlie r tha n others . Publication s als o differe d fro m 
each othe r i n th e degre e t o whic h the y presente d th e issu e a s importan t 
or controversial . Som e portraye d bisexualit y a s a n issu e with importan t 
implications fo r lesbia n an d ga y politics in general , devoting a  great dea l 
of spac e t o article s abou t bisexualit y an d subsequen t letter s fro m read -
ers. Other publications gav e bisexuality littl e more than passin g mentio n 
or treate d i t a s a n uncontroversia l new s item . Finally , onc e bisexualit y 
per s e becam e a n issue , differen t publication s identifie d th e sourc e o f 
controversy differentl y an d gav e voice to differen t interes t groups . 

With it s lon g publishin g history , The  Advocate  provide s a  rar e 
opportunity t o observ e th e constructio n o f bisexualit y a s a n issu e 
through th e 1980 s an d earl y 1990s . I n th e 1980s , The  Advocate  pub -
lished article s bearin g title s lik e "Ga y Men , Lesbian s an d Sex " b y Pa t 
Califia (July , 1983) , "Yes , I' m Stil l a  Lesbian—Eve n Thoug h I  Lov e a 
Man" b y Harrie t Lain e (July , 1986) , an d "Unresolve d Harmonies : Th e 
Ups an d Down s o f No t Quit e Comin g Out " b y Mar k Chai m Evan s 
(November, 1989) . Non e o f thes e author s fel t tha t th e ter m "bisexual " 
described thei r experiences , althoug h th e them e o f eac h articl e wa s th e 
fact tha t th e autho r ha d sexua l desir e o r actua l se x wit h member s o f 
both sexes . Califia acknowledge d th e possibility tha t he r behavio r migh t 
appear bisexua l t o other s an d explaine d wh y sh e coul d no t identif y 
herself a s bisexual . I n th e sam e article , sh e offere d a n analysi s o f th e 
social constructio n o f sexualit y an d identit y politic s tha t place d bisexua l 
identity o n a  pa r wit h othe r sexua l identities . Lain e di d no t mentio n 
bisexuality once . O n th e contrary , Lain e considere d hersel f n o les s a 
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lesbian becaus e sh e was having sex with a  man an d woul d "lik e to thin k 
that th e definitio n o f lesbia n i s no t s o constrained " tha t i t exclude s sex 
with men . Likewise , Evan s referre d t o bisexualit y onl y once , comment -
ing that " I find i t hard t o believ e in bisexuality. " 

The article s b y Califia , Laine , an d Evan s represen t th e opinion s o f 
Califia, Laine , and Evans , but the letters to the editor tha t followed thes e 
articles represen t th e opinion s o f The  Advocate's  readers . Thes e letter s 
indicate that , t o the exten t tha t The  Advocate's  reader s fel t ther e was a n 
issue a t al l i n th e 1980s , the y accepte d th e authors ' constructio n o f th e 
issue a s on e o f heterose x amon g lesbian s an d gays ; non e reconstructe d 
the issue in terms of bisexuality . 

For example , subsequen t t o Califia' s article , The  Advocate  printe d 
one brie f lette r t o th e edito r i n whic h a  male 7 reade r expresse d hi s 
appreciation o f Califia' s abilit y t o "shar e bodie s with other-gende r part -
ners withou t sufferin g identit y crisis." 8 Th e lette r di d no t us e th e ter m 
bisexual, bu t implicitl y applaude d Califia' s abilit y t o resis t suc h a  classi -
fication. Thre e year s later , Laine' s articl e generate d a  mor e livel y re -
sponse. Tw o mal e reader s applaude d Lain e fo r he r humanit y an d hu -
manism an d chastise d thos e wh o woul d deman d tha t sh e confor m t o 
narrow sexua l scripts , an d on e femal e reade r reproache d Lain e fo r pre -
suming t o cal l hersel f a  lesbia n an d expendin g he r energ y o n a  ma n 
instead o f usin g i t t o suppor t womy n an d th e lesbia n community 9— 
exactly th e attitud e th e mal e reader s ha d condemned . Non e o f thes e 
readers use d th e wor d "bisexual; " th e mal e reader s complimente d 
Laine's "humanity, " an d th e femal e reade r informe d Lain e tha t sh e wa s 
"at leas t durin g th e act , a  heterosexual . No t a  lesbian. " Evans' s articl e 
generated n o controversy , possibl y becaus e a s a  man , Evan s wa s no t 
subject t o lesbia n identit y rule s an d because , unlik e Laine , h e di d no t 
seek t o defen d hi s choice s a s informe d an d intentional . Instead , Evan s 
invited reader s t o understan d hi s stor y a s a n unfinishe d proces s o f com -
ing out , a  familia r an d politicall y unthreatenin g constructio n o f hi s 
experience. Regardles s o f wha t account s fo r th e difference s i n th e vigo r 
of readers ' response s t o thes e thre e articles , on e thin g i s clear : th e issu e 
for al l three author s an d thei r reader s was no t bisexuality;  th e issue wa s 
people wh o identif y a s lesbian/ga y havin g se x wit h member s o f th e 
other sex . 

But som e o f The  Advocate's  reader s wer e beginnin g t o thin k abou t 
bisexuality a s an issue and t o communicate thi s view to the magazine . In 
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1985, two letter s to the editor criticize d the magazine's previous year-in -
review issue for missin g opportunities t o refer respectfull y t o bisexuality . 
One femal e reade r aske d wh y th e wor d bisexua l wa s pu t i n quotatio n 
marks i n a  paragrap h abou t Elto n Joh n an d aske d th e magazine' s ga y 
readers no t t o trivializ e bisexuality. 10 I n a  simila r vein , a  mal e reade r 
pointed ou t tha t a n articl e o n Jacob Hold t referre d t o hi m a s heterosex -
ual an d then quote d hi m talking abou t th e experience of sex with a  man . 
This reade r challenge d th e magazin e t o tel l th e truth , which , i n hi s 
opinion, i s tha t Hold t mus t therefor e b e bisexual. 11 I n 1989 , Bria n 
Miller wrot e a n articl e tha t bor e a  title simila r t o those published earlie r 
in th e decade , "Wome n Wh o Marr y Ga y Men." 12 Tw o issue s later , a 
letter fro m reade r Willia m Wedin , Executiv e Directo r o f th e Bisexua l 
Information an d Counselin g Servic e i n New Yor k City , criticize d Mille r 
for failin g to acknowledge bisexualit y a s an authentic orientation. Wedi n 
explained wh y thi s particula r criticis m cam e i n 198 9 bu t n o earlie r b y 
commenting tha t Miller' s "b i bashing " ha d com e "a t a  tim e whe n 
bisexuals an d thei r partner s ar e jus t beginnin g t o find a  measure o f self -
respect." Mille r defende d himsel f b y pointin g ou t tha t th e me n h e ha d 
interviewed wer e self-identifie d a s gay , no t bisexual . Bu t apparentl y 
Wedin wa s no t th e only reade r wh o perceived th e men i n Miller's articl e 
as unacknowledge d bisexuals . I n th e nex t issue , a  female reade r offere d 
her marriag e t o a  bisexua l ma n a s a n exampl e that , contrar y t o th e 
message given by Miller's article , such marriages can work . 

Pat Califi a wa s th e first  regula r contributo r t o The  Advocate  t o 
identify bisexualit y a s a n issu e an d focu s a n articl e o n it . I n Novembe r 
1990, sh e publishe d a  lette r i n he r "Advisor " colum n fro m a  reade r 
married t o a  bisexual man , an d althoug h bisexualit y wa s no t th e centra l 
issue i n th e letter , Califi a too k th e opportunit y t o asser t tha t ther e i s 
such a  thing as bisexuality. She gently dismissed th e narrow definitio n o f 
a bisexua l a s someon e wh o "i s alway s equall y attracte d t o me n an d 
women an d has exactly equa l numbers o f male and femal e se x partners" 
in favo r o f a  broade r definitio n o f bisexual s a s "me n an d wome n wh o 
have strong sexua l o r romanti c feeling s abou t member s o f both genders , 
who ar e capabl e o f havin g sex  o r relationship s wit h eithe r me n o r 
women." 1 3 

Thereafter, bisexualit y pe r s e mad e infrequen t appearance s i n The 
Advocate. I n June 1991 , the magazine printed a  one-page articl e writte n 
by bisexua l activist s Lan i Kaahuman u an d Lorain e Hutchin s entitle d 
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"Do bisexual s hav e a  plac e i n th e ga y movement?" 14 Kaahuman u an d 
Hutchins, wh o ha d jus t publishe d th e antholog y Bi  Any  Other  Name, 
argued tha t bisexual s ha d alway s bee n involve d i n the "ga y right s move-
ment." The y demande d th e recognitio n o f bisexua l existenc e an d th e 
end o f intoleranc e o n th e par t o f gay s an d lesbian s i n the movement . I n 
July 1992 , Lily Braindrop documente d th e growth o f the bisexua l move -
ment an d communit y an d th e pus h fo r explici t bisexua l inclusio n i n th e 
lesbian an d ga y movement , an d challenge d lesbia n an d ga y attitude s 
about bisexualit y i n "B i an d Beyond. " The  Advocate's  letter s t o th e 
editor colum n gav e n o indicatio n tha t reader s notice d th e strikin g con -
trast betwee n thes e articles ' intentionall y politica l approac h t o bisexu -
ality an d th e approac h tha t marke d th e 1980s , no r tha t reader s ha d 
much o f a  reaction t o the article s a t all . 

Meanwhile, The  Advocate  continue d t o publis h article s abou t peo -
ple wh o ha d se x wit h bot h sexe s tha t referre d tangentiall y i f a t al l 
to bisexuality . Fo r example , i n 1990 , Sandr a Bernhar d discusse d he r 
relationship wit h a  straight man ; th e word "bisexual " di d no t appea r i n 
the article. 15 In 1992 , Chunovic quote d Dac k Ramb o a s saying, " I thin k 
a lo t o f people don' t believ e in a  thing called bisexuality, " implyin g tha t 
he believes tha t i t exists bu t h e doesn' t appl y tha t term—o r an y term — 
to himself. 16 In  th e nex t issue , Non a Hendryx' s interviewe r use d th e 
word "bisexual, " an d Hendry x di d no t rejec t th e wor d bu t said , " I tr y 
to thin k o f mysel f a s asexual." 17 Non e o f thes e article s gav e an y hin t 
that bisexualit y pe r s e might b e a n issu e i n th e lesbia n an d ga y commu -
nity, an impression tha t was reinforced b y the lack of letters to the edito r 
about thes e article s in subsequent issue s of The  Advocate. 18 

In th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Communit y represente d b y The  Advocate, 
bisexuality i s onl y on e issu e amon g many , an d i t i s no t a  particularl y 
controversial on e a t that . Th e issu e o f bisexualit y di d no t supplan t th e 
issue o f lesbian s an d gay s having heterosex ; instead , i t simpl y joine d a n 
ongoing lesbia n an d ga y discours e tha t wa s otherwis e lef t unchanged . 
To the extent tha t bisexualit y i s an issue at al l in The  Advocate,  th e issue 
is whethe r bisexual s shoul d b e include d i n th e lesbia n an d ga y move -
ment, an d th e weigh t o f publi c opinio n i s in favo r o f inclusion . Lesbia n 
feminists wh o objec t t o bisexualit y o n politica l ground s ar e rarely hear d 
from an d marginalize d a s narrow-minde d politica l extremists , wherea s 
bisexuals themselve s ar e applaude d fo r thei r humanis m an d liberate d 
thinking. 
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In contrast , Out/Look  presente d bisexualit y a s a  controversia l issu e 
with importan t implication s fo r lesbia n an d ga y discourse . Durin g it s 
brief life , Out/Look  publishe d tw o article s relevan t to the issue of bisex -
uality. I n 1990 , th e cove r announce d a n articl e b y Jan Clause n entitle d 
"My Interestin g Condition " wit h th e captio n "Whe n Lesbian s Fal l fo r 
Men" an d a  drawin g o f Cupi d aimin g a n arro w int o th e breas t o f a 
woman wearin g doubl e women' s symbo l an d "DYKE " buttons. 19 I n 
Spring 1992 , th e cove r o f Out/Look  aske d "Wha t d o bisexual s want? " 
The headline grace d a  drawing o f a  woman i n a  short tigh t skir t holdin g 
the ar m o f a  ma n an d lookin g ove r he r shoulde r a t a  butc h lesbian . Sh e 
looked startled , an d th e though t bubbl e abov e he r hea d wa s fille d wit h 
exclamation point s an d questio n marks . 

Similar to the approach use d by 1980 s Advocate articles , the issue in 
the autobiographica l articl e "M y Interestin g Condition " wa s a  lesbian -
identified woma n wh o becam e involved with a  man, not bisexuality . Bu t 
unlike th e author s o f The  Advocate  articles , Clause n deal t directl y wit h 
the questio n o f bisexuality . Sh e explaine d tha t sh e di d no t identif y a s 
bisexual becaus e sh e was reluctan t t o becom e investe d i n a  new identit y 
and becaus e sh e di d "no t kno w wha t 'bisexual ' desir e woul d be , sinc e 
my desir e i s alway s fo r a  specificall y sexe d an d gendere d individual. " 
Clausen characterize d lesbia n feminis m a s a  wa y o f lif e tha t i s "ver y 
hard o n women, " an d aske d lesbia n feminist s t o b e mor e gentl e wit h 
each othe r b y relaxin g thei r demand s tha t th e persona l confor m t o 
narrow politica l prescripts . 

Clausen's articl e was like a  footstep i n a  minefield. Th e Spring issue 
included fou r letter s fro m reader s abou t Clausen' s article . Two thanke d 
Clausen fo r th e article , one threatened t o cance l her subscription t o Out/ 
Look, an d th e fourt h blaste d Clause n fo r claimin g to b e a  lesbian. 20 Al l 
four letter s wer e fro m women . Bu t thi s wa s no t th e en d o f th e furor . 
Reader respons e increase d wit h th e nex t issu e o f Out/Look,  whic h in -
cluded n o les s tha n seve n letters : fou r applauding , thre e condemning . 
The fou r positiv e letter s were fro m a  bisexual activis t woman, tw o men , 
and a n anonymou s reader , wherea s th e thre e negativ e letter s were fro m 
two wome n an d a n anonymou s reader. 21 Th e debate continue d throug h 
the nex t tw o issues . In Fall  199 0 an d Winte r 1991— a ful l yea r afte r th e 
publication o f th e Clause n article—tw o femal e reader s defende d 
Clausen agains t th e critica l letter s publishe d th e previou s Sprin g an d 
Summer. 



DEBATE I N TH E LESBIA N PRES S 17 

The flurry  o f letter s followin g Clausen' s articl e clearl y presente d 
bisexuality a s a  controversia l issue , particularl y amon g women . Bu t 
what was  th e issue , a s reflecte d i n thes e letters ? O n th e positiv e side , 
Clausen wa s applaude d fo r encouragin g th e acceptanc e o f differenc e 
within th e lesbia n community , fo r speakin g o n behal f o f thos e wh o fee l 
alienated fro m th e lesbia n communit y becaus e o f thei r attraction s t o o r 
relationships wit h men , fo r he r courag e i n buckin g th e lesbia n feminis t 
paradigm, fo r he r intelligenc e an d freedom , an d fo r writin g honestl y 
about a  ver y huma n situation . O n th e negativ e side , sh e wa s criticize d 
for writin g abou t th e wonder s o f heterosexua l fuckin g i n a  magazin e 
whose reader s wer e lookin g fo r affirmatio n o f thei r lesbianis m an d 
gayness, fo r usin g patriarcha l argument s t o attemp t t o excus e he r "fail -
ures a s a  woman-identified-woman, " fo r no t havin g realize d ye t tha t 
only anothe r woma n ca n offe r he r tru e freedom , an d fo r reapin g "th e 
benefits o f the heterosexual worl d whil e homosexual wome n continu e t o 
struggle fo r lega l an d socia l advancement. " Sh e wa s als o accuse d o f 
posing a  greater threa t t o the lesbian communit y tha n homophobe s pos e 
because wome n lik e he r "dilut e an d pollut e th e ver y definitio n an d 
essence o f lesbianism " b y calling themselves lesbians . One reade r wrote , 
"I don' t conside r an y woma n a  'dyke ' wh o sleep s with a  man . Period. " 
Clausen's Fal l 199 0 defende r pointe d ou t tha t som e o f th e point s mad e 
in readers ' letter s wer e no t responsiv e t o Clausen' s articl e a t all . Sh e 
wrote tha t "th e letter s ignore d wha t fo r m e wa s th e mos t significan t 
point: tha t Clause n no longer feels she can attach a  label to her sexuality . 
This poin t wa s mad e quit e clearly , an d I  a m confuse d b y th e letter s 
condemning he r fo r continuin g t o cal l herself lesbian." 22 

The fac t tha t letter s ostensibl y writte n i n respons e t o Clausen' s 
article wer e les s tha n completel y responsiv e t o th e articl e itsel f suggest s 
that Clausen' s articl e was onl y a  trigger . Mos t o f the women wh o wrot e 
to th e edito r wer e obviousl y engage d i n a  muc h large r ongoin g debat e 
with a  rather complicated history . The two men who wrote brie f compli -
mentary letter s wer e apparentl y no t part y t o th e sam e discourse . 
Whether the y were actually unawar e o f the heavy political debat e withi n 
which Clausen' s experience s too k place , o r whether , a s men , the y coul d 
not participat e i n thi s debate , thei r letter s gav e th e impressio n tha t the y 
were peacefully obliviou s t o the bullet s flying past thei r ears . 

Out/Look's Sprin g 199 2 issu e o n bisexualit y include d fifteen  page s 
of cartoon s an d a  selection o f article s title d "Wha t d o bisexual s want? " 
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"Just add water : Searchin g for the Bisexual politic," "Stranger s a t home: 
Bisexuals i n th e quee r movement, " an d "Lov e an d rockets. " Unde r th e 
titles, th e author s explore d th e debat e abou t bisexuality , analyzin g th e 
political source s o f lesbians ' concerns—an d secondarily , th e concern s 
of gay s i n general—abou t bisexualit y an d outlinin g th e strategi c an d 
ideological difficultie s facin g th e bisexual movement . 

In the next issue , the editors wrote tha t they had "receive d a  striking 
number o f responses " t o th e issu e o n bisexuality , an d tha t "Curiousl y 
enough, th e las t tim e we received thi s muc h mai l wa s i n response t o Jan 
Clausen's 'M y Interestin g Condition'. " "Tende r spot? " they rhetoricall y 
questioned thei r readers . Accordin g t o th e editors , mos t o f th e letter s 
they had receive d were from "bisexual s who fel t uncomfortable wit h th e 
constraints o f a  'debate ' aroun d bisexualit y a s we had posite d it. " The y 
included excerpt s fro m thes e letter s i n a  sidebar tha t spanne d th e lengt h 
of a  printe d dialogu e amon g thre e bisexua l writer/activist s wh o pre -
sented thei r view s o f wha t th e issue s reall y were . Amanda Udis-Kessler , 
Elizabeth Reb a Weise , an d Sara h Murra y explaine d tha t bisexual s ar e 
diverse people with a  variety o f personal need s and politica l goals . Weise 
pinpointed th e growt h o f th e lesbia n an d ga y movemen t durin g th e 
1970s an d 1980s—especiall y th e emergenc e o f a  politica l lesbia n iden -
tity—as th e sourc e o f th e curren t antipath y towar d bisexuality , an d 
Udis-Kessler attribute d th e recen t growt h o f a  political bisexua l identit y 
to thi s antipathy . Weis e als o pointe d ou t tha t som e o f th e mos t activ e 
leaders i n the lesbia n movemen t wer e reall y bisexua l wome n wh o eithe r 
repressed par t o f themselve s i n th e nam e o f lesbia n purit y o r remaine d 
quiet abou t thei r involvement s wit h men , an d wh o ha d recentl y begu n 
to sho w " a littl e mor e o f th e realit y o f thei r lives. " Bisexual s wer e no t 
outsiders seekin g t o rid e lesbia n an d ga y coat-tails , bu t insider s wh o 
were finally  being honest abou t themselves . 

In th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Communit y represente d b y Out/Look,  bi -
sexuality i s a  ver y controversia l issu e wit h importan t implication s fo r 
lesbian an d ga y discourse . I n 1990 , Clause n establishe d a  connectio n 
between "lesbian s wh o slee p with men " an d "bisexuality, " thereb y con -
structing bisexualit y no t a s a  ne w issu e t o b e adde d t o a n existin g 
repertoire, bu t a s a  challeng e t o ongoin g lesbia n an d ga y discourse . 
Lesbians' objection s t o bisexualit y wer e aire d generousl y an d take n 
seriously, no t marginalize d an d dismisse d a s they were in The  Advocate. 
But b y 1992 , thes e objection s wer e replace d b y th e voice s o f bisexual s 
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themselves. Th e debat e amon g lesbian s abou t th e plac e o f bisexual s i n 
the lesbia n communit y ha d becom e a  debat e i n whic h bisexual s them -
selves were an interested party an d ha d a n activ e voice. Bisexuality a s an 
issue had bee n replaced b y bisexual issues , for example , the developmen t 
of a  bisexua l politi c an d th e relationshi p betwee n bisexua l politic s an d 
lesbian an d ga y politics . Whereas The  Advocate's  "B i an d Beyond " ha d 
framed th e issu e a s on e o f bisexua l inclusio n i n th e lesbia n an d ga y 
movement, Out/Look  ha d gon e on e ste p farthe r t o construc t no t onl y 
bisexuals, but a  political bisexua l voice . 

Meanwhile, i n th e conservativ e worl d o f 10  Percent,  th e issu e o f 
bisexuality—let alon e bisexua l issue s o r th e bisexua l voice—barel y ex -
ists a t all . 10  Percent  cam e closes t t o tacklin g th e issu e o f bisexualit y i n 
its secon d issue , publishe d i n Sprin g 1993 . "M y girlfrien d i s becomin g 
the ma n o f my  dreams " wa s writte n b y Kat e Bornstein , a  "bisexua l 
heterosexual lesbia n gay male transsexual woma n wh o i s in a committe d 
relationship wit h a  lesbia n ma n name d David." 23 Sh e pointe d ou t tha t 
bisexuals gained recognitio n b y inclusion in the name of the 199 3 Marc h 
on Washingto n bu t transgendere d peopl e di d not , thereb y portrayin g 
bisexuals a s member s o f th e ga y establishmen t tha t exclude d transgen -
dered people . Judging fro m th e lac k o f letter s t o th e edito r i n th e nex t 
issue, reader s ha d n o opinio n o n th e subject . Th e wor d "bisexual " 
appeared agai n a  few issues later when Eric Marcus wrote, "I' m no t even 
all that comfortable bein g grouped with bisexuals , let alone transsexuals , 
transvestites, an d quee r straights " becaus e "w e hav e differen t lives , fac e 
different challenges." 24 Tw o letter s t o th e edito r i n th e nex t issu e dis -
agreed, arguin g tha t Marcus' s attitud e wa s divisiv e an d phobic . Neithe r 
reader mentione d bisexualit y excep t whe n quotin g Marcus ; th e issu e 
constructed wa s a  general on e concerning appreciatio n o f diversity . 

In lesbia n an d ga y publications , th e issu e o f bisexuality—whic h i s 
primarily o f interes t t o lesbians—compete s fo r spac e wit h ga y issue s 
such a s AIDS . I n lesbia n publications , mor e tim e an d energ y ca n b e 
devoted t o hashin g ou t th e detail s o f lesbia n ideology , includin g th e 
political meanin g o f bisexuality . Dedicate d t o th e discussio n o f issue s 
that ar e relevan t within  lesbia n feminism , Lesbian  Contradiction  pro -
vides a  receptive audienc e fo r discussion s o f lesbian s who hav e se x wit h 
men and bisexuality . 

Like genera l lesbia n an d ga y publications , Lesbian  Contradiction 
initially constructe d th e issue a s one o f lesbian s who hav e sex  with men . 



20 DEBATE I N TH E LESBIA N PRES S 

In issu e numbe r 2 , "Man y Lesbian s Ar e Goin g Straigh t No w .  . .— A 
Conversation" consiste d o f thirtee n comment s writte n o n a  wal l i n a 
women's bathroom , on e i n respons e t o th e other . Th e wome n ha d 
thirteen ver y differen t opinion s an d perspectives . Som e discusse d thei r 
feelings abou t lover s wh o leav e them fo r me n o r offere d opinion s abou t 
whether lesbian s wh o "g o straight " ar e capitulatin g t o compulsor y het -
erosexuality o r whethe r the y wer e neve r lesbian s t o begi n with . Other s 
acknowledged thei r ow n attraction s t o me n an d wrot e abou t th e isola -
tion the y fel t becaus e the y feare d censur e b y lesbians . Voic e #1 1 men -
tioned tha t sh e wa s jus t beginnin g t o find  suppor t fro m othe r bisexual s 
and aske d other s no t t o judg e her . Voic e #1 2 agree d tha t "W e shoul d 
all be free t o b e who w e are, " bu t Voic e #1 3 reveale d tha t libera l view s 
are no t alway s accompanie d b y understanding , "[e]ve n i f som e peopl e 
can't mak e u p thei r mind s wh o the y are!" 25 A  yea r later , Gwe n Fa y 
expressed he r exasperatio n ove r th e fac t tha t lesbian s ca n b e a s preju -
diced as anyone else, and deplored th e fact tha t there are so few opportu -
nities fo r u s to ai r ou r difference s tha t th e conversatio n ha d ha d t o tak e 
place on a  bathroom wall. 26 

These opinion s wer e echoe d i n 198 9 afte r Lesbian  Contradiction 
published "Desir e an d Consequences : Sleepin g with a  Strang e Man " b y 
Juana Mari a Paz , " A Secon d Comin g Out " b y Stephani e Sugars , an d 
"I'm Stil l a  Lesbian " b y Jane Dwinell. 27 On e reade r blaste d th e maga -
zine fo r printin g Paz' s descriptio n o f "wome n an d me n fuckin g eac h 
other." Sh e did no t "[condemn ] Juan a fo r havin g heterosexua l sex " bu t 
she resente d Juana' s clai m t o lesbia n identit y an d Lesbian  Contradic-
tion's decisio n t o giv e spac e t o heterosexualit y whe n spac e fo r lesbia n 
expression wa s s o limited already. 28 Th e editor s defende d thei r decisio n 
by reiteratin g th e newspaper' s missio n t o serv e a s a  broa d foru m fo r 
discussion o f feminis m b y all women, no t only lesbians. 29 Dwinell wrot e 
about he r lif e a s a  lesbian-identifie d woma n i n a  long-ter m committe d 
relationship wit h a  man . Th e respons e t o Dwinel l wa s eve n mor e vehe -
ment tha n th e respons e t o Pa z ha d been . Lesbian  Contradiction  printe d 
three letter s fro m reader s wh o denounce d Dwinel l fo r callin g hersel f a 
lesbian, denyin g heterosexua l privilege , trivializing the importance lesbi -
ans attac h t o th e gender s o f women' s sexua l partners , an d comparin g 
lesbians' criticis m o f heterosexualit y t o society' s condemnatio n o f lesbi -
anism.30 Th e editor s expresse d thei r gratitud e fo r a  fourt h letter , a n 
"anonymous respons e fro m a  woman whos e way o f relating to men an d 
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to lesbian s remind s u s ho w man y mor e variation s ther e ar e i n thes e 
matters tha n w e migh t think. " Th e gratitude o f th e editor s suggest s tha t 
this wa s th e onl y lette r sympatheti c t o Dwinel l received ; thi s fact , an d 
the anonymit y o f th e letter' s author , sa y a s muc h a s he r lette r itsel f 
does. Wherea s th e reader s o f The  Advocate  applaude d humanis m an d 
characterized lesbia n feminis t objection s t o bisexualit y a s intolerant an d 
outdated, th e letter-writin g reader s o f Lesbian  Contradiction  wer e al -
most universall y antagonisti c towar d bisexuality . As much a s the editor s 
of Lesbian  Contradiction  wante d t o present th e other sid e of th e debate , 
they coul d no t becaus e thei r reader s apparentl y di d no t shar e the libera l 
humanist attitude s tha t dominate d th e page s o f othe r lesbia n an d ga y 
publications. 

Although Lesbian  Contradiction's  reader s continue d t o debat e "les -
bians wh o slee p wit h men " throug h 1989 , the y als o bega n discussin g 
"bisexuality" i n 1987 , soone r tha n th e mor e mainstrea m lesbia n an d 
gay publications . I n "Thinkin g abou t Bisexuality " Marily n Murph y an d 
Irene Weis s argue d tha t "non-lesbian " i s a  mor e appropriat e ter m tha n 
"heterosexual" fo r wome n wh o liv e heterosexual lives , because "hetero -
sexual" canno t b e considere d a  sexua l preferenc e i n a  heterosexis t soci -
ety.31 Lesbian s ar e lesbians because they have chosen to live lesbian live s 
and identif y a s lesbians ; mos t wome n wh o liv e heterosexual live s neve r 
chose t o b e heterosexual . Th e argumen t ha s interestin g implication s fo r 
bisexuals. Th e author s rejecte d th e concep t o f bisexualit y a s a  sexual / 
affectional preference . The y argue d tha t whe n a  bisexua l i s with a  man , 
she is heterosexual becaus e sh e enjoys heterosexua l privileges . But whe n 
she i s wit h a  woman , sh e i s no t lesbia n becaus e heterosexua l privileg e 
remains a n optio n fo r her . Sh e is , i n fact , th e onl y woma n wh o con -
sciously choose s heterosexualit y becaus e sh e i s th e onl y woma n wh o 
ever lives a heterosexual lif e with ful l knowledg e o f the other option ; th e 
bisexual woma n is , therefore, th e only true "heterosexual. " 

The nex t issu e o f Lesbian  Contradiction  carrie d tw o letter s fro m 
readers. One thanked Murph y an d Weis s fo r givin g her a  good laug h b y 
exemplifying th e absurdit y o f th e identit y debates. 32 Th e othe r docu -
mented he r ow n journe y fro m politica l lesbia n feminis t dykedom , 
through he r politicall y correc t disma y a s sh e realize d sh e wa s attracte d 
to men , t o he r curren t opinio n tha t "[b]ein g attracte d t o on e sex  o r th e 
other i s no t goo d o r bad , i t jus t i s wha t i t is . Politica l integrit y i s no t 
based o n whethe r w e slee p wit h me n o r wit h women , bu t o n ho w w e 
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live ou r lives. " Again , th e fac t tha t thi s reade r chos e t o remai n anony -
mous say s a s much a s her lette r does. 33 Althoug h thes e two letter s wer e 
critical o f lesbia n feminis t antagonis m towar d bisexuals , neithe r lette r 
conveyed a  stron g bisexua l voice . Th e forme r dismisse d th e debat e a s 
trivial; the latte r was a  plea fo r tolerance . 

But a  self-conscious an d politica l bisexua l voic e did begi n appearin g 
in Lesbian  Contradiction  i n 1990 , afte r Murphy' s view s wer e aire d 
once agai n i n "Th e Gay-Straigh t Spli t Revisited. " Dajeny a deplore d th e 
tendency o f oppresse d group s t o argu e ove r who' s mor e oppressed , 
rejected th e accusatio n tha t a s a  bisexua l sh e wa s "consortin g wit h th e 
enemy," an d presente d he r bisexualit y a s a  source o f politica l awarenes s 
and action. 34 I n th e sam e issue , Jane Litwoma n wrot e tha t "gende r i s 
just no t wha t I  car e about, " an d analyze d th e source s o f he r privileg e 
and oppressio n a s a  perso n who , i n thi s "gender-fetishi c culture, " i s 
usually labeled "bisexual." 35 Three years later, Alena Smith wrote abou t 
her abilit y t o enjo y makin g lov e wit h bot h genders , an d rejecte d th e 
stereotypes tha t a s a  bisexua l woma n sh e was "goin g throug h a  phase " 
or avoidin g seriou s relationships. 36 Althoug h self-consciousl y bisexua l 
voices appeared i n Lesbian Contradiction  tw o years earlier than they di d 
in Out/Look,  the y wer e individua l voice s tha t spok e o f th e personal , 
sometimes i n political term s bu t largely in reaction t o lesbians ' criticism s 
of bisexuality ; ther e wa s littl e evidence o f th e growing bisexua l commu -
nity wit h issue s an d interest s o f it s own . I n Lesbian  Contradiction,  th e 
"bisexual issue " is still a  "lesbia n controversy. " 

In summary , differen t lesbia n and/o r ga y publication s presen t th e 
issue o f bisexualit y differently , an d some , lik e 10  Percent,  don' t presen t 
it a s an issu e a t all . In the mainstrea m an d traditionall y male-dominate d 
pages o f The  Advocate,  bisexualit y i s merel y a  topi c fo r conversation . 
Bisexuals cam e int o existenc e whe n The  Advocate  wasn' t lookin g an d 
when bisexual s wrot e t o The  Advocate  t o announc e themselves , The 
Advocate dul y reporte d thei r existenc e an d the n wen t o n wit h busines s 
as usual . Insofa r a s bisexuality i s an issue , the issue is bisexual inclusio n 
and th e predominan t libera l humanis t opinio n favor s inclusion . I n con -
trast, i n th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Communit y represente d b y Out/Look, 
bisexuality i s a  controversia l issue . Lesbia n feminis t concern s abou t 
bisexuality wer e serious , bu t the y belonge d t o a n earlie r er a an d thei r 
merit i s fading a s the lesbian an d gay mainstream return s to its humanis t 
origins. The bisexua l movemen t i s the wav e o f th e future . Bisexual s no t 



DEBATE I N TH E LESBIA N PRES S 23 

only exis t an d belon g i n th e lesbia n an d ga y movement , bu t the y hav e 
interests, issues, and a  voice of thei r own . Bisexuals are no longer askin g 
to b e included i n th e lesbia n an d ga y movement ; the y ar e in th e lesbia n 
and ga y movement an d the y are also forming a  separate communit y an d 
movement. Finally , i f on e read s abou t Th e Lesbia n Communit y i n Les-
bian Contradiction,  on e finds tha t lesbia n feminis t concern s abou t bisex -
uality ar e aliv e an d well , an d tha t the y drow n ou t th e fe w anonymou s 
humanists wh o dar e dissent . Ther e ar e a  fe w politica l lesbian s wh o as k 
not t o b e condemned fo r thei r heterosexua l feelings , an d a  few bisexual s 
who rejec t lesbians ' negativ e stereotype s abou t bisexualit y an d describ e 
bisexuality i n politica l terms , bu t ther e i s littl e evidenc e o f a  collectiv e 
bisexual voic e o r o f a  bisexua l movemen t wit h issue s define d b y bi -
sexuals. 

Lesbians who rea d thes e differen t publication s receiv e very differen t 
images o f wha t Th e Lesbia n Communit y think s abou t bisexuality . 
Which imag e i s accurate? I s bisexuality a n issue , o r not ? I f i t is , what i s 
the issue? Are objections t o bisexuality limite d to a  few extremist s whos e 
politics ar e stuc k i n th e 1970 s a s Out/Look  suggested , o r ar e the y aliv e 
and wel l an d dominatin g lesbians ' opinions abou t bisexuality , a s show n 
in Lesbian  Contradiction?  Ar e bisexual s visible , vocal , an d independen t 
political activists , o r apologeti c hangers-on ? Th e trut h i s tha t non e o f 
these image s ar e entirel y accurate , becaus e eac h reflect s th e opinion s o f 
only a  segmen t o f th e Community . Mor e importantly , however , article s 
and letter s t o th e edito r reflec t onl y th e opinion s o f thos e individual s 
who bothe r t o expres s thei r opinion s i n writin g an d hav e th e mean s t o 
get the m published . Th e vas t majorit y o f lesbians—an d bisexua l 
women—lack eithe r the time or the inclination t o write articles or letter s 
to th e editor . The y migh t no t eve n rea d th e article s an d letter s writte n 
by others . What d o they think ? 

To find  ou t wha t lesbian s an d bisexua l wome n think , w e hav e t o 
find th e voice s tha t ar e no t represente d i n Th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Press . 
This boo k represent s thos e voice s an d demonstrate s tha t bot h lesbian s 
and bisexua l wome n hav e stron g an d varie d opinion s o n th e subject . 
Most o f thi s book focuse s o n th e opinions o f lesbians , among whom th e 
issue of bisexualit y i s alive and wel l and very controversial . The intensit y 
of lesbians ' opinion s abou t bisexualit y suggest s tha t th e issu e ha s ver y 
deep politica l implications . I t i s th e argumen t o f thi s boo k tha t thes e 
implications cu t righ t to th e heart o f the meaning o f lesbianis m itself . As 
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lesbians, w e hav e fough t lon g an d har d fo r ou r lesbia n identitie s an d 
communities, an d bisexualit y constitute s a  psychological , social , an d 
political threa t t o thes e hard-wo n victories . I t force s u s t o confron t ou r 
own differences  o f opinio n ove r what lesbianis m i s and wha t it s political 
implications are ; that is , who we are and wha t we stand for . I n the earl y 
1970s, we debated thes e issues openly a s we laid the groundwork fo r th e 
lesbian movement . Sinc e then , th e "who " an d "what " debate s hav e 
faded int o th e background , bu t th e issue s wer e neve r resolved . W e stil l 
disagree abou t wh o w e ar e an d wha t w e stan d for . Th e topi c o f bisexu -
ality uncover s thes e dorman t issue s an d bring s ou r difference s t o th e 
surface. Th e energ y wit h whic h w e debat e bisexualit y toda y i s non e 
other tha n th e energ y wit h whic h w e struggle d t o defin e ourselve s tw o 
decades ago . 



"EXPERTS'" VOICES : LESBIANISM , 
BLSEXUALITY, A N D TH E SOCIA L SCIENCE S 

We liv e i n a n ag e o f scienc e an d technology . I t i s the er a o f computers , 
laser surgery , spac e travel , fa x machines , an d hydroponics . W e loo k t o 
science t o answe r ou r question s an d solv e ou r problems . W e hav e 
learned tha t scienc e i s objective. Accordin g t o m y high schoo l textbook , 
the scientifi c metho d involve s askin g a  question , designin g a  stud y t o 
answer th e question , an d the n doin g th e stud y t o find  ou t th e answer . 
Values, biases, and powe r d o no t ente r the picture . 

As a society, we are quickly finding  ou t the hard way tha t thi s steril e 
image o f scienc e i s false . Value s shap e th e question s w e as k an d biase s 
shape th e wa y w e as k them . Th e problem s tha t ar e solve d ar e ofte n th e 
problems o f th e mos t powerfu l i n society , because th e leas t powerful d o 
not hav e th e funding , training , o r voic e t o pu t thei r problem s o n th e 
agenda. Researc h o n breas t cance r has been dangerousl y underfunde d i n 
comparison t o research o n hear t disease . Until 1993 , the CD C definitio n 
of AID S included opportunisti c infection s commo n amon g HI V infecte d 
men bu t no t disease s commo n amon g HI V infecte d women , preventin g 
women fro m receivin g financial  an d medical opportunities availabl e only 
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to peopl e wit h a n AID S diagnosis . W e kno w almos t nothin g abou t 
lesbian healt h issues ; we do not eve n know wha t th e issues are . 

Science doe s provid e answer s an d solutions , bu t w e canno t accep t 
them a t fac e value . We mus t stud y scienc e with a  critica l eye , and selec t 
for ourselve s tha t whic h i s useful an d tha t whic h i s not . Thi s i s particu -
larly tru e i n a n are a a s value-laden , controversial , an d powerfu l a s 
sexuality. Thi s chapte r wil l examin e th e contribution s socia l scientist s 
have mad e t o ou r understandin g o f sexuality . In  it , I  wil l analyz e th e 
many differen t model s o f sexua l orientatio n tha t ar e implici t o r explici t 
in th e sexologica l literature , an d th e way s i n whic h thes e model s hav e 
affected th e questions tha t have been aske d an d th e information w e have 
gained abou t ou r sexuality . Reader s who ar e familia r wit h th e highlight s 
of th e histor y o f sexolog y i n the Unite d State s migh t wan t t o ski p to th e 
subheading "Ne w Model s o f Sexuality. " 

W H A T I S A MODEL ? 

A model , o r paradigm , i s a  wa y o f representin g something . Usually , i n 
the socia l sciences , model s ar e use d t o mak e somethin g tha t i s intangi -
ble—for example , th e economy— a bi t mor e tangible . Nobod y ca n see 
the economy, bu t economist s hav e computerized model s o f the econom y 
that allo w the m t o understand th e real econom y an d predic t wha t i t will 
do i n th e future . I t i s impossibl e t o creat e a  perfec t model , becaus e th e 
process o f modelin g i s th e proces s o f givin g shap e t o somethin g tha t 
does no t have a  particular shap e o f it s own . 

All model s contai n assumptions , an d al l model s highligh t som e fea -
tures whil e downplayin g o r concealin g others . When I  teach, I  illustrat e 
this poin t b y pulling a  chai r t o th e fron t o f th e room , tiltin g i t forward , 
and askin g a  studen t t o tel l m e wha t colo r th e to p o f th e sea t is . Th e 
student ca n se e th e to p o f th e seat , s o sh e give s m e th e answer . The n I 
ask he r wha t colo r th e botto m o f th e sea t is . Sh e hesitates , an d the n 
either say s she can't tel l or sh e guesses that i t is the same color a s the to p 
of th e seat . Th e fac t i s that , whe n viewin g th e chai r fro m an y give n 
angle, sh e ca n se e certain aspect s o f th e chai r bu t sh e canno t se e others . 
If I  were t o tur n th e chai r around , sh e would b e abl e to se e new aspect s 
of th e chair , bu t sh e would n o longe r b e abl e t o se e the aspect s sh e sa w 
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before. Th e chai r look s differen t fro m eac h angle , an d eac h angl e dis -
plays som e aspect s whil e concealin g others . Whic h vie w o f th e chai r i s 
the mos t accurat e one ? None . In  orde r t o full y kno w wha t th e chai r 
looks like, the student has to look a t it from al l different angles . Scientifi c 
models wor k th e sam e way . W e d o no t hav e t o decid e whic h mode l i s 
the "best " o r mos t "accurate. " W e nee d t o tr y ou t al l the models , lear n 
something fro m eac h one , an d the n pu t al l tha t knowledg e togethe r t o 
form a  more complete picture o f the thing we are trying to understand . 

THE GREA T DEBATE—ESSENTIALIS M 
VERSUS CONSTRUCTIONIS M 

One o f th e mos t fundamenta l debate s amon g socia l scientist s who stud y 
sexuality i s th e questio n o f whethe r sexua l orientatio n i s essentia l o r 
constructed. In  social and politica l discourse , we have become so used t o 
referring t o people a s lesbians , gays, or heterosexuals , tha t we no longe r 
question whethe r o r no t ther e migh t b e anothe r wa y t o understan d ou r 
sexual diversity . Man y historian s argue , however , tha t th e concep t o f 
types o f peopl e wh o ar e define d b y thei r sexua l desire s o r behavior s i s 
recent. Th e wor d "homosexual " wa s coine d i n 186 9 b y Benkert . Prio r 
to th e lat e 1800s , there were people who ha d se x with member s o f thei r 
own sex  and people who were attracted t o and fel l in love with member s 
of thei r ow n sex , bu t historian s tel l u s that thes e people wer e no t place d 
in a  categor y an d viewe d a s a  certai n typ e o f perso n becaus e o f thes e 
behaviors o r feelings. x The y wer e simpl y engagin g i n som e o f th e man y 
forms o f sexua l behavio r tha t ar e possibl e fo r humans , jus t a s peopl e 
today migh t hav e se x wit h brown-eye d o r blue-eye d people , an d migh t 
even hav e a  preferenc e fo r on e ey e colo r o r th e other , withou t bein g 
placed i n categorie s an d assume d t o b e particular type s o f peopl e base d 
on the eye colors o f thei r sexua l partners . 

In othe r words , historica l sexologist s argu e tha t th e categorie s "les -
bian/gay" an d "heterosexual " ar e sociall y constructed . W e have create d 
these categories , an d w e plac e ourselve s an d eac h othe r i n the m o n th e 
basis o f ou r behavior s an d feelings . Thi s doe s not  mea n tha t ou r desire s 
are artificia l o r tha t w e mad e the m up ; i t mean s tha t w e interpre t ou r 
desires usin g th e concept s an d possibilitie s mad e availabl e b y ou r cul -
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ture, an d tha t w e perceiv e ou r desire s a s indication s o f th e type s o f 
people w e are . I t als o doe s no t mea n tha t lesbian , gay , and heterosexua l 
people do no t exist . We certainly d o exist , bu t we exis t because we hav e 
come t o understan d ourselve s thi s way . A  hous e i s n o les s rea l fo r th e 
fact tha t i t was built ; we need shelter , an d buildin g a  house i s a fine wa y 
to giv e ourselve s shelter . Th e longe r w e liv e i n th e hous e an d th e mor e 
comfortable w e becom e i n it , the mor e difficul t i t i s to remembe r a  tim e 
when th e house di d no t exist. 2 

Essentialists, o n th e othe r hand , believ e tha t sexua l orientatio n o r 
sexual desir e is a characteristic tha t exist s within a  person. An "essence " 
is rea l i n a n absolut e sense ; i t exist s eve n i n th e absenc e o f cultura l 
interpretation. Essenc e is the thing that we would se e if we could remov e 
all ou r biase s an d cultura l blinders . Whe n w e spea k o f "discovering " 
our sexualities , w e ar e thinkin g i n essentialis t term s becaus e w e ar e 
assuming that there was something tha t existed within u s even before w e 
knew abou t it . When w e say that we are  lesbian/gay o r heterosexual , w e 
imply tha t we have a  lesbian/gay o r heterosexual essence , that is , that w e 
are a  particula r typ e o f perso n wh o ha s a  particula r typ e o f sexua l 
essence. I n doin g so , w e creat e a  bon d betwee n ourselve s an d othe r 
people wh o hav e th e sam e essenc e becaus e w e pu t ourselve s i n a  cate -
gory together . A t th e sam e time , w e emphasiz e ou r difference s fro m 
people wh o hav e differen t essence s b y namin g ourselve s differentl y an d 
putting the m i n another  category . 

A BRIE F HISTOR Y O F SEXOLOG Y I N 
THE UNITE D STATE S 

The Interpla y o f Politic s and Science and the 
Downfall o f the Dichotomou s Conflic t Mode l 
of Sexuality 
The word "heterosexual " wa s coined afte r th e word "homosexual, " an d 
originally mean t a  perso n wh o wa s attracte d t o bot h sexes. 3 I n th e 
1890s, i t came t o mea n a  person wh o i s attracted t o peopl e o f th e othe r 
sex (Kat z 1983) , and thereafter , scientist s an d th e public recognized tw o 
types of sexua l people who are essentially distinc t from eac h other . Zini k 



EXPERTS' VOICE S 29 

(1985) calle d thi s dichotomou s mode l o f essentia l sexualit y th e "conflic t 
model" o f sexuality , becaus e i n it , heterosexualit y an d homosexualit y 
are conceptualize d a s differen t an d contradictor y state s o f being . I n 
other words , attractio n towar d peopl e o f th e sam e se x an d attractio n 
toward peopl e o f th e othe r se x ar e believe d t o b e qualitativel y differen t 
attractions, whic h eithe r canno t coexis t i n a  singl e person , o r whic h 
conflict wit h eac h othe r whe n the y do . In  thi s model , th e tru e bisexua l 
person i s eithe r nonexisten t o r engage d i n a  constan t struggl e betwee n 
conflicting desire s fo r peopl e o f th e sam e sex  an d peopl e o f th e othe r 

4 

sex. 
The first  majo r challeng e t o th e dichotomou s conflic t mode l o f 

sexuality i n th e histor y o f U.S . sexolog y cam e i n 194 8 an d 195 3 whe n 
Alfred Kinse y an d hi s associate s publishe d tw o groundbreakin g studie s 
of sexua l behavior , Sexual  Behavior  in  the  Human  Male  an d Sexual 
Behavior in  the  Human  Female.  O n th e basi s o f nationa l studie s o f 
women an d me n i n th e Unite d States , Kinse y an d hi s associate s an -
nounced tha t 28 % o f wome n ha d experience d eroti c response s t o othe r 
women, 37 % o f me n ha d ha d postadolescen t sexua l experienc e wit h 
another ma n t o the point o f orgasm , an d a n additiona l 13 % of me n ha d 
responded eroticall y t o anothe r ma n althoug h the y ha d neve r actuall y 
had se x wit h anothe r man. 5 Thes e findings  shocke d bot h scientist s an d 
the public , wh o ha d assume d tha t homosexualit y wa s exceedingl y rare . 
People wh o wer e attracte d t o member s o f thei r ow n se x foun d ou t tha t 
they wer e no t alon e a t all . The y bega n lookin g fo r eac h other , an d 
organizations suc h a s the Daughters o f Bilitis and the Mattachine Societ y 
were founde d shortl y thereafter . 

Perhaps eve n mor e surprisin g wa s th e prevalence o f bisexua l behav -
ior amon g Kinse y e t al.' s respondents . Onl y 0. 3 t o 3 % o f wome n (be -
tween age s 20 an d 35 , and dependin g o n marita l status ) an d 4 % o f me n 
(after th e onse t o f adolescence ) wer e exclusivel y homosexual , leadin g t o 
the conclusio n tha t 2 5 t o 28 % o f wome n an d 46 % o f me n ha d bee n 
erotically responsiv e t o o r sexuall y activ e wit h bot h wome n an d men . 
Among unmarrie d women , 4  t o 8 % reporte d mor e tha n incidenta l sex -
ual experiences with o r erotic responses to both women an d men—mor e 
than th e percentag e wh o wer e exclusivel y homosexual . Kinse y an d hi s 
associates develope d th e Kinse y scal e t o describ e th e variet y the y ha d 
found i n thei r respondents ' physica l an d psychi c lives . O n thi s seven -
point scale , a  "0 " indicate s a  perso n whos e eroti c experience s an d 



30 EXPERTS' VOICE S 

responses ar e entirel y heterosexual , a  "6 " indicate s a  perso n whos e 
erotic experiences an d response s ar e entirely homosexual , an d th e score s 
" 1 " throug h " 5 " represen t varyin g degree s o f responsivenes s t o peopl e 
of bot h sexes . Thi s mode l o f sexualit y i s considere d a n improvemen t 
over th e conflic t mode l o f sexuality , becaus e i t i s abl e t o accommodat e 
the variet y i n huma n sexua l behavio r an d eroti c respons e discovere d b y 
Kinsey an d hi s associates . 

A fe w year s afte r th e Kinse y studies , Evely n Hooke r demonstrate d 
that traine d clinician s coul d no t differentiat e th e result s o f projectiv e 
tests o f heterosexual s fro m thos e o f homosexuals , thu s providin g evi -
dence tha t homosexual s displa y n o mor e sign s of psychopatholog y tha n 
heterosexuals (1957 , 1958) . Nevertheless , fo r th e nex t fiftee n years , 
psychiatrists continue d t o conside r homosexualit y a  menta l illness , an d 
scientists motivate d b y th e desir e t o preven t homosexualit y trie d t o fin d 
out wha t cause s it . Homosexua l wome n an d me n remaine d hidde n i n a 
twilight world o f bar s and secretiv e homophile organizations . 

The riots a t the Stonewall ba r in Greenwich Village , New York City , 
in June 1969 , marke d th e symboli c beginnin g o f a  ne w lesbia n an d ga y 
liberation consciousness . Lesbian s an d ga y me n wer e n o longe r willin g 
to appeas e heterosexua l societ y an d avoi d harassmen t b y hidin g them -
selves; the y bega n openl y demandin g socia l acceptanc e an d civi l rights . 
Faced wit h voca l an d visibl e lesbian s an d ga y men , socia l scientists — 
some o f who m wer e lesbia n o r ga y themselves—rejecte d th e pathologi -
cal view o f homosexualit y an d produce d a  virtual explosio n o f researc h 
on lesbian s an d ga y men . Prio r t o 1969 , th e recor d numbe r o f article s 
listed unde r th e topi c heading "homosexuality " i n an y give n yea r o f th e 
Sociological Abstract s wa s five . Thi s numbe r increase d t o thirtee n 
in 1973 , twenty-eight i n 1977 , thirty-nin e i n 1979 , an d toppe d fort y i n 
the 1980s . Mos t o f thes e article s reporte d researc h o n ga y men , an d 
those tha t include d lesbian s ofte n di d s o a s a  compariso n t o ga y 
men. Th e topi c headin g "lesbianism " di d no t appea r unti l 1968, 6 an d 
the numbe r o f article s unde r thi s headin g di d no t reac h thirtee n unti l 
1983.7 

Researchers i n th e 1970 s aske d ver y differen t question s tha n re -
searchers i n earlie r decade s ha d asked . Instea d o f askin g wha t cause s 
homosexuality, socia l scientist s bega n askin g question s lik e "Wha t i s 
homophobia an d wha t cause s it? " "Ho w doe s heterosexis m affec t th e 
lives o f ga y an d lesbia n people? " "Wha t i s the proces s o f comin g out? " 
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and "Wha t ar e th e ga y an d lesbia n communitie s like , ho w d o peopl e 
meet eac h other , an d wha t kind s o f socia l structure s exist? " I n othe r 
words, researcher s shifte d thei r attentio n awa y fro m lesbian s an d ga y 
men a s th e "problem " an d bega n definin g homophobi a an d hetero -
sexism a s th e problem . The y bega n askin g question s tha t lesbian s an d 
gay me n themselve s woul d ask , rathe r tha n question s tha t homophobe s 
wanted answered . The y bega n studyin g lesbian s an d ga y me n a s peopl e 
who liv e i n socia l worlds , rathe r tha n a s laborator y specimens . I n th e 
1980s, many socia l scientist s turned thei r attentio n towar d AIDS . 

Throughout th e 1970s , 1980s , an d earl y 1990s , i t becam e increas -
ingly eviden t tha t bot h th e conventiona l conflic t mode l o f sexualit y an d 
the Kinse y scal e wer e inadequat e t o describ e th e complexit y o f huma n 
sexuality. Ne w researc h affirme d Kinse y e t al.' s findin g tha t bisexua l 
behavior i s mor e prevalen t tha n homosexua l behavior , especiall y whe n 
lifetime cumulativ e sexua l behavio r i s considere d (e.g. , Diamond 1993 ; 
Hunt 1974 ; Janu s an d Janu s 1993 ; Lauman n e t al . 1994 ; Roger s an d 
Turner 1991 ; Smit h 1991) , an d tha t bisexua l eroti c capacit y i s eve n 
more commo n tha n over t bisexua l behavio r (e.g. , Bel l an d Weinber g 
1978). Blumstei n an d Schwart z (1974 , 1976a , 1976b , 1977a , 1977b ) 
found tha t sexua l behavio r ofte n doe s no t correspon d wit h sexua l iden -
tity, an d tha t individual s displa y considerabl e variatio n i n thei r sexua l 
behaviors an d identitie s ove r thei r lifetimes , producin g behavio r tha t 
would b e labele d bisexua l whe n lifelon g behavio r o r feeling s ar e con -
sidered. 

The nee d fo r a  mor e sophisticate d scientifi c mode l o f sexualit y wa s 
dramatically illustrate d b y th e "bloo d suppl y scare " o f th e mid-1980s . 
The Center s fo r Diseas e Control , actin g on earl y report s tha t mos t case s 
of AID S wer e homosexua l men , conclude d tha t "gays " wer e a t highes t 
risk o f contractin g th e disease an d launche d educationa l effort s aime d a t 
gay men . Wha t official s ha d faile d t o tak e int o account , however , wa s 
the fact tha t behavio r an d identit y d o not alway s coincide, and i t is one's 
behavior, no t one' s sexua l identity , tha t determine s one' s ris k fo r HI V 
infection. The y also failed t o take into account the prevalence of bisexua l 
behavior. Man y me n who wer e having sex  with othe r me n were marrie d 
and considere d themselve s heterosexua l o r bisexual , no t gay . Message s 
about saf e sex  aime d a t th e ga y mal e communit y faile d t o reac h thes e 
men. Thi s potentiall y fata l miscommunicatio n occurre d becaus e scien -
tists faile d t o questio n th e simplisti c mode l o f sexualit y i n whic h ther e 
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are onl y tw o uncomplicate d type s o f people , homosexual s an d hetero -
sexuals. 

New Model s o f Sexualit y 

Social scientist s worke d t o develo p improve d model s o f sexua l orienta -
tion tha t woul d reflec t thei r growin g understandin g o f sexuality . Man y 
modified th e seven-poin t Kinse y scale . Fo r example , Bel l an d Weinber g 
(1978) use d tw o seven-poin t scales , one representing sexua l feeling s an d 
one representin g sexua l behaviors . Th e mos t comple x modificatio n t o 
the Kinse y scal e i s the Klei n Sexua l Orientatio n Gri d (KSOG) , on whic h 
subjects rat e themselve s o n 2 1 seven-poin t scale s (Klein , Sepekoff , an d 
Wolf 1985) . Th e scale s measur e th e subjects ' past , present , an d idea l 
ratings o n seve n component s o f sexua l orientation : sexua l attraction , 
sexual behavior , sexua l fantasies , emotiona l preference , socia l prefer -
ence, self-identification, an d lifestyle . 

Other theorist s propose d categorica l model s o f sexua l orientatio n i n 
which homosexualit y an d heterosexualit y ar e joine d b y a  thir d distinc t 
form o f sexuality . An early categorica l alternativ e t o the simple dichoto -
mous mode l wa s suggeste d b y Feldma n an d MacCulloc h (1971) , wh o 
distinguished betwee n primar y an d secondar y homosexua l preference . 
They define d primar y homosexual s a s peopl e wh o hav e neve r experi -
enced heterosexua l arousa l a t an y poin t i n thei r lives , althoug h the y 
might hav e engage d i n heterosexua l behavio r fo r th e sak e o f socia l 
appearance. Secondar y homosexuals , o n th e othe r hand , hav e experi -
enced heterosexua l arousa l an d activity . Trace s o f th e concep t o f th e 
Kinsey scal e ar e eviden t i n thi s mode l wit h it s implicatio n tha t primar y 
homosexuals ar e "mor e homosexual " tha n secondar y homosexuals . 
Later, Feldman (1984 ) suggeste d tha t primary homosexual s an d primar y 
heterosexuals correspon d closel y t o Kinse y 6' s an d O's , whereas second -
ary homosexuals ar e Kinsey 1  to 5's . 

Other theorists , fo r example , MacDonald , referre d t o th e thir d sex -
ual orientatio n a s bisexuality . MacDonal d conceptualize d bisexualit y a s 
a combinatio n o f heterosexualit y an d homosexuality . H e referre d t o 
bisexuals a s persons wh o "ca n enjo y an d engag e i n sexua l activit y wit h 
members o f bot h sexes , o r [recognize ] a  desir e t o d o so " (1981:25) . H e 
argued tha t bisexualit y i s a  distinc t for m o f sexua l orientatio n an d tha t 
researchers shoul d recogniz e i t as such . 
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Brierley rejecte d th e ide a tha t bisexuality , heterosexuality , an d ho -
mosexuality ar e distinc t form s o f sexuality . H e suggeste d tha t individu -
als have numerou s psychologica l an d behaviora l dimension s tha t for m a 
system tendin g towar d individualize d homeostasi s i n th e "well-inte -
grated personality. " Som e element s o f thi s system , suc h a s gende r iden -
tity, are core and therefore mor e resistant to change as the system adjust s 
to "maintai n stabilit y an d t o oppos e externa l constraints " (1984:62) . 
These systemi c adjustment s produc e relationship s betwee n identity , be -
havior, an d othe r personalit y dimension s tha t ar e uniqu e fo r eac h indi -
vidual. Ther e is , therefore , n o suc h thin g a s a  "heterosexual " o r a 
"homosexual" excep t insofa r a s some individual s happe n t o posses s th e 
characteristics tha t we associate with thes e categories o f being . 

Some theorists resurrecte d Freud' s concep t o f "inheren t bisexuality " 
(e.g., Freimuth an d Hornstei n 1982 ; Zinik 1985) . Freud had argue d tha t 
humans ar e bor n sexuall y undefine d an d tha t preference s fo r certai n 
objects develo p durin g childhood . H e believe d tha t "al l huma n being s 
are bisexua l b y nature , i n accordanc e wit h thei r phylogeneti c an d onto -
genetic history " (Wolf f 1971:20) . I f bisexualit y i s conceptualize d a s a 
universal huma n potential , the n bisexualit y i s th e origina l conditio n 
upon whic h heterosexualit y an d homosexualit y ar e variations. This rep -
resents a  significan t departur e fro m th e concep t o f distinc t heterosexua l 
and homosexua l essences , from whic h bisexualit y emerge s as a combina -
tion o f o r a n unresolved conflic t betwee n thes e two state s o f being . 

Drawing o n th e notio n o f a  universa l bisexua l potential , Klei n 
(1978) conceive d o f bisexualit y i n terms o f a  potential fo r "on e hundre d 
percent intimacy. " Bisexualit y i n this sense is "the most complex stat e of 
sexual relatednes s wit h people " an d call s "fo r a  wholeness o f behavior " 
(Klein 1978:14 ) an d a  toleranc e fo r ambiguity , i n contras t t o th e limit s 
on feeling s an d behavio r implie d b y heterosexualit y an d homosexuality . 
Thus, rathe r tha n a  combinatio n o f homosexualit y an d heterosexuality , 
bisexuality is , in Klein' s eyes , a  qualitatively differen t wa y o f relatin g t o 
people characterize d b y openness rathe r tha n limitations . 

Some theorist s questione d th e century-ol d conventio n o f definin g 
sexual orientatio n i n term s o f th e biologica l sex  o r gende r o f one' s sex -
object choice . DeCecc o an d Shivel y (1983/84) , i n a n oft-cite d article , 
proposed shiftin g scientifi c attentio n fro m it s focus o n the sexual individ -
ual t o a  focu s o n th e sexua l relationshi p a s th e uni t o f analysis . Ros s 
(1984), Kapla n an d Roger s (1984) , and Freimut h an d Hornstei n (1982 ) 
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argued tha t socia l scientist s shoul d remov e th e emphasi s o n th e biologi -
cal sex  characteristic s o f th e partner s i n a  relationship an d ste p bac k t o 
ask whic h characteristic s serv e t o defin e a  sexua l encounte r fo r th e 
participants i n th e encounter . Kapla n an d Roger s argue d tha t whil e 
biological sex  i s a n importan t facto r i n choosin g sexua l partners , albei t 
only becaus e o f th e socia l emphasi s place d o n biologica l sex , othe r 
gender-related characteristic s ar e also influentia l becaus e genitali a them -
selves ar e no t immediatel y observable . Takin g th e argumen t a  ste p fur -
ther, Ros s suggeste d tha t individual s migh t choos e thei r sexua l partner s 
on th e basi s o f a  number o f characteristics , amon g whic h biologica l se x 
might b e mor e o r les s important . Ros s an d Pau l (1992 ) suggeste d tha t 
bisexuals coul d b e conceptualize d a s individual s fo r who m biologica l 
sex i s a  comparativel y mino r consideratio n i n choosin g sexua l partners , 
in contras t t o heterosexual s an d homosexual s wh o "hav e succumbe d t o 
social pressure s t o adop t a n exclusiv e an d stabl e sexua l orientation " 
(Ross 1984:64) . 

Theorists wh o advocate d abandonin g biologica l sex-base d o r gen -
der-based definition s o f sexua l orientatio n ofte n suggeste d tha t researc h 
on bisexual s woul d b e particularly usefu l i n developin g a  new mode l o f 
sexuality.8 Amon g bisexuals , othe r characteristic s tha t ar e importan t i n 
partner choic e ar e not overshadowe d b y an exclusive choice on the basi s 
of gender . Therefore, thes e other characteristic s shoul d prove to be more 
readily identified an d studie d amon g bisexual s than amon g homosexual s 
or heterosexuals . In  fact , Ros s (1984:68 ) asserte d tha t "[w] e ca n onl y 
begin t o understan d th e meanin g o f havin g a  same-se x partne r b y look -
ing at bisexuals .  . .  for who m gende r i s one of a  number o f determinant s 
in partner choice. " The belie f tha t bisexual s hol d th e key to understand -
ing sexuality , includin g heterosexualit y an d homosexuality , i s a  fa r cr y 
from th e attitude s o f earlie r theorist s wh o ascribe d t o the conflic t mode l 
of sexuality an d viewed bisexual s as either nonexistent o r mere combina -
tions o f conflictin g homosexua l an d heterosexua l impulses . 

Unfortunately, researcher s hav e largel y ignore d th e progres s mad e 
by theorists . A  revie w o f th e researc h literatur e i s outsid e th e scop e o f 
this book , bu t suffic e i t t o sa y tha t mos t researcher s continu e t o classif y 
people a s eithe r "lesbians/gays " o r "heterosexuals. " A  fe w researcher s 
recognize a  "bisexual " category , an d som e collec t Kinse y score s that ar e 
often use d merel y t o plac e peopl e int o thes e categories . A s MacDonal d 
(1983) pointe d out , thes e practices lea d no t onl y to a  lack o f knowledg e 
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about bisexuals , bu t als o t o poo r qualit y knowledg e abou t lesbian s an d 
gays, because people with varied sexua l desires , behaviors, and identitie s 
are ofte n lumpe d togethe r withi n a  singl e category . I n my  study , I  refe r 
to th e wome n wh o participate d a s "lesbians " o r "bisexuals " accordin g 
to thei r ow n self-identities . Thes e label s ar e no t mean t t o impl y tha t 
these wome n ar e "really " lesbia n o r bisexua l i n a n essentia l sense , no r 
are they mean t t o glos s over the varied sexua l experience s o f th e wome n 
collected unde r eac h label ; o n th e contrary , I  examine thes e difference s 
and thei r implications . Th e label s ar e bot h a  linguisti c convenienc e an d 
a wa y t o sho w respec t fo r th e self-identitie s o f th e wome n wh o partici -
pated i n this study . 



© 
BEHIND TH E SCENES : H O W TH E STUD Y 
W A S D O N E A N D W H O PARTICIPATE D 

IN I T 

A BRIE F A N D NONTECHNICA L LESSO N I N 

SAMPLING THEOR Y FO R N O N A C A D E M I C READER S 

Chapters 4 , 5 , an d 7  wil l presen t th e findings  o f researc h i n whic h I 
explored lesbia n an d bisexua l women' s opinion s o n th e topi c o f bisexu -
ality. Bu t befor e I  present th e findings  i t i s importan t fo r yo u t o kno w 
something abou t th e women who participated i n the study. The odds ar e 
that you an d you r friend s wer e not amon g the women wh o participated , 
so you migh t b e wondering ho w th e findings  coul d possibl y b e relevan t 
to you , muc h les s reflec t you r ow n opinions . Thi s chapte r wil l answe r 
that question , an d i t wil l give you informatio n tha t yo u nee d i n orde r t o 
draw your ow n conclusion s abou t the findings.  Reader s who ar e familia r 
with scientifi c samplin g method s migh t wan t t o ski p t o th e subheadin g 
"How Lesbia n an d Bisexua l Wome n Wer e Recruite d t o Participat e i n 
the Study. " 

It would hav e been impossible , for man y practica l reasons , to surve y 
all lesbian s an d bisexua l wome n i n th e U.S . Instea d o f surveyin g a n 
entire population , socia l scientist s usuall y selec t particula r member s o f 
the populatio n a s representative s o f th e populatio n an d surve y thes e 
people. In other words , we take a  sample o f the population an d the n w e 
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use th e informatio n thes e peopl e giv e u s t o dra w informe d conclusion s 
about th e populatio n a s a  whole . I n thi s way , scientist s us e limite d 
financial resource s t o focu s o n gettin g th e mos t accurat e informatio n 
possible fro m th e peopl e the y hav e selected , instea d o f obtainin g poo r 
quality informatio n fro m a  larger numbe r o f people . 

It ma y see m risk y t o dra w conclusion s abou t a  whol e populatio n 
based o n informatio n fro m jus t a  sample , an d i t ca n b e i f i t i s no t don e 
properly. Ho w d o scientist s kno w tha t th e peopl e wh o ar e sample d 
really represent everyone else fairly? W e do, if we have drawn th e sampl e 
using method s tha t guarante e tha t eac h membe r o f a  population ha s a n 
equal chance 1 o f bein g selecte d fo r inclusio n i n th e sample . When thes e 
methods ar e used, we can b e reasonably certai n tha t various segment s of 
the population , an d thei r opinions , ar e represente d i n th e sampl e i n th e 
same proportio n i n whic h the y appea r i n th e populatio n a s a  whole . 
Therefore, th e sampl e shoul d provid e a n accurat e micropictur e o f th e 
whole population . Ther e i s alway s a  possibilit y tha t thi s wil l no t b e th e 
case, bu t eve n th e magnitud e o f thi s possibilit y i s know n i f scientifi c 
sampling method s hav e bee n used . Socia l scientist s generall y d o no t 
report findings  fro m a  sampl e unles s the y ar e a t leas t 95 % certai n tha t 
the findings  ar e a n accurat e reflectio n o f th e whol e population . Reader s 
who ar e unfamilia r wit h scientifi c samplin g procedure s ca n consul t an y 
textbook o n socia l scientifi c researc h methods . 

But lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n canno t b e sampled usin g represen -
tative samplin g methods . I n orde r t o dra w a  representativ e sampl e a 
researcher mus t begi n wit h a  complet e listin g o f al l member s o f th e 
population. I t woul d b e impossibl e t o mak e a  lis t o f al l lesbia n an d 
bisexual wome n becaus e man y o f u s ar e isolate d o r closeted . Therefore , 
lesbian an d bisexua l wome n hav e t o b e sample d b y method s tha t ar e 
designed t o maximiz e th e diversity  o f th e sample , rathe r tha n it s repre -
sentativeness. I n othe r words , participant s nee d t o b e recruite d i n way s 
that guarante e tha t wome n o f differen t socioeconomi c classes , racial / 
ethnic groups , educationa l levels , incomes , ages , politica l orientations , 
etc., ar e included i n th e sample . Thei r numbe r i n the sampl e wil l proba -
bly no t b e proportionat e t o thei r numbe r i n th e whol e population , bu t 
they wil l be represented . 

When sample s ar e recruite d b y method s tha t emphasiz e diversit y 
rather tha n representativeness , findings  hav e t o b e interprete d wit h spe -
cial care. For example, i f I  had been able to draw a  representative sampl e 
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of lesbian s an d I  found tha t 15 % ha d children , the n I  would b e abl e t o 
say, wit h a  know n degre e o f certainty , tha t 15 % o f al l lesbian s hav e 
children. But , sinc e th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n my  stud y ar e no t a 
representative sample , I  d o no t kno w ho w accurat e i t woul d b e t o 
conclude tha t 15 % o f al l lesbians hav e children . I  can, however , loo k a t 
differences betwee n group s o f stud y participant s wit h som e confidence . 
For example , late r i n thi s chapte r I  wil l repor t tha t 15 % o f lesbian -
identified wome n i n th e stud y ha d children , wherea s 25 % o f bisexual -
identified wome n i n the study had children . O n the basis of these results , 
I have reason to believe that in the population a t large bisexual-identifie d 
women ar e indee d mor e likel y t o hav e childre n tha n lesbian-identifie d 
women. Neithe r th e 15 % no r th e 25% migh t b e accurate ; bot h o f thes e 
figures migh t b e inflate d o r deflated . But , unles s I  have som e reaso n t o 
believe tha t ther e wer e factor s i n my  samplin g method s tha t affecte d 
lesbian-identified mothers ' participatio n rat e differentl y tha n bisexual -
identified mothers ' participatio n rate , I  can cautiousl y assum e tha t bot h 
figures ar e equall y inflate d o r deflate d an d tha t th e difference  betwee n 
them reflect s a  rea l differenc e betwee n th e rate s o f motherhoo d amon g 
bisexual an d lesbian-identifie d wome n i n general . 

In chapter s 5  an d 7 , th e findings  wil l sometime s b e presente d i n 
terms o f difference s betwee n lesbia n an d bisexua l women , o r betwee n 
women o f differen t ages , racial/ethnic groups , classes , etc. Most findings 
will no t b e presente d i n term s o f percentage s o r othe r numbers ; mos t 
will b e anecdota l o r narrativ e description s o f th e differen t opinion s tha t 
were expresse d b y wome n wh o participate d i n th e study . However , 
when findings  ar e expressed i n terms of numbers , they will sometimes be 
accompanied b y a  "tes t o f statistica l significance. " Ther e ar e man y 
different kind s o f statistica l significanc e tests , an d eac h i s appropri -
ate unde r particula r circumstances , bu t al l significanc e test s produc e a 
"p-value." Above , I  mentione d tha t socia l scientist s d o no t usuall y re -
port findings  fro m sample s unles s the y ar e a t leas t 95 % certai n tha t th e 
finding i s a n accurat e reflectio n o f th e whol e population . Th e degre e o f 
uncertainty i s measured b y the p-value . The lower th e p-value , the mor e 
certain th e researche r ca n b e that a  finding  i n the sampl e i s also true fo r 
the whol e population . Fo r example , i f th e p-valu e fo r a  finding  o f 
difference betwee n tw o group s i n the sampl e i s .05 , then ther e i s a 95% 
chance tha t thes e tw o group s reall y ar e differen t i n th e whol e popula -
tion. A  p-value o f .0 1 indicate s 99 % certainty , an d s o on . Significanc e 
tests wer e designe d fo r us e o n representativ e samples , an d the y ar e 
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accurate fo r thes e type s o f samples . Becaus e th e sampl e o n whic h thi s 
study i s base d i s no t a  representativ e sample , th e significanc e test s ar e 
only guideline s to the certainty o f the findings. 

How LESBIA N A N D BISEXUA L W O M E N WER E 
RECRUITED T O PARTICIPAT E I N TH E STUDY 

In order t o obtain a s diverse a  sample a s possible, I  used samplin g meth -
ods designed to ensure the inclusion of women who were most likely to be 
undersampled. Wome n a t ris k o f bein g undersample d include d closete d 
women, geographicall y isolate d women , an d wome n wh o wer e no t so -
cially or politically active in lesbian or bisexual community organization s 
and events . Becaus e o f thei r socia l an d physica l isolation , thes e wome n 
would b e less likely to hear abou t th e survey an d becaus e o f thei r closet -
edness or reclusiveness they would be less likely to participate even if they 
did hear about it . Older women, poor women, and nonstudents were also 
at ris k o f underrepresentatio n becaus e the y ar e les s likel y t o b e sociall y 
and politicall y active . Bisexual-identifie d wome n wer e mor e difficul t t o 
reach than lesbian-identified wome n becaus e there are comparatively fe w 
organizations fo r bisexua l women ; mos t bisexua l wome n ha d t o b e re -
cruited throug h primaril y lesbia n networks . Finally , Wome n o f Colo r 
have bee n underrepresente d i n previou s researc h o n lesbians . Thi s i s 
partly becaus e mos t researcher s ar e Whit e Euro-American s themselves , 
and therefor e ten d t o focu s o n issue s tha t ar e o f interes t t o Whit e Euro -
Americans o r fai l t o publicize thei r research i n a  way that welcomes par -
ticipation fro m Wome n o f Colo r as well as White women . 

To overcom e th e bia s agains t closete d women , geographicall y iso -
lated women , an d wome n wh o wer e no t activel y involve d i n lesbian / 
bisexual communit y events , I  use d a  self-administere d questionnaire 2 

instead o f th e face-to-fac e intervie w o r ethnographi c method s tha t hav e 
usually bee n use d t o stud y lesbia n an d bisexua l women . Th e question -
naire was distribute d wit h postage-pai d retur n envelope s s o that respon -
dents coul d retur n thei r complete d questionnaire s anonymousl y an d a t 
no financial  cos t t o themselves . Th e goal s o f th e surve y wer e describe d 
on th e cove r o f th e questionnair e an d th e instruction s insid e th e fron t 
cover an d throughou t th e questionnair e wer e self-explanatory , thu s 
eliminating th e nee d fo r potentia l respondent s t o spea k directl y t o a 
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member o f th e surve y staf f befor e participatin g i n th e study . Thi s en -
abled th e questionnaire t o be passed fro m on e woman t o anothe r unti l i t 
reached a n eligibl e respondent , an d allowe d th e questionnair e t o reac h 
socially periphera l lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n an d wome n whos e fea r 
of discover y migh t otherwis e hav e prevented the m fro m participatin g i n 
the study . Th e succes s o f thes e effort s t o maximiz e th e mobilit y o f th e 
questionnaire i s eviden t i n th e fac t that , althoug h th e targe t geographi c 
area wa s a  singl e midwester n stat e an d 98 % o f th e questionnaire s wer e 
initially distributed i n that state , completed questionnaire s were returne d 
from respondent s i n 24 state s and Canada . 

Six assistant s wh o ha d conducte d interview s i n earlie r stage s o f th e 
study helpe d distribut e th e questionnaire . These assistant s varie d i n age , 
political orientation , an d sexua l identity . The y therefor e ha d acces s t o 
different segment s o f the lesbian an d bisexua l population, an d were abl e 
to recrui t a  more diverse sample than I  could have alone. Questionnaire s 
were distribute d b y severa l methods , includin g booth s a t gay , lesbian , 
and women' s conference s an d throug h gay , bisexual , an d lesbia n socia l 
and politica l organizations , friendshi p networks , an d newslette r adver -
tisements. Particular effort s wer e made to contact bisexua l organization s 
and organization s fo r lesbia n an d bisexua l Wome n o f Color , an d t o 
recruit Wome n o f Colo r wh o belonge d t o predominantl y Whit e Euro -
American organizations . Potentia l respondent s wer e encourage d t o tak e 
multiple copie s o f th e questionnair e t o distribut e amon g thei r ow n 
friends an d th e members o f othe r organization s t o which the y belonged . 
Calculation o f a n accurat e respons e rat e i s impossibl e becaus e som e 
questionnaires probabl y neve r reache d eligibl e respondent s an d som e 
probably passe d throug h th e hand s o f eligibl e nonrespondent s befor e 
reaching a  respondent . However , 42 7 usabl e questionnaire s wer e re -
turned, representin g a  response rat e o f approximately 45 % base d o n th e 
number o f questionnaire s tha t lef t my  hands . 

THE W O M E N W H O PART IC IPATED—WH O 
WERE THEY ? 

The cove r o f th e questionnair e explaine d t o potentia l respondent s tha t 
the followin g peopl e wer e eligibl e t o participat e i n th e study : "wome n 
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who conside r themselve s t o be lesbian o r bisexual , or who choos e not t o 
label thei r sexua l orientation , o r wh o ar e no t sur e wha t thei r sexua l 
orientation is. " Thi s definitio n wa s intentionall y broad , i n orde r t o 
encourage a  wid e rang e o f women—includin g wome n wh o migh t no t 
consider themselve s member s o f Th e Lesbia n Community—t o partici -
pate. Inside the questionnaire , respondents wer e asked "Whe n yo u thin k 
about you r sexua l orientation , wha t wor d d o yo u us e mos t ofte n t o 
describe yourself? " a  questio n designe d t o elici t expression s o f sexua l 
self-identity rathe r tha n presente d o r perceive d identity. 3 Respondent s 
chose fro m amon g th e followin g responses : lesbian ; gay ; dyke ; homo -
sexual; bisexual ; mainl y straigh t o r heterosexua l bu t with som e bisexua l 
tendencies; I  a m no t sur e wha t my  orientatio n i s ( I d o no t know , I 
haven't decided , o r I  a m stil l wondering) ; I  prefe r no t t o labe l myself . 
Respondents wh o answere d tha t the y preferre d no t t o labe l themselve s 
were directe d t o th e follow-u p question , "I f yo u ha d t o choos e one ter m 
to describ e you r orientation , whic h woul d com e closes t t o th e wa y 
you feel? " an d offere d th e following responses : lesbian/gay/homosexual , 
bisexual, I  reall y can' t choose . Eac h respons e t o th e initia l an d th e 
follow-up question s wa s followe d b y instruction s t o ski p certai n subse -
quent questions . A  smal l numbe r o f respondent s faile d t o chec k a  re -
sponse t o th e question s abou t sexua l self-identity ; th e sexua l identitie s 
of thes e respondent s wer e inferre d fro m th e instruction s the y chos e 
to follow . 

Seventy-eight percent , o r 323 , o f th e respondent s unhesitatingl y 
identified themselve s a s Lesbians, Dykes, or Gay or Homosexua l wome n 
(figure 3.1). 4 A n additiona l 9  respondent s faile d t o answe r th e questio n 
about sexua l self-identit y bu t followe d th e instruction s fo r lesbian s 
throughout th e res t o f the questionnaire , an d the y were assumed t o hav e 
lesbian identitie s also . Altogether , thes e 33 2 wome n wil l hencefort h 
be referre d t o a s "lesbians. " Wheneve r thes e wome n ar e discusse d a s 
individuals, th e term s the y use d t o describ e themselve s wil l b e capital -
ized. Tha t is , i f I  refe r t o a  responden t a s a  "lesbian, " thi s mean s tha t 
she belong s t o th e lesbia n subsampl e an d migh t hav e calle d hersel f b y 
any o f th e abov e terms . But i f I  refer t o he r a s a  Lesbian , the n thi s i s the 
specific ter m tha t sh e chose to describ e herself. Likewise , i f I  refer t o he r 
as a  Dyke, then thi s i s the term sh e chose . 

Ten percent, or 42, of the respondents identified themselve s as Bisex-
ual. Thre e wome n faile d t o answe r th e questio n abou t sexua l self-iden -
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tity bu t followe d th e instruction s fo r bisexua l wome n throughou t th e 
questionnaire an d were assumed t o identify themselve s as bisexual. Alto-
gether, these 45 women wil l be referred t o a s "bisexuals. " 

Finally, 7  women (2% ) sai d that they were Heterosexual wit h Bisex -
ual Tendencies , 1 4 women (3% ) indicate d tha t the y were no t sur e wha t 
their sexua l orientatio n was , an d 2 5 wome n (6% ) sai d tha t the y pre -
ferred no t t o labe l themselves . In  answe r t o th e follow-u p question , 8  of 
the women wh o preferred no t t o label themselves chose the label "bisex -
ual," 1 4 chos e "lesbian/gay/homosexual, " an d 3  refuse d t o labe l them -
selves. Althoug h som e wome n di d choos e lesbia n o r bisexua l identitie s 
when pressed , the y preferre d no t t o labe l themselves , an d the y ar e no t 
considered par t o f the lesbian o r bisexua l subsample s i n this study . 

Most o f th e wome n wh o responded , regardles s o f thei r sexua l self -
identities, ar e well-educate d Euro-America n women . A t th e tim e o f th e 
study, thre e ou t o f fou r wer e colleg e graduates , an d onl y 7 % ha d n o 
schooling beyon d hig h school . Ninety-two percen t ar e White , 3.4 % ar e 
Black o r African-American , 2 % ar e Indian , an d th e res t belon g t o othe r 
racial groups . Althoug h 2 4 state s an d Canad a ar e represente d i n th e 
sample, 93% of the women live d in the Midwestern Unite d States . Since 
the populatio n i n the Midwester n state s i s 87.2 % White, 5 i f we assum e 
that wome n o f differen t racia l group s ar e equall y likel y t o b e lesbian o r 
bisexual, then the sample underrepresent s Wome n o f Color . 

Most wome n wer e employed, a s figure 3. 2 shows . Despite their hig h 
levels o f educatio n an d employment , however , participant s i n th e stud y 
had low to moderate incomes . Almost a  quarter live d in households wit h 
total annua l income s o f les s tha n $10,00 0 (figur e 3.3) . One-thir d live d 
in household s wit h income s o f ove r $30,000 , bu t onl y 19 % o f thes e 
women live d alone ; th e othe r 8 1 % shared thi s incom e wit h a t leas t on e 
other person . 

Participants range d i n ag e fro m 1 6 t o 67,  Ther e wer e som e differ -
ences among women o f differen t age s in the terms they chose to describ e 
their sexua l self-identitie s (figur e 3.4) . A t al l ages , approximatel y thre e 
out o f fou r wome n describe d themselve s a s lesbians . Amon g wome n 
who di d no t cal l themselve s lesbians , however , olde r wome n wer e mor e 
likely t o cal l themselve s Bisexua l tha n younge r women . In  fact , wome n 
aged 3 5 o r olde r wer e eigh t time s more likel y than wome n i n thei r teen s 
or earl y twentie s t o cal l themselve s Bisexual . Younge r women , o n th e 
other hand , wer e mor e likel y t o sa y tha t the y wer e "heterosexual s wit h 
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bisexual tendencies" or to say that they did not know what thei r orienta -
tion wa s o r tha t the y preferre d no t t o labe l themselves . Approximatel y 
one ou t o f fiv e wome n unde r 2 5 coul d not , woul d not , o r preferre d no t 
to labe l her sexuality . 

One ou t o f five  lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n wa s no t romanticall y 
involved wit h anyon e a t th e tim e sh e participate d i n th e study . Amon g 
lesbians, ove r hal f (55%)  wer e involve d i n serious , committe d relation -
ships wit h othe r women , an d 4  wer e involve d wit h men . Bisexua l 
women, o n th e othe r hand , wer e almos t equall y likel y t o b e involve d 
with wome n an d men . Bu t only 7  (16% ) bisexua l wome n wer e simulta -
neously involve d wit h bot h wome n an d men ; 1 7 were involve d i n rela -
tionships wit h wome n only , an d 1 2 wer e involve d i n relationship s wit h 
men only . Mos t bisexua l wome n describe d thei r relationship s a s seriou s 
relationships o r marriages . Wome n wh o wer e unabl e o r unwillin g t o 
label thei r sexualit y wer e mor e likel y tha n eithe r lesbia n o r bisexua l 
women t o b e single; one out o f four wa s not involve d wit h anyone . Thi s 
was probabl y du e t o thei r youn g age . Thos e wh o wer e involve d wer e 
twice a s likel y t o b e involve d wit h wome n tha n wit h men , an d jus t a s 
likely a s bisexuals to b e involved i n serious relationship s wit h women . 

Not surprisingly , bisexua l wome n wer e mor e likel y tha n lesbian s t o 
have bee n marrie d t o me n i n the pas t an d the y were more likel y to hav e 
children. Bu t a  larg e numbe r o f lesbian s ha d als o ha d seriou s relation -
ships wit h men . Fou r ou t o f five  bisexua l women , an d tw o ou t o f five 
lesbians, ha d bee n seriousl y involve d wit h o r marrie d t o me n (figur e 
3.5). Many lesbian s who ha d no t ha d seriou s heterosexua l relationship s 
had ha d casua l heterosexua l relationship s o r date d men ; onl y 10 % o f 
lesbians ha d neve r ha d an y typ e o f heterosexua l relationshi p a t all . 
Twenty-five percen t o f bisexua l wome n an d 15 % o f lesbian s ha d 
children. 

Sexuality i s no t merel y a  matte r o f wit h who m a  woma n sleep s o r 
with who m sh e slep t i n th e past . Sexualit y i s als o a  matte r o f t o who m 
she i s sexually attracte d an d othe r factors . I n general , on e migh t expec t 
that lesbian s woul d b e attracte d t o wome n an d bisexua l wome n woul d 
be attracte d t o bot h wome n an d men . Bu t feeling s o f sexua l attractio n 
are no t tha t clear-cut , an d neithe r ar e women' s choice s abou t ho w t o 
identify themselve s sexually . I n fact , lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n wh o 
participated i n thi s stud y ha d almos t a s muc h i n commo n a s no t wit h 
respect t o thei r feeling s o f sexua l attraction . Figur e 3. 6 illustrate s th e 
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range o f sexua l feeling s towar d wome n an d men that wer e reporte d b y 
lesbian an d bisexual women , an d by women wh o could not , would not , 
or preferred no t to label thei r sexuality. 6 

Only one-thir d o f lesbian s (36% ) said tha t thei r feeling s o f sexua l 
attraction wer e exclusivel y towar d women ; tw o ou t o f thre e reporte d 
that the y ha d som e heterosexua l feelings . Fo r most , thes e heterosexua l 
feelings comprise d onl y 10 % o f thei r tota l sexua l feeling s bu t som e 
lesbians reporte d tha t u p t o 50 % o f thei r feeling s o f sexua l attractio n 
were towar d men. 7 Bisexua l women , o n the other hand , reporte d feel -
ings tha t range d fro m 80 % heterosexual t o 90 % homosexual. I n othe r 
words, al l bisexual wome n wer e attracte d t o both wome n an d men, but 
so were most lesbians. Very few bisexual women reporte d tha t they wer e 
equally attracte d t o women an d men (16%) , and they wer e mor e likel y 
to expres s a  preference fo r wome n tha n a  preference fo r men . Women 
who wer e no t sure wha t thei r orientatio n wa s or who preferred no t to 
label themselve s covere d a s wid e a  rang e a s bisexua l women , fro m 
nearly exclusiv e heterosexua l feeling s t o nearl y exclusiv e homosexua l 
feelings. Fo r detailed informatio n abou t th e feelings o f sexual attractio n 
and relationa l historie s of the women in this sample , see Rust (1992b) . 

As I  explained above , I  refer t o the women wh o participated i n thi s 
study a s "lesbians, " "bisexuals, " etc. , on the basi s o f thei r sexua l self -
identities a t the time o f th e study . Bu t many o f thes e wome n hav e no t 
had th e same sexua l identitie s throughout thei r lives . Some lesbians use d 
to cal l themselve s bisexual , som e bisexual s use d t o cal l themselve s les -
bian, an d som e wome n wh o preferred no t to labe l thei r sexualit y ha d 
tried callin g themselves bot h lesbia n an d bisexual in the past befor e the y 
gave u p labelin g themselves . Amon g lesbians , 39 % a t on e tim e calle d 
themselves bisexual. 8 Bisexua l identit y i s ofte n considere d a  steppin g 
stone o n the way to coming ou t as a lesbian. Slightl y mor e tha n hal f o f 
these lesbian s calle d themselve s bisexua l befor e the y cam e ou t as lesbi -
ans; i n hindsight , thes e wome n migh t wel l se e thei r earlie r bisexua l 
identity as a transitional stage . The other half, 17 % of all lesbians, called 
themselves bisexua l after  the y cam e ou t a s lesbians . Fo r these women , 
bisexual identit y wa s no t merel y a  steppin g stone . Althoug h the y ha d 
returned t o a lesbian identit y b y the time they participated i n this study , 
they ha d considere d themselve s bisexua l after , no t before , comin g ou t 
as lesbians. 

Among bisexuals , 84 % ha d calle d themselve s lesbia n i n th e past . 
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For thes e wome n also , bisexualit y wa s no t merel y a  steppin g ston e o n 
the wa y t o comin g ou t a s a  lesbian ; the y ha d alread y trie d t o identif y 
themselves a s lesbia n an d decide d t o identif y a s bisexua l instea d a t th e 
time of the study. But bisexual identit y had no t been permanent fo r mos t 
of thes e women , either ; thre e ou t o f fou r ha d change d identitie s mor e 
than twice . 

Likewise, most o f the women wh o sai d tha t they were not sur e wha t 
their sexua l orientatio n was , o r wh o preferre d no t t o labe l themselves , 
were no t merel y i n suc h a n earl y stag e o f comin g ou t tha t the y ha d no t 
yet take n o n a  sexua l identity . Three-quarter s o f thes e wome n ha d 
identified a s eithe r lesbia n o r bisexua l i n th e past , an d mos t ha d identi -
fied both way s a t differen t time s in their lives . 

In summary , th e wome n wh o participate d i n thi s stud y overrepre -
sent highl y educate d Whit e Euro-America n women , althoug h wome n 
who di d no t atten d colleg e an d Wome n o f Colo r ar e represented . I n 
terms o f socia l class , income , age , sexua l identity , sexua l history , an d 
sexual experiences , th e participant s ar e a  divers e group . We ca n lear n a 
great dea l fro m th e wome n wh o participate d i n thi s study , i f w e kee p 
these facts  i n mind. Now, it' s time to find  out what the y had t o say . 



Q 
LESBIANS' VOICES : W H A T D O LESBIAN S 

THINK ABOU T BISEXUALIT Y A N D IT S ROL E 
IN SEXUA L POLITICS ? 

A fe w o f th e wome n wh o participate d i n thi s stud y migh t have , o n 
occasion, written a  letter to Out/Look  o r an article for a  regional lesbia n 
newsletter, bu t mos t hav e not . Th e wome n wh o participate d i n thi s 
study ar e th e women wh o rea d thes e letter s an d article s an d respon d t o 
them privately . I f the y car e abou t th e issue s raised , the y migh t discus s 
them wit h persona l friends ; i f the y d o no t care , the y migh t neve r finish 
reading th e article . Whateve r thei r thought s an d opinions , the y d o no t 
appear i n prin t an d d o no t becom e a  matter o f publi c record . Yet , thes e 
are th e thought s an d opinion s o f th e lesbia n community . Doe s thi s 
silent majority shar e the opinions expresse d b y the women whos e voice s 
appear i n print? D o the y conside r th e issue s debated i n the lesbia n pres s 
to b e importan t enoug h t o hav e a n opinio n about ? Ho w d o lesbian s 
really fee l abou t bisexuality , bisexua l women , an d socia l an d politica l 
relations betwee n lesbian s an d bisexua l women ? Ho w d o thei r feeling s 
about bisexualit y reflec t thei r thought s an d feeling s abou t wh o the y ar e 
and wha t the y stand fo r a s lesbians ? 

Participants i n thi s stud y answere d severa l question s abou t thei r 
attitudes towar d sexuality , bisexuality , an d bisexua l women . Th e mos t 
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important questio n wa s a  ver y simpl e open-ende d one , "Wha t i s you r 
opinion o f bisexuality? " Althoug h thi s questio n woul d see m t o b e a 
straightforward reques t fo r a n opinion , th e answer s wome n gav e re -
vealed muc h mor e tha n that . Th e valu e o f thi s questio n lie s i n th e fac t 
that i t allowe d wome n t o defin e th e issu e o f bisexualit y themselves , i n 
their ow n words , an d the n t o respon d t o th e issu e a s they sa w it . Ever y 
lesbian responden t rea d th e sam e question , bu t eac h transforme d thi s 
question int o he r ow n befor e givin g a n answer . Thes e answer s therefor e 
reveal wha t th e issues are as well a s how lesbian s fee l abou t them . 

One o f th e mos t controversia l issue s i s th e questio n o f whethe r 
bisexuality exist s a t all . Thi s questio n wa s raise d eithe r explicitl y o r 
implicitly b y more than hal f o f the lesbians in the study, and th e answer s 
given covere d th e entir e gamu t fro m "i t doe s no t exist " t o "everyon e i s 
inherently bisexual. " Nearl y a s important i s the issue of definin g bisexu -
ality; if bisexuality exists , what i s it? Those lesbians who agre e with eac h 
other tha t bisexualit y exist s disagre e ove r wha t i t i s that the y ar e talkin g 
about. No t onl y d o lesbian s hav e a  variety o f definition s o f bisexuality , 
but thes e definition s o f bisexualit y revea l fundamenta l differences  i n th e 
way lesbian s thin k abou t sexualit y i n genera l an d abou t th e philosophi -
cal and politica l relationship s betwee n lesbianis m an d bisexuality . 

Once th e question s o f existenc e an d definitio n ar e answered , th e 
question "Wha t ar e bisexual s like? " arises . Lesbian s hol d a  variet y o f 
beliefs abou t bisexua l women , particularl y abou t bisexuals ' persona l 
characteristics, sexua l proclivities , an d politica l allegiances . A  fe w re -
spondents no t onl y describe d bisexua l women , bu t compare d lesbia n 
and bisexua l lifestyle s i n term s o f thei r socia l an d politica l implication s 
or consequences . Finally , mos t respondent s di d answe r th e question tha t 
was asked , "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f bisexuality? " b y describin g thei r 
own persona l feeling s abou t bisexualit y an d bisexua l women . 

In thi s chapter , I  describ e th e variet y i n lesbians ' image s o f an d 
feelings abou t bisexua l women ; then , i n chapter s 5  an d 6  I  will analyz e 
the individual an d historica l base s of these attitudes . 

DOES BISEXUALIT Y EXIST ? 

This question i s central t o the debate about bisexuality . I t is a fundamen -
tal issu e ove r whic h ther e i s considerable disagreemen t amon g lesbians , 
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setting th e stag e fo r furthe r dispute s ove r th e finer  point s o f bisexuality . 
While som e wome n answere d thi s questio n wit h a n unqualifie d "no " o r 
"yes," other s expresse d mor e comple x belief s abou t th e circumstance s 
under whic h bisexualit y migh t exist , th e likelihoo d tha t peopl e wh o 
appear t o b e bisexua l ar e reall y tru e bisexuals , an d th e legitimac y o f 
bisexuality a s a  sexua l orientation . Figur e 4. 1 illustrate s th e proportio n 
of lesbian s i n thi s stud y wh o hol d certai n opinion s o n th e questio n o f 
bisexual existence , bu t th e grea t variet y i n thei r belief s ca n onl y b e 
appreciated b y examinin g th e actua l comment s o f wome n wh o hol d 
each opinion . 

Lesbians Wh o Ar e Skeptica l 

There i s widesprea d skepticis m amon g lesbian s abou t th e existenc e o f 
bisexuality. Very few lesbian respondents stated explicitly and unequivo -
cally tha t ther e i s n o suc h thin g a s bisexuality , bu t man y expresse d 
serious doubt s abou t whethe r i t exists . I n all , nearl y on e ou t o f fou r 
lesbian respondent s tend s t o believ e tha t i t doe s no t exis t (figur e 4.1) . 
Many o f thes e wome n explaine d thei r opinion s b y providin g descrip -
tions o f tha t whic h the y d o no t believ e exists . Thes e definition s revea l 
that the y bas e thei r opinion s o n a  variet y o f differen t image s o f thi s 
nonexistent for m o f sexuality . Fo r example , 

It does  not  exist.  To  be  bisexual  would mean  that  a  person  were 
simultaneously involved in an intimate sexual relationship with  a man 
and a woman. It  is  possible but would  be  better described as schizo-
phrenic. (Marlene) 

Bisexuality is a transition and exploration phase. Women may have sex 
with men  and  women  but  I  think  it's  only  possible  to fall  in  love 
consistently with one sex or the other. (Stephanie) 

I don't  believe  it exists  .  . . I  believe  it's impossible  to love  men and 
women 50—50.  One has  to  have  stronger  feelings one way  or  the 
other. (Naomi) 

These thre e wome n hav e thre e ver y differen t definition s o f wha t 
bisexuality woul d b e i f i t existed. Marlene 1 define s bisexualit y a s simul-
taneous sexua l involvemen t wit h bot h a  ma n an d a  woman . Stephani e 
clearly rejects thi s definition , sayin g that i t doesn't matte r whom on e ha s 
sex with ; sh e define s sexualit y i n term s o f "consistent " feeling s o f love . 
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Naomi i s th e mos t restrictive , definin g a  bisexua l a s someon e wh o ha s 
exactly equa l feeling s o f lov e fo r wome n an d men . Arguin g tha t suc h 
phenomena woul d b e rar e o r impossible , thes e wome n conclud e tha t 
bisexuality i s nonexisten t or , a s i n th e cas e o f Marlene , a  for m o f 
mental illness . 

Other women hav e broader definition s o f bisexuality bu t stil l believe 
it does not exist . For example, Julia define s bisexualit y a s a simultaneou s 
attraction t o wome n an d men , bu t becaus e sh e believe s tha t attractio n 
to wome n an d attractio n t o me n ar e antithetical , sh e doe s no t believ e 
that simultaneou s attractio n woul d b e possible: 

. .  . it is very hard for me to conceive of  a woman who is  emotionally 
and physically  attracted to  women  being  also similarly attracted to 
men. I do not feel the two can co-exist. (Julia) 

Many lesbian s pointe d ou t tha t som e peopl e clai m t o b e bisexual , 
believe themselve s t o b e bisexual , o r behav e bisexually , bu t argue d tha t 
this bisexualit y i s illusory . Som e fel l shor t o f actuall y sayin g explicitl y 
that bisexualit y doe s no t exist , bu t th e implicatio n wa s unmistakable . 
For example , Kare n believe s tha t wome n wh o clai m t o b e bisexua l ar e 
really lesbian s wh o eithe r haven' t realize d i t yet , o r wh o ar e tryin g t o 
preserve thei r heterosexua l privileg e or avoi d stigma : 

My experience  of women  who  define  themselves as bisexual suggests 
that bisexual women are either really iClesbian " but using the bisexual 
label to preserve their  heterosexual privilege in society or on their way 
to becoming a lesbian and using the bisexual label as a "safe" transition 
stage or experimenting with lesbianism but  not in a serious way ("sex-
ual tourists"). (Karen) 

Other skeptic s argue d tha t claim s o f bisexualit y ar e th e resul t o f confu -
sion, youthfu l immaturity , lac k o f self-knowledge , indecisiveness , con -
formism, menta l illness , o r attempt s t o gai n th e acceptanc e o f bot h th e 
lesbian an d heterosexua l communities , t o ge t the bes t o f bot h worlds , t o 
avoid stigma , o r t o avoi d takin g a  politica l stand . Eac h o f thes e belief s 
about wome n wh o clai m t o b e bisexua l wil l b e examine d late r i n thi s 
chapter. 

A number o f lesbian s wer e mor e circumspec t abou t expressin g thei r 
skepticism. The y reall y don' t believ e tha t bisexualit y exists , but the y ar e 
willing t o reserv e thei r final  judgment . Fo r example , Jerri wrote , " I find 
it hard t o believ e tha t peopl e ca n b e bisexual sinc e i t is so removed fro m 
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my experience. " Sh e left ope n th e possibility tha t bisexualit y reall y doe s 
exist an d tha t he r disbelie f i s a result o f her inability t o relat e to it . Some 
lesbians' comments even contained a  note of sympathy, as did Barbara's : 
"I a m no t convince d tha t i t i s a  tru e entit y bu t instea d ma y represen t a 
label attache d t o th e grou p o f peopl e wh o ar e stil l strugglin g wit h thei r 
sexual identit y an d sexua l preference. " 

Other wome n harbo r clear-cu t doubt s abou t whethe r al l bisexualit y 
is illusory , leavin g ope n th e possibilit y tha t a  fe w wome n wh o clai m t o 
be bisexual migh t in fac t b e true bisexual s o r tha t the y themselve s migh t 
be wron g i n assumin g tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist . Som e o f thes e 
women too k pain s t o explai n tha t thei r opinion s abou t bisexualit y ar e 
based o n limite d experienc e wit h bisexua l wome n o r o n thei r ow n 
experience o f identifyin g a s bisexua l whe n the y wer e comin g out , an d 
apologetically acknowledge d tha t thei r impression s o f bisexualit y migh t 
be inaccurate. For example , Donna admitte d he r ignorance , 

/ don't  think  about  it  much.  I  don't  think  I'm  well  informed on the 
subject because I don't know one person who calls herself bisexual. My 
uninformed tendency  is  to  believe  that  bisexuals  don't  know  yet 
whether they are gay or straight and one day will decide. (Donna) 

Sally apologeticall y dre w conclusion s base d o n he r ow n experienc e an d 
the experience o f her friends , 

As I  said  before, I'd rather  not label  anyone—however, the  bisexual 
people I  know  are  rather confused—not sure  where their  "loyalty" 
lies. This is the way I felt pretty much during the two years I thought I 
might be bi. (Sally) 

and Mon a di d no t entirel y rul e ou t th e possibilit y o f bisexuality , al -
though sh e is inclined t o disbelieve people who sa y they ar e bisexual : 

Although I think many bisexual women are really lesbians who haven't 
reached the point of being able to say so (just a period of transition), I 
believe there  are people who are truly bisexual. However,  I know few 
bisexuals and am pretty ignorant of the subject. (Mona) 

According t o Mona , an d severa l othe r lesbian s wh o shar e he r opinion , 
bisexuality i s indeed a  valid, albei t rare , orientation . Althoug h the y ten d 
to b e skeptica l o f othe r women' s claim s o f bisexuality , the y believ e tha t 
among th e man y wome n wh o appea r t o b e bisexua l o r wh o cal l them -
selves bisexual ther e ar e a  few women wh o reall y ar e truly bisexual . 
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Liberal Opinion s an d Mixe d Feeling s 

Several lesbia n wome n i n thi s stud y state d tha t sexualit y i s a  privat e 
matter an d tha t peopl e hav e the righ t to d o or b e what the y want (figur e 
4.1). This libera l opinio n leave s the questio n o f bisexua l existenc e open ; 
presumably, thes e respondent s believ e tha t a  woma n i s bisexua l i f sh e 
says sh e i s an d tha t ther e i s n o universa l definitio n o f bisexualit y o n 
which t o bas e a n opinio n a s t o whethe r bisexualit y exists . Severa l o f 
these women sai d simply , "t o eac h he r own, " whil e others lik e Sue were 
only slightl y mor e verbose : "Eac h o f u s ha s a  righ t an d a  responsibilit y 
'to thin e ow n sel f b e true. ' Anothe r person' s sexua l preferenc e i s not m y 
business o r concern. " 

Surprisingly fe w wome n expresse d ambivalenc e o r mixe d thought s 
about bisexuality . On e o f thes e women appear s t o b e in a  state o f acut e 
conflict ove r the question o f bisexua l existence , 

/ believe  in  it and yet I don't. Which  I guess means that while I know 
what it  is  (?) /  don't  understand  it. But then I do.  I  wonder how can 
anyone know what  gender they really are attracted to. And yet the men 
some hi women go with! (Amy) 

but other s see m to be quite conten t with thei r mixe d feelings : 

My gut reaction  is to think  it's  a cop-out for people who can't  admit 
their homosexuality, but  my  intellectual  reaction  is much more  posi-
tive. I have to think a lot to hold these negative feelings in check when 
dealing with bisexuals. (Sharon) 

Bisexuality Exist s 

The questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " whic h sparke d al l 
of th e comment s quote d above , i s a  ver y simple , direc t question . Bu t 
even simpl e question s contai n assumptions . Th e assumptio n behin d thi s 
question i s tha t ther e is , i n fact , somethin g calle d bisexualit y tha t on e 
might hav e a n opinio n about . I n other words , the question itsel f presup -
poses th e answe r t o th e questio n "Doe s bisexualit y exist? " t o b e "yes. " 
Respondents wh o believ e tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exis t coul d no t an -
swer th e questio n a s asked . Befor e the y coul d answe r th e question , the y 
had t o challeng e th e assumptio n tha t bisexualit y exist s b y stating tha t i t 
does not exist . In contrast, respondent s who believe that bisexuality doe s 
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exist coul d passivel y accep t th e question' s assumptio n an d writ e a n 
answer withou t givin g a thought t o the question o f bisexua l existence . 

More than a  third o f the lesbian women who answered thi s questio n 
did exactl y tha t (figur e 4.1) . They accepte d th e premis e o f th e questio n 
that bisexualit y exist s an d chos e t o discus s othe r issue s relevan t t o 
bisexuality, referrin g t o bisexualit y a s a  real phenomenon . Fo r example , 
Ruth commente d tha t "thi s lifestyl e coul d presen t problems," an d Chri s 
stated " I admir e the m an d welcom e the m int o ou r community. " I t is , 
therefore, reasonabl y saf e t o assum e tha t thes e women , wh o comprise d 
a plurality o f the lesbians in the study , believe that bisexualit y exists . 

Given the ease with whic h lesbian s who believ e in bisexual existenc e 
could overloo k th e questio n o f bisexua l existence , however, i t is surpris -
ing that nearl y on e ou t o f five lesbians nevertheles s state d explicitl y tha t 
she believe s tha t bisexualit y exist s (figur e 4.1) . Wh y woul d s o man y 
women hav e fel t i t necessar y t o stat e tha t whic h ha d alread y bee n 
assumed? Apparently , th e questio n o f bisexua l existenc e i s a  salient on e 
in lesbians ' mind s an d the y di d no t fee l tha t th e assumptio n coul d b e 
taken fo r granted . Th e women' s answer s sugges t tha t the y wer e re -
sponding t o a n unspoke n assertio n tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist , a s if 
they had alread y rea d the answers o f the women wh o d o not believe tha t 
bisexuality exist s and wer e responding to these answers instea d o f to th e 
question tha t wa s writte n i n th e questionnaire . Fo r example , Ann e 
wrote, " I thin k man y peopl e ar e genuinel y bisexual . I  am ofte n sa d tha t 
the lesbian communit y ca n b e so closed to bisexuality. " 

Many wome n describe d bisexualit y a s a  valid, legitimate , or natura l 
sexual orientation , o r a s on e aspec t o f huma n sexua l diversity . Com -
ments b y thes e wome n include d "I t i s a s vali d a  choic e a s an y other, " 
"A legitimate option, " "It' s on e kind o f sexua l preference, " "i t i s a stat e 
of bein g tha t som e peopl e exis t in, " "It' s a  vali d orientation, " "I t i s a s 
natural a s an y othe r sexua l orientation, " an d "I t i s on e aspec t o f tri e 
wide spectru m o f huma n sexua l identity. " On e ters e responden t sai d 
simply, "I t exists. " 

Not ever y woma n wh o believe s bisexualit y exist s feel s positivel y 
about it . Som e wome n believ e i t exists , bu t ar e eithe r indifferen t t o 
bisexuals o r dislik e them : 

7 feel it is a significant reality so I accept it. (Siana) 

Some people are this way. They are set on both sexes (not undecided). 
I prefer not to socialize with them. When they do I feel intruded upon. 
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/ have  no interest in dating or having sex with bisexual  women. They 
have men in their lives and I want nothing to do with them. (Keesha) 

But mos t o f th e wome n wh o too k tim e t o defen d th e existenc e o f 
bisexuality d o fee l positivel y abou t i t an d believ e tha t i t shoul d b e 
recognized a s a  sexua l orientatio n o n a  par wit h lesbianis m an d hetero -
sexuality. 

Everyone I s Bisexua l 

Alongside th e ever-presen t charg e tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist , ther e 
is als o anothe r ide a abou t bisexualit y tha t wind s it s wa y throug h th e 
lesbian debate over bisexuality—the ide a that everyone , or almost every -
one, i s really bisexual . Thi s idea , expresse d b y on e lesbian i n six , recall s 
Freud's assertio n tha t eac h individua l i s bor n wit h a n unshape d sexua l 
potential tha t become s focuse d o n particula r object s a s th e individua l 
matures psychologicall y an d socially . Individual s whos e sexua l energie s 
become focused o n people of the other se x are heterosexuals an d individ -
uals whos e sexua l energie s becom e focuse d o n peopl e o f thei r ow n se x 
are homosexuals . I t follows , therefore , tha t th e unshape d sexua l poten -
tial i s a  Wsexua l potential ; everyon e i s bor n wit h th e potentia l t o relat e 
sexually wit h eithe r peopl e o f th e othe r sex  o r peopl e o f thei r ow n sex . 
For example , 

I think  all  of  us  are  basically bisexual. We each  have the  potential 
to have  sexual,  affectional,  emotional  feelings  for persons  of  either 
gender. (Ellen) 

It's fine. I believe all people are capable of the gamut of sexual experi-
ence. (Kim) 

Bisexuality is the ability of an individual to be sexually and emotionally 
attracted to either sex. I believe the  majority of people have this capa-
bility if they were truly in tune with their feelings. (Renee) 

These three comments reveal slight differences i n the way these three 
respondents conceptualiz e bisexua l potential . Elle n conceptualize s i t a s 
the capacit y t o hav e sexua l an d emotiona l feeling s fo r bot h genders , 
whereas Ki m conceptualize s i t a s th e potentia l t o hav e actua l sexua l 
experiences wit h bot h genders . Elle n an d Ki m mad e blanke t statement s 
that al l peopl e hav e bisexua l potential , wherea s Renee' s commen t i s a 
bit les s sweeping; sh e believes tha t a  majority o f peopl e hav e thi s poten -
tial. Al l thre e believ e tha t bisexualit y i s n o mor e tha n a  potentia l an d 
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that man y peopl e migh t neve r realiz e thi s potentia l b y havin g actua l 
feelings o r sexua l experience s wit h bot h genders . 

The ide a tha t peopl e ar e initiall y o r potentiall y bisexua l bu t the n 
"sort themselve s ou t " int o lesbianis m an d heterosexualit y i s a  recurren t 
theme i n lesbians ' comments . Thi s argumen t allow s lesbian s t o reconcil e 
a belie f i n th e prevalenc e o f bisexualit y wit h th e scarcit y o f peopl e 
who actuall y appea r t o b e bisexual . Som e respondent s expresse d thi s 
distinction betwee n potentia l an d actua l sexualit y a s a  distinctio n be -
tween bein g an d doing , 

In truth  what we  all  are .  . . what few  can  possibly practice.  (Nancy) 

or a s a  distinctio n betwee n potentia l feeling s an d actua l behavior : 

I believe  that  people  have  the  possibility  of  falling  in  love  with  either 
gender but  love  and  sexuality  are  not always  equated.  (Carol) 

Others argue d tha t socia l an d politica l factor s caus e th e transformatio n 
of bisexua l potentia l int o monosexua l reality . Thes e factor s includ e 
homophobia tha t prevent s wome n fro m recognizin g thei r attractio n fo r 
other women , 

It seems to  be  a natural development  of  most  people,  in  terms of  desire. 
Because of  this  country's  homophobia,  the  practice of  bisexuality  seems 
less common. (Judith) 

rejection o f bisexual s b y bot h th e lesbia n an d heterosexua l communities , 

Actually I  think  most  people  are  bisexual.  They  just  tend  to  identify 
with one  sexuality  because  it's  practically  impossible  to  switch  back 
and forth  without  being  ostracized  from  your  peers.  (Maureen) 

the lac k o f a  supportiv e bisexua l community , 

I think  that  it  is  very  common,  if  not  ubiquitous  for  women  to  be 
sexually attracted  to  both  sexes  at  some  times  in  their  lives  .  . . I  think 
it must  be  difficult  to  maintain  a  bisexual  lifestyle  because  of  the  lack 
of a  support community.  I  think  people  tend  to  sort  themselves  at  one 
node or  another. (Pamela) 

socialization, 

I think  it  would  be  many  people's  choice  if  we  were  not  taught  to 
identify as  either straight  or  gay. (Jane) 

or persona l experiences : 
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. .  . by nature  we  are  all  bisexual.  .  . Our  choices  are  based  mostly  on 
social sex  roles,  somewhat  on  who's  there  for  us  when  we're  ready  to 
be sexual. (Alice) 

Many lesbian s describe d a n idea l societ y i n whic h thes e socia l an d 
political factor s woul d no t operate , an d i n whic h everyon e woul d b e 
able t o expres s th e ful l rang e o f thei r sexua l capacitie s withou t con -
straint. Som e state d simpl y tha t i n suc h a  society , bisexualit y woul d b e 
more common . Fo r example , Cind y think s tha t "i t i s a  stat e o f bein g 
that som e peopl e exis t i n an d tha t i n a  differen t societ y an d tim e mayb e 
we woul d al l hav e th e capacit y for. " Other s argue d tha t bisexualit y 
itself woul d b e a  differen t phenomeno n i n a n idea l societ y tha n i t i s i n 
contemporary society . I n th e idea l society , bisexualit y itsel f woul d b e 
ideal, i.e. , desirabl e an d eve n beneficial . Bu t unde r curren t politica l 
circumstances, bisexualit y take s o n a  ver y differen t meaning : 

In a  perfect  world  perhaps  it  would  be  the  norm  .  . .  however,  this  is 
not a  perfect  world  .  . .  so  .  . .  I  think  bisexuality  is  often  a  way  of 
keeping at  bay  the  bad/negative  aspects  of  homophobia  while  enjoying 
a lot of  the  good parts  of  the  lesbian  community.  (Rebecca) 

. .  . really  I  believe  humans  are  "naturally"  bisexual  or  multisexual. 
But in  contemporary  culture,  I  think  sexuality  is  so tied  to  emotional 
and political  issues  that  to  be  bisexual  is  to  refuse  to  make  a  stand. 
(Margaret) 

Among lesbian s wh o believ e tha t bisexualit y woul d b e th e nor m i n a n 
ideal societ y bu t ar e unabl e t o accep t i t i n thi s society , som e experienc e 
their mixe d feeling s a s ambivalence , o r ar e confuse d b y thei r ow n con -
tradictory emotions : 

Part of  me  would  like  to  believe  that  there  can  exist  a  perfect society, 
truly spiritual,  whole,  undiscriminate  (sic) , where  women,  men  have 
become, have  progressed  to  a  sexless  society —which then  allows  one 
to call  themselves bisexual  (for  want  of  a  better term.)  (Joan) 

I think  that  ideally  all  people  are  born  with  the  physical  potential  to 
relate to  both  sexes  .  . .  Today  I  feel  as  if  society  is  so repressive  that 
our sexuality  is  less  fluid. I  have  nothing  against  women  or  men  who 
are bisexual.  I  guess  emotionally  I  feel  some  kind  of  resentment  for 
some unknown  reason!  (Laura) 

N o t al l lesbian s wh o believ e tha t mos t o r al l peopl e ar e bisexua l 
used concept s lik e "potent ial " o r "ideal " t o explai n thi s belief . Man y 
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asserted tha t bisexualit y i s universa l o r widesprea d her e an d now . 
Among thes e lesbians , reference s t o a  continuu m o f sexualit y o r t o 
"degrees" of sexuality/bisexualit y wer e frequent . Fo r example, June feel s 
that "mos t people , wome n an d men , ar e t o a  certai n exten t bisexual — 
but thi s constitute s a  continuou s scale , no t clea r distinction s betwee n 
straight, bisexual , o r gay. " Althoug h ther e ar e difference s o f opinio n 
over whethe r an d wher e t o dra w th e line s tha t distinguis h bisexualit y 
from lesbianis m an d heterosexualit y o n thi s continuum , man y o f thes e 
women se e bisexualit y a s overlappin g lesbianis m an d heterosexuality . 
These respondent s typicall y argue d tha t althoug h mos t o r al l people ar e 
"bisexual t o a  degree, " mos t lea n towar d on e directio n o r th e othe r 
and ar e therefor e "really " lesbia n o r heterosexua l an d shoul d identif y 
themselves a s such . Apparently , o n th e sexua l scal e conceive d b y thes e 
lesbians, bisexualit y encompasse s th e entir e continuu m wit h th e pre -
sumed exceptio n o f th e extrem e endpoints , wherea s lesbianis m an d het -
erosexuality encompas s th e entir e continuu m wit h th e exceptio n o f th e 
area immediatel y surroundin g th e midpoint . Thi s conceptio n o f sexual -
ity allowe d thes e wome n t o stat e tha t mos t o r al l peopl e ar e bisexua l 
while als o assertin g tha t wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e some -
times or frequentl y denyin g their ow n lesbianism . Fo r example , 

/ think  everyone  is bisexual  to some  degree.  It  is  difficult for me  to 
believe someone could  be  equally  satisfied in a  relationship  with a 
man or woman. Some people hide behind this label because it's  more 
acceptable than being gay. (Nel) 

Thus, th e concep t o f a  sexua l continuum , lik e th e concept s o f a n idea l 
society o r a n unrealized sexua l "potential, " enable s lesbians t o reconcil e 
beliefs abou t th e universalit y o f bisexualit y wit h belief s abou t th e politi -
cal undesirabilit y o f bisexualit y o r th e suspiciou s qualit y o f thos e wh o 
call themselves bisexua l i n this society . 

Summary 

The issu e o f whethe r o r no t bisexualit y exist s i s a  salien t on e amon g 
lesbians. Althoug h th e questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " 
made n o explici t referenc e t o th e issu e o f bisexua l existence , mor e tha n 
half o f lesbia n respondent s chos e t o addres s thi s issu e mor e o r les s 
directly i n their answers . This finding  i s all the more remarkable becaus e 
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many o f thos e wh o addresse d th e issu e believ e tha t bisexualit y exists . 
Within th e contex t o f a  questio n tha t presume d bisexua l existence , 
statements affirmin g bisexua l existenc e wer e unnecessary . Apparently , 
the minority tha t does not believe in bisexuality i s vocal enough to creat e 
a climate in which othe r lesbian s fee l compelle d t o asser t their belie f tha t 
bisexuality doe s exist . 

In fact , th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s stud y ar e a s likel y t o 
believe tha t everyon e o r almos t everyon e i s potentially bisexua l a s the y 
are t o believ e tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist . Bu t th e fac t tha t n o on e 
except th e proponent s o f th e ide a o f a  universa l bisexua l potentia l 
mentioned i t indicate s tha t thi s ide a i s les s salien t i n discours e abou t 
bisexuality amon g lesbians . Apparently th e idea o f universa l bisexuality , 
despite it s popularity , ha s les s impac t o n lesbia n symboli c cultur e tha n 
the ide a tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist ; th e ide a o f universa l bisexualit y 
does not "han g in the air " a s an idea to b e reckoned with . 

The finding  tha t th e questio n o f bisexua l existenc e i s s o importan t 
to lesbian s i s a bi t surprising , give n tha t th e existence o f bisexualit y wa s 
not constructe d a s an issu e in an y o f th e lesbian and/o r ga y publication s 
I examined i n chapte r 1 . In Th e Lesbia n an d Ga y Press , the issu e i s no t 
whether bisexualit y does  exist , bu t whethe r bisexualit y should  exist , 
what it s political implications are , and whether i t belongs in The Lesbia n 
and Ga y Movement . Th e "issu e o f bisexuality " a s i t i s presented i n Th e 
Lesbian an d Ga y Pres s doe s no t accuratel y reflec t th e issu e a s i t i s see n 
by th e "lesbian-on-the-street. " However , b y overlookin g th e issu e o f 
bisexual existenc e an d focusin g o n th e implication s o f bisexuality , Th e 
Press accurately , albei t implicitly , reflect s th e fac t tha t mos t lesbian s 
believe that ther e i s something called bisexuality . 

W H A T I S BISEXUALITY ? O R , W I L L TH E REA L 
LESBIAN PLEAS E STAN D UP ? 

If bisexualit y doe s exist , the n wha t i s it? I s it a  feeling o r i s it a  lifestyle ? 
Is i t a  preferenc e o r a  choice ? I s i t sexua l nondiscriminatio n o r sexua l 
indiscriminacy? Althoug h mos t lesbia n respondent s believ e bisexualit y 
exists, fo r man y thi s i s th e onl y poin t o n whic h the y agree ; ther e ar e 
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almost a s man y conception s o f bisexualit y amon g lesbian s a s ther e ar e 
lesbians who believ e i t exists . 

The question o f what constitute s bisexuality i s inextricably entwine d 
with th e questio n o f wha t i s lesbianism . B y definin g th e boundarie s o f 
bisexuality, w e defin e th e boundarie s o f lesbianism , an d vic e versa . 
Sometimes th e distinctio n betwee n bisexualit y an d lesbianis m i s clear; a 
woman whos e lover s hav e al l bee n wome n an d whos e romanti c an d 
sexual feeling s ar e exclusivel y same-se x i s a  lesbian , an d a  woman wh o 
has ha d equa l number s o f femal e an d mal e partner s an d feel s equall y 
attracted t o wome n an d me n i s a  bisexual . Bu t fe w o f u s fit  eithe r o f 
these idea l images . Mos t o f u s hav e ha d som e combinatio n o f femal e 
and mal e sexua l partners , an d man y o f u s hav e som e degre e o f sexua l 
attraction towar d men . Where , then , d o w e dra w th e lin e betwee n 
lesbianism an d bisexuality ? Ho w d o we decide who i s the rea l lesbian — 
indeed, whether w e ourselves ar e real lesbians—and wh o i s bisexual? 

Nearly hal f o f th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s stud y provide d 
definitions o f bisexualit y whe n the y answere d th e questio n "Wha t i s 
your opinio n o f bisexuality? " Analysi s o f thes e definition s showe d tha t 
there ar e a  smal l numbe r o f criteria , which , lik e buildin g blocks , ar e 
applied an d combine d i n uniqu e way s b y eac h individual . Th e mos t 
commonly use d criteria ar e behavior , used by nearly two-fifths o f lesbia n 
respondents, an d feelings , use d b y one-quarter . Othe r criteri a includ e 
identity, preferences, choices , and the importance o f gender . 

Bisexuality a s a  Matte r o f Behavio r 

Many lesbian s defin e bisexualit y i n terms o f behavior . I n the opinions of 
these women , on e i s bisexua l i f on e behave s bisexually . Bu t wha t i s 
bisexual behavior ? Lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n terms o f behavio r 
concur tha t th e bisexua l lifestyl e involve s som e for m o f sexua l contac t 
with bot h wome n an d men , bu t beyon d thi s basi c point , agreemen t 
breaks down . Wha t kin d o f sexua l contac t i s necessary t o qualif y on e a s 
bisexual? I s casua l sexua l contac t sufficient , o r mus t sexua l contac t 
occur withi n th e framewor k o f a  seriou s romanti c relationship ? Ho w 
much sexua l contac t wit h eac h sex  i s necessary—i s a  singl e experienc e 
with on e o r th e othe r se x sufficient , o r mus t a  person hav e considerabl e 
sexual experienc e wit h bot h sexe s i n orde r t o b e considere d bisexual ? 
Must on e enjo y thes e sexua l contacts ? Mus t on e hav e exactl y equa l 
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amounts o f homosexua l an d heterosexua l experience ? Ca n homosexua l 
and heterosexua l experience s occu r serially , o r doe s bisexualit y impl y 
that homosexua l an d heterosexua l relationship s occu r simultaneously ? 
Differences o f opinio n exis t on al l these questions . 

Compare, fo r example , the following tw o definition s o f bisexuality : 

A person who has sex with both women and men. (Jill) 

To be bisexual would mean that a person were simultaneously involved 
in an intimate sexual relationship with a man and a woman. (Marlene) 

Both o f thes e wome n defin e a  bisexua l perso n a s on e wh o ha s sexua l 
relations wit h bot h wome n an d men , bu t the y hav e ver y differen t idea s 
about th e kind s o f sexua l relation s tha t constitut e bisexuality . In  Jill' s 
opinion, merely having both homosexua l an d heterosexua l physica l rela -
tions i s sufficien t t o qualif y on e a s bisexual . Th e context , quantity , an d 
quality o f thes e sexua l relation s ar e irrelevant . Marlen e ha s a  muc h 
narrower definitio n o f bisexuality . Accordin g t o her , t o b e bisexua l on e 
must no t onl y engag e i n bot h homosexua l an d heterosexua l physica l 
relations; on e mus t als o b e involve d i n intimat e ongoin g relationship s 
with bot h sexes , an d thes e relationship s mus t b e simultaneous . I n othe r 
words, merel y engagin g i n bot h homosexua l an d heterosexua l physica l 
activity doe s no t constitut e bisexuality ; thi s activit y mus t tak e plac e i n 
sufficient quantit y an d withi n th e righ t contex t i n orde r t o b e define d 
as bisexuality . 

Other lesbian s ar e more concerne d abou t th e qualit y o f homosexua l 
and heterosexua l relation s tha n abou t thei r quantity , context , o r simul -
taneity. Jamila an d Gret a defin e bisexualit y a s the ability to enjoy homo -
sexual an d heterosexua l contact : 

/ think  that  there  are times when anyone  can enjoy sex be  it with  a 
man or  woman.  Bisexuality  means you can  enjoy it  either  way. The 
way I see it is if you enjoy it do it. (Jamila) 

Many bisexuals have not realized or accepted that they are gay. Others 
may really  be  bisexual  getting  as  much  fulfillment  from  men  as 
women. (Greta) 

But despit e thei r agreemen t o n thi s point , thes e tw o wome n stil l hav e 
different conception s o f bisexuality . Jamila consider s anyon e who enjoy s 
both type s o f sex  t o b e bisexual , wherea s Gret a reserve s th e ter m fo r 
those people who enjo y th e two sexe s equally . Therefore , i n the opinio n 
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of th e firs t woma n almos t everyon e i s bisexual , wherea s i n th e opinio n 
of th e secon d woma n bisexualit y i s les s commo n tha n i t appear s t o 
be. Consequently , thes e tw o wome n hav e differen t attitude s towar d 
bisexuality. Jamil a take s a  libera l "t o eac h he r own " stance , wherea s 
Greta look s upo n wome n wh o clai m to be bisexual with suspicion . 

Some women extrapolat e th e abilit y t o enjo y bot h sexe s into a  need 
for bot h sexes , conceptualizin g bisexual s a s individual s wh o no t onl y 
enjoy bot h heterose x an d homose x bu t wh o nee d bot h heterose x an d 
homosex. In  thi s view , a  bisexua l perso n ca n neve r b e completel y satis -
fied wit h eithe r a  heterosexua l o r a  homosexua l relationship , sinc e he r 
need fo r th e other typ e of relationship woul d b e unfulfilled. Thus , bisex -
uals ar e doome d t o a  lif e o f eithe r alternatin g betwee n homosexua l an d 
heterosexual relationships , 

Now, though,  I  am trying  very hard to understand  bisexuality. I feel 
that it must be a very difficult lifestyle . . . an emotional and sexual see-
saw. (Kelly) 

or juggling simultaneous homosexua l an d heterosexua l relationships , 

/ think  that  it  would  be  a very hard way of  life  for me.  I  could  not 
juggle the two. (Gina) 

or indiscriminat e sexua l activit y with anythin g tha t moves : 

[Bisexuality is a way] for highly  sexed people who go either  way to 
double their chances for sex. (Arlene) 

Any o f thes e thre e lifestyle s woul d mak e a  committed monogamou s 
relationship difficul t t o maintain , i f no t impossible . Conceptualize d i n 
terms o f coexisten t homosexua l an d heterosexua l need s o r a s th e resul t 
of a n overl y activ e sex  drive , bisexualit y become s incompatibl e wit h 
committed monogamy , 

If a person is settled with this  identity I think it's  great. I also believe 
that this  lifestyle could present problems in needing both preferences 
met at  same  time —makes for  a  difficult  monogamous relationship. 
(Ruth) 

especially whe n homosexua l an d heterosexua l need s ar e perceive d a s 
antithetical t o each other : 

One who is  attracted and enjoys a sexual relationship with  both  men 
and women. Sad  that the inner conflict prevents the person to expert-
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ence a complete commitment to  one person in order to build a lasting 
relationship. (Cori) 

The implicatio n tha t bisexual s ar e incapabl e o f committe d relation -
ships bothers many lesbians , who conclude that bisexuality i s a symptom 
of a n inability to commi t onesel f t o a  single partner. These lesbians ofte n 
have mora l objection s t o bisexualit y a s nonmonogamou s b y definition . 
Although the y sometime s extend partia l toleranc e to bisexuality , they d o 
so onl y unde r certai n condition s an d predic t tha t problem s wil l aris e 
even unde r thes e conditions . Fo r example , Bobb i feel s tha t nonmonog -
amy woul d b e O K i f th e participant s wer e matur e an d honest : " I ca n 
accept bisexualit y i f .  . . (1 ) th e perso n i s happ y an d ca n emotionall y 
handle an d accep t thei r ow n sexua l identit y an d lifestyle ; an d (2 ) the y 
are hones t an d ope n wit h someon e the y ar e abou t t o o r ar e committe d 
to i n a  relationship. " Similarly , Jennifer' s approva l i s contingen t o n th e 
mutual consen t o f thos e involved , "Bisexualit y i s fine wit h me—a s lon g 
as everyon e i s consenting. " I n contrast , Aliso n doe s no t approv e o f 
nonmonogamy unde r an y conditions ; sh e woul d tolerat e bisexualit y 
only "I f th e perso n ha s a  relationshi p wit h eithe r sex  an d break s i t of f 
totally, to star t a  relationship wit h th e other sex. " 

Some lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f behavio r disap -
prove o f bisexualit y fo r politica l a s wel l a s mora l reasons . Man y fee l 
that bisexua l women' s association s with me n disqualify the m completel y 
from politica l allianc e o r comradeshi p wit h lesbians . Other s fee l tha t 
bisexual wome n ca n an d shoul d alig n themselve s wit h lesbians , bu t 
again, onl y i f the y follo w certai n rules . The y hav e differen t opinion s 
about wha t thes e rule s are . Some don' t car e i f bisexua l wome n continu e 
to slee p wit h me n a s lon g a s the y identif y themselve s a s lesbian s fo r 
political purposes . Othe r lesbian s ar e angere d b y bisexua l wome n wh o 
try t o presen t themselve s a s lesbians becaus e the y fee l tha t thi s i s decep-
tive an d disrespectfu l t o lesbians . Stil l other s fee l tha t bisexua l wome n 
should, fo r th e tim e being , abstai n fro m relationship s wit h me n an d 
unite wit h lesbian s unti l equalit y betwee n th e sexe s ha s bee n achieved . 
Lesbians' political opinion s abou t bisexualit y wil l be explored i n greate r 
detail late r i n this chapter . 

In summary, the most common criterio n lesbian s use to define bisex -
uality i s behavior. Tha t is , when mos t lesbia n respondent s wer e aske d t o 
discuss thei r opinion s abou t "bisexua l women, " the y picture d wome n 
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who behav e bisexually . Bu t the y hav e differen t opinion s abou t wha t 
constitutes bisexua l behavior . Fo r some , i t mean s simultaneou s sexua l 
relationships wit h bot h wome n an d men , o r a n exactl y equa l amoun t o f 
homosexual an d heterosexua l experience . Other s hav e broade r defini -
tions, which includ e an y woman wh o ha s had sexua l relations with bot h 
women an d men , or who could enjoy bot h homosexual an d heterosexua l 
relations. Accordin g t o an y o f thes e definitions , bisexua l wome n ar e 
nonmonogamous o r a t bes t seriall y monogamou s b y definition , an d 
many lesbian s who defin e bisexualit y i n terms of behavio r ar e concerne d 
about bisexua l women' s inabilit y t o commi t themselve s t o a  single part -
ner. Other s ar e concerne d abou t th e politica l implication s o f bisexuals ' 
relations wit h men . Fo r thes e reasons , bisexua l women—define d a s 
women wh o hav e sex  wit h bot h wome n an d men—mee t wit h a  grea t 
deal o f disapprova l an d distrus t fro m lesbians . 

Bisexuality a s a  Matte r o f Feeling s 
Although th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s stud y mos t commonl y 
define bisexualit y a s a  for m o f behavior , man y ar e les s concerne d wit h 
actual behavio r tha n wit h th e feeling s on e has toward wome n an d men . 
These lesbians define bisexualit y a s a matter o f how one feels rather tha n 
how on e behaves , an d no t surprisingly , the y ar e mor e likel y tha n lesbi -
ans wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f behavio r t o believ e tha t bisexu -
ality exists. 2 Althoug h ther e ar e som e differences  o f opinio n amon g 
them ove r exactl y whic h feeling s shoul d b e define d a s bisexual , thes e 
differences ar e fewe r an d mor e trivia l tha n thos e tha t exis t amon g lesbi -
ans wh o defin e bisexualit y behaviorally . Lik e th e latter , the y ar e con -
cerned abou t bisexuality , bu t thei r concern s hav e a  markedl y differen t 
character. 

Most lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f feeling s simpl y 
referred t o bisexua l wome n a s having "attractions " t o women an d men . 
Some respondent s specifie d tha t the y wer e referrin g t o bot h emotiona l 
and physica l attraction , o r t o emotional , social , an d sexua l attraction . 
Dorothea describe d attractio n a s "th e rang e o f feeling s allowin g u s t o 
be sexuall y an d romanticall y involve d wit h wome n an d men. " Othe r 
respondents referre d t o "love, " "affectiona l preference, " o r simpl y 
"feelings." 

For th e mos t part , thes e differences  appea r t o b e merely differences 
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in wording rathe r tha n differences  o f opinion . The only issue over whic h 
these lesbians are substantially divide d i s the question o f whether bisexu -
als ar e thos e rar e individual s whos e feeling s fo r wome n an d me n ar e 
exactly equa l i n strengt h an d quality , o r whethe r everyon e wh o ha s 
feelings fo r bot h wome n an d me n should b e considered bisexual : 

I feel we all have varying degrees of attraction to both sexes, and maybe 
bisexual people really are equally attracted to both sexes . . . (Juanita) 

I feel it is  one aspect of the  wide spectrum of human sexual identity. 
Just as there are women who are attracted to women, men to men, and 
women and  men  to  each  other to  varying  degrees, so  there  are also 
women and men who are  attracted to both sexes to differing degrees. 
(Martha) 

Lesbians like Juanita wh o define bisexualit y in terms of equal attrac -
tions fo r wome n an d me n generally hol d mor e negative attitude s towar d 
bisexuals tha n lesbian s lik e Martha wh o defin e bisexualit y a s a  broade r 
range o f feeling s towar d bot h wome n an d men . Th e forme r typicall y 
believe tha t whil e mos t peopl e experienc e attraction s towar d bot h 
women an d men , everyone o r almos t everyon e has a  preference on e wa y 
or th e other . The y fee l tha t peopl e shoul d identif y themselve s a s lesbia n 
or heterosexua l accordin g t o thei r preferences , an d man y expresse d 
antagonism o r impatience with people who do not . In  contrast, the latte r 
are generally ver y toleran t o r acceptin g o f bisexuality . Those who defin e 
bisexuality a s encompassin g a  broa d rang e o f varyin g feeling s o f at -
traction towar d wome n an d me n disagree , however , o n th e issu e o f 
whether peopl e wit h bisexua l feeling s shoul d ac t on thes e feelings . Som e 
believe that they should , 

/ don't  have  any problems with it. If someone is attracted to both men 
and women, I  think  they  should act upon it—it's not  healthy  to hide 
feelings like that. (Frances) 

whereas other s believ e that they should not . 
Lesbians who define bisexualit y i n terms of a  broad rang e of feeling s 

toward wome n an d me n expresse d concern s abou t bisexuality , bu t thei r 
concerns ar e ver y differen t fro m thos e expresse d b y lesbian s wh o defin e 
bisexuality behaviorally . Instea d o f bein g concerne d abou t bisexua l 
women's heterosexualit y an d integrity , the y ar e concerne d abou t th e 
difficulties tha t bisexua l wome n mus t face . Thes e difficultie s includ e 
personal problems , suc h a s combinin g tw o ver y differen t type s o f love , 
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and socia l hardships , suc h a s a  lac k o f acceptanc e b y bot h th e lesbia n 
and heterosexua l societies : 

It must  be  very  difficult to be  a bisexual  because of  the  tremendous 
difference between loving women and loving men. I have  trouble un-
der standing! relating to C( bi's." (Georgia) 

For persons attracted to both genders, I  feel both envy and pity. They, 
in theory,  could  have  the  best  of  two  worlds,  but  in  reality,  I fear 
usually neither gays or non-gays trust and accept them. (Abigail) 

Many, lik e Georgia , confesse d tha t the y hav e difficult y understand -
ing bisexuality , usuall y explainin g tha t i t i s so remove d fro m thei r ow n 
experience tha t the y canno t relat e t o it . Som e hav e troubl e understand -
ing attraction s t o me n becaus e the y hav e neve r fel t attracte d t o me n 
themselves, wherea s other s hav e troubl e understandin g ho w peopl e 
could b e attracted t o bot h sexes . Nevertheless, thei r comment s conve y a 
note o f toleranc e an d eve n warmt h tha t i s generall y lackin g fro m th e 
comments o f thos e wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f behavio r o r i n 
terms o f equa l attraction s t o wome n an d men . Fo r example , Thelm a 
accepts what sh e cannot understand : 

J feel accepting of my  friends  who identify  themselves  as bisexual.  I 
don't understand  their ability to feel sexually attracted to and satisfied 
by both men and women. (Thelma) 

In summary , lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f feeling s o f 
attraction towar d wome n an d me n ar e divide d ove r th e questio n o f 
whether bisexualit y shoul d b e define d a s a n equa l attractio n towar d 
women an d men , o r a s a combination o f attraction s towar d wome n an d 
men o f varyin g degrees . Lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f 
equal attraction s generall y tak e a  di m vie w o f peopl e wh o cal l them -
selves bisexua l becaus e the y believ e tha t mos t peopl e hav e a  preferenc e 
for eithe r wome n o r me n an d tha t mos t bisexual-identifie d peopl e us e 
the bisexua l labe l to avoi d admittin g thei r true preference. Lesbian s wh o 
define bisexualit y i n term s o f a  broade r rang e o f feeling s ar e generall y 
tolerant an d acceptin g o f bisexuality , however . The y ar e concerne d 
about th e difficultie s bisexual s fac e i n a  society tha t validate s heterosex -
ual an d lesbia n identitie s an d lifestyle s bu t condemn s bisexuality , eve n 
though man y admi t tha t the y canno t relat e personall y becaus e the y ar e 
not bisexua l themselves . 
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Bisexuality a s a  Matte r o f Identity — 
Or a  Denia l o f Identit y 
In an earl y phase o f thi s research, 26 pre-tes t subject s wer e asked t o rat e 
the importanc e o f variou s criteri a i n definin g sexua l orientation . Forty -
six percent rate d bisexua l identit y a s "ver y important " o r "essential " i n 
defining bisexuality . Apparently, the women who participated i n the pre-
test fel t tha t the y accorde d a  grea t dea l o f respec t t o others ' bisexua l 
identities. Whe n lesbia n respondent s i n th e mai n phas e o f th e researc h 
were aske d "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " man y o f the m spon -
taneously mentione d bisexua l identity . I n thi s open-ende d format , how -
ever, they usually mentione d i t not t o tout i t as an importan t criterio n o f 
bisexuality, bu t t o raise questions abou t it s validity a s a criterion. O f th e 
82 lesbians who mentione d bisexua l identity , 57  di d s o to cas t doub t o n 
it. I t would appea r tha t whe n aske d directly , lesbian s generall y sa y tha t 
they giv e serious consideratio n t o othe r women' s bisexua l identities , bu t 
when the y ar e allowe d t o expres s thei r thought s i n a  les s structure d 
context thei r comment s revea l tha t man y d o no t i n fac t accor d bisexua l 
identity muc h credibility . 

Most lesbian s wh o ar e suspiciou s o f bisexua l identit y believ e tha t 
women wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e really lesbians . They explaine d 
that bisexua l identit y i s used b y people who can' t o r won' t acknowledg e 
their tru e sexuality , i.e. , lesbianism , usuall y becaus e o f homophobia . 
Other lesbia n respondent s d o no t necessar y thin k tha t bisexual s are 
lesbians, bu t the y d o expec t tha t bisexual s ar e wome n o n thei r wa y t o 
becoming lesbians . Bot h o f thes e belief s cas t doub t o n th e authenticit y 
of bisexua l identity , an d b y implication , o n bisexualit y itself . I  call thes e 
beliefs "existentiall y invalidating " beliefs , an d I  wil l discus s the m i n 
detail alon g wit h lesbians ' othe r image s o f bisexua l wome n late r i n 
this chapter . 

A fe w respondent s too k pain s t o poin t ou t tha t thei r doubt s abou t 
the authenticit y o f bisexua l identit y aros e fro m thei r persona l experi -
ences wit h bisexua l women , thu s softenin g thei r criticis m o f bisexua l 
identity. Maria , fo r example , sounde d apologeti c fo r he r skepticis m 
about othe r women' s bisexua l identities . Sh e wrote , " I fee l tha t some -
times wome n wh o clai m t o b e bisexua l ar e simpl y denyin g thei r homo -
sexuality. Thi s i s base d o n onl y th e peopl e I  kno w tha t sa y the y ar e 
bisexual." Other s commente d tha t thei r impression s o f bisexualit y cam e 
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primarily fro m thei r ow n experiences . The y recalle d tha t the y identifie d 
themselves a s bisexua l befor e the y cam e ou t a s lesbians , an d tentativel y 
drew o n thi s experienc e t o wonde r i f othe r bisexual-identifie d wome n 
were als o i n th e proces s o f comin g ou t a s lesbians . Fo r example , Dori s 
explained, " I think man y women thin k i n terms of bisexuality when the y 
are initiall y comin g out— a transitiona l period—whe n I  first  fel l i n lov e 
with a  womy n my  internalize d homophobi a wa s s o grea t I  couldn' t 
comprehend m e being a  lesbian. " 

Like Doris , Rhond a identifie d hersel f a s bisexua l befor e sh e cam e 
out a s lesbian , bu t i n hindsigh t sh e interpret s he r experienc e i n a  ver y 
different way : 

When I  first  entered  the  lesbian  community I  thought  of  myself  as 
bisexual—and referred to myself as such. A very large group of women 
(friends) that identified  themselves as et  lesbian" said I was  confused. 
Within six  months  of  coming  out,  I  started  referring  to myself  as 
"lesbian." Found a much stronger sense of acceptance in the gay com-
munity .  . . bisexual  people are not accepted  and have a harder time 
than gay men and women. (Rhonda) 

Rhonda believe s tha t lesbians ' suspicion s abou t bisexua l identit y 
pressure bisexua l wome n int o identifyin g a s lesbian . I f sh e wer e t o 
meet Doris , sh e migh t disagre e wit h he r tha t he r perio d o f bisexua l 
identification wa s a  transitiona l phase . Rhond a migh t argu e tha t Dori s 
is no t a  lesbia n a t all , bu t a  bisexua l woma n wh o wa s pressure d int o 
identifying a s a  lesbia n an d who , i n orde r t o authenticat e he r curren t 
lesbian identity , no w perceive s he r bisexua l identit y a s inauthenti c i n 
hindsight. 

Such a  proces s woul d ten d t o b e self-reproducing ; eac h generatio n 
of women wh o ar e convinced t o identify themselve s a s lesbians learn s t o 
inauthenticate thei r ow n previou s bisexua l identitie s b y explaining the m 
as transitional phases . These women , lik e Doris , then assum e tha t othe r 
women wh o identif y themselve s a s bisexual ar e likewise "goin g throug h 
a phase" ; the y expec t thes e wome n t o eventuall y com e ou t a s lesbian s 
just a s they themselve s did . Bisexual-identifie d wome n becom e awar e o f 
lesbians' expectations, and this awareness create s the pressure to identif y 
as lesbia n tha t Rhond a described . Thos e wh o ar e convince d b y thi s 
pressure t o identif y a s lesbian s becom e investe d i n authenticatin g thei r 
own lesbia n identitie s by inauthenticating thei r own an d others ' bisexua l 
identities, and th e cycle continues . 
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But not al l lesbian respondent s wh o mentione d bisexua l identit y di d 
so t o cas t doub t o n it s authenticity . O f th e 8 2 lesbia n respondent s wh o 
referred t o identit y i n thei r answer s t o th e questio n "Wha t i s you r 
opinion o f bisexuality?" 25 referred t o i t for othe r reasons . Nine lesbian s 
stated o r implie d tha t the y accep t othe r women' s bisexua l identitie s a t 
face value , i.e. , tha t the y assum e othe r women' s identitie s ar e authenti c 
reflections o f thei r sexua l essences . Fo r example , Thelm a expresse d n o 
suspicion whatsoever tha t bisexual-identified wome n migh t not be bisex-
ual, which , accordin g t o he r ow n definition , mean s tha t the y ar e at -
tracted t o both wome n an d men , 

J feel accepting of my  friends  who identify  themselves  as bisexual.  I 
don't understand  their ability to feel sexually attracted to and satisfied 
by both men and women. (Thelma) 

and Samanth a believe s tha t a  woman' s sexua l identit y shoul d b e re -
spected an d take n a s the primary indicato r o f he r sexuality : 

It seems to be a viable lifestyle for some individuals. I  support individ-
ual choice in defining ourselves. J , therefore,  support individuals who 
choose bisexuality. (Samantha) 

Five othe r lesbian s wen t on e ste p farthe r i n authenticatin g bisexu -
ality; s o far , i n fact , tha t the y questione d th e authenticit y o f lesbia n 
identity. I n contras t t o th e 57  lesbian s wh o cas t doub t o n bisexua l 
identity b y statin g o r inferrin g tha t wome n wh o cal l themselve s bi -
sexual ar e sometime s o r alway s reall y lesbians , Mae cas t doub t o n non-
bisexual identit y b y implyin g no t onl y tha t wome n wh o cal l the m 
selves bisexua l ar e authenticall y bisexual , bu t tha t man y wome n wh o 
don't cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e als o bisexual . Sh e thinks tha t bisexu -
ality i s "th e mos t commo n sexua l orientation , i f onl y peopl e woul d 
admit it. " 

Despite thei r disagreement s ove r th e authenticit y o f variou s sexua l 
identities, al l 7 1 o f th e wome n discusse d above—thos e wh o doub t th e 
authenticity o f bisexua l identity , thos e wh o doub t th e authenticit y o f 
non-bisexual identity , an d thos e wh o believ e i n th e authenticit y o f al l 
identities—do agre e o n on e point . The y shar e th e underlyin g opinio n 
that sexua l identit y should  reflec t sexua l essence . There ar e als o lesbian s 
who believ e tha t sexua l identit y should  not  necessaril y reflec t sexua l 
essence, especiall y whe n tha t essenc e i s bisexual . In  fact , som e believ e 
that essenc e shoul d no t b e th e determinin g facto r i n identit y a t all . 
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Loretta, fo r example , believes that althoug h wome n migh t b e essentiall y 
bisexual, the y mak e choice s regardin g whic h sex  o r sexe s the y wil l 
become sexuall y involve d with , an d thei r identitie s reflect , o r shoul d 
reflect, thes e behavioral choices : 

J think that  almost everyone is bisexual but some choose to place their 
emphasis on one end of the scale . . . 7  think that  many lesbians could 
be involved with a man and straight women with other women if they 
allowed themselves to. I  see  people who call  themselves bisexuals as 
those who do not wish to choose. (Loretta) 

Other lesbian s believ e tha t identit y reflects , o r shoul d reflect , a 
woman's politica l commitments . Gilda , fo r example , believe s tha t i t i s 
woman-identification, no t sexua l behavior , tha t distinguishe s lesbian s 
from bisexua l women . I n othe r words , lesbian s an d bisexua l wome n 
might hav e identica l sexua l behavior s an d feelings ; th e differenc e lie s in 
their politica l orientation , no t thei r sexuality : 

I know many  lesbians (including  myself) who relate romantically I sexu-
ally with men  and  women  yet  identify  strongly as lesbians. To me  a 
bisexual is someone who goes either way sexually but is  not particu-
larly woman identified. (Gilda) 

Rebecca woul d approv e o f Gilda' s decisio n t o identif y hersel f a s a 
lesbian: 

I think  bisexual  women while  they may practice bisexuality  ought to 
identify as lesbians to strengthen  the lesbian movement.  I  believe  the 
old line  about identify  with  the  oppressed  group and  not  the  more 
privileged one. (Rebecca) 

In summary , th e majorit y o f lesbian s wh o mentione d bisexua l iden -
tity di d s o t o discredi t it . I n general , lesbian s ten d no t t o accep t othe r 
women's bisexua l identitie s a t fac e value ; usually , the y suspec t tha t 
women wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e reall y lesbians . Very fe w lesbi -
ans spok e u p t o defen d th e authenticit y o f bisexua l identit y an d expres s 
their respec t fo r wome n wh o choose to identify a s bisexual, bu t a  few of 
those wh o di d wen t s o fa r a s t o cas t doub t o n lesbia n identit y instead . 
Finally, som e lesbian s d o no t believ e tha t identit y shoul d reflec t essenc e 
at all ; the y fee l tha t identit y shoul d reflec t a  woman' s politica l convic -
tions, no t he r sexua l behavior s o r feelings.  T o them , th e issu e i s no t 
authenticity, bu t politics . 
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Bisexuality a s a Matter o f Preference s 
or Choice s 

Some lesbians simpl y referre d t o bisexuality , o r sexuality i n general, a s a 
matter o f "preference " o r "choice " withou t specifyin g wha t i s preferre d 
or chosen . Amon g thos e wh o referre d t o unspecifie d preferences , eleve n 
consider bisexualit y a  sexua l preference , wherea s fou r conceptualiz e i t 
as a  lack  o f preference . Fo r example , SueAnn e calle d bisexualit y "on e 
kind o f sexua l preference, " an d Hele n think s i t "mus t b e difficul t no t t o 
have a  definit e preferenc e on e wa y o r th e other. " Th e te n lesbian s wh o 
referred t o sexualit y a s a  matte r o f choic e wer e evenl y divide d betwee n 
those who conside r bisexualit y a  choice an d thos e who conside r bisexu -
ality to b e the absence o f choice , or a  failure t o choose . 

Lesbians who conside r bisexualit y t o b e a  positive sexua l preferenc e 
or choic e generall y expresse d empathi c an d toleran t attitude s towar d 
bisexuality. Man y too k th e libera l stance , "i f that' s wha t a  perso n i s 
happy being , g o fo r it, " o r explicitl y state d tha t th e bisexua l preferenc e 
is as valid o r legitimat e a s the homosexua l an d heterosexua l preference s 
are. I n contrast , lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y a s a  lac k o f prefer -
ence o r choic e ar e incline d t o accus e wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisex -
ual o f cowardice . A t th e ver y least , the y ar e uneas y aroun d wome n 
whose loyaltie s ar e no t clear . Madeline , fo r example , i s "mor e comfort -
able wit h peopl e wh o hav e mad e definit e choice s fo r on e sex  ove r 
the other. " 

Bisexuality a s a Matter o f Gende r Blindnes s 

The foregoin g discussio n demonstrate s on e poin t ver y clearly . Lesbian s 
define bisexualit y i n a  variet y o f differen t ways . Despit e thi s grea t vari -
ety, however , al l o f th e definition s examine d s o fa r hav e on e thin g i n 
common. The y al l describe bisexualit y i n terms o f th e gender(s ) o f one' s 
sexual partner(s ) o r potentia l partner(s) . Define d b y behavior , bisexual s 
are peopl e wh o engag e i n se x wit h bot h wome n an d men . Define d b y 
feelings, bisexual s ar e peopl e wh o ar e attracte d t o o r capabl e o f lovin g 
both wome n an d men . Define d b y preferences , bisexual s ar e eithe r peo -
ple who hav e preference s fo r bot h wome n an d me n o r peopl e wh o lac k 
a preferenc e fo r on e ove r th e other . Thes e definition s o f bisexualit y 
retain th e emphasi s o n th e gender(s ) o f one' s partner(s) , a n emphasi s 
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derived fro m th e gender-specifi c definition s o f homosexualit y an d het -
erosexuality. 

A ver y smal l numbe r o f lesbia n respondents—fewe r tha n on e i n 
twenty—have a  ver y differen t typ e o f definitio n o f bisexuality . Rathe r 
than conceptualizin g bisexualit y a s a  combinatio n o f homosexualit y 
and heterosexuality , thu s emphasizin g gender , thes e wome n choos e t o 
deemphasize gende r b y conceptualizin g bisexualit y a s the abilit y t o lov e 
people regardless  o f thei r gender . Bisexuals are , by this definition, peopl e 
who lov e peopl e rathe r tha n peopl e wh o lov e wome n an d men . Fo r 
example, Prudenc e define s bisexual s a s "peopl e who lov e people regard -
less of sex. " 

These wome n harbo r som e o f th e sam e reservation s abou t bisexu -
ality that othe r lesbian s do : 

/ don't  understand  it because  I can't  relate  to men  the  way  I  do  to 
women (any  more than I can understand heterosexuality). It's  possible 
that it is the ideal—relating to people regardless of  gender, but I tend 
to think (perhaps  wrongly)  of the bisexual as sexually oriented instead 
of emotionally oriented. (Willa) 

Most, however , believ e that bisexualit y i s the most natura l o r idea l for m 
of sexuality , arguin g tha t i t reflect s a n opennes s towar d peopl e an d 
experiences o r a  mor e humanis t wa y o f relatin g t o people . Thi s idea l i s 
achieved b y a  fe w health y an d untraumatize d peopl e i n thi s worl d an d 
could b e achieve d b y al l peopl e i n a  les s sexist , mor e human e world . In 
effect, bisexualit y i s th e sexua l equivalen t o f equa l opportunity ; a s Es -
ther pu t it , "On e wa y t o look a t i t is they giv e all people equa l footing. " 
Once gende r discriminatio n i s eradicated, perhap s w e wil l al l b e abl e t o 
look pas t eac h others ' genitals an d gender s to the human being s inside . 

Summary 

Lesbians defin e bisexualit y i n differen t ways . Many defin e i t i n term s o f 
behavior, wherea s other s defin e i t i n term s o f feeling s o f emotiona l o r 
sexual attraction tha t might or might not be expressed through behavior . 
A fe w lesbian s thin k o f bisexualit y a s a  positiv e sexua l preferenc e o r 
choice and , conversely , a  fe w thin k o f i t a s a  lac k o f preferenc e o r a 
failure t o choose . Eve n amon g lesbian s wh o us e th e sam e criterio n t o 
define bisexuality , ther e i s considerabl e variatio n i n th e wa y the y appl y 
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this criterio n t o distinguis h bisexualit y fro m homosexualit y an d hetero -
sexuality. But whether define d i n terms of behavior, feelings , preferences , 
or choices , bisexuality i s usually defined i n terms of gender ; fo r example , 
as sexua l behavio r wit h bot h wome n an d men , o r a s a  choic e betwee n 
women an d men . A  very smal l handfu l o f lesbian s defin e bisexualit y a s 
the abilit y to love or b e attracted t o people regardless o f thei r gender . 

Lesbians wh o us e differen t definition s o f bisexualit y ten d t o hav e 
different attitude s towar d it . Fo r example , lesbian s wh o defin e bisexu -
ality i n term s o f behavio r ten d t o b e skeptica l abou t it s existenc e an d 
reluctant t o becom e to o closel y involve d wit h bisexua l women , wherea s 
lesbians wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f feeling s ar e mor e toleran t 
and concerne d abou t th e difficultie s the y thin k bisexual s mus t face . I t i s 
not surprisin g tha t lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y differentl y hav e dif -
ferent opinions ; afte r all , they ar e talking abou t entirel y differen t things . 

W H A T AR E BISEXUAL S LIKE ? 

The questio n "Ho w d o lesbian s pictur e bisexua l women? " bear s a  dis -
quieting resemblance t o question s like "Ho w d o whites picture blacks? " 
and "Wha t i s the mal e idea l o f womanhood? " I n th e pas t fe w decades , 
we a s a  societ y hav e becom e increasingl y sensitiv e t o th e dynamic s o f 
stereotypy an d oppression . On e afte r th e other, oppressed group s amon g 
us have begun t o resis t the economic, social , and politica l structure s tha t 
cause their disadvantage , fighting  t o change no t only these structures bu t 
also th e prejudicia l attitude s o f th e powerfu l member s o f societ y wh o 
benefit fro m th e sam e structures . A s a  result , thos e o f u s wh o ar e 
oppressed ourselve s o r who ar e sincere i n ou r hatre d o f oppressio n hav e 
become sensitize d no t onl y t o sexism , racism , heterosexism , ableism , 
and age-is m i n particular , bu t als o t o th e for m o f prejudicia l thinkin g i n 
general. W e ar e suspiciou s o f an y statemen t tha t sound s lik e a  general -
ization o r tha t refer s t o peopl e a s member s o f group s instea d o f indi -
viduals. 

Making generalization s abou t th e object s i n ou r environments , in -
cluding other people , is a natural an d necessar y human skill . Generaliza -
tion involve s overlookin g individua l difference s i n th e effor t t o find 
similarities. Withou t thi s skill , w e woul d b e unabl e t o lear n fro m ou r 
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experiences, unabl e t o pla n futur e activity , largel y unabl e t o communi -
cate wit h eac h other , an d unabl e t o empathiz e wit h th e experience s o f 
other people . S o whe n doe s thi s natura l an d necessar y capacit y fo r 
generalization becom e objectionable ? I t become s problemati c whe n th e 
objects w e generalize ar e othe r huma n beings , and whe n ou r capacit y t o 
perceive similarities impedes our abilit y to perceive individual difference s 
as well . A t tha t point , w e begi n t o se e othe r peopl e a s n o mor e tha n 
group representative s an d w e begin t o trea t the m a s members o f catego -
ries instead o f individuals . We then loo k a t Black people and se e nothing 
but black ; w e loo k a t Whit e peopl e an d se e nothin g bu t white . Instea d 
of facilitatin g socia l interaction , ou r abilit y t o generaliz e become s a n 
obstacle t o socia l interactio n tha t rob s other s o f thei r individualit y b y 
replacing i t with stereotypes . 

Failure t o perceiv e th e individua l difference s amon g member s o f 
other socia l group s i s only on e sid e o f th e coi n o f stereotypy . Th e othe r 
side i s failur e t o recogniz e th e similaritie s betwee n member s o f othe r 
groups an d member s o f one' s own group , including oneself . I t is difficul t 
to identif y o r empathiz e wit h someon e wh o bear s n o similarit y t o one -
self; thos e wh o appea r entirel y foreig n t o u s ofte n appea r subhuma n 
because w e ar e unabl e t o recogniz e thei r huma n qualities . I n short , w e 
objectify them ; b y denyin g thei r similarit y t o ourselves , w e den y thei r 
humanity. Suc h i s th e psycholog y tha t make s killin g a n enem y durin g 
wartime a  moral act . 

How doe s al l o f thi s relat e t o th e discussio n o f lesbians ' view s o f 
bisexual women ? I s i t a  simpl e exploratio n o f th e necessar y huma n 
capacity fo r generalization , o r i s i t a n indictmen t o f lesbian s fo r stereo -
typing bisexua l wome n eve n a s the y condem n th e ignoranc e o f homo -
phobic heterosexuals ? Thi s depend s mor e o n th e answe r t o th e questio n 
"How d o lesbian s pictur e bisexua l women? " tha n i t doe s o n th e ques -
tion itself . I t depend s o n whethe r lesbians ' image s o f bisexua l wome n 
leave roo m fo r individua l difference s amon g bisexua l women . I t als o 
depends o n whethe r thes e image s leav e roo m fo r th e perceptio n o f 
similarities a s wel l a s differences  betwee n lesbian s an d bisexua l women . 
To fin d out , we cannot examin e lesbians ' attitudes toward bisexual s i n a 
vacuum; w e mus t compar e the m t o lesbians ' image s o f themselves . Th e 
question i s no longe r "Ho w d o lesbian s pictur e bisexua l women? " a s i t 
was originall y phrased , bu t rathe r "T o wha t degre e d o lesbian s pictur e 
bisexual wome n a s differen t fro m lesbian s an d a s mor e homogeneou s 
than lesbians? " I t i s no t ver y usefu l t o kno w tha t som e lesbian s believ e 
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that bisexua l wome n ar e confused , fo r example , unles s w e als o kno w 
whether o r no t the y believ e tha t lesbian s ar e mor e o r les s confused tha n 
bisexual wome n an d unles s w e kno w whethe r the y believ e confusio n i s 
universal o r merely common amon g bisexua l women . 

The lesbians who participated i n this study answere d severa l specifi c 
questions abou t thei r images of both bisexua l women an d other lesbians . 
These question s ar e describe d belo w unde r th e subheadin g " A Not e 
about Method, " whic h ma y b e skippe d b y th e unintereste d reader . 
Respondents' answer s t o th e questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexu -
ality?" whic h hav e forme d th e basi s o f th e foregoin g segment s o f thi s 
chapter, wer e als o used a s sources of informatio n abou t lesbians ' image s 
of bisexua l women . 

For th e purpos e o f discussion , lesbians ' image s o f bisexua l wome n 
fall roughl y int o fou r categories . Unflatterin g image s ar e thos e tha t 
might not b e clearly negative , but tha t ar e not images most people woul d 
desire t o projec t themselves . Positiv e images , i n contrast , ascrib e a n 
exalted moral , social , o r existentia l statu s t o bisexuality . Existentiall y 
invalidating image s challeng e th e authenticit y o f bisexua l identit y b y 
calling int o questio n th e existenc e o f bisexuality , an d politica l image s 
concern th e socia l and politica l advantage s o r disadvantages tha t bisexu -
als face vis-a-vi s lesbians . 

A Not e abou t Metho d 

In addition t o the open-ended questio n "Wha t i s your opinion o f bisexu -
ality?" respondent s wer e aske d severa l closed-ende d question s abou t 
specific belief s tha t they might have about bisexuality . Whereas women' s 
responses t o th e open-ende d questio n provid e ric h informatio n abou t 
the subtletie s an d varietie s o f thei r beliefs , thi s informatio n i s neithe r 
systematic no r comprehensiv e becaus e eac h woma n answere d th e ques -
tion i n her own way . Closed-ende d questions , on the othe r hand , d o no t 
reflect subtl e difference s i n th e thinkin g o f wome n wit h simila r beliefs , 
but the y d o provid e systemati c informatio n abou t th e strengt h an d 
popularity o f certai n ke y beliefs . Take n together , th e tw o source s o f 
information provid e a  mor e complet e pictur e o f lesbians ' image s o f 
bisexual wome n an d o f ho w bisexua l wome n diffe r fro m lesbian s tha n 
either would provid e alone . 

The closed-ended question s included question s abou t th e beliefs tha t 
bisexuals ar e reall y lesbians , tha t bisexual s ar e i n transitio n t o lesbi -
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anism, tha t bisexual s ar e les s committe d t o thei r femal e friend s tha n 
lesbians are , tha t bisexual s ar e less politically trustworth y tha n lesbians , 
and tha t bisexual s ar e more likely t o pass a s heterosexual. Each o f thes e 
beliefs wa s mentione d i n som e for m b y pre-tes t respondent s i n th e 
current study , an d al l hav e bee n reporte d i n previou s researc h b y othe r 
social scientists . However, the evidence from previou s research i s entirely 
qualitative an d anecdotal . Quantitativ e data , whic h woul d provid e a n 
indication o f the popularity an d strengt h o f these beliefs amon g lesbians , 
as well a s a  means o f assessin g the demographi c an d socia l correlate s o f 
these beliefs , di d no t exis t unti l th e curren t study . Othe r closed-ende d 
questions aske d abou t lesbians ' belief s abou t bisexua l women' s politica l 
interests an d experience s o f prejudic e an d discrimination , a n are a tha t 
has received very little attention i n previous research . 

The closed-ende d question s use d a  variet y o f differen t format s t o 
measure lesbians ' belief s an d th e wordin g o f al l thes e question s ca n b e 
found i n th e table s a t th e en d o f thi s boo k an d i n th e appendi x o f Rus t 
(1993b). Som e belief s wer e measure d wit h a  singl e questio n tha t aske d 
respondents t o mak e a  direc t compariso n betwee n lesbia n an d bisexua l 
women. Fo r example , belief s abou t persona l commitmen t wer e mea -
sured b y askin g respondent s t o indicat e o n a  seven-poin t scal e ho w 
strongly the y agree d o r disagreed wit h th e following statement : 

Bisexuals ar e no t a s committed t o othe r wome n a s lesbians are ; they 
are more likely to desert their female friends . 

The single-question/direct-compariso n forma t wa s als o use d t o measur e 
beliefs abou t bisexuals ' trustworthines s an d difference s betwee n lesbi -
ans' an d bisexua l women' s politica l interests . 

Other belief s were measured b y asking respondents separatel y abou t 
their image s o f lesbia n an d bisexua l women , an d the n comparin g thes e 
two image s t o determin e th e degre e o f differenc e respondent s perceive d 
between lesbia n an d bisexua l women . Fo r example , th e followin g pai r 
of question s aske d respondent s t o asses s th e degre e o f prejudic e experi -
enced b y lesbians an d b y bisexual women : 

How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population 
against lesbians/gay women? 

How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population 
against bisexual women? 
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Each questio n wa s followe d b y a  seven-poin t respons e scal e tha t range d 
from "N o prejudic e a t all " (1 ) t o "Mor e tha n agains t an y othe r singl e 
group" (7) . Because these two question s used identical wording, they ar e 
comparable t o eac h othe r an d subtractin g on e answe r fro m th e othe r 
produces a  measur e o f th e degre e t o whic h a  responden t believe s tha t 
either grou p experience s mor e prejudic e tha n th e other. 3 Th e paired -
question/identical-wording forma t wa s als o use d t o measur e lesbians ' 
perceptions o f the degree of discrimination face d b y lesbian an d bisexua l 
women, an d th e abilit y an d desir e o f lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n t o 
pass as heterosexual . 

Neither th e single-question/direct-compariso n no r th e paired-ques -
tion/identical-wording forma t coul d b e use d t o measur e th e belief s tha t 
bisexuals ar e reall y lesbian s an d tha t bisexual s ar e in transition t o lesbi -
anism becaus e th e questions would hav e sounded awkwar d o r nonsensi -
cal. For example , imagin e a  question tha t aske d respondent s t o agre e o r 
disagree wit h th e statement , "Bisexua l wome n ar e mor e likel y t o reall y 
be lesbian s tha n lesbian s ar e t o reall y b e bisexual"—th e statemen t i s 
too confusin g t o produc e meaningfu l responses . Or , imagin e a  pai r o f 
questions tha t aske d respondent s t o estimat e "Ho w man y bisexua l 
women wil l eventuall y com e ou t a s lesbians?" an d "Ho w man y lesbian s 
will eventuall y com e ou t a s bisexual? " Th e first  questio n o f th e pai r 
makes sens e becaus e th e ide a tha t bisexua l wome n ar e i n transitio n t o 
lesbianism i s a  familia r on e an d respondent s woul d b e abl e t o respon d 
to i t withou t furthe r thought . Bu t th e secon d questio n woul d probabl y 
leave many respondent s scratchin g thei r head s becaus e th e ide a o f lesbi -
ans comin g ou t a s bisexua l i s unfamiliar ; ther e i s n o cultura l imag e 
for thi s questio n t o evok e tha t woul d mak e i t meaningfu l t o lesbia n 
respondents. Questions tha t as k about phenomena tha t are not meaning -
ful t o respondent s ar e no t fruitfu l questions ; the y creat e phenomen a 
instead o f measurin g them . 

Therefore, th e belief s tha t bisexua l wome n ar e reall y lesbian s an d 
that bisexua l wome n ar e in transition t o lesbianism were measured usin g 
a thir d questio n format , paired-question/equivalent-wording , whic h al -
lowed eac h questio n i n the pair t o b e worded meaningfully . Thi s forma t 
consisted o f paire d statements , eac h o f whic h wa s worde d t o soun d 
as realisti c an d natura l a s possibl e whil e retainin g a s muc h objectiv e 
equivalence i n th e meaning s o f th e paire d statement s a s possible . Fo r 
example, the pair o f questions used to measure the belief tha t bisexualit y 
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is a  transitiona l phas e tha t wome n g o throug h befor e comin g ou t a s 
lesbians was : 

"Women who say they are bisexual will eventually realize that they are 
lesbians." Wha t proportio n o f wome n wh o sa y the y ar e bisexua l d o 
you think will eventually realize that they are lesbian? 

"Some women wh o clai m t o b e lesbians wil l eventually find out tha t 
they actuall y ar e bisexual , o r straight. " Wha t proportio n o f wome n 
who sa y the y ar e lesbian s d o yo u believ e wil l eventuall y realiz e tha t 
they are actually bisexual or straight? 

Each o f thes e tw o statement s wa s followe d b y a  seven-poin t respons e 
scale ranging fro m "None " (1 ) to "AH " (7) . Although th e statements ar e 
worded slightl y differently , thei r meaning s ar e similar . Th e first  state -
ment assert s tha t bisexualit y i s a  transitiona l phas e tha t wome n g o 
through befor e the y com e ou t a s lesbian , wherea s th e secon d statemen t 
asserts tha t lesbianis m i s a  transitiona l phase . Th e arithmeti c differenc e 
between a  respondent' s response s t o thes e tw o statement s give s a  mea -
sure o f th e degre e t o whic h sh e i s mor e o r les s likel y t o thin k tha t 
bisexuality i s a transitional phase , as compared t o lesbianism . 

The variety o f format s use d to asses s lesbians' beliefs abou t bisexua l 
women ha s bot h advantage s an d disadvantages . The primary advantag e 
is that eac h measure could b e designed t o optimally measur e a  particula r 
belief. Sinc e thi s stud y wa s th e first  t o systematicall y explor e man y o f 
lesbians' belief s abou t bisexua l women , a  certai n flexibilit y o f measure -
ment wa s necessar y an d appropriate ; rigi d measuremen t methodologie s 
would b e premature . Th e primar y disadvantag e i s tha t result s obtaine d 
from measure s with differen t format s canno t be compared t o each other . 
Each measur e provide s a  roug h indicatio n o f th e prevalenc e o r strengt h 
of a  particula r belie f amon g lesbians , subjec t t o th e caveat s outline d i n 
chapter 3 , bu t thes e measure s canno t b e compare d t o eac h othe r t o 
determine whic h belief s ar e most prevalen t o r mos t strongl y hel d amon g 
lesbians. 

In the discussion below , respondents ' answer s t o closed-ended ques -
tions abou t thei r belief s abou t bisexua l wome n wil l b e use d t o buttres s 
information gathere d fro m th e spontaneou s comment s the y mad e i n 
answer t o th e questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " Reader s 
who ar e interested i n a  more detaile d an d scientifi c discussio n o f lesbia n 
respondents' answer s t o th e closed-ende d question s ar e referre d t o Rus t 
(1993b). 
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Unflattering Image s 

In their responses to the question "Wha t i s your opinion o f bisexuality? " 
many lesbians were less than flatterin g i n their comment s abou t bisexua l 
women. Mos t o f thes e comment s simultaneousl y invalidate d bisexualit y 
as a  for m o f sexualit y o r a s a  politica l stance . Fe w lesbian s describe d 
bisexual wome n i n terms tha t wer e simpl y an d purel y unflatterin g with -
out impugnin g th e existenc e o r politic s o f bisexualit y (figur e 4.2) . I n 
fact, onl y fou r suc h image s wer e spontaneousl y mentione d b y mor e 
than tw o lesbia n respondents : sexua l indiscriminacy , promiscuit y o r 
nonmonogamy, inabilit y t o commit , an d carrier s o f sexuall y transmitte d 
diseases. 

Some o f thes e belief s ten d t o b e mor e generalize d tha n others . O f 
the 7  lesbian s wh o describe d bisexual s a s sexuall y indiscriminat e o r 
"switch hitters, " onl y 2  implie d tha t th e charg e applie s t o al l bisexua l 
women. Th e othe r 5  accuse d onl y a  portio n o f th e bisexua l populatio n 
of sexua l indiscriminacy , althoug h mos t charge d th e remainde r o f th e 
bisexual populatio n wit h havin g othe r unflatterin g characteristics . Fo r 
example, Trud y wrot e tha t bisexual s "ar e on e o f tw o things : .  . . int o 
. .  . sex with anybod y jus t fo r a  thrill , [or ] confused abou t sexuality. " In 
contrast, mos t o f th e 1 0 lesbian s wh o describe d bisexua l wome n a s 
promiscuous o r nonmonogamou s implie d tha t thi s i s a  characteristi c o f 
all bisexual women . Thi s is largely a  matter o f definition , however , sinc e 
these ar e als o th e lesbian s wh o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f simultane -
ous homosexua l an d heterosexua l involvement s o r needs . Similarly , 8 
lesbians describe d bisexua l wome n a s unabl e o r unwillin g t o commi t 
themselves t o a  relationship . Mos t o f thes e wome n appl y thi s imag e 
generally t o al l bisexua l women , o r believ e tha t i t i s an inheren t charac -
teristic of bisexua l women . 

The 8  wome n wh o describe d bisexual s a s unabl e t o commi t repre -
sent onl y 2.5 % o f th e entir e lesbia n sample ; i s i t possible tha t onl y on e 
in fort y lesbia n respondent s believe s tha t bisexua l wome n ar e les s abl e 
or willin g t o commi t themselve s t o a  relationship ? Or , ar e ther e othe r 
lesbians i n the sampl e who woul d agre e tha t bisexua l wome n ten d t o b e 
less committed , bu t wh o di d no t happe n t o mentio n i t i n answe r t o th e 
question "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality?" What proportion o f th e 
sample doe s thi s 2.5 % spea k for ? Whe n aske d directl y t o agre e o r 
disagree wit h th e statemen t "Bisexual s ar e no t a s committe d t o othe r 
women a s lesbian s are ; the y ar e mor e likel y t o deser t thei r femal e 
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friends," 6 1 % of lesbian respondent s agree d (figur e 4.3) . When aske d t o 
agree or disagre e with th e statement "I t can b e dangerous fo r lesbian s t o 
trust bisexual s too much , because when the going really get s rough, the y 
are no t a s likel y t o stic k aroun d an d fight  i t out, " 53 % agreed . Appar -
ently, concern s abou t bisexua l women' s loyalt y t o thei r femal e friend s 
and th e lesbia n communit y ar e much mor e widespread tha n th e sponta -
neous comment s mad e i n answe r t o the questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n 
of bisexuality? " woul d lea d on e t o believe . Th e majorit y o f lesbia n 
respondents shar e thes e concerns , althoug h onl y a  handfu l though t o f 
mentioning i t until they were asked abou t thi s issue specifically . 

Finally, 7  lesbians spontaneousl y mentione d a  concern tha t bisexua l 
women woul d brin g disease s int o th e lesbia n populatio n i n answe r t o 
the questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " Give n th e publicit y 
surrounding AIDS  an d othe r sexuall y transmitte d diseases , i t i s surpris -
ing that s o few wome n woul d mentio n thi s concern . Are lesbian respon -
dents unconcerne d abou t sexuall y transmitte d diseases ? Or , ar e the y 
concerned abou t diseas e bu t no t give n t o blamin g bisexua l wome n fo r 
transmitting disease ? In  a  separat e question , respondent s wer e aske d 
specifically whethe r the y fel t tha t th e existenc e o f AID S ha d affecte d 
lesbians in any way. Eighty-three percen t sai d "yes, " but mos t explaine d 
that AID S affecte d lesbian s b y increasin g homophobi a o r b y infectin g 
their ga y men friends , no t b y infecting lesbians . Of thos e who expresse d 
concern abou t th e ris k o f HI V infectio n amon g lesbians , 1 4 specificall y 
mentioned bisexua l wome n a s a  risk . Som e sai d tha t the y wer e no w 
more carefu l abou t relatin g t o bisexua l wome n tha n the y ha d been , an d 
others said tha t lesbians in general shoul d b e more careful abou t relatin g 
to bisexua l women o r tha t bisexua l women coul d sprea d AIDS from ga y 
men t o lesbians . Three sai d that the y themselves ar e less willing to relat e 
sexually t o me n tha n the y hav e been ; tha t is , they ar e les s willing t o b e 
behaviorally bisexual . In  short , concer n abou t HI V infectio n i s lo w 
among lesbian respondent s bu t among those who ar e concerned, a  num-
ber single out bisexua l women a s AIDS risks. 

Other unflatterin g image s o f bisexual s tha t wer e mentione d b y on e 
or tw o lesbia n respondent s i n answe r t o th e questio n "Wha t i s you r 
opinion o f bisexuality? " includ e menta l illness , insecurity , self-abusive -
ness, willingnes s t o settl e fo r mediocrit y (i.e. , heterosexuality) , lac k o f 
political consciousness , mal e identification , lac k o f self-knowledg e o r 
self-awareness, a  tendenc y t o b e mor e "sexually " tha n "emotionally " 
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oriented, faddishness , a  potentia l o r tendenc y t o exploi t o r hur t others , 
and a  lack o f fulfillment . A  total o f 44 lesbian respondents , o r 14.2 % o f 
lesbians, spontaneousl y mentione d on e o r mor e unflatterin g image s o f 
bisexual women . 

Positive Image s 

Among th e positiv e image s associate d wit h bisexualit y i n th e mind s o f 
some lesbia n respondent s ar e naturalness , health , an d idealism . Positiv e 
images of bisexualit y wer e mentioned muc h les s often b y lesbian respon -
dents tha n unflatterin g image s wer e (figur e 4.2) . Onl y 4.4 % o f lesbia n 
respondents—one-third o f th e numbe r tha t describe d bisexualit y i n un -
flattering terms—spontaneousl y describe d bisexualit y a s natural , 
healthy, o r ideal . 

Mentioned b y only 8  lesbian respondents , naturalness was neverthe -
less the mos t commonl y mentione d positiv e image . Whereas som e lesbi -
ans simpl y sai d tha t bisexualit y i s "a s natura l a s any othe r sexua l orien -
tation," o r " a natural stat e for som e people," some went farther , arguin g 
that bisexualit y i s "probably th e most 'natural ' stat e of sexuality. " 

As discusse d earlie r i n thi s chapter , man y respondent s believ e tha t 
bisexuality woul d b e mor e commo n i n a n idea l society , th e implicatio n 
being tha t bisexualit y i s itsel f a n idea l for m o f sexualit y i n which on e i s 
"more consciou s abou t peopl e than sex. " Many o f these women mad e i t 
very clear , however , tha t the y d o no t conside r bisexualit y t o b e an idea l 
in contemporary society . 

Existentially Invalidatin g Image s 

Although th e majorit y o f lesbian s believ e tha t bisexualit y exists , a  sub -
stantial numbe r believ e tha t ther e i s no suc h thin g a s bisexuality o r tha t 
bisexuality i s ver y rare . Wha t d o lesbian s wh o don' t believ e i n bisexu -
ality think abou t women who engage in sexual activity with both wome n 
and men , wh o clai m t o b e attracte d t o member s o f bot h sexes , o r wh o 
call themselve s bisexual ? The y canno t al l b e bisexual ; al l o r mos t o f 
them mus t b e eithe r lesbia n o r heterosexual . Bu t the n wh y ar e the y 
behaving bisexuall y o r claimin g t o b e bisexual ? Perhap s the y ar e inno -
cently unawar e o f thei r tru e sexualit y an d behav e bisexuall y o r cal l 
themselves bisexual s becaus e they ar e confused. Perhap s the y ar e merel y 
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experimenting wit h same-se x sexuality , o r hav e no t ye t decide d wha t 
their sexua l orientation s are . Perhap s the y ar e i n th e proces s o f comin g 
out a s lesbians an d ar e using bisexual behavio r o r identit y a s a comfort -
able steppin g ston e durin g thi s transitiona l period . Or , perhap s the y 
know ful l wel l tha t the y ar e reall y lesbian s (o r possibl y heterosexuals) , 
but the y cal l themselves bisexual s t o escap e the painfu l effect s o f homo -
phobia, thei r ow n a s wel l a s othe r people's . Al l o f thes e image s o f 
bisexual women—confused , undecided , transitional , an d closete d lesbi -
ans—exist amon g th e lesbians who participated i n this study , an d al l of 
them effectivel y discredi t bisexualit y a s a n authenti c for m o f sexuality . 
These differen t image s hav e differen t implications , however , an d som e 
are typically accompanie d b y greater tolerance o f bisexual s than others . 

Confusion, fo r example , i s understandable . Man y lesbian s experi -
enced som e confusio n ove r thei r ow n sexualit y a t som e poin t i n thei r 
lives; after all , growing up lesbian in a heterosexual societ y is a confusin g 
experience. I t i s not surprisin g tha t som e wome n woul d mistakenl y cal l 
themselves bisexua l durin g thi s perio d o f confusion . Sall y note d that , 
"the bisexua l peopl e I  kno w ar e rathe r confuse d .  . . Thi s i s th e wa y I 
felt prett y muc h durin g th e tw o year s I  though t I  migh t b e bi. " Fo r 
this reason , lesbian s wh o perceiv e bisexua l wome n a s confuse d rarel y 
condemn the m fo r thei r confusion . Althoug h suc h condemnatio n wa s 
expressed b y a few respondents , 

J don't  like  it. The  women I've  known  who  are  bi are not only  very 
confused about their sexuality but their personal life as well. (Joyce) 

it was mor e commo n fo r thes e lesbian s t o tak e a  disintereste d stanc e i n 
which mil d disapprova l wa s mixe d wit h a  verbal shru g o f th e shoulder s 
as if they were simply writing bisexua l women off , a s Rhoda did : "Som e 
people ar e just plain confused. " 

The images o f bisexua l women a s experimenting with lesbia n sex  o r 
as indecisiv e generat e slightl y harshe r reaction s amon g lesbians . A  cou -
ple o f lesbia n respondent s criticize d bisexua l wome n fo r bein g sexua l 
"tourists" o r "adventurers, " an d man y lesbian s faul t the m fo r thei r 
inability t o decid e whethe r the y ar e lesbia n o r heterosexual , impugnin g 
their strengt h o f character . Fo r example , Celi a "avoid[s ] bisexual s o f 
both sexes . I don't respec t o r lik e them. I  think the y haven' t th e courag e 
to mak e a  choice , o r wil l gra b anythin g tha t come s along. " Othe r 
lesbians, lik e Holly , nonchalantl y dismis s bisexual s a s people wh o hav e 
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not ye t decide d whethe r the y ar e lesbia n o r heterosexual : "Doesn' t 
interest me . I  fee l a  bisexua l i s a  lesbian/ga y wh o hasn' t mad e u p her / 
his mind. " 

Many lesbian s believ e tha t bisexualit y i s a  transitiona l phas e tha t 
some women g o through befor e comin g ou t a s lesbian. This transitiona l 
period i s characterize d b y som e a s a  perio d durin g whic h a  woma n i s 
actually changin g fro m bein g heterosexua l t o bein g a  lesbian . Other s 
characterize i t a s a  period durin g which a  woman i s realizing tha t sh e is 
and ha s bee n a  lesbian al l along , during which sh e is becoming comfort -
able enough with her lesbianism to identify hersel f a s a lesbian, or durin g 
which sh e behave s bisexuall y becaus e sh e ha s no t ye t committe d her -
self t o a  lesbia n lifestyle . Fo r example , Le e wrote , "Fo r som e I  thin k 
it i s a  'phase ' befor e on e become s comfortabl e wit h one' s lesbianism / 
gayness." 

Like confusion , transitiona l bisexualit y i s understandabl e an d ac -
ceptable; man y lesbian s calle d themselve s bisexua l befor e identifyin g 
themselves a s lesbians , and therefor e the y se e bisexuality a s a  legitimat e 
stepping stone toward lesbia n identity : 

When I  used  this label  it was  during a transition  period of courage. 
Once I decided life was not going to just happen to me I acknowledged 
my true identity as a lesbian. (Sheila) 

Instead o f dismissin g bisexua l women , a s lesbians who perceiv e them a s 
confused do , o r beratin g them , a s lesbian s wh o perceiv e the m a s unde -
cided do , lesbian s who perceiv e bisexua l wome n a s transitional lesbian s 
generally adop t a  friendly bu t reserved "wai t an d see" stance. If bisexua l 
women ar e simpl y goin g throug h a  predictabl e stag e i n th e proces s o f 
coming ou t a s a  lesbian , the n on e merel y need s t o wai t a  reasonabl e 
period o f time for the m t o finish  coming out . 

Finally, man y lesbian s perceiv e bisexua l wome n a s lesbian s whos e 
internalized homophobi a prevent s the m fro m adoptin g a  lesbia n iden -
tity, o r a s lesbian s wh o wan t t o avoi d th e stigm a associate d wit h lesbi -
anism i n thi s heterosexis t culture . Som e believ e tha t bisexual-identifie d 
women hav e no t eve n admitte d thei r lesbianis m t o themselves , usuall y 
because o f thei r own internalize d homophobia , 

Personally, I  feel a bisexual is one who, for whatever reasons, does  not 
allow themselves to  identify one way or the other. That is, she's really 
a lesbian but  will not allow herself to realize that fully. (Janene) 
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whereas other s believ e tha t bisexual-identifie d wome n kno w tha t the y 
are reall y lesbians , an d ar e usin g bisexua l identit y t o den y thei r lesbi -
anism t o othe r people in order to avoid stigma , 

It is  sometimes an easy label to hide  behind when "gay"  is too diffi-
cult. (Eleanore) 

or t o avoi d emotiona l commitments , o r t o maintai n heterosexua l priv -
ilege: 

J think many people who call themselves bisexual are lesbian but afraid 
to make a commitment re:  their feelings. (Dorothea) 

I think most  people who claim  to be bisexual are afraid to claim one 
lifestyle and don't want  to give up their heterosexual privilege. (Hilary) 

Some believ e tha t al l wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e reall y 
lesbians, wherea s other s believ e tha t some , bu t no t all , migh t b e tru e 
bisexuals. Generally , th e forme r condem n al l bisexual-identifie d wome n 
and th e latter approv e o f bisexua l identificatio n onl y i f it reflects tru e bi -
sexuality: 

J believe true bisexuality is just another hue on the spectrum of human 
sexual orientation. I think  sometimes  fearful lesbians will  hide behind 
the bisexual label, and I despise this. (Sonya) 

The condemnator y ton e o f lesbian s wh o believ e tha t bisexual s ar e 
really lesbian s wh o ar e intentionall y avoidin g th e stigm a o f lesbianis m 
contrasts sharpl y wit h th e neutral , nonjudgmenta l ton e o f lesbian s wh o 
believe tha t bisexualit y i s a  transitiona l identity . Th e forme r resen t 
women wh o fraudulentl y us e th e bisexua l labe l t o protec t themselves , 
and the y d o no t sympathiz e wit h them . Onc e a  woman ha s realize d he r 
own lesbianism , the y expec t he r t o com e ou t a s a  lesbia n an d begi n 
shouldering he r shar e o f th e burde n o f livin g a s a  lesbia n i n a  hetero -
sexist society . Bu t a s a  transitiona l phase , bisexua l identificatio n i s un -
derstandable i n ligh t o f th e homophobi a tha t wome n mus t overcom e i n 
order t o com e ou t a s lesbians , an d i t i s therefor e acceptable . Daniell e 
expressed th e mora l distinctio n betwee n transitiona l bisexua l identit y 
and fraudulen t bisexua l identit y clearly : 

People have a right  to use  available information  (or  to make  a  con-
scious decision)  as to  what  to  do  with  their  lives.  The  time  spent 
making an  informed  decision  could be  interpreted  as bisexual.  I do 
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have problems with understanding  a long term or convinced bisexual 
as I wonder if it is a cop out or inability to make a decision. Often  I do 
not trust this group because I doubt their motives. (Danielle) 

The belief s tha t bisexual-identifie d wome n ar e reall y lesbian s wh o 
are avoidin g th e stigm a o f lesbianis m an d tha t bisexua l identit y i s a 
transitional stag e towar d comin g ou t a s a  lesbia n ar e no t mutuall y 
exclusive beliefs . Man y respondents , lik e Danielle , referre d t o bot h be -
liefs, explainin g tha t som e bisexual-identifie d wome n ar e awar e o f thei r 
lesbianism, whereas other s have yet to realize it . 

Images o f bisexua l wome n a s confused , indecisive , transitional , o r 
closeted lesbian s effectivel y invalidat e bisexua l identity . Eve n amon g 
lesbians wh o believ e tha t ther e ar e som e tru e bisexuals , thes e belief s 
have the effect o f casting doubt o n the identities of al l women who clai m 
to b e bisexual . A s lon g a s a  lesbia n believe s tha t bisexua l wome n ar e 
likely t o hav e thes e characteristics—o r a t leas t mor e likel y tha n lesbi -
ans—she wil l ten d t o reac t suspiciousl y wheneve r anothe r woma n 
claims to b e bisexual. Bisexual identit y canno t b e accepted a t face value , 
because th e woma n wh o claim s t o b e bisexua l migh t no t b e a  tru e 
bisexual. Therefore , thes e images , eve n i f the y ar e no t generalize d t o al l 
bisexual women , functio n t o invalidat e bisexua l identit y generall y and , 
therefore, t o invalidate bisexuality . 

Given th e hig h percentag e o f lesbia n respondent s wh o ar e skeptica l 
about th e existenc e o f bisexuality , i t i s no t surprisin g tha t existentiall y 
invalidating image s o f bisexual s a s confused , indecisive , transitional , 
or closete d lesbian s ar e popula r amon g lesbians . Thirty-eigh t lesbian s 
(11.8%) spontaneousl y describe d bisexua l women a s confused o r indeci -
sive; 28 (8.7% ) characterize d bisexualit y a s transitional; an d 2 6 (8.1% ) 
described bisexua l wome n a s lesbian s wh o ar e closete d b y homophobi a 
(figure 4.2) . Th e result s o f close d ende d question s sugges t tha t thes e 
lesbians represen t a  muc h large r numbe r o f lesbian s wh o agre e tha t 
bisexual wome n ar e confused , indecisive , transitional , o r closete d lesbi -
ans, bu t wh o di d no t happe n t o mentio n thes e belief s spontaneousl y 
(tables 4.1 , 4.2). Whe n aske d t o estimat e th e numbe r o f "wome n wh o 
say the y ar e bisexua l [who ] wil l eventuall y realiz e tha t the y ar e lesbi -
ans," 67 % o f lesbia n respondent s replie d tha t the y though t a t leas t hal f 
of bisexua l women wil l eventually com e out a s lesbians, and when aske d 
to agre e o r disagre e wit h th e statement , "Societ y make s i t difficul t t o b e 
a lesbian , s o som e wome n clai m t o b e bisexua l whe n the y ar e reall y 
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lesbians wh o ar e afrai d t o admi t it, " 83 % agreed . Comparin g thes e 
responses t o lesbians ' response s t o close d question s abou t lesbia n iden -
tity reveal s tha t 79 % believ e tha t bisexua l identit y i s mor e likel y tha n 
lesbian identit y t o b e transitional , an d 50 % believ e tha t wome n 
who identif y a s bisexua l ar e mor e likel y tha n wome n wh o identif y a s 
lesbian t o b e denying thei r tru e sexualit y (Rus t 1993b) . I n othe r words , 
most lesbian s believ e no t onl y tha t bisexua l identit y i s likel y t o b e 
transitional o r fraudulent , bu t tha t i t i s more likel y than lesbia n identit y 
to b e so . Thes e figure s indicat e tha t mos t lesbia n respondent s silentl y 
share the existentiall y invalidatin g image s expressed b y their mor e voca l 
sisters. 

Political Image s 

Are bisexual s politica l coward s wh o wan t th e joy s o f lesbia n se x bu t 
refuse t o shoulde r thei r shar e o f th e burde n o f fightin g agains t th e 
oppression o f same-se x love ? Or , ar e they politica l victim s who bea r th e 
brunt o f oppression becaus e they are not accepte d b y either heterosexua l 
society o r th e lesbia n community ? Lesbian s hol d ver y differen t an d 
conflicting view s o f th e form s o f privileg e an d oppressio n bisexual s 
experience, an d ver y differen t view s o f th e politica l statu s o f bisexual s 
vis-a-vis the lesbian communit y an d heterosexua l society . 

Images of  Bisexual  Privilege  —  "The  Best  of  Both 
Worlds" and  Political  Distrust 

Many lesbia n respondent s fee l a  grea t dea l o f ange r towar d wome n 
whom the y believ e cal l themselve s bisexua l i n orde r t o enjo y th e plea -
sures o f lesbia n sexualit y an d th e comfor t o f a  nurturing communit y o f 
women whil e maintainin g heterosexua l privileg e an d avoidin g th e cost s 
associated wit h bein g lesbia n i n a  heterosexis t society . Thes e cost s in -
clude the personal cos t o f acknowledgin g one' s own lesbianis m o r livin g 
a lesbian lifestyle , 

Most bisexuals are  gay/lesbian but  think it  is too hard a life to choose. 
(Leah) 

the socia l cost s associate d wit h committin g onesel f publicl y t o a  lesbia n 
identity, 
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. . . some claim to be  bisexual so they  can  be somewhat accepted by 
both "sides."  (Jodie) 

and th e politica l cost s associate d wit h alignin g onesel f wit h a  stigma -
tized minority : 

. . . in contemporary culture, I  think sexuality is so tied to .  . . political 
issues that to be bisexual is to refuse to make a stand . . . to be bisexual 
seems [to be] a statement of political wishiwashiness. (Margaret) 

No matte r wha t th e reason, i n the eyes of many lesbians , identifyin g 
as bisexua l amount s t o a  "cop-out " o r t o "fence-sitting. " A  total o f 3 2 
(10%) lesbian s spontaneousl y accuse d bisexua l wome n o f coppin g out , 
fence-sitting o r trying to maintain heterosexua l privilege . The most bitte r 
feelings towar d bisexua l wome n wer e expresse d b y thes e lesbians . A t 
best, the y se e bisexua l wome n a s weak-wille d and , a t worst , a s traitor s 
to th e lesbia n communit y becaus e the y ar e unwilling t o ow n thei r lesbi -
anism. Janic e spok e fo r man y whe n sh e wrote , " I hav e a  lo t o f ange r 
towards wome n wh o identif y themselve s a s bisexuals— I se e the m a s 
reaping bot h lesbia n an d heterosexua l privileges. " 

Some lesbian s conced e tha t no t al l bisexua l wome n ar e necessaril y 
lesbians wh o ar e avoidin g th e stigm a o f lesbianis m o r hangin g ont o 
heterosexual privilege . Thes e lesbian s believ e tha t som e wome n wh o 
claim t o b e bisexua l ar e i n fac t trul y bisexual , an d the y reserv e thei r 
disinterest, disapproval , o r condemnatio n fo r thos e wome n wh o ar e 
dishonestly clingin g to a  bisexual identit y fo r selfis h persona l o r politica l 
reasons: 

I don't like it when it is chosen because of heterosexual privilege, but  if 
a person truly feels bisexual, I  think it  is a valid choice. I  am willing to 
defend that choice for any person who is  willing to defend my choice 
to be a lesbian. (Rachel) 

Regardless o f whethe r wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e 
truly bisexua l o r whethe r the y ar e reall y dishones t lesbians , claim s o f 
bisexuality amoun t t o keepin g a  foo t i n th e doo r t o th e heterosexua l 
world. Because they maintain tie s to heterosexuality, bisexual s appea r t o 
have th e optio n o f passin g a s heterosexua l whe n i t i s convenient . Whe n 
asked t o estimat e ho w eas y o r difficul t i t i s fo r bisexual s t o pas s a s 
heterosexual, 7 1 % of lesbia n respondent s replie d tha t i t i s somewhat t o 
very eas y fo r bisexual s t o pas s (tabl e 4.3) , an d 83 % gav e highe r esti -
mates o f th e eas e o f passin g fo r bisexual s tha n the y di d fo r lesbian s 
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(Rust 1993b) . When aske d t o estimat e th e proportio n o f bisexual s wh o 
would want  t o pass , 6 1 % estimate d tha t mor e tha n hal f woul d (tabl e 
4.4), an d 65 % gav e highe r estimate s o f th e prevalenc e o f desir e t o pas s 
among bisexual s tha n the y di d fo r desir e t o pas s amon g lesbian s (Rus t 
1993b). Ver y fe w lesbian s mad e exceptionles s generalizations—onl y 
4% state d tha t al l bisexual s wan t t o pas s a s heterosexual , an d onl y 6 % 
stated tha t n o lesbians want t o pass—but th e majority o f lesbians state d 
that bisexual s ar e bot h mor e able , an d mor e willing , t o pas s a s hetero -
sexual. By implication, the majority o f lesbians believe that bisexual s ar e 
more abl e an d mor e willin g tha n lesbian s t o avoi d th e stigm a o f lesbi -
anism. 

By th e sam e token , becaus e bisexual s hav e on e foo t i n th e doo r o f 
the heterosexua l worl d an d ar e abl e t o liv e i n th e heterosexua l world , 
they appea r t o hav e th e optio n o f abandonin g th e lesbia n lifestyl e alto -
gether whe n th e consequence s o f bein g lesbia n i n a  heterosexis t societ y 
are to o great . Therefore , lesbian s fea r tha t the y canno t trus t the m t o 
stick aroun d a t exactl y th e momen t whe n trus t i s most important . Trus t 
is necessary i n platonic , romantic , an d politica l relationships , an d man y 
lesbians have concerns abou t bisexua l women' s loyaltie s a t these variou s 
levels. Some , lik e Deborah , fea r tha t bisexua l wome n woul d b e les s 
committed t o the m a s friends o r a s lovers: "I'v e yet to se e a woman b e a 
practicing 'bisexual ' wh o doesn' t en d u p hurtin g he r lesbia n love r an d 
retreating bac k int o th e eas e o f heterosexualit y wit h a  mal e lover. " 
Others, lik e Miriam, d o no t trus t bisexua l wome n t o remai n committe d 
to th e lesbia n communit y o r th e lesbia n movement : "A s a  persona l 
choice i t i s OK. As a political choice—it' s shortsighted . I  do no t trus t b i 
women t o 'b e there ' fo r m e because of thei r divide d loyalties. " 

The apparen t fac t tha t bisexua l wome n hav e th e option s o f passin g 
as heterosexua l an d o f abandonin g thei r lesbia n friends , lovers , an d 
community cause s n o smal l resentmen t amon g lesbians . Eve n lesbian s 
who harbo r n o il l will toward bisexua l wome n perceiv e tha t thei r bisex -
uality doe s avai l the m th e opportunit y t o blen d int o heterosexua l soci -
ety. Althoug h thes e lesbian s d o no t blam e bisexua l wome n fo r havin g 
this opportunity , the y d o resen t it . A s Nanc y apologeticall y pu t it , 
"I'm afrai d [bisexuality ] doe s indee d hur t lesbians , becaus e bisexuals , 
consciously o r unconsciously , 'run ' t o men , mal e approval , mainstrea m 
society fo r 'shelter. ' "  Th e fea r tha t the y woul d b e abandone d lead s 
some lesbian s t o avoi d becomin g involve d i n persona l o r politica l rela -
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tionships wit h bisexua l women , o r t o ente r int o thes e relationship s 
carefully an d reservedly , a  reactio n tha t wil l b e explore d mor e full y 
below. 

But som e lesbians ' concern s abou t th e politic s o f bisexualit y exten d 
beyond th e possibility tha t bisexua l women woul d abando n thei r lesbia n 
friends, lovers , an d communitie s fo r a  heterosexua l lifestyle . Thes e 
women objec t t o bisexualit y fo r politica l reasons , arguin g tha t bisexua l 
women ar e politica l wea k link s o r politica l energ y sink s simpl y b y 
virtue o f thei r connection s t o me n an d mal e power . A t best , the y vie w 
bisexuality a s a n apolitica l stanc e adopte d fo r purel y sexua l reasons , a s 
opposed t o lesbianism , whic h i s a  politica l orientatio n an d lifestyle . A t 
worst, the y vie w bisexualit y a s no t merel y apolitica l but , i n fact , anti -
thetical t o lesbians ' an d women' s interests . For example , Hilary believe s 
that wome n shoul d suppor t eac h othe r an d wor k towar d socia l an d 
political solution s t o sexua l inequalit y rathe r tha n wastin g thei r energ y 
trying t o forg e persona l solution s wit h individua l men . Sh e argue d tha t 
women wh o inves t energ y i n relationship s wit h me n reinforc e women' s 
oppression: 

. .  . any long term investment in an intimate relationship with  a  male 
reinforces the oppression  of women.  I  know  that  there  are sensitive, 
loving, etc.  males out there hut for all their individual qualities, there  is 
no denying  they  are  still viewed  as  the  privileged  gender. I  believe 
women need to support, nurture, and unite with one another first and 
then, when the reality of our world has changed, extend  a hand in love 
and friendship  to  men.  A  collective  consciousness raising is needed 
more than  a  few  isolated  cases of equality  in relationships  between 
women and men. (Hilary) 

Similarly, Nadine feel s tha t wome n wh o direc t thei r energ y towar d me n 
hinder thei r ow n developmen t a s women , 

/ don't  trust  bisexual women because  I  feel  too much of  their  energy 
goes to men and I think that  it detracts from their own development as 
well as other women. (Nadine) 

and Patrici a feel s tha t bisexua l wome n drai n energ y fro m th e lesbia n 
community, givin g i t to the male enemy : 

Not good  for  the  lesbian  community because  it gives  energy  (from 
women) to the "enemy"  (men). (Patricia) 

In short , bisexualit y i s bad politics . 
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Perhaps, i n the idea l worl d o f th e future , i n which sexua l inequalit y 
has bee n eradicated , me n wil l n o longe r b e th e enem y an d relation s 
between wome n an d me n wil l be egalitarian. I n that world , heterosexua l 
relations wil l no t drai n women' s energ y fo r th e purpose s o f men , an d 
heterosexual relation s wil l no t b e detrimenta l t o women' s wel l being . 
Under th e patriarchy , however , man y lesbian s believ e tha t bisexualit y 
amounts t o sexua l heres y an d personal treason . 

Images of  Bisexual  Oppression  —  "The  Worst  of  Both 
Worlds" and  Political  Sympathy 

In contras t t o lesbian s wh o resen t bisexual s fo r reapin g doubl e 
benefits, othe r lesbian s sympathiz e wit h bisexual s becaus e o f th e doubl e 
difficulties the y face . Lesbian s i n th e curren t stud y mentione d tw o type s 
of difficulties : difficultie s tha t ar e inheren t i n th e natur e o f bisexualit y 
itself, an d difficultie s tha t aris e fro m a  societ y tha t i s no t equippe d t o 
accommodate bisexuality . 

Lesbians wh o ar e concerne d abou t th e forme r usuall y perceiv e bi -
sexuals' difficultie s a s resultin g fro m th e dua l natur e o f bisexuality , 
asserting tha t th e combinatio n o f homosexualit y an d heterosexualit y 
poses problems o f managemen t o r integration : 

/ think  that  it  would  be  a very hard way of  life  for me.  I  could  not 
juggle the two. (Gina) 

It must  be  very difficult  to be  a bisexual  because of  the  tremendous 
difference between loving women and loving men. (Georgia) 

Lesbians who ar e concerned abou t the latter pointed t o heterosexua l 
and lesbia n societies , rather than t o the inherent nature o f bisexuality , a s 
the source s o f bisexuals ' problems . Thes e lesbian s thin k tha t instea d o f 
getting th e bes t o f bot h worlds , bisexual s usuall y en d u p wit h rejectio n 
from bot h world s becaus e neithe r heterosexual s no r lesbian s ar e willin g 
to accep t them . Fann y expresse d concer n tha t "bisexualit y woul d b e a 
very difficul t wa y t o live " becaus e "bisexual s ar e neve r reall y accepte d 
into eithe r heterosexua l world s o r th e homosexua l suppor t groups. " 
Some lesbian respondent s single d ou t the lesbian community a s the mor e 
egregious offender . Fo r example , Lucy commented tha t "ther e i s a lot of 
hostility toward i t by lesbians tha t I  don't understand. " 

Concerns abou t bisexuals ' particula r disadvantage s ar e a s commo n 
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among lesbian s a s concer n ove r thei r doubl e advantage s (figur e 4.2) . I n 
all, 36  lesbia n respondents , o r 11.2% , expresse d concern s abou t th e 
difficulties tha t bisexua l wome n face , wherea s 3 8 (11.8% ) mad e dispar -
aging remark s abou t bisexual s gettin g th e bes t o f bot h world s o r bein g 
political cop-outs . Lesbian s wh o sympathiz e wit h bisexuals ' difficulties , 
however, ar e mor e likel y t o believ e tha t thes e difficultie s aris e fro m th e 
inherent natur e o f bisexualit y itsel f tha n fro m bisexuals ' socia l o r politi -
cal circumstances . Onl y 1 4 (4.4% ) lesbian s perceiv e bisexual s a s politi -
cal victim s wh o ge t th e wors t o f bot h world s becaus e the y ar e rejecte d 
by bot h heterosexual s an d b y lesbians ; th e othe r 2 2 state d o r implie d 
that bisexual s ar e victim s o f thei r ow n bisexua l condition . Thus , whe n 
only politica l image s o f bisexualit y ar e considered , i t appear s tha t lesbi -
ans ar e muc h mor e likel y t o resen t bisexual s fo r bein g politica l oppor -
tunists than t o sympathiz e with the m fo r bein g political victims . 

Overall Perceptions  of  Bisexual  and  Lesbian  Oppression 

How d o lesbian s perceiv e th e difficultie s bisexual s fac e i n compari -
son wit h th e difficultie s the y fac e a s lesbians ? Respondent s wer e aske d 
to estimat e th e degree s o f prejudic e an d discriminatio n faced , respec -
tively, b y lesbian s an d bisexua l women , an d th e overwhelmin g majorit y 
of lesbian s sai d tha t bisexua l wome n experienc e les s oppressio n tha n 
lesbians (tabl e 4.5 , figure  4.4) . Seventy-on e percen t sai d tha t lesbian s 
experience a  grea t dea l o f prejudice , an d 11 % said tha t lesbian s experi -
ence more prejudic e tha n an y othe r singl e grou p i n society . In  compari -
son, onl y 20 % sai d tha t bisexual s experienc e a  grea t dea l o f prejudice , 
and non e sai d tha t bisexual s experienc e mor e prejudic e tha n an y othe r 
group. When individua l lesbians ' estimate s o f prejudic e agains t bisexua l 
women an d lesbian s ar e compared , th e result s sho w tha t 79 % believ e 
that lesbian s experienc e mor e prejudic e tha n bisexua l wome n do . Simi -
larly, 8 1 % believ e tha t lesbian s experienc e mor e discriminatio n tha n 
bisexual wome n do . I t seem s tha t th e 11.8 % o f lesbian s wh o answere d 
the question "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " with remark s abou t 
bisexuals' having the bes t of both world s were expressing a  very popula r 
view; other lesbian s may o r ma y no t believ e that bisexual s actuall y hav e 
an advantage , bu t the y certainl y agre e tha t bisexual s ar e les s oppresse d 
than lesbians . 
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What abou t th e 4.4% o f lesbian s who expresse d concern s abou t th e 
difficulties bisexual s face because they are rejected b y both heterosexual s 
and lesbians ? Wer e the y als o speakin g o n behal f o f a  large r group ? 
Apparently not—onl y 1 % o f lesbian s fee l tha t bisexual s experienc e 
more prejudic e o r mor e discriminatio n tha n lesbians , indicatin g tha t 
even thos e wh o ar e concerne d abou t bisexuals ' specia l oppressio n d o 
not believ e that bisexual s ar e therefore mor e oppressed tha n lesbians . 

Underlying Conceptualizations:  Two  Different  Kinds  of 
Hybrids and  Apoliticality 

The "bes t of both worlds " and the "wors t o f both worlds" represen t 
two radicall y differen t view s o f th e politica l statu s o f bisexual s vis-a-vi s 
heterosexual societ y an d th e lesbia n community . Fro m th e "bes t o f 
both worlds" perspective, bisexuals are—whether intentionall y or not — 
apolitical opportunist s wh o enjo y privilege , avoid oppression , an d abdi -
cate their politica l responsibilitie s i n favor o f personal comfort . The y ar e 
fence-sitters wh o refus e t o cas t thei r lo t wit h eithe r interes t group , 
hedging al l bet s b y "playin g i t bot h ways. " Fro m th e "wors t o f bot h 
worlds" perspective , bisexual s ar e politica l victim s wh o suffe r fro m no t 
only heterosexism , bu t als o homosexism. The y ar e caught i n the middle , 
unable t o belon g to eithe r world an d rejecte d b y both . Bot h perspective s 
rest o n a  conceptualization o f sexualit y a s dichotomous an d a  conceptu -
alization o f bisexualit y a s a  hybri d for m o f sexuality . I n th e "bes t o f 
both worlds, " bisexual s combin e th e advantage s o f homosexualit y an d 
heterosexuality and , i n th e "wors t o f bot h worlds, " the y combin e th e 
disadvantages. Bu t close r analysi s show s tha t th e concept s o f hybri d 
bisexuality underlyin g these differen t politica l belief s ar e different . 

The "bes t o f bot h worlds " vie w i s grounded i n a  concept o f bisexu -
ality a s a  hybrid combination  o f heterosexualit y an d lesbianism . Bisexu -
als ca n liv e a  heterosexua l lifestyle , fee l comfortabl e i n heterosexua l 
society, an d appea r t o b e on e hundre d percen t heterosexual . Or , the y 
can liv e a  lesbia n lifestyle , fee l comfortabl e i n th e lesbia n community , 
and appea r t o b e one hundred percen t lesbian . Lik e a chameleon, a t an y 
given momen t th e hybri d bisexua l appear s t o b e eithe r heterosexua l o r 
lesbian, dependin g o n ho w sh e present s herself , who m sh e i s dating , o r 
whether sh e i s among heterosexual s o r lesbians . Since sh e i s a t al l time s 
both heterosexua l an d lesbian , sh e ca n mov e freel y bac k an d fort h 
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between thes e two lifestyle s an d societies . I t i s this ability t o mov e freel y 
back an d fort h betwee n heterosexualit y an d lesbianism , an d t o appea r 
to belon g i n al l situations , tha t allow s bisexual s t o rea p th e benefit s o f 
both heterosexualit y an d lesbianis m whil e avoiding the costs of both . 

The "wors t o f bot h worlds " vie w o f th e politica l statu s o f bisexu -
ality i s based o n a  concep t o f bisexualit y a s a  hybrid mixture  o f hetero -
sexuality an d lesbianism . Thi s typ e o f hybri d bisexua l i s analogous t o a 
biracial perso n whos e feature s combin e th e characteristic s o f he r tw o 
biological parents . Amon g peopl e o f he r mother' s race , sh e canno t hid e 
the feature s sh e inherite d fro m he r father , an d amon g peopl e o f he r 
father's race , she cannot hide the features sh e inherited fro m he r mother . 
Instead o f appearin g t o belon g completel y t o bot h communities , sh e 
appears ou t o f plac e i n bot h an d migh t no t b e full y accepte d b y either . 
Likewise, the bisexua l woma n i s Asexual a t al l times ; sh e i s bisexual i n 
heterosexual situation s an d sh e i s bisexua l i n lesbia n situations . Sh e is , 
therefore, rejecte d b y heterosexual s fo r he r bisexualit y o r perhap s fo r 
her lesbia n side , an d sh e i s rejecte d b y lesbian s fo r he r bisexualit y o r 
perhaps fo r he r heterosexual side . 

Both form s o f th e hybri d conceptualizatio n o f bisexualit y lea d t o 
a depoliticize d vie w o f bisexuality . A s combination s o r mixture s o f 
heterosexuality an d lesbianism , bisexual s hav e n o politica l interest s o f 
their ow n a s bisexuals . Thei r interest s consis t o f a  combinatio n o r mix -
ture o f th e interest s o f heterosexual s an d lesbians . See n a s combinatio n 
hybrids, the y hav e th e abilit y t o pic k an d choos e thei r interest s an d so , 
of course , they choos e th e bes t o f bot h worlds . Seen a s mixture hybrids , 
they ar e exclude d fro m th e advantage s o f bot h an d canno t escap e th e 
disadvantages o f both . The y ar e t o b e resente d t o th e exten t tha t the y 
share al l the advantage s o f bot h groups , o r pitied t o th e exten t tha t the y 
share al l th e disadvantage s o f bot h groups . Eithe r way , they have politi -
cal interest s onl y insofa r a s they shar e th e interest s o f th e tw o authenti c 
interest groups, heterosexuals an d lesbians ; they have no unique politica l 
interests o f thei r own . 

Dissenting Voice s 

A fe w lesbian s too k exceptio n t o th e charge s tha t bisexua l wome n ar e 
sexually indiscriminate , nonmonogamous , confused , indecisive , transi -
tional, fence-sitting , untrustworth y lovers , o r politica l traitors . I n com -
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parison t o th e numbe r o f lesbian s wh o expresse d thes e belief s abou t 
bisexual women , th e numbe r wh o rejecte d the m i s minuscule . Bu t th e 
import o f thei r comment s lie s no t i n thei r number . Th e fac t tha t som e 
lesbian respondent s expresse d negativ e image s demonstrate s tha t the y 
exist a t leas t i n th e mind s o f som e lesbians , bu t th e fac t tha t othe r 
women fel t th e nee d t o refut e the m demonstrate s somethin g eve n mor e 
significant fro m a  sociologica l poin t o f view . Tha t is , that thes e image s 
exist a s idea s t o b e reckone d wit h i n lesbia n culture . Eve n i f onl y a  fe w 
lesbians actuall y ascrib e t o a  give n negativ e imag e o f bisexua l women , 
the fac t tha t othe r lesbian s foun d i t necessar y t o refut e tha t imag e i s 
evidence tha t th e imag e enjoy s a  livel y existenc e i n th e symboli c worl d 
of the lesbian community . 

Take, for example , the image of bisexua l women a s confused. I n all , 
only on e i n ten lesbian s spontaneousl y expresse d th e belie f tha t bisexua l 
women ar e confused . Bu t th e experience s o f wome n lik e Rhonda , wh o 
recalled tha t sh e ha d begu n t o cal l hersel f a  lesbia n becaus e he r lesbia n 
friends sai d sh e wa s confuse d an d wh o foun d greate r acceptanc e a s a 
lesbian tha n sh e ha d a s a  bisexual , sho w tha t thes e women' s attitude s 
are influential enoug h t o se t the tone o f the atmosphere i n which bisexu -
als fin d themselves . Likewise , regardles s o f ho w man y lesbian s actuall y 
believe tha t bisexual s ar e sexuall y indiscriminat e an d nonmonogamous , 
Lydia's impressio n i s that "lesbian s i n general " do ; sh e wrote , "bisexu -
ality tends t o b e misunderstood b y heterosexuals an d homosexual s alik e 
as th e indecisiv e perso n wh o wil l 'scre w around ' wit h jus t abou t 
anybody." 

Some lesbians implicitly accuse d thos e lesbians who d o accep t nega -
tive images of bisexualit y o f being uninformed o r politically outdate d b y 
commenting tha t they , too , use d t o believ e i n thes e image s befor e the y 
were enlightened . 

I used  to  feel  negative  toward people  who  said  they  were  bisexual 
because I felt  it  was  a  cop-out —just a  homosexual  who  couldn't 
handle being  gay. But  now  I  truly  believe  that some  people,  many 
people, are bi and I feel for them because I  think  it  would be hard to 
be "middle of the road" sexually. (Lily) 

The charg e tha t lesbian s wh o perceiv e bisexual s a s political fence-sitter s 
or closeted lesbians are politically outdated i s an ironic one, because lack 
of politica l acume n i s exactl y wha t thes e lesbian s find  objectionabl e 
about bisexua l women . 
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Summary 

Lesbians hav e a  variety o f image s o f bisexua l women , bot h positiv e an d 
negative, bu t negativ e image s outnumbe r an d ar e fa r mor e widesprea d 
than positive images. Lesbians' spontaneous comment s abou t bisexualit y 
reveal tha t mor e tha n on e i n te n lesbian s perceiv e bisexual s a s confuse d 
or undecided , an d simila r proportion s perceiv e the m a s transitiona l 
lesbians and/o r closete d lesbians . In  addition , on e i n seve n hold s othe r 
unflattering belief s abou t bisexua l women , fo r exampl e tha t the y ar e 
sexually promiscuou s o r unabl e t o commi t themselve s t o a  relationship , 
whereas les s than on e i n twent y hold s a  positive imag e o f bisexualit y a s 
natural o r healthy. Finally, those lesbians who sympathize with bisexual s 
for gettin g th e wors t o f bot h world s ar e a s numerou s a s lesbian s wh o 
resent the m fo r gettin g th e bes t o f bot h worlds , bu t mos t o f th e forme r 
pity bisexual s fo r bein g victim s o f thei r ow n bisexua l condition , rathe r 
than victims of politica l circumstances . 

Lesbians' response s t o close d question s revea l tha t thes e negativ e 
attitudes toward bisexualit y ar e even more widespread than spontaneou s 
comments suggest . Wherea s onl y 8.7 % o f lesbian s spontaneousl y char -
acterized bisexualit y a s transitional , i n respons e t o closed-ende d ques -
tions 79 % o f lesbian s describe d bisexua l identit y a s mor e likel y t o 
be transitiona l tha n lesbia n identity . Wherea s onl y 8.1 % o f lesbian s 
spontaneously characterize d bisexual s a s closete d lesbians , i n respons e 
to closed-ende d question s 50 % indicate d a  belie f tha t bisexua l identit y 
was mor e likel y tha n lesbia n identit y t o b e fraudulent . Wherea s onl y 
2.5% spontaneousl y describe d bisexual s a s unabl e t o commi t t o a  rela -
tionship, i n respons e t o closed-ende d question s 6 1 % stated tha t bisexu -
als ar e les s committe d t o othe r wome n tha n lesbian s an d 53 % state d 
that bisexual s ar e les s trustworth y tha n lesbians . Eighty-thre e percen t 
believe that i t is easier fo r bisexual s to pass as heterosexual, 65 % believ e 
that bisexual s ar e mor e likel y t o wan t t o pass , 79% believ e tha t bisexu -
als experienc e les s prejudice , an d 8 1 % believ e the y experienc e les s dis -
crimination. Apparently , th e minorit y o f lesbian s wh o mad e thes e com -
ments abou t bisexua l wome n spontaneousl y wer e speakin g fo r th e 
majority o f lesbians, most of whom simpl y did not express their opinion s 
on these issues unti l specifically aske d to do so . 

Lesbians ver y rarel y generaliz e thes e negativ e image s t o al l bisexua l 
women; mos t lesbian s stoppe d shor t o f saying , fo r example , tha t all 
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bisexual wome n ar e confuse d o r i n transitio n t o lesbia n identity . Mos t 
lesbians als o agree d tha t som e lesbian s shar e th e trait s tha t ar e s o 
common amon g bisexuals ; for example , some lesbians ar e also confuse d 
or i n transition . In  fact , th e onl y belief s tha t wer e generalize d t o al l 
bisexual women b y the lesbians who hel d them were those that followe d 
from particula r definition s o f bisexuality . Fo r example , lesbian s wh o 
characterized bisexual s a s nonmonogamous typicall y define d bisexualit y 
behaviorally, a  definition tha t virtuall y guarantee s tha t bisexual s wil l b e 
nonmonogamous. In  general , therefore , lesbians ' image s o f bisexualit y 
have no t prevente d lesbian s fro m perceivin g eithe r differences  amon g 
bisexuals o r similaritie s betwee n lesbian s an d bisexuals . 

But th e fac t tha t mos t lesbian s d o no t generaliz e thei r image s o f 
bisexuality t o al l bisexual s doe s no t impl y tha t thes e image s d o no t 
affect bisexual s generally . Eve n whe n exception s ar e allowed , image s o f 
bisexuality functio n t o implicate al l bisexuals. This is particularly tru e of 
existentially invalidatin g images . Becaus e ther e ar e n o clea r marker s t o 
distinguish th e fe w "true " bisexual s fro m th e greate r numbe r whos e 
claims t o bisexua l identit y ar e illegitimate , existentiall y invalidatin g im -
ages cast suspicion on any woman who claims to be bisexual and thereb y 
invalidate bisexua l identit y generally . Th e lesbia n wh o believe s tha t 
bisexual identit y i s more likely to be fraudulent tha n lesbia n identity , fo r 
example, i s likely to b e suspicious o f all  claims to bisexua l identity , eve n 
though sh e believe s tha t som e o f thes e claim s t o bisexua l identit y wil l 
eventually prov e t o b e authentic . Thus , ever y bisexua l i s affected b y he r 
belief tha t som e bisexual s ar e inauthentic . 

Although negativ e image s o f bisexualit y ar e fa r mor e numerou s 
and commo n tha n positiv e images , lesbian s ar e no t unanimou s i n thei r 
opinions abou t bisexuality . To characteriz e lesbian s a s such would b e t o 
commit th e si n o f stereotyp y ourselves . A  fe w lesbian s dissen t fro m 
the genera l attitud e towar d bisexuality , arguin g tha t bisexual s ar e als o 
oppressed i n thei r ow n righ t an d tha t lesbian s shoul d tr y t o understan d 
and b e sympatheti c towar d th e specia l difficultie s face d b y bisexuals . 
Some have positive images of bisexuality a s natural, healthy, and honest . 
Even amon g lesbian s wh o ar e critica l o f bisexua l women , man y ar e 
quick t o asser t tha t ther e migh t b e bisexua l wome n wh o d o no t fit  thei r 
stereotypes o r tha t thei r impression s o f bisexua l wome n migh t b e jus t 
that — stereotypes. 

Despite th e variet y i n lesbians ' image s o f bisexuals , mos t hav e tw o 
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things i n common . First , mos t o f lesbians ' image s o f bisexuals , bot h 
positive an d negative , are based o n a  conception o f sexualit y a s dichoto -
mous. I f sexualit y i s dichotomous , the n bisexualit y eithe r doe s no t exis t 
or i s a  hybrid for m o f sexuality . I f i t doesn' t exist , then wome n wh o cal l 
themselves bisexua l mus t b e confused , i n transitio n t o lesbianism , o r 
closeted lesbians . I f bisexuality i s a hybrid for m o f sexuality , the n bisex -
uals ar e eithe r psychologically health y individual s wh o ar e abl e to enjo y 
their natura l attraction s t o both wome n an d men , or they are incomplet e 
lesbians who share a  watered-down versio n o f lesbian politics and politi -
cal interest s bu t wh o als o maintai n friendl y tie s wit h a n oppressiv e 
heterosexual society . Bisexualit y migh t b e a  vali d sexua l identit y o r i t 
might not , bu t eithe r way , i t i s a  derivativ e identit y withou t a  uniqu e 
essence or politics o f it s own . 

Second, mos t lesbians ' images o f bisexual s ar e laden wit h emotiona l 
implications. These emotions find their outle t in lesbians' feelings towar d 
bisexual women . 

H o w D o LESBIAN S FEE L ABOU T 
BISEXUAL W O M E N ? 

Lesbians' feeling s towar d bisexua l wome n rang e fro m mistrust , hatred , 
and ange r t o respec t an d admiration . I  discussed man y o f thes e feeling s 
earlier i n thi s chapter , becaus e the y ar e typicall y associate d wit h certai n 
images of bisexua l women. For example, lesbians who believe that bisex -
ual wome n ar e reall y lesbian s wh o wan t t o maintai n heterosexua l privi -
lege o r avoi d th e stigm a o f lesbianis m generall y resen t bisexua l women , 
and sometime s fee l ange r an d hatre d towar d them . Lesbians who believ e 
that bisexua l wome n ar e likely t o escap e t o heterosexualit y whe n lif e a s 
a lesbia n become s to o difficul t generall y d o no t trus t bisexua l women . 
Very fe w lesbian s hav e positiv e feelings , suc h a s respec t o r admiration , 
for bisexua l women , althoug h a  numbe r d o empathiz e wit h the m o r 
deplore othe r lesbians ' harsh judgment s o f them . 

Lesbian respondent s frequentl y expresse d thei r feeling s abou t bisex -
ual wome n b y discussin g th e limitation s o f thei r ow n willingnes s o r 
ability t o relat e t o them . Man y mad e genera l statement s t o th e effec t 
that the y prefe r no t t o interac t wit h bisexua l women , tha t the y find  i t 
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difficult t o relat e t o bisexua l women , o r tha t the y fee l uncomfortabl e 
interacting wit h them . Deirdre , fo r example , feel s tha t "i n theor y .  . . 
bisexuality i s okay " althoug h "i n practic e I  don' t lik e dealin g wit h 
bisexuals," an d Juanita , wh o define s bisexualit y a s a n equa l attractio n 
to bot h sexes , sai d " I find  i t har d t o relat e wit h the m becaus e I  lea n 
heavily towards women. " 

Some, lik e Deirdre , experienc e a  conflic t betwee n thei r head s an d 
their hearts . Thei r head s tel l them t o b e tolerant o f bisexualit y bu t thei r 
hearts tel l the m t o avoi d bisexua l women . Sharo n resolve s th e proble m 
by acknowledgin g he r negativ e feeling s abou t bisexualit y t o herself , bu t 
concealing them fro m bisexuals : 

My gut reaction  is  to think  it's  a cop-out for people who cant  admit 
their homosexuality, but  my  intellectual  reaction  is much more  posi-
tive. I have to think a lot to hold these negative feelings in check when 
dealing with bisexuals. (Sharon) 

Chris, o n th e othe r hand , ha s no t resolve d he r conflictin g feelings ; sh e 
welcomes bisexual s into her community , bu t canno t trus t them : 

At times —/ definitely  stereotype and feel anger towards bisexuals . . . 
But I also admire them and welcome them into our community. I don't 
trust them as a group, though, because of their ties to men. (Chris) 

Other lesbians ' feeling s abou t interactin g wit h bisexua l wome n ar e 
less ambiguous , an d thes e wome n wer e ofte n quit e specifi c abou t th e 
circumstances unde r whic h the y ar e willin g t o interac t wit h bisexua l 
women o r th e level s o f intimac y t o whic h the y ar e willin g t o admi t 
bisexual women . On e o f th e mos t intimat e relationship s tw o peopl e 
can hav e i s a  romanti c relationship , an d mor e lesbian s spontaneousl y 
commented o n thei r feeling s abou t datin g bisexua l wome n tha n abou t 
any othe r typ e o f relationship . Fo r example , Maxin e an d Angelin a ar e 
willing t o dat e bisexua l women , bu t Maxin e woul d d o s o onl y unde r 
certain condition s an d Angelin a finds  he r curren t relationshi p wit h a 
bisexual woma n problematic : 

/ would have no problem dating or loving a bisexual woman as long as 
she was  monogamous  and  understood  that  leading  a lesbian  life is 
harder than a hetero. life. (Maxine) 
Since my current  lover is bisexual it does not make  for a  very secure 
relationship. There  is always the fear that she will go to the other side. 
It's very stressful in a love relationship. (Angelina) 
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Other lesbian s ar e more reluctan t t o becom e romanticall y involve d wit h 
bisexual women . Lik e Maxine an d Angelina , thei r objection s t o involve -
ment with bisexua l wome n usuall y cente r aroun d th e belief tha t bisexua l 
women ar e less likely to be loyal o r monogamous lovers . Molly sai d tha t 
she doesn' t "lik e to have relationships wit h [bisexua l women] , because I 
think the y tend t o leave. " 

Finally, som e lesbian s refus e t o eve n entertai n th e though t o f datin g 
or becomin g romanticall y involve d with bisexua l women. Although gen -
erally concerne d abou t bisexua l women' s loyalt y an d monogamy , man y 
of thes e lesbian s ar e particularl y concerne d b y th e prospec t tha t th e 
bisexual woman' s othe r sexua l partne r migh t b e mal e rathe r tha n fe -
male. Wh y woul d a  mal e love r b e mor e objectionabl e tha n a  femal e 
lover? Ther e ar e severa l differen t reasons . First , man y lesbians , lik e 
Bobbi, explaine d tha t the y woul d b e unable t o "compet e wit h a  man t o 
win th e lov e o f a  woman. " Arguin g tha t bisexua l wome n hav e bot h 
homosexual an d heterosexua l needs , the y feare d tha t a s lesbian s the y 
could no t fulfil l al l o f a  bisexua l partner' s need s no r coul d the y wag e a 
fair battl e agains t a  male lover . 

Second, becaus e th e large r societ y condone s heterosexualit y an d 
condemns lesbianism , lesbian s fea r tha t bisexua l lover s wil l eventuall y 
retreat bac k t o the comfortable worl d o f heterosexualit y whe n th e stres s 
of livin g i n a  lesbia n relationshi p become s to o much . Bisexual s are , 
therefore, les s likel y t o remai n committe d t o thei r lesbia n relationship s 
because they can also enjoy sociall y approved heterosexua l relationships . 
Although som e lesbians find  i t incredible tha t a  woman wh o onc e taste d 
lesbian sexualit y coul d eve r return t o heterosexuality , 

/ don't  understand  how a  woman who  has slept with a woman could 
ever want to sleep with a man again. (Lynda) 

the fea r tha t th e desir e fo r socia l approva l woul d lur e bisexual s bac k t o 
heterosexuality remains : 

I'm afraid  it does indeed hurt lesbians,  because  bisexuals,  consciously 
or unconsciously, "run " to men, male approval, mainstream society for 
"shelter." (Nancy) 

Other lesbian s objec t no t only to the tendency o f bisexua l women t o 
become involved wit h me n o r t o leave women lover s fo r me n lovers , bu t 
to th e heterosexua l aspec t o f th e bisexua l woma n herself . Som e woul d 
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not wan t t o hav e intimat e sexua l contac t wit h a  woma n wh o ha d als o 
been i n clos e sexua l contac t wit h a  man becaus e the y find  heterosexual -
ity o r mal e sexuality disgusting . Fo r example , Alison "wouldn' t wan t t o 
have sex  wit h a n activ e bisexua l femal e i f sh e wa s presentl y havin g 
sex act s wit h men . N o way. " Fo r a  fe w lesbians , th e desir e t o avoi d 
heterosexually-involved bisexua l wome n i s relate d t o a  fea r o f th e dis -
eases tha t a  bisexua l woma n migh t brin g int o th e lesbia n population , 
whereas fo r other s i t i s simpl y a  desir e t o exclud e al l thing s mal e fro m 
their ow n lives . 

The heterosexua l aspec t o f a  bisexua l woma n become s especiall y 
difficult t o ignor e whe n sh e actuall y doe s becom e heterosexuall y in -
volved; a s Carri e said , " I hav e a  har d tim e gettin g reall y clos e wit h a 
bisexual woman , eve n a s a  friend , fo r fea r she'l l star t datin g a  ma n an d 
our differen t lifestyle s an d interest s wil l com e betwee n us. " Beth , wh o 
defines bisexualit y behaviorally , feel s that a  bisexual woman's mal e lover 
is antithetical t o he r lesbianism , compromisin g th e quality o f he r lesbia n 
relationships. Sh e wrote , "Lovin g wome n mean s mor e tha n physica l 
relationships—it's mor e lik e a  woma n identificatio n i n lifestyl e an d 
beliefs—this woul d see m difficul t wit h a  man betwee n th e sheets. " 

The lesbian who becomes involved with a  bisexual woman indirectl y 
connects hersel f t o heterosexualit y an d t o men , a  connectio n tha t i s 
anathema t o som e lesbians . A  comment b y Thelma i s perhaps th e mos t 
revealing. Sh e object s t o th e ide a o f becomin g involve d wit h a  bisexua l 
woman becaus e o f her own identity  a s a lesbian. In other words, becom -
ing involve d wit h a  bisexua l woma n woul d endange r he r lesbia n iden -
tity. Eve n thoug h th e bisexua l woma n i s a  woman, an d henc e Thelma' s 
involvement wit h thi s woma n woul d b e i n itsel f a  lesbia n relationship , 
the fac t tha t th e bisexua l woma n i s no t a  lesbia n woul d compromis e 
Thelma's lesbianism . Fo r her , bein g a  lesbia n doe s no t mea n merel y 
sleeping onl y wit h women ; i t mean s sleepin g onl y wit h othe r lesbian s 
and eliminatin g al l connections , eve n indirec t connections , t o non-lesbi -
ans, includin g bisexua l wome n an d th e me n t o who m the y ar e con -
nected: 

J feel accepting of  my  friends who identify  themselves as  bisexual . . . 
Because of my strong identity as a lesbian I feel I would not want to be 
sexually involved with a bisexual woman. (Thelma) 

Do lesbian s who rejec t bisexua l women a s lovers als o rejec t the m a s 
friends? Som e do , an d som e don't . Wome n lik e Thelm a refus e onl y 
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romantic involvement ; Thelma i s willing to accep t friendship wit h bisex -
ual women an d reported tha t she did in fact hav e bisexual friends . Eilee n 
is als o ope n t o th e ide a o f friendshi p wit h bisexua l women , bu t lik e 
Carrie, she does not fee l tha t he r friendships wit h bisexua l women ar e as 
close as her friendship s wit h lesbians : 

/ seem not able to connect with them in the same way as I do with my 
lesbian friends. But , J  am  open  to  friendship  with bisexual  women. 
(Eileen) 

In contrast , Celi a an d Keesh a emphaticall y rejec t bisexua l women a t 
any an d al l levels of intimacy : 

/ avoid bisexuals of both sexes. I don't respect  or like them . . . I won't 
relate socially  or  sexually to bisexuals.  I won't  relate  socially or  sexu-
ally to anyone who relates to bisexuals. (Celia) 

I prefer not to socialize with them. When they do I feel intruded upon 
. . . They  have  men  in  their  lives  and  I  want  nothing  to  do  with 
them. (Keesha) 

Apparently, ther e i s considerabl e antipath y towar d bisexua l wome n 
within th e lesbia n community . Som e lesbian respondent s prefe r t o avoi d 
bisexual women altogether , an d thos e who ar e willing to accep t bisexua l 
women a s friends ofte n dra w th e line at romantic relationships . 

This i s not , however , th e attitud e o f al l lesbian respondents . Severa l 
commented disapprovingl y o n thei r sisters ' rejection o f bisexua l women , 
chastising them fo r thei r intolerance : 

There is a lot of hostility toward it by lesbians that  I don't understand 
. . . I  feel  sorry for bisexual  women because  they  have no support  in 
the straight  or lesbian  community. I  don't  mean  that  I  pity  them,  it 
would just be a hard place to be. (Lucy) 

Despite the sentiments o f lesbians who deplore d th e lesbian commu -
nity's intoleranc e o f bisexuality , th e antipath y expresse d b y thos e lesbi -
ans wh o prefe r no t t o associat e wit h bisexua l wome n permeate s th e 
atmosphere i n th e lesbia n community . Evidenc e o f th e pervasivenes s o f 
this antipath y exist s no t onl y i n th e observations o f lesbian s themselves , 
but also in the fact tha t som e lesbians found i t necessary to apologize fo r 
it. The number o f such apologies leads one to wonder, however , whethe r 
this antipath y i n fac t reflect s th e feeling s o f th e majorit y o f lesbians , o r 
whether th e atmospheric tone is being set by a vocal minority o f lesbian s 
with extremel y negativ e attitude s abou t bisexuality . Afte r all , whe n 
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asked fo r thei r opinion s o n bisexuality , mos t lesbia n respondent s mad e 
no spontaneous statement s whatsoever abou t whether they would accep t 
bisexual wome n a s friend s o r lover s o r abou t whethe r the y condon e o r 
condemn th e lac k o f acceptanc e bisexua l wome n fin d i n th e lesbia n 
community. What doe s this silent majority think ? 

To fin d ou t wha t th e majority thinks , al l of th e women wh o partici -
pated i n th e stud y wer e presente d wit h a  serie s o f seve n closed-ende d 
questions tha t aske d specificall y abou t thei r feeling s towar d bisexua l 
women i n compariso n t o lesbians . Al l seve n question s use d th e direc t 
comparison forma t describe d earlie r i n thi s chapter . On e o f thes e ques -
tions measured respondents ' genera l comfor t leve l with bisexua l women , 
three measure d respondents ' feeling s abou t interactin g wit h bisexua l 
women a t variou s level s o f socia l intimacy , an d thre e measure d th e 
degree to which respondent s truste d bisexua l women i n various politica l 
circumstances. 

The result s sho w tha t overall , lesbian s d o prefe r t o associat e wit h 
other lesbian s rathe r tha n wit h bisexua l women , an d man y fee l ver y 
strongly abou t th e issu e (figur e 4.5) . Fo r example , 96%  sai d tha t the y 
would prefe r t o dat e a  lesbian , an d 74 % sai d tha t thei r preferenc e t o 
avoid datin g bisexua l wome n i s very strong . Onl y 1 3 lesbian s sai d tha t 
they don' t car e whethe r th e wome n the y dat e ar e bisexua l o r lesbian . 
Many ar e willin g t o b e friend s wit h bisexua l women , however ; whe n 
asked whethe r the y ar e mor e likel y t o mak e friend s wit h a  woman the y 
had jus t me t i f sh e were lesbia n o r i f sh e were bisexual , on e ou t o f fou r 
lesbians sai d tha t i t doesn' t matter—seve n time s th e numbe r wh o don' t 
care whethe r thei r date s ar e lesbia n o r bisexual . Bu t th e othe r thre e ou t 
of fou r (74% ) d o care , sayin g tha t the y ar e mor e incline d t o mak e 
friends wit h a  lesbia n woman . Mos t lesbian s als o prefe r lesbian-domi -
nated rathe r tha n bisexual-dominate d discussio n group s (89% ) an d fee l 
more comfortabl e whe n the y ar e amon g lesbian s tha n whe n the y ar e 
among bisexual s (81%) . 

Lesbians als o prefer t o shar e thei r politica l live s with othe r lesbians , 
not wit h bisexual s (figur e 4.6) . Eighty-thre e percen t woul d rathe r 
have lesbia n coworker s i f the y wer e involve d i n a  ga y right s cam -
paign, 80 % woul d rathe r hav e a  lesbia n lobbyis t i n Washington , DC , 
and 73 % woul d no t trus t a  bisexua l woma n t o giv e a  speec h abou t 
alternative lifestyle s t o a  genera l audienc e a s muc h a s the y woul d trus t 
a lesbian . 
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Summary 

In summary , th e majorit y o f lesbia n respondent s ar e reluctan t t o b e 
socially o r politically associate d wit h bisexua l women . Mos t eve n prefe r 
not t o becom e friend s wit h bisexua l women , an d thos e wh o d o no t 
mind havin g bisexua l friend s usuall y dra w th e lin e a t intimat e romanti c 
relationships. Thos e wh o ar e willin g t o dat e bisexua l wome n woul d d o 
so onl y unde r certai n conditions ; very , ver y fe w sai d tha t the y d o no t 
care whethe r thei r romanti c partner s ar e bisexual . A  fundamenta l issu e 
underlying lesbians ' unwillingnes s t o associat e closel y wit h bisexua l 
women i s trust. T o peopl e wh o fee l threatened , trus t i s a very importan t 
issue; i n a  heterosexua l world , lesbian s ar e threatened , an d the y d o no t 
trust bisexua l wome n becaus e bisexua l wome n appea r t o b e connecte d 
to tha t world . 



e 
W H O BELIEVE S W H A T ? TH E IMPAC T O F 

LESBIANS' PERSONA L POLITIC S A N D 
EXPERIENCES O N THEI R ATTITUDE S 

TOWARD BLSEXUALIT Y 

One thin g i s clear : lesbian s hav e a  variet y o f attitudes , beliefs , an d 
opinions abou t bisexuality . Thi s variet y i s interestin g i n an d o f itsel f 
because i t shows ho w divers e lesbians ar e and ho w man y differen t way s 
there ar e t o understan d sexuality . Merel y describin g thi s diversity — 
which I  di d i n chapte r 4—provide s insigh t int o th e controvers y ove r 
bisexuality withi n th e lesbia n communit y becaus e i t show s th e exac t 
points o f agreemen t an d disagreement . I f we can isolat e these points , we 
can begi n to understand eac h others ' points o f view . 

But understandin g eac h others ' point s o f vie w als o mean s tha t w e 
must understan d wh y w e eac h hol d th e attitude s w e do . Fo r example , 
why d o som e lesbian s believ e tha t bisexualit y doesn' t exis t whil e other s 
believe tha t i t i s a n idea l for m o f sexuality ? Wh o amon g u s i s mos t 
likely t o believ e tha t wome n wh o identif y a s bisexual ar e really closete d 
lesbians, an d wh o i s mos t likel y t o chastis e he r lesbia n sister s fo r inval -
idating bisexua l identit y i n this way? What distinguishe s th e majorit y o f 
lesbians, who prefe r t o maintai n som e socia l an d politica l distanc e fro m 
bisexual women , fro m th e handfu l o f lesbian s wh o don' t car e i f thei r 
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dates, friends , an d comrade s ar e bisexual ? Ar e ther e racia l o r genera -
tional difference s i n lesbians' attitudes toward bisexua l women? Politica l 
differences? D o lesbians ' experience s o f thei r ow n sexualit y influenc e 
their belief s an d feeling s abou t bisexua l women ? Or , d o lesbians ' atti -
tudes towar d bisexua l wome n crosscu t demographic , political , an d per -
sonal differences ? I f w e discove r wh o amon g u s hold s whic h attitudes , 
we can gain some insight into why we hold the attitudes we do, and the n 
we can begi n t o understand th e roots o f the controversy ove r bisexualit y 
in the lesbian community . 

RACE, EDUCATION , CLASS , A N D OTHE R 
DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCE S 

Because th e wome n wh o participate d i n thi s stud y ar e predominantl y 
White an d well-educated , i t i s important t o loo k closel y a t th e opinion s 
of Women o f Colo r an d women wit h les s education t o see if their belief s 
and feeling s diffe r fro m thos e o f Whit e and/o r well-educate d lesbians . If 
they do , the n th e opinion s expresse d b y th e majorit y o f lesbian s i n thi s 
survey ar e reall y th e opinion s o f th e majorit y o f White , well-educate d 
lesbians, no t th e opinion s o f th e majorit y o f lesbians . Fo r simila r rea -
sons, i t i s als o importan t t o se e i f ther e ar e difference s i n th e opinion s 
of lesbian s o f differen t socia l classes , incomes , employmen t statuses , 
and ages . 

Although ther e ar e som e scattere d difference s i n the opinion s o f th e 
African-American an d Whit e lesbians who participated i n this study, th e 
attitudes of these two racia l groups resemble each other muc h mor e tha n 
they differ . Fo r example , o n th e issu e o f whethe r bisexualit y exists , tw o 
out o f te n White s an d thre e ou t o f te n African-American s indicate d tha t 
they believ e i t doe s no t exist . On e ou t o f te n i n eac h grou p explicitl y 
stated tha t i t exists , an d fou r ou t o f te n implie d tha t i t exist s withou t 
saying so explicitly . Accordin g t o thes e results , the entir e rang e o f opin -
ions o n thi s questio n i s present withi n bot h racia l groups , an d n o opin -
ion appear s t o b e mor e popula r i n on e racia l grou p tha n th e other . 
Quotes fro m African-America n lesbians , othe r lesbian s o f Color , an d 
White lesbian s sho w mor e similarit y tha n difference . Compare , fo r ex -
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ample, thes e thre e quote s fro m lesbian s wh o d o no t believ e tha t bisexu -
ality exist s a s a legitimate for m o f sexuality : 

J feel that  bisexuals  are very confused people, and will  probably be-
come lesbians. It's  just that  they are still on phase one. (Monifa) (Afri-
can-American) 

I feel people who think  they  are bisexual are confused about it,  or in 
transition. (Isabelle) (Euro-American) 

Usually it means a transition or a confusing part of life. It really doesn't 
exist. (Kamala) (Indian-American) 

There ar e als o n o apparen t difference s betwee n th e definition s o f 
bisexuality use d b y lesbian s o f Colo r an d Whit e lesbians , no r i n th e 
ways differen t racia l group s conceptualiz e sexuality. 1 Approximatel y 
equal percentage s o f lesbian s i n eac h racia l grou p defin e bisexualit y i n 
terms o f behavior , approximatel y equa l percentages defin e bisexualit y i n 
terms o f feeling s o f attraction , an d th e majorit y o f ever y racia l grou p 
conceptualizes sexualit y dichotomously . 

Comparisons betwee n th e image s o f bisexualit y an d feeling s abou t 
bisexual wome n hel d b y lesbian s o f differen t racia l group s gav e mixe d 
results. Fo r example , o n average , African-America n lesbian s believ e 
more strongl y tha n Whit e an d Indian-America n lesbian s tha t bisexual s 
are reall y closete d lesbians , bu t ther e ar e n o racia l difference s i n th e 
belief tha t bisexualit y i s a  transitiona l stag e tha t som e wome n g o 
through befor e the y com e ou t a s lesbians . O n th e othe r hand , African -
American lesbian s an d Indian-America n lesbian s believ e mor e strongl y 
than Whit e lesbian s tha t bisexual s lac k commitmen t an d tha t the y ar e 
more likel y tha n lesbian s t o wan t t o pas s a s heterosexual , bu t ther e ar e 
no racia l differences  i n lesbians ' assessment s o f bisexuals ' trustworthi -
ness or o f the relative ease with whic h bisexual s could pas s compared t o 
lesbians. Finding s abou t racia l difference s i n lesbians ' willingnes s t o 
associate socially and politically with bisexua l women ar e equally mixed . 
None o f th e difference s betwee n African-American , Indian-American , 
and Euro-America n lesbian s ar e statisticall y significant , an d i t i s ver y 
possible tha t the y reflec t rando m variation s i n individuals ' belief s rathe r 
than tru e racial differences . T o impute great importance to these findings 
or to try to use them to argue that there are racial differences i n lesbians ' 
attitudes abou t bisexualit y woul d b e t o overstat e them , an d perhap s t o 
engage in racia l stereotyping . 
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There ar e no educationa l an d fe w socia l clas s differences i n lesbians ' 
attitudes towar d bisexuality . Lesbian s wh o droppe d ou t o f hig h schoo l 
hold th e sam e variet y o f belief s abou t bisexualit y an d feeling s abou t 
bisexual wome n a s lesbians wit h colleg e degree s o r postgraduat e educa -
tions. Working-class , middle-class , an d upper-clas s lesbian s als o hol d a 
variety o f attitude s abou t bisexuality , wit h onl y on e statisticall y signifi -
cant differenc e betwee n th e classes . Specifically , working - an d middle -
class lesbian s wer e mor e likel y (21% ) tha n upper-clas s lesbian s (7% ) t o 
state explicitl y tha t bisexualit y exist s a s a  vali d sexua l orientation , al -
though upper-clas s lesbian s wer e no t mor e likel y t o sa y tha t bisexualit y 
does no t exist . Thi s clas s differenc e canno t b e accounte d fo r b y differ -
ences i n education—fo r example , upper-clas s lesbian s di d no t lear n 
to thin k differentl y abou t sexualit y i n college—becaus e lesbian s wit h 
different level s of education d o not have different attitude s toward bisex -
uality. No r ca n th e clas s differenc e b e accounte d fo r b y difference s i n 
income o r employmen t status , becaus e lesbian s wit h differen t income s 
and employmen t statuse s d o no t hav e differen t attitude s towar d bisexu -
ality. Whateve r th e explanation , th e finding  tha t ther e i s a  statisticall y 
significant clas s differenc e i n lesbians ' belief s abou t bisexua l existenc e 
must b e place d i n perspective ; ther e ar e n o clas s difference s i n an y o f 
lesbians' othe r belief s abou t o r feeling s towar d bisexuality . I t is , there -
fore, likel y tha t th e on e clas s differenc e foun d i n th e sampl e i s a  "fals e 
positive" tha t doe s not accuratel y reflec t lesbian s in general . 

Lesbians o f differen t age s an d lesbian s wh o cam e ou t i n differen t 
decades experience d differen t socia l an d politica l circumstance s an d 
might be expected to have different attitude s abou t sexualit y an d bisexu -
ality. Fo r example , th e 1970 s wer e th e heyda y o f th e feminis t sexualit y 
debates. The debate s ove r the relationship betwee n lesbianis m an d femi -
nism, th e merit s o f lesbia n separatism , an d th e questio n o f wh o i s a 
lesbian—debates I  will explore i n chapte r 6—rage d mor e fiercely  in th e 
1970s tha n eve r befor e o r after . Durin g th e 1970s , lesbia n feminist s 
were buildin g Lesbia n Natio n an d guardin g it s borders . Wome n wh o 
were involve d i n thi s struggl e wer e deepl y affecte d b y it . Thos e wh o 
came ou t durin g thi s period learne d t o think abou t thei r sexualit y i n th e 
context o f thes e debate s an d forme d sexua l attitude s an d sexua l identi -
ties that reflecte d th e issues of the day . 

Women wh o cam e ou t befor e o r afte r th e 1970 s experience d ver y 
different historica l circumstances . Lesbian s wh o cam e ou t befor e Stone -
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wall di d no t hav e th e luxur y o f debatin g th e relativ e politica l merit s o f 
lesbianism an d bisexualit y o r th e relationshi p betwee n lesbianis m an d 
feminism. Relationship s wit h me n wer e ofte n a  necessar y cover , an d 
support fo r one' s relationship s wit h wome n wa s to o rar e an d preciou s 
to b e compromised b y quibble s ove r th e meaning s o f thes e heterosexua l 
relationships. Fo r younge r lesbian s wh o cam e ou t i n th e 1980s , lesbia n 
feminism wa s a n establishe d orde r agains t whic h t o rebel . Th e tim e fo r 
separatism ha d passed , the y said ; th e wav e o f th e futur e i s the destruc -
tion o f gende r an d sexua l categories , an d th e eliminatio n o f al l bound -
aries between people . Lesbian feminis t rule s of politica l correctnes s wer e 
remnants o f a  politica l defens e tha t wa s n o longe r necessary . Lesbia n 
Nation wa s replaced b y Queer Nation . 

Do th e attitude s o f differen t generation s o f lesbian s reflec t thes e 
historical changes ? I s th e Lesbia n Natio n generatio n mor e critica l o f 
bisexuality tha n th e pre-Stonewal l an d th e Quee r Natio n generations ? 
Among th e lesbian s i n thi s study , wome n age d 3 0 t o 34—wh o wer e 
college-aged i n th e earl y an d mi d 1970s—wer e indee d mos t skeptica l 
about bisexua l existence ; ove r one-quarte r o f wome n i n thi s ag e grou p 
either di d not believe that bisexualit y exists , or had seriou s doubts abou t 
its existence. Lesbians aged 25 to 29 or 35 to 39 were nearly as skeptical , 
and olde r an d younge r lesbian s were les s skeptical; les s than one-fift h o f 
lesbians unde r 2 4 o r ove r 4 0 doubte d o r disbelieve d th e existenc e o f 
bisexuality. But lesbians aged 25 to 39 were also most likely to explicitl y 
validate th e existenc e o f bisexuality . Olde r an d younge r lesbian s wer e 
less likely t o rais e the issu e a t all , reflecting th e fac t tha t bisexualit y wa s 
not a s importan t a n issu e fo r thes e wome n a s i t wa s fo r th e generatio n 
that cam e out largely in the 1970s. 2 Although thes e findings sugges t tha t 
lesbians o f differen t age s hav e differen t belief s abou t bisexuality , non e 
of th e differences  ar e statisticall y significant ; therefore , the y canno t b e 
taken a s conclusive evidence of generational difference s betwee n lesbian s 
in thei r attitude s towar d bisexuality . A t most, these findings  sugges t tha t 
generational difference s migh t exis t an d shoul d b e explore d furthe r i n 
future research . 

Aside fro m th e suggestio n tha t ther e migh t b e difference s i n th e 
salience o f th e questio n o f bisexua l existenc e t o lesbian s o f differen t 
generations, ther e ar e n o meaningfu l age-relate d difference s i n lesbians ' 
attitudes towar d bisexuality . Perhap s ther e use d t o b e differences  tha t 
have bee n extinguishe d ove r tim e a s lesbians o f differen t age s an d lesbi -
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ans who cam e ou t a t differen t stage s of thei r live s mingle in the commu -
nity an d shar e their opinion s with eac h other . 

POLITICAL DIFFERENCES : D O POLITICA L LESBIAN S 
SPEAK FO R U S ALL ? 

In th e lat e 1970s , Blumstei n an d Schwart z reporte d tha t antagonis m 
toward bisexualit y wa s particularl y prevalen t amon g lesbia n feminists . 
Lesbian feminist s i n th e curren t stud y als o linke d thei r ow n attitude s 
about bisexualit y t o thei r lesbia n feminis t politica l beliefs . Fo r example , 
Chava wrote : 

/ can  understand  bisexuality  in  an  ideal  society, but  not  under  the 
patriarchy. I don't  see  how a  woman could  turn from a  woman to  a 
man if  she  had  high  standards  and a  desire  for mutuality.  I  think 
bisexual women are more likely to give up on a relationship that  needs 
work than lesbians are. (Chava) 

If lesbia n feminists ' objection s t o bisexualit y ar e base d o n politica l 
concerns, the n i t i s tautologica l t o conclud e tha t lesbia n feminist s ar e 
more critica l o f bisexualit y tha n othe r lesbians , becaus e othe r lesbian s 
would no t hav e th e sam e politica l objection s t o bisexualit y tha t lesbia n 
feminists do . Or i s it? There ar e two flaws  in this line of reasoning . First , 
the fac t tha t othe r lesbian s d o no t shar e lesbia n feminists ' politica l 
objections t o bisexuality doe s not necessarily mean tha t they find  bisexu-
ality les s objectionable . The y migh t find  bisexualit y equall y objection -
able, but fo r othe r reasons . 

Second, people often provid e explanations fo r thei r opinion s tha t d o 
not reflec t th e origina l base s o f thos e opinions . Becaus e ou r cultur e 
values rationalit y w e ofte n underemphasiz e th e emotiona l base s o f ou r 
opinions an d overemphasiz e th e intellectua l bases . W e construc t ratio -
nales tha t mak e ou r opinion s appea r t o hav e grow n logicall y ou t o f ou r 
overall value s an d philosophie s eve n i f the y di d not . Sometime s w e 
ourselves ar e unawar e o f th e emotiona l motivation s w e hav e fo r ou r 
opinions, becaus e w e have learne d t o devalue—an d henc e discredi t an d 
ignore—our gu t feelings . While it is quite possible that lesbian feminists ' 
objections t o bisexualit y ar e i n fac t fundamentall y base d o n politica l 
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concerns, i t woul d b e naiv e t o assum e tha t thi s i s tru e simpl y becaus e 
lesbian feminist s sa y tha t i t is . Thi s explanatio n fo r lesbia n feminists ' 
antipathy towar d bisexualit y i s a hypothesis lik e any other , an d mus t b e 
tested befor e w e accept it . 

Politics an d th e Issu e o f Bisexua l Existenc e 

Before w e ca n tes t whethe r lesbia n feminist s hav e differen t attitude s 
toward bisexualit y tha n lesbian s o f othe r politica l orientation s do , w e 
have t o find  ou t whethe r the y ar e mor e o r les s likel y t o believ e tha t 
bisexuality exist s a t all . To identif y respondents ' politica l orientations , I 
asked the m t o lis t al l politica l an d socia l issue s i n whic h the y ar e inter -
ested an d t o indicat e whethe r the y ar e activel y involve d i n eac h issue . 
They liste d a  grea t variet y o f issue s rangin g fro m th e environment , 
to homelessness , t o U.S . interventio n i n Centra l America . Nearl y hal f 
mentioned a  concern abou t "ga y rights " i n general, and one-thir d wrot e 
that the y wer e concerne d abou t "lesbia n rights " i n genera l o r abou t 
particular lesbia n issues , such a s jo b discrimination , th e right s t o marr y 
and maintai n chil d custody , medi a image s o f lesbians , socia l attitudes , 
and lesbia n healt h issues , includin g alcoholism . Seventy  percen t men -
tioned a  concer n abou t women' s issues , includin g women' s right s i n 
general, ERA , reproductio n right s an d abortion , equa l pa y an d occupa -
tional opportunity , discrimination , economi c inequality , lac k o f politica l 
representation, violenc e (includin g rap e an d domesti c abuse) , pornogra -
phy, sexual harassment, an d health issues . In terms of active involvemen t 
in thes e issues , respondent s rang e fro m thos e wh o ar e no t politicall y 
involved a t all , t o thos e wh o donat e mone y o r confin e thei r activis m t o 
personal talk s wit h friend s an d coworkers , t o thos e wh o giv e ove r te n 
hours a  wee k t o organizin g an d runnin g meetings , protests , an d othe r 
political actio n projects . 

Neither th e type s o f issue s lesbian s ar e concerne d abou t no r th e 
degree t o whic h the y ar e activel y involve d i n thes e issue s i s relate d t o 
whether the y believ e tha t bisexualit y exists . Lesbian s wh o indicate d a 
concern abou t lesbian , feminist , o r gay issues are no more skeptica l tha n 
lesbians wh o di d not . Amon g thos e wh o ar e concerne d abou t lesbia n 
issues, the degree of thei r activ e involvement i n these issues is not relate d 
to thei r belief s abou t bisexua l existence ; lesbia n activist s ar e n o mor e 
likely tha n nonactivist s an d pocketboo k o r armchai r activist s t o believ e 
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that bisexualit y doe s no t exist . No r i s th e degre e t o whic h lesbian s ar e 
actively involve d i n feminis t issue s significantl y relate d t o thei r belief s 
about bisexua l existence . Overall , ther e i s n o convincin g evidenc e tha t 
politically activ e lesbia n feminists—o r politicall y activ e lesbians—hav e 
substantially differen t opinion s o n th e questio n o f bisexua l existenc e 
than othe r lesbian s do . 

Politics an d Sexua l Conceptualizations , Beliefs , 
and Feeling s abou t Bisexualit y 

Is th e sam e tru e o f lesbians ' opinion s o n othe r matters ? Tha t is , d o 
politically activ e lesbians ' definition s o f bisexuality , belief s abou t bisex -
ual women, an d feeling s abou t bisexua l wome n als o resemble the defini -
tions, beliefs , an d feeling s o f les s active, less vocal lesbians? Th e findings 
of thi s stud y indicat e that , fo r th e mos t part , politicall y activ e lesbians ' 
attitudes d o reflec t th e attitude s o f lesbian s i n general . Lesbia n respon -
dents of al l political bent s share the same variety of definitions o f bisexu -
ality an d man y o f th e sam e belief s an d feeling s abou t bisexuality . Fo r 
example, b y al l measure s o f politica l interes t an d activity , politicall y 
active and nonactive lesbians are equally likely to believe that bisexualit y 
is transitional, tha t bisexual s ar e closeted lesbians , and tha t bisexual s ar e 
more able and willing to pass as heterosexual, and they are equally likel y 
to prefer no t to dat e bisexua l women . 

Although politicall y activ e lesbian s generall y d o no t hav e different 
feelings o r beliefs than nonactive lesbians, they are more likely to expres s 
these feelings an d beliefs , and the y ar e more enthusiasti c abou t doin g so . 
In particular , the y ar e mor e distrustfu l o f bisexua l wome n an d les s 
willing t o associat e wit h the m a s friend s o r i n politica l situation s tha n 
nonactive lesbian s are . Lesbian s wh o liste d lesbia n issue s amon g th e 
social an d politica l issue s the y ar e concerne d abou t ten d t o distrus t 
bisexual wome n mor e than lesbian s who di d no t mentio n lesbia n issues ; 
they agree d mor e strongl y tha t bisexua l wome n ar e likely to deser t thei r 
woman friends , an d tha t bisexual s can' t b e truste d t o "stic k around " 
when "th e goin g get s rough" (figur e 5.1) . Th e differenc e i s not s o muc h 
a matte r o f the prevalence o f doub t amon g those who mentioned lesbia n 
issues and those who di d no t a s it is a matter o f the depth o f thei r doubt . 
Sixty-seven percen t o f th e forme r an d 58 % o f th e latte r agree d tha t 
bisexual women lac k commitmen t t o thei r woman friends— a ver y smal l 
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difference—but th e forme r wer e mor e tha n twic e a s likel y a s th e latte r 
(25% versu s 11% ) t o agre e "ver y strongly. " 

In contrast , lesbian s wh o mentione d "gay " issue s ar e less  likel y t o 
doubt bisexua l women' s commitmen t an d trustworthiness . I n fact , eve n 
among lesbians who liste d lesbian issues , those who als o listed gay issues 
expressed littl e mor e doub t abou t bisexua l wome n tha n lesbian s wh o 
did no t lis t lesbia n issue s a t all . Apparently, i t i s not concer n fo r lesbia n 
issues pe r s e tha t i s associate d wit h th e strengt h o f lesbians ' doubt s 
about bisexua l women ; instead , i t i s th e exclusivity  o f concer n abou t 
lesbian issue s tha t i s associate d wit h doubt s abou t bisexua l women . 
Similarly, lesbian s wh o mentione d a  concer n abou t "women's " issue s 
are n o mor e likel y t o doub t bisexua l wome n tha n lesbian s wh o di d no t 
mention women' s issue s are . Thes e findings  indicat e tha t stron g doubt s 
about bisexua l women characteriz e lesbians whose political concern s ar e 
limited t o lesbia n issues , no t thos e wit h broade r politica l concern s tha t 
include bot h lesbia n an d ga y issue s o r women' s issue s i n general . Thi s 
finding make s sens e i n ligh t o f th e histor y o f lesbia n feminism . Earl y 
lesbian feminist s too k car e to distinguish themselve s fro m bot h women' s 
liberationists an d ga y liberationists . The y argue d tha t lesbian s hav e par -
ticular interest s tha t aris e ou t o f thei r dua l statu s a s women an d homo -
sexuals, an d tha t thes e interest s diffe r fro m thos e o f heterosexua l femi -
nists wh o ar e no t lesbian s a s wel l a s thos e o f ga y me n wh o ar e a s 
sexist a s heterosexua l men . Lesbian s wh o carr y o n thi s lesbia n feminis t 
tradition ar e concerne d abou t lesbia n issue s specifically ; the y ar e no t 
concerned abou t ga y right s o r women' s right s mor e generally . I t is these 
women wh o expresse d th e stronges t doubt s abou t bisexua l women' s 
commitment an d trustworthines s i n this study . 

Similar pattern s exis t i n lesbians ' feeling s abou t bisexua l wome n 
(figure 5.2) . Lesbian s who ar e exclusively concerne d abou t lesbia n issue s 
care more strongl y abou t th e sexua l identitie s o f thei r friend s an d politi -
cal coworker s tha n lesbian s wh o di d no t mentio n lesbia n issue s o r wh o 
mentioned bot h lesbia n an d ga y issues . Difference s wer e foun d i n bot h 
the percentage of lesbians who preferred t o associate with other lesbians , 
and i n th e strengt h o f thei r preferences . Fo r example , 92 % o f lesbian s 
who mentione d a  concer n abou t exclusivel y lesbia n issue s woul d prefe r 
their friend s t o b e lesbia n an d no t bisexual , wherea s "only " 69 % o f 
those who di d no t mentio n lesbia n o r gay issues , and 73 % of thos e wh o 
mentioned ga y issue s would prefe r thei r friend s t o b e lesbians . Lesbian s 
who mentione d lesbia n issue s wer e als o mor e tha n twic e a s likel y a s 
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other lesbian s t o indicat e tha t thei r preference s fo r lesbia n friend s wer e 
very strong . Similarly , 96 % o f lesbian s wh o mentione d a  concern abou t 
exclusively lesbia n issue s woul d prefe r t o b e represente d b y a  lesbia n 
lobbyist compare d t o 82 % o f al l othe r lesbians , an d th e forme r wer e 
over thre e time s mor e likel y tha n th e latte r t o indicat e tha t thei r prefer -
ences are very strong. In other words , most lesbians prefer othe r lesbian s 
over bisexua l wome n i n both socia l an d politica l situations , bu t lesbian s 
who ar e exclusivel y concerne d abou t lesbia n issue s hav e particularl y 
widespread an d stron g preferences i n these areas . 

Politically activ e lesbian s ar e mor e voca l tha n mos t lesbian s an d 
their opinion s ar e therefore mor e likely to b e heard b y both lesbian s an d 
non-lesbians tha n th e opinion s o f closete d o r nonactiv e lesbian s are . I f 
politically activ e lesbian s ha d ver y differen t attitude s fro m thos e o f th e 
majority o f lesbian s whos e voice s ar e rarel y heard , th e effec t o f thei r 
outspokenness woul d b e t o creat e a n inaccurat e impressio n o f th e atti -
tudes o f lesbian s i n general . Thi s doe s no t appea r t o b e th e case , how -
ever. Politicall y activ e lesbian s hav e mor e extrem e attitude s tha n othe r 
lesbians, bu t i n substanc e thei r belief s an d feeling s ar e simila r t o th e 
beliefs an d feeling s o f lesbian s a t large . As representatives o f th e lesbia n 
community, the y migh t b e overstating the general attitud e toward bisex -
uality, bu t the y ar e expressin g belief s an d feeling s tha t ar e share d b y a 
great majorit y o f lesbians . 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES—TH E ROL E O F EMPATH Y 

If lesbian s o f differen t races , ages , socia l classes , an d politica l orienta -
tions shar e a  simila r variet y o f attitude s towar d bisexua l women , wha t 
does account fo r th e differences amon g lesbians in their attitude s towar d 
bisexual women ? O f al l th e possibilitie s examined , lesbians ' persona l 
experiences o f bisexualit y i n thei r ow n live s wer e foun d t o b e th e mos t 
important factor s distinguishin g lesbian s wh o accep t bisexua l wome n 
from thos e who wan t nothin g to do with them . Many lesbian s identifie d 
themselves a s bisexua l befor e comin g ou t a s lesbian , an d man y lesbian s 
reported tha t the y fee l sexuall y attracte d t o men ; thes e women' s atti -
tudes abou t bisexualit y ar e differen t fro m thos e of lesbians who hav e n o 
personal histor y o f bisexuality . 

When I  began explorin g th e relationshi p betwee n lesbians ' persona l 
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experiences an d thei r attitude s abou t bisexuality , I  expected t o fin d tha t 
lesbians whos e ow n live s includ e a  histor y o f bisexualit y woul d b e 
the leas t toleran t o f othe r wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexual . I  ha d 
hypothesized tha t on e reaso n lesbian s discredi t bisexualit y i n other s i s 
because, fo r wome n whos e ow n historie s includ e bisexua l identitie s an d 
feelings, discreditin g bisexualit y i s necessar y t o maintai n thei r ow n les -
bian identities . Fo r example , imagin e a  woma n wh o call s hersel f a 
lesbian althoug h sh e feel s attracte d t o bot h wome n an d me n an d ha s 
had romanti c o r sexua l relation s with bot h women an d men—a descrip -
tion tha t fits  mor e tha n hal f o f th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s 
study. T o avoi d hypocrisy , sh e ha s t o defin e lesbianis m i n a  wa y tha t 
includes herself . I n othe r words , he r definitio n o f lesbianis m ha s t o 
include wome n wh o fee l attracte d t o me n an d wh o hav e ha d heterosex -
ual relationships . Sh e might , fo r example , defin e a  lesbia n a s a  woma n 
whose feeling s o f attractio n fo r wome n ar e stronge r tha n he r feeling s o f 
attraction fo r men— a broa d definitio n tha t i s as legitimate a s any othe r 
definition o f lesbianism , an d tha t i s consisten t wit h he r ow n lesbia n 
identity. I f sh e believe s bisexualit y exist s a t all , she ha s t o defin e i t ver y 
narrowly t o avoi d definin g hersel f a s a  bisexual . I f sh e the n applie s he r 
definitions o f lesbianis m an d bisexualit y t o othe r women , sh e will  con -
clude tha t man y wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e actually , b y 
her definition , lesbian . I n orde r t o maintai n he r identit y a s a  lesbia n 
without bein g hypocritical , sh e mus t rejec t others ' bisexua l identities . In 
contrast, a  lesbia n wh o ha s neve r ha d a  heterosexua l relationshi p an d 
whose sexua l feeling s ar e exclusivel y fo r othe r wome n ca n affor d t o 
believe tha t bisexualit y exists , an d sh e ca n affor d t o defin e i t broadly . 
She can affor d t o agre e with wome n wh o hav e feeling s o f attractio n fo r 
both wome n an d men—n o matte r wha t th e ratio—who cal l themselve s 
bisexual, becaus e acceptin g thes e women' s definition s o f themselve s a s 
bisexual doe s no t threate n he r own definitio n o f hersel f a s a  lesbian. Bu t 
such pur e lesbian s ar e rare ; mos t o f u s canno t affor d th e luxur y o f 
allowing an y woma n wh o ha s th e slightes t histor y o f bisexualit y o r 
heterosexuality i n her pas t t o defin e hersel f a s bisexual , becaus e mos t o f 
us have the same experiences sh e does. 

What I  foun d amon g th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s stud y 
does no t suppor t th e argumen t tha t lesbian s wh o hav e a  histor y o f 
bisexuality wil l b e les s toleran t o f bisexuall y identifie d wome n tha n 
women wit h purel y lesbia n experiences , a  hypothesi s tha t I  will cal l th e 
"Identity Defense " hypothesis . I n fact , I  found quit e th e opposit e t o b e 
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true. Lesbians who reported tha t they fee l som e sexual attraction towar d 
men ar e more , no t less , likely t o believ e tha t bisexualit y exist s and mor e 
willing t o associat e wit h bisexua l women . The y als o perceiv e greate r 
similarity betwee n bisexua l wome n an d lesbian s tha n lesbian s wh o ar e 
not attracte d t o men a t all . Also, lesbians who have identified themselve s 
as bisexua l i n th e pas t ten d t o b e more , no t less , tolerant o f bisexuality , 
unless the y identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l onl y before  the y cam e ou t 
as lesbians. 

Why would wome n wh o cal l themselves lesbian in spite of their ow n 
heterosexual feeling s b e more , rathe r tha n less , toleran t o f bisexualit y 
than lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o women ? T o understan d 
the rol e o f heterosexua l attractio n i n lesbians ' attitude s abou t bisexu -
ality, we have to examin e th e actua l differences  betwee n th e attitude s o f 
lesbians wh o ha d varyin g degree s o f attractio n t o men . First , althoug h 
lesbians who have some heterosexual feeling s ar e as likely to be skeptica l 
about th e existenc e o f bisexualit y a s lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y at -
tracted t o wome n (40 % versu s 38%) , the y ar e twic e a s likel y t o b e 
equivocal abou t thei r skepticism . Lesbians whose feelings ar e exclusivel y 
toward wome n ar e mor e certai n i n thei r belie f tha t bisexualit y doe s 
not exist . 

The mos t likel y explanatio n fo r thi s finding 3 i s tha t lesbian s wh o 
have heterosexua l feeling s themselve s ar e mor e sympatheti c t o th e ide a 
that attraction s t o wome n an d attraction s t o me n ca n coexis t withi n a 
single person, a n explanation I  will cal l the "Bisexua l Empathy" hypoth -
esis. They experienc e bot h attraction s themselves , they readil y acknowl -
edge tha t the y fee l bot h attraction s and , althoug h the y choos e t o cal l 
themselves lesbians , the y ca n believ e therefor e tha t peopl e wh o choos e 
to cal l themselves bisexua l do , in fact , experienc e rea l attractions t o bot h 
women an d men . Lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o women , o n 
the othe r hand , hav e n o reaso n t o believ e tha t othe r peopl e coul d b e 
truly attracte d t o bot h wome n an d men . Heterosexua l societ y an d les -
bian subcultura l ideolog y teac h tha t attraction s t o wome n an d me n ar e 
distinct, i f no t mutuall y exclusive , feelings , an d nothin g i n th e persona l 
experience o f lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o wome n contra -
dicts this cultura l wisdom . On e woman mad e exactly thi s point : 

/ find  it  hard to understand  being attracted to both men  and women 
since I am so totally attracted to women, I  have an easier time under-
standing heterosexuality  in  the  sense  that  it  is  a  total  attraction. 
(Ginny) 



114 W H O BELIEVE S WHAT ? 

Because Ginny i s totally attracte d t o women, sh e can understand hetero -
sexuality a s a  total attractio n t o men . Bu t bisexualit y i s less comprehen -
sible becaus e he r ow n experienc e a s a  lesbia n wh o i s exclusivel y at -
tracted t o wome n give s he r n o basi s fo r identifyin g wit h bisexual s o r 
understanding thei r bisexuality . I t is not surprising , therefore , tha t lesbi -
ans wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o wome n disbeliev e othe r wome n 
who clai m t o b e bisexual ; nothin g i n thei r ow n experienc e give s the m 
reason t o believ e otherwise . 

Second, lesbian s wh o ar e attracte d exclusivel y t o wome n an d lesbi -
ans wh o ar e attracte d t o bot h wome n an d me n hav e differen t belief s 
about th e difference s betwee n lesbia n an d bisexua l women . Thi s i s no t 
because the y hav e differen t image s o f bisexua l women—i n fact , thei r 
images o f bisexua l wome n ar e strikingl y similar—rather , i t i s becaus e 
they hav e differen t image s o f lesbians . I n general , lesbian s wh o ar e 
exclusively attracte d t o wome n hav e image s o f lesbian s tha t diffe r 
sharply fro m thei r image s o f bisexua l women , wherea s lesbian s wh o 
have heterosexua l feeling s hav e image s o f lesbian s tha t resembl e thei r 
images of bisexua l women mor e closely . 

For example , mos t lesbians , regardles s o f whethe r an d t o wha t 
degree the y ar e attracte d t o men , agree d tha t "Societ y make s i t difficul t 
to b e a  lesbian , s o som e wome n clai m t o b e bisexua l whe n the y ar e 
really lesbian s wh o ar e afrai d t o admi t it " (tabl e 5.1) . Bu t lesbians wh o 
have heterosexua l feeling s wer e muc h mor e likel y than lesbian s who ar e 
exclusively attracte d t o wome n t o agre e tha t "som e lesbian s ar e reall y 
attracted t o men , bu t the y ar e afrai d t o expres s thes e feeling s becaus e 
other lesbian s woul d no t approv e o f them " (75 % versus 56%) . In othe r 
words, lesbian s wh o hav e heterosexua l feeling s ten d t o believ e tha t 
lesbians, lik e bisexua l women , hav e heterosexua l feeling s an d that , lik e 
bisexual women , the y hesitat e t o expres s thei r tru e sexualit y fo r fea r o f 
others' reactions . Lesbians who ar e exclusively attracte d t o women se e a 
greater differenc e betwee n lesbian s an d bisexua l women ; the y ten d t o 
believe tha t lesbia n identity , unlik e bisexua l identity , i s an expressio n o f 
true sexualit y (figur e 5.3) . 

Probably, man y o f th e lesbian s wh o hav e heterosexua l feeling s 
agreed wit h th e statemen t tha t "som e lesbian s ar e reall y attracte d t o 
men . . . " becaus e thei r ow n persona l experienc e tol d the m i t i s true ; 
they themselve s hav e heterosexua l feeling s the y ar e afrai d t o express . If 
not fo r thi s fear , thes e lesbia n respondent s migh t cal l themselve s bisex -
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ual. To th e extent tha t thi s i s the case , their interes t lie s not i n defendin g 
a broa d definitio n o f lesbianis m tha t woul d permi t the m t o continu e 
identifying a s lesbian s withou t hypocrisy—a s I  assumed i n m y origina l 
Identity Defens e hypothesis—bu t i n fosterin g acceptanc e o f heterosex -
ual feelings , o r bisexuality , amon g lesbian s so that the y would n o longe r 
have to hide their heterosexua l feelings . 

Lesbians who hav e heterosexual feeling s als o perceive less differenc e 
between bisexuals ' an d lesbians ' loyaltie s tha n lesbian s wh o ar e exclu -
sively attracte d t o wome n d o (figur e 5.4) . Whe n aske d t o agre e o r 
disagree wit h th e statemen t "I t ca n b e dangerou s fo r lesbian s t o trus t 
bisexuals to o much , becaus e whe n th e goin g reall y get s rough , the y ar e 
not a s likely to stick aroun d an d fight  i t out," lesbian s with heterosexua l 
feelings wer e mor e likel y t o disagree , an d les s likel y t o agre e strongly , 
than lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o wome n were . Further -
more, amon g lesbian s wit h heterosexua l feelings , th e strengt h o f thes e 
feelings i s correlated with thei r perceptions o f bisexuals ' trustworthiness ; 
the stronger thei r heterosexual feelings , the more willing they are to trus t 
bisexual women . 

Finally, lesbian s wh o hav e heterosexua l feeling s ar e muc h mor e 
willing tha n lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o wome n t o associ -
ate wit h bisexua l wome n sociall y an d politically , an d th e stronge r a 
lesbians' heterosexua l feeling s are , th e mor e willin g sh e i s t o associat e 
with bisexua l women (figur e 5.5).  Fo r example , among lesbians who fee l 
no attractio n towar d me n whatsoever , 84 % prefe r tha t thei r friend s b e 
lesbian, no t bisexual . Amon g lesbian s wh o reporte d tha t one-tent h o f 
their feeling s ar e heterosexual , 75%  prefe r t o associat e with othe r lesbi -
ans. Amon g lesbian s whos e feeling s ar e two-tenth s heterosexual , th e 
percentage decrease s t o 67% , an d amon g lesbian s whos e feeling s ar e 
three-tenths o r mor e heterosexual , jus t ove r hal f (58% ) car e whethe r 
their friend s ar e lesbian o r bisexual . 

If lesbian s wh o hav e heterosexua l feeling s ar e mor e toleran t o f 
bisexual women , the n wha t abou t lesbian s wh o hav e ha d actua l hetero -
sexual relationships ? On e woul d expec t that , i f heterosexua l feeling s 
predispose a  lesbia n t o empathiz e wit h bisexua l women , havin g ha d a 
heterosexual relationshi p woul d hav e a n eve n greate r effec t o n he r feel -
ings toward bisexua l women . Bu t the result s o f thi s study sho w tha t thi s 
is not the case at all . There are no differences  whatsoeve r i n the attitude s 
toward bisexualit y o f lesbian s wh o hav e an d hav e no t ha d heterosexua l 
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relationships; the y ar e equall y likel y t o believ e tha t bisexualit y exists , 
equally likel y t o believ e tha t bisexua l wome n ar e reall y lesbian s o r i n 
transition t o lesbianism, equally likely to doub t bisexua l women' s politi -
cal an d persona l loyalties , and equall y unwillin g to associat e with bisex -
ual wome n sociall y an d politically . Moreover , amon g thos e wh o hav e 
had heterosexua l relationships , th e seriousnes s o f thos e relationship s 
does no t matter ; lesbian s wh o hav e bee n heterosexuall y marrie d o r 
involved i n serious , committed heterosexua l relationship s hav e the sam e 
thoughts an d feeling s abou t bisexualit y a s lesbians who hav e only date d 
men. 

Given tha t th e experienc e o f heterosexua l feeling s apparentl y ha s 
such a n influenc e o n lesbians ' thought s an d feeling s abou t bisexuality , 
why would actua l heterosexua l relationship s hav e no effec t whatsoever ? 
The explanatio n probabl y lie s a t leas t partiall y i n th e ubiquitousnes s o f 
past heterosexua l relationship s amon g lesbians . As I reported i n chapte r 
3, 9 1 % of th e lesbian s wh o participate d i n thi s stud y hav e ha d hetero -
sexual relationships . Becaus e o f thei r prevalence , lesbian s hav e devel -
oped subcultura l explanation s fo r thes e relationships ; fo r example , tha t 
they ar e a  resul t o f socialization , a  respons e t o socia l pressure , o r a  tes t 
of one' s lesbianism . Whethe r o r no t thes e explanation s ar e true—the y 
are probabl y tru e i n som e case s an d no t i n others—the y effectivel y 
discredit pas t heterosexual relationship s a s reflections o f one' s true sexu -
ality. Heterosexua l relationship s tha t ar e "explaine d away " i n this fash -
ion ca n n o longe r serv e a s th e basi s fo r empath y wit h bisexua l women . 
For example , a  lesbia n wh o date d heterosexuall y a s a  teenage r becaus e 
of socia l pressur e ha s littl e basi s fo r empath y wit h someon e wh o identi -
fies herself a s bisexual an d date s men becaus e she wants to . 

Heterosexual feeling s ar e muc h mor e difficul t t o explai n awa y fo r 
several reasons . Firs t o f all , feelings , unlik e behavior , emanat e fro m 
one's interna l self ; wherea s i t i s relatively eas y t o distanc e onesel f fro m 
one's behavior , e.g. , " I wasn' t mysel f whe n I  did that, " i t i s much mor e 
difficult t o distanc e onesel f fro m one' s feelings ; claimin g tha t one' s 
feelings ar e no t one' s ow n seem s t o borde r o n psychosis . Second , th e 
heterosexual relationship s o f th e lesbian s i n thi s stud y occurre d i n th e 
past. Onl y 5  lesbian respondent s wer e involved i n heterosexual relation -
ships a t th e tim e o f th e study , an d th e averag e lesbia n ha d no t bee n 
heterosexually involve d fo r 7. 2 years . Bu t th e heterosexua l feeling s re -
ported b y women i n thi s stud y wer e feeling s the y ha d a t th e tim e o f th e 
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study, no t feeling s the y ha d ha d i n the past . The passage o f tim e create s 
a psychologica l distance ; i t i s easie r t o distanc e one' s sel f fro m pas t 
experiences tha n fro m curren t experiences . Third , eve n thoug h hetero -
sexual feeling s ar e commo n amon g lesbian s accordin g t o th e result s o f 
this study , lesbian s ar e afrai d t o revea l thei r heterosexua l feeling s t o 
other lesbian s fo r fea r o f thei r reactions . Therefore, subcultura l explana -
tions hav e no t bee n develope d fo r heterosexua l feeling s a s the y hav e 
been develope d fo r heterosexua l relationships . Th e individua l lesbia n i s 
left t o he r ow n device s t o decid e th e implication s o f he r heterosexua l 
feelings and , apparently , many lesbians find in their heterosexual feeling s 
a basi s fo r empath y wit h bisexua l wome n tha t the y d o no t find  i n thei r 
heterosexual relationships . 

What abou t th e rol e o f bisexua l identit y i n lesbians ' lives ? Man y 
lesbians identified themselve s a s bisexual a t some point i n their lives . For 
some, thi s identit y precede d thei r identit y a s lesbian s and , i n hindsight , 
appears t o hav e bee n a  steppin g ston e towar d lesbia n identity , i.e. , a 
transitional identity . Other s cam e ou t a s lesbian s an d late r temporaril y 
adopted a  bisexua l identity . Som e o f thes e wome n switche d bac k an d 
forth betwee n lesbia n an d bisexua l identitie s numerou s times . I f havin g 
heterosexual feeling s lead s lesbian s t o empathiz e wit h bisexua l women , 
then wha t effec t doe s previousl y identifyin g onesel f a s bisexua l hav e o n 
lesbians' thought s an d feeling s abou t bisexua l women ? Doe s i t also lea d 
to empath y o r i s i t dismisse d a s a  historica l occurrenc e withou t curren t 
implications, a s past heterosexua l relationship s ar e dismissed ? 

Having a  histor y o f bisexua l identificatio n i s no t a s closel y associ -
ated wit h lesbians ' attitude s abou t bisexualit y a s heterosexua l feeling s 
are, bu t ther e ar e som e connections . I n general , lesbian s wh o onc e 
identified themselve s a s bisexual se e less difference betwee n lesbian s an d 
bisexuals an d ar e mor e toleran t o f bisexualit y tha n lesbian s wh o neve r 
identified themselve s a s bisexual . Close r analysi s reveals , however , tha t 
the rol e played b y bisexua l identit y i n a  lesbian's pas t i s very important . 
Specifically, lesbian s wh o identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l sinc e comin g 
out a s lesbians see less difference betwee n lesbian s an d bisexual s an d ar e 
more toleran t o f bisexualit y tha n thos e fo r who m bisexua l identit y 
played a  transitional role . 

For example , lesbian s wh o identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l i n th e 
past ar e mor e willin g t o trus t bisexua l women' s politica l loyaltie s tha n 
lesbians who neve r identifie d themselve s a s bisexual (figur e 5.6).  Thirty -
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seven percen t o f lesbian s wh o previousl y identifie d a s bisexual , com -
pared t o 28 % o f lesbian s who di d not , disagree d wit h th e assertio n tha t 
it i s "dangerou s fo r lesbian s t o trus t bisexua l wome n to o much. " Bu t 
among thos e wh o previousl y identifie d a s bisexual , thos e fo r who m 
bisexual identit y was a  transitional stag e were just as likely as those wh o 
never identifie d a s bisexua l t o agre e tha t bisexua l wome n shoul d no t b e 
trusted. Onl y lesbian s wh o interrupte d thei r career s a s lesbian s wit h a n 
interval o f bisexua l identificatio n expresse d a n elevate d degre e o f trus t 
in bisexua l women ; nearl y hal f o f the m (45% ) disagree d wit h th e ide a 
that i t i s dangerous fo r lesbian s t o trus t bisexua l wome n to o much , an d 
an additiona l 14 % remaine d neutra l o n the issue . 

The sam e pattern i s found wit h regar d t o lesbians ' belief s tha t som e 
lesbians hav e heterosexua l feeling s tha t the y ar e afrai d t o reveal . Lesbi -
ans wh o previousl y identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l ar e mor e likel y t o 
believe tha t som e lesbian s hav e heterosexua l feeling s tha n lesbian s wh o 
never considere d themselve s bisexua l ar e (tabl e 5.2). But among lesbian s 
who previousl y identifie d themselve s a s bisexual , thos e wh o identifie d 
themselves a s bisexua l sinc e comin g ou t a s lesbian s se e th e leas t differ -
ence between lesbian s an d bisexuals ; in fact , a s a group the y believe tha t 
lesbians ar e as likely to have concealed heterosexua l feeling s a s bisexual s 
are to be closeted lesbian s (figur e 5.7). 

There i s als o a  genera l tendenc y fo r lesbian s wit h a  histor y o f 
bisexual identificatio n t o b e mor e willin g t o associat e wit h bisexua l 
women sociall y an d politically , bu t thi s tendenc y i s onl y statisticall y 
significant i n th e area s o f friendshi p an d dating , an d i n on e o f th e thre e 
political context s (figur e 5.8) . Lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d themselve s 
as bisexua l o r wh o di d s o onl y durin g a  transitiona l perio d ar e mor e 
likely t o car e whethe r thei r friend s ar e lesbia n o r bisexua l tha n lesbian s 
who identifie d themselve s a s bisexual sinc e coming out a s lesbians (79 % 
and 85 % versu s 59% ) and , amon g thos e wh o care , mor e likel y t o b e 
adamant abou t thei r desir e t o avoi d havin g bisexual s a s friends . Thos e 
for who m bisexua l identit y wa s transitiona l ar e particularl y adamant , 
even mor e s o than lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d a s bisexual ; nearl y hal f 
of the m expresse d thei r preferenc e fo r havin g lesbian , no t bisexual , 
friends i n th e stronges t term s possible . Al l three group s o f lesbian s hav e 
strong preferences whe n i t comes to dating . Even lesbians who identifie d 
themselves as bisexual since coming out a s lesbians are extremely unwill -
ing to dat e bisexua l women: 90 % prefe r t o date lesbians , and 65%  hav e 
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very stron g preference s i n thi s area . Bu t th e desir e t o avoi d datin g 
bisexual wome n i s even mor e prevalen t an d stron g amon g lesbian s wh o 
never identified a s bisexual {95%,  82% ) an d lesbians for who m bisexua l 
identity wa s transitiona l (98% , 76%) . Th e onl y politica l situatio n i n 
which lesbians ' identity historie s ar e significantly relate d t o their willing -
ness to wor k wit h bisexua l wome n i s the situatio n i n which respondent s 
were aske d whethe r the y woul d prefe r a  lesbia n o r bisexua l woma n t o 
speak t o a  community grou p abou t alternativ e lifestyles . Again , lesbian s 
who identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l sinc e comin g ou t a s lesbian s ar e 
less likel y t o car e whethe r th e speake r i s lesbia n o r bisexual , an d les s 
likely t o car e strongly , tha n lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d a s bisexua l o r 
lesbians fo r who m bisexua l identit y was transitional . 

Identifying onesel f a s bisexua l apparentl y ha s a n effec t o n lesbians ' 
attitudes toward bisexualit y tha t i s similar to the effect o f having hetero-
sexual feelings—lik e lesbian s wh o hav e som e heterosexua l feelings , les -
bians wh o previousl y identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l perceiv e les s dif -
ference betwee n lesbian s an d bisexua l wome n an d ar e mor e toleran t o f 
bisexuality tha n lesbian s who di d not . I t seems that a  history o f bisexua l 
identification leave s lesbian s wit h a n endurin g empath y wit h bisexua l 
women tha t enhance s thei r sens e o f similarit y t o bisexua l wome n an d 
decreases thei r distrus t o f them . Lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d them -
selves a s bisexual , lik e lesbian s wh o d o no t hav e an y heterosexua l feel -
ings, lac k thi s sens e o f similarit y o r connectio n t o bisexua l wome n 
and, therefore , perceiv e greater difference s betwee n bisexua l women an d 
themselves an d hav e greate r distrus t o f bisexua l women . However , th e 
usual moderatin g effec t o f a  bisexua l identit y histor y i s absen t amon g 
lesbians who identified a s bisexual only before the y came out a s lesbians. 
This is probably because , in hindsight, these women perceive their bisex -
ual identitie s no t a s reflection s o f thei r tru e sexuality , bu t merel y a s a 
way o f easin g th e transitio n t o lesbia n identity . Lesbia n subcultura l 
ideology encourages lesbians to dismiss bisexual identity as a transitiona l 
stage, a s i t encourage s the m t o dismis s pas t heterosexua l behavio r a s a 
response t o socia l pressure . Dismissed , previou s bisexua l identit y doe s 
not provid e a  basi s fo r empath y o r connectio n wit h bisexua l women . I n 
fact, i t provide s a  basi s fo r dismissin g bisexua l wome n themselves . 
Hence, th e attitude s o f lesbian s fo r who m bisexua l identit y precede d 
lesbian identit y resembl e thos e o f lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d them -
selves as bisexual and , i n some cases , are even more extreme . 
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Some reader s migh t wonde r whethe r th e effect s o f heterosexua l 
feelings an d bisexua l identit y histor y migh t b e on e an d th e sam e effect . 
After all , lesbian s wh o hav e heterosexua l feeling s ar e muc h mor e likel y 
than lesbian s wh o d o no t t o hav e identifie d themselve s a s bisexual ; 
19% o f lesbia n respondent s wh o ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o women , 
compared t o 5 1% of those with heterosexua l feelings , have a t some time 
in thei r live s identified themselve s a s bisexual . Perhaps i t is not a  histor y 
of bisexua l identification , bu t rathe r th e heterosexua l feeling s tha t man y 
lesbians wh o use d t o identif y a s bisexua l stil l have , tha t produce s thei r 
increased empath y an d tolerance fo r bisexua l women. Statistica l analysi s 
shows tha t thi s i s not th e case . But the effect s o f th e two factor s ar e no t 
entirely independen t o f one another , either . The results suggest that eac h 
enhances th e other . Fo r example , amon g lesbian s wh o ar e exclusivel y 
attracted t o women , a  histor y o f bisexua l identificatio n ha s virtuall y n o 
impact o n thei r attitude s towar d bisexua l women , wherea s amon g lesbi -
ans wh o hav e heterosexua l feelings , th e stronge r thes e feeling s ar e th e 
greater th e impac t o f bisexua l identificatio n i s on thei r attitude s towar d 
bisexual women . Conversely , amon g lesbian s wh o neve r identifie d a s 
bisexual, havin g heterosexua l feeling s i s onl y slightl y associate d wit h 
increased toleranc e fo r bisexua l women , wherea s amon g lesbian s wh o 
identified a s bisexua l sinc e comin g ou t a s lesbian , thos e wit h heterosex -
ual feeling s ar e substantiall y mor e toleran t o f bisexua l wome n tha n 
those who ar e exclusively attracte d t o women . 

The explanatio n fo r th e finding  tha t eac h experienc e enhance s th e 
other migh t b e tha t eac h experienc e i s "necessar y bu t no t sufficient " t o 
increase lesbians ' tolerance for bisexua l women. For example, a lesbians' 
heterosexual feeling s migh t hav e n o impac t o n he r attitude s towar d 
bisexual wome n unless , a t som e poin t i n he r life , sh e ha s interprete d 
these feeling s a s bisexual . Havin g ha d a  bisexua l identit y indicate s tha t 
she ha s interprete d thes e feeling s a s bisexual , an d suggest s tha t sh e stil l 
sees in the m a  basi s fo r empath y wit h bisexua l wome n eve n thoug h sh e 
now call s hersel f lesbian . I f sh e ha s heterosexua l feeling s bu t ha s neve r 
entertained th e though t o f hersel f a s bisexual , the n sh e probabl y doe s 
not mak e a  connectio n betwee n he r ow n heterosexua l feeling s an d th e 
experience o f bein g bisexual ; sh e is a lesbian wh o happens t o have som e 
heterosexual feelings , no t a  bisexual . Conversely , havin g had a  bisexua l 
identity migh t hav e n o impac t o n a  lesbians ' attitude s towar d bisexua l 
women unles s she currently feel s some attraction t o men. If she does not , 
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then sh e is either n o longer bisexua l o r sh e never was , and agai n sh e sees 
little resemblance betwee n hersel f an d bisexua l women . 

SUMMARY 

Lesbians o f differen t races , educationa l levels , an d socia l classe s appea r 
to shar e th e sam e rang e o f attitude s towar d bisexua l women . Ther e i s 
no evidence to sugges t tha t ther e are any substantia l demographi c differ -
ences i n th e way s i n which lesbian s defin e bisexuality , o r i n thei r belief s 
about an d feeling s towar d bisexua l women . Instead , the findings  sugges t 
that a  grea t variet y o f attitude s ar e foun d amon g lesbian s o f al l races , 
educational levels , and socia l classes . 

Lesbians wh o ar e politicall y activ e ten d t o b e mor e voca l abou t 
their attitude s towar d bisexualit y and , sometimes , more extreme i n thei r 
opinions. Fo r example , lesbian s whos e politica l concern s focu s o n les -
bian issue s i n particula r rathe r tha n o n genera l ga y o r women' s issue s 
are less willing to trus t o r associat e with bisexua l women. O n th e whole , 
however, politicall y activ e lesbian s hav e attitude s tha t resembl e th e atti -
tudes o f nonactiv e lesbians . Th e findings  o f previou s researcher s tha t 
lesbian feminist s ar e mor e antagonisti c towar d bisexua l wome n tha n 
other lesbians appear to be the result of lesbian feminists ' greate r outspo -
kenness an d strengt h o f conviction , no t a n indicatio n tha t lesbia n femi -
nists hav e substantivel y differen t attitude s abou t bisexualit y tha n othe r 
lesbians do . 

The mos t importan t facto r i n lesbians ' attitude s towar d bisexualit y 
is whethe r o r no t thei r ow n experience s giv e the m a  basi s fo r under -
standing th e sexua l experience s o f bisexua l women . Lesbian s wh o hav e 
heterosexual feeling s themselve s or who identified themselve s a s bisexua l 
in the past ar e more empathic and toleran t towar d bisexua l wome n tha n 
lesbians wh o ar e eithe r exclusivel y attracte d t o wome n o r neve r identi -
fied themselve s a s bisexual . Th e forme r ar e mor e likel y t o believ e tha t 
bisexuality exist s an d ar e mor e willin g t o associat e sociall y an d politi -
cally wit h bisexua l women . The y als o hav e image s o f lesbian s tha t 
closely resembl e thei r image s o f bisexua l women , an d ar e mor e willin g 
to trust bisexua l women. Th e latter ar e more skeptica l abou t bisexuality , 
prefer mor e strongl y t o confin e thei r socia l an d politica l interaction s t o 
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other lesbians , an d believ e tha t lesbian s ar e very differen t fro m bisexua l 
women. 

The impac t o f previou s bisexua l identificatio n o n a  lesbian' s atti -
tudes towar d bisexual s i s lost , however , i f i t occurre d befor e sh e cam e 
out a s a  lesbian . Wome n wh o identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l befor e 
they cam e ou t a s lesbia n ca n loo k bac k o n thei r ow n historie s an d 
perceive their period o f bisexua l identificatio n a s a transitional phase . As 
a transitional phase , it has no lasting implications fo r thei r own sexualit y 
and provides no basis for empath y with bisexua l women. In fact, i t tends 
to mak e these lesbians eve n less willing to interac t sociall y wit h bisexua l 
women, who m the y probabl y expec t ar e goin g throug h a  transitiona l 
phase a s they themselves have done . 

Unlike heterosexua l feeling s an d a  history o f bisexua l identification , 
having ha d actua l heterosexua l relationship s doe s no t lea d lesbian s t o 
empathize wit h bisexua l women . Thi s i s probably becaus e heterosexua l 
experience i s ubiquitous amon g lesbians . Subcultura l explanation s hav e 
developed tha t eliminat e th e implication s o f heterosexua l experienc e fo r 
lesbians' ow n sexuality , thu s neutralizin g i t a s a  basi s fo r empathizin g 
with bisexua l women . In  contrast , feeling s o f sexua l attractio n an d a 
history o f bisexua l identificatio n subsequen t t o comin g ou t a s a  lesbia n 
are difficul t t o explai n away , leavin g th e lesbia n wh o feel s attracte d t o 
men o r wh o ha s identifie d a s bisexua l wit h a n endurin g empath y fo r 
bisexual women . 

The fac t tha t lesbians ' experience s o f thei r ow n sexualit y ar e closel y 
related t o thei r attitude s towar d bisexua l wome n suggest s tha t th e con -
troversy ove r bisexualit y amon g lesbian s i s intimately relate d t o contro -
versies over what i t means t o be a lesbian. Particularl y noteworth y i s the 
finding tha t lesbian s wh o ar e attracte d t o me n o r wh o hav e identifie d 
themselves a s bisexua l i n th e pas t diffe r fro m othe r lesbian s no t i n thei r 
definitions o f bisexualit y an d thei r image s o f bisexuals , bu t i n thei r 
definitions o f lesbianis m an d thei r image s o f lesbians . I n othe r words , 
lesbianism, no t bisexuality , i s the rea l issue . 
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Is LESBIANISM , N O T BISEXUALIT Y 

Why i s th e topi c o f bisexualit y s o controversia l amon g lesbians ? Wh y 
does it arouse such passion in us, sparking heated debate s in our newspa -
pers an d magazines ? Wh y d o mos t o f u s prefe r t o kee p ou r distanc e 
from bisexua l women, avoiding romance and even friendship wit h them ? 
Although w e often couc h our argument s i n political o r intellectual terms , 
the emotiona l forc e behin d the m suggest s tha t bisexualit y touche s a 
nerve i n us . In fact , th e questio n o f bisexualit y strike s t o th e cor e o f ou r 
being becaus e i t i s intimatel y relate d t o th e questio n o f wh o w e ar e a s 
lesbians. A s individual s an d a s a  historicall y evolvin g community , w e 
have struggle d t o for m a n identity . W e hav e struggle d t o distinguis h 
ourselves fro m heterosexual s i n order t o asser t ou r existenc e i n a  societ y 
that assume s heterosexuality , an d a t the sam e time we have struggle d t o 
define ourselve s positivel y i n term s o f wha t w e hav e i n commo n a s 
lesbians. Bu t thes e tw o processes—th e proces s o f distinguishin g our -
selves fro m heterosexual s an d th e proces s o f definin g ourselve s a s lesbi -
ans—lead t o differen t conception s o f wh o w e are . Dispute s occu r ove r 
how w e shoul d classif y tha t whic h i s lesbia n b y on e definition , bu t no t 
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by another . Sometime s w e refe r t o i t a s heterosexuality , sometime s w e 
refer t o i t a s lesbianism , an d sometime s w e refe r t o i t a s bisexuality . I t 
exists a t th e edge s o f lesbianism , an d i t blur s thos e edges . I t prevent s u s 
from definin g clea r boundarie s a s a  community . T o develo p a  sens e o f 
who w e ar e a s lesbians , w e hav e ha d t o overloo k thes e boundar y dis -
putes. Bisexualit y force s u s t o reexamin e ou r ow n boundaries . I t call s 
into question th e clarit y o f ou r sens e of ourselve s a s lesbians an d reveal s 
the disagreement s w e have with eac h othe r ove r th e questio n o f who w e 
are a s a  community . I t opens ol d wound s tha t ar e stil l painful . W e hav e 
spent year s defendin g ou r existenc e i n a  heterosexis t society , an d ou r 
identities a s lesbians ar e hard won ; an y threat t o these identities touche s 
a sensitive nerve indeed, and bisexualit y i s a threat . 

In thi s chapter , I  wil l examin e th e developmen t o f ou r concep t o f 
ourselves a s lesbians , includin g th e disagreement s w e had—an d stil l 
have—with eac h othe r alon g the way. I  will then sho w how ou r curren t 
beliefs an d feeling s abou t bisexualit y a s describe d i n chapter s 4  an d 5 
stem fro m thes e disagreements , an d hav e more to do with th e schisms in 
our ow n conceptio n o f ourselve s than the y have to do with bisexuality . 

Much o f th e debat e ove r wha t constitute s lesbianis m too k plac e 
within the context o f defining th e political meaning of lesbianism, partic -
ularly in relation to feminism. A  superficial overvie w of the history o f th e 
relationship betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m locate s th e early 1970 s a s 
a pivotal point . The oft-told stor y goes like this:2 In the early days of th e 
second wav e o f th e feminis t movement , lesbian s immediately recognize d 
that feminis t goals , fo r example , women' s economi c independence , mir -
rored thei r ow n need s a s lesbians . Because o f thei r particula r interes t i n 
feminist goals , lesbian s becam e som e o f th e mos t activ e leader s i n th e 
feminist movement . But lesbianism was feminism's skeleto n in the closet . 
Nonfeminists use d th e charg e o f lesbianis m t o intimidat e feminist s an d 
would-be feminists . Heterosexual s i n th e women' s liberatio n movemen t 
responded t o these attacks defensivel y b y declaring their heterosexuality , 
and lesbian s remaine d hidde n t o avoi d taintin g th e movement . Hetero -
sexual feminist s constructe d lesbianis m a s a  "lavende r herring, " i.e. , a 
trivial issu e tha t woul d distrac t feminist s fro m th e "real " issues . B y 
constructing heterosexua l women' s issue s a s th e prope r focu s o f femi -
nism, the y constructe d th e heterosexua l woma n a s th e "real " woma n 
and lesbian s a s a special interes t group . 

By the earl y 1970s , some lesbians wer e n o longe r conten t t o remai n 
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hidden an d n o longe r willin g t o le t thei r concern s a s lesbian s b e dis -
missed o r pu t o n th e bac k burner . Encourage d b y th e developmen t o f 
gay liberatio n an d tire d o f bein g second-clas s citizen s i n bot h th e femi -
nist (a s lesbians ) an d th e ga y (a s women ) movements , the y bega n t o 
come ou t withi n th e feminis t movement . Eventually , afte r finding  tha t 
their need s wer e no t me t withi n th e feminis t movement , the y forme d a 
splinter movemen t tha t becam e lesbia n feminism . Bu t i n th e meantime , 
through th e debat e ove r lesbianis m i n th e feminis t movement , a  ne w 
concept o f th e politica l relationshi p betwee n feminis m an d lesbianis m 
evolved. N o longe r th e skeleto n i n th e closet , lesbianis m becam e th e 
ultimate expressio n o f feminism , an d lesbian s becam e th e vanguar d o f 
the movement . 

This brie f overvie w o r "origi n story " (Kin g 1986 ) sketche s th e out -
lines o f th e historica l evolutio n o f th e relationshi p betwee n feminis m 
and lesbianism , bu t i t glosse s ove r th e twist s an d turn s w e too k alon g 
the way . Th e transitio n wa s neithe r eas y no r universal ; o n th e contrary , 
it was hotl y debate d an d neve r resolved . Th e stor y als o ignore s th e fac t 
that the debate over lesbianism within th e feminis t movemen t too k plac e 
in th e contex t o f a  large r society . Thi s large r society , a s a  resul t o f th e 
increasing visibilit y o f racia l an d ethni c liberatio n movements , suc h a s 
the Black 3 civi l right s movement , wa s familia r wit h "ethnic " mode s 
of politica l discours e tha t differe d fro m "feminist " mode s o f politica l 
discourse. Lesbians , a s heir s t o bot h politica l traditions , use d bot h lan -
guages o f politica l protes t an d thereb y produce d a  variety o f sometime s 
conflicting politica l argument s based o n differen t concept s o f lesbianism . 

To understan d ho w ou r contemporar y concept s o f lesbianis m wer e 
shaped b y th e debat e ove r lesbianis m i n th e feminis t movemen t an d b y 
the competitio n betwee n ethni c an d feminis t mode s o f argument , w e 
have to look closel y a t the exact nature of the arguments tha t were mad e 
on al l side s o f th e debate , identify th e point s o f contention , an d analyz e 
the faultline s i n lesbia n ideolog y tha t wer e create d b y thes e disagree -
ments—faultlines tha t ar e expose d toda y whe n w e tal k abou t bisexu -
ality. Becaus e m y goa l i s t o identif y th e contradiction s withi n lesbia n 
ideology tha t aros e fro m it s multipl e ideologica l roots , the discussio n t o 
follow i s organized i n terms o f th e difference s betwee n variou s ideologi -
cal argument s an d no t b y th e historica l integrit y o f eac h ideologica l 
argument. Reader s wh o ar e intereste d i n historica l treatment s o f th e 
development o f particula r strain s o f feminis t o r lesbia n ideology , suc h 
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as radica l feminism , cultura l feminism , lesbia n separatism , an d lesbia n 
feminist reformism , ar e referre d t o man y excellen t work s b y othe r au -
thors.4 

T H E PERSONA L A N D TH E POLITICAL : 
CONSTRUCTING LESBIANIS M A S A  FEMINIS T ISSU E 

To legitimiz e lesbianis m a s a n issu e i n th e eye s o f feminists , lesbian s 
had t o construc t a n argumen t whereb y lesbianis m woul d becom e a n 
important feminis t issue . T o d o s o require d constructin g a  connectio n 
between a n issu e tha t ha d heretofor e bee n considere d personal , o r pri -
vate—lesbianism—and a n issue that feminist s ha d alread y politicized — 
women's oppression . 

The politicizatio n o f th e persona l wa s a n establishe d feminis t strat -
egy. In  fact , th e entir e secon d wav e o f th e feminis t movemen t wa s buil t 
on th e redefinitio n o f "women' s issues"—suc h a s abortion , chil d care , 
and physica l abuse , issue s tha t wer e formerl y considere d privat e mat -
ters—as politica l issues . In  thi s feminis t tradition , th e "politicizatio n o f 
the personal " mean s first  recognizin g tha t problem s tha t appea r t o b e 
individual problem s ar e i n realit y par t o f a  large r socia l patter n tha t 
systematically disadvantage s wome n a s a  group . A s par t o f a  large r 
social pattern , thes e problem s mus t b e th e consequence s o f social , no t 
individual, forces . Furthermore , th e patter n wa s create d an d i s perpetu -
ated b y powe r differential s betwee n wome n an d me n i n society ; tha t is , 
the socia l pattern , an d therefor e th e persona l problem s o f women , ar e 
political i n origin . Th e solution , therefore , mus t b e a  political—no t a n 
individual—one, i n whic h th e problem s ar e attacke d a t thei r root , i.e. , 
the powe r differentia l betwee n wome n an d men . Thus , feminis m recon -
structs individua l problem s a s socia l problems , argue s tha t th e persona l 
is a  reflectio n o f th e political , an d the n prescribe s a  politica l solutio n t o 
problems tha t were formerly considere d privat e matters . 

To legitimat e lesbianis m a s a  feminis t issue , therefore , lesbianis m 
had t o b e reconstructe d a s a  politica l issue . Differen t lesbia n feminist s 
accomplished thi s reconstructio n i n differen t ways . I n thei r famou s es -
say, "Th e Woman-Identifie d Woman, " th e Radicalesbians 5 argue d tha t 
"lesbian" i s a  ter m tha t i s use d t o kee p wome n i n line ; i t i s throw n a t 
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women wh o d o no t confor m t o th e feminin e gende r role , an d i t i s use d 
to keep women fro m becomin g too militantly feminist . Audr e Lorde als o 
described thi s tactic and urge d Blac k women t o recognize an d resis t it : 

let anyone, particularly a  Black man, accuse a straight Black woman of 
being a Black Lesbian, and right away that sister becomes immobilized, 
as if that i s the most horrible thing she could be, and must at all costs 
be proven false . Tha t i s homophobia. I t i s a waste o f woman energy , 
and puts a  terrible weapon int o the hands o f your enemies to be used 
against you to silence you. (Lorde 1988/1990:322-323 ) 

In othe r words , homophobi a i s a  too l tha t th e oppresso r ca n us e t o 
forestall feminis t struggle . Thi s argumen t construct s homophobi a a s a 
barrier t o feminis t progress , a  point o f weaknes s tha t th e oppresso r ca n 
use t o perpetuat e th e oppression . Therefore , i n orde r t o advanc e th e 
cause o f feminism , i t i s necessary fo r feminist s t o defus e thi s weapon b y 
confronting thei r ow n fea r o f lesbianism . Addressin g th e issu e o f lesbi -
anism, an d overcomin g homophobi a amon g feminists , then , become s a 
necessary ste p in feminis t progres s o r a  means toward feminis t goals . 

The accusatio n o f lesbianis m als o use s homophobi a t o contro l 
women i n anothe r way . Implici t i n th e accusatio n i s th e messag e tha t 
lesbians ar e not rea l wome n an d tha t "th e essenc e of bein g a  'woman ' i s 
to ge t fucked b y men" (Radicalesbian s 1970:51). 6 By accusing feminist s 
of lesbianism, the patriarchy use s male-defined womanhoo d a s the carro t 
to kee p wome n submissive . B y accepting thi s definitio n o f womanhoo d 
and th e homophobi a implici t i n it , feminist s allo w th e patriarch y t o 
subvert feminism . B y rejecting homophobi a an d broadenin g th e concep t 
of womanhood t o include lesbians, feminists coul d resis t the patriarchy' s 
attempts t o retard feminis t progress . 

The Radicalesbian s argue d tha t overcomin g homophobia i s a mean s 
toward feminis t goal s i n a  mor e direc t wa y a s well . The y argue d tha t 
fear o f lesbianis m keep s wome n fro m formin g intimate , supportive , an d 
loving relationship s wit h eac h other. 7 First , i t scare s women awa y fro m 
intimate relationship s wit h eac h othe r becaus e o f the implici t lesbianis m 
in those relationships. I t prevents women fro m formin g primar y relation -
ships wit h othe r women , an d therefor e fro m committin g themselve s 
primarily t o women . Conversely , i t ensure s tha t wome n wil l remai n 
primarily committe d t o men , an d therefor e unde r th e contro l o f men . 
Second, th e lesbian labe l (hetero)sexualize s relation s amon g women an d 
causes wome n t o perceiv e intimat e relation s betwee n wome n accordin g 
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to th e heterosexua l model s the y hav e bee n taught , e.g. , t o la y " a surro -
gate mal e rol e o n th e lesbian " an d "mak e hersel f int o a n object " (Radi -
calesbians 1970:51) . Thus, women ar e kept fro m formin g rea l solidarit y 
among themselve s becaus e the y ar e onl y abl e t o understan d intimat e 
relations i n term s o f heterosexua l roles . Bu t "[i] t i s th e primac y o f 
women relatin g t o women , o f wome n creatin g a  ne w consciousnes s o f 
and wit h eac h othe r whic h i s at the hear t o f women's liberation , an d th e 
basis fo r th e cultura l revolution " (Radicalesbian s 1970:55) . Feminis t 
struggle require s tha t wome n commi t themselve s primaril y t o women , 
not t o men ; t o d o s o require s overcomin g fea r o f lesbianism . Therefore , 
addressing th e issu e o f lesbianis m an d overcomin g fea r o f lesbianis m i s 
not onl y necessar y t o depriv e th e oppresso r o f on e o f hi s tool s o f 
oppression, bu t als o t o creat e th e mos t importan t too l o f liberation — 
solidarity amon g women . 

Taking a  slightl y differen t approach , othe r feminist s agree d tha t 
homophobia divide d women , bu t they argue d tha t i t divided women no t 
because i t prevente d wome n fro m formin g intimat e relation s wit h eac h 
other, bu t becaus e i t divide d heterosexua l wome n fro m lesbia n women . 
For example , Va l Carpente r (1988 ) observe d tha t anti-lesbianis m kep t 
heterosexual an d lesbia n wome n separate d fro m eac h othe r b y distrus t 
and prejudic e an d encourage d the m t o undercu t eac h other , thu s 
allowing me n t o consolidat e thei r powe r a s men ove r bot h heterosexua l 
women an d lesbians . Audr e Lord e characterize d thi s a s a  "divide-and -
conquer routine " (1988/1990:324) , whic h waste s women' s energ y an d 
prevents heterosexual wome n fro m benefitin g fro m th e insights of stron g 
Black Lesbian feminists . 

The above argument s asser t that homophobia i s a barrier to feminis t 
progress an d that , therefore , feminist s mus t recogniz e lesbianis m a s a 
political issu e an d wor k t o eliminat e thei r ow n homophobi a i n orde r t o 
achieve liberatio n fo r women . Addressin g th e issu e o f lesbianis m i s 
presented a s a  mean s towar d a  feminis t end ; onc e th e barrie r o f homo -
phobia i s removed, feminist s wil l be able to ge t on with th e real busines s 
at hand, i.e. , dismantling sexism . 

A mor e radica l approac h t o th e proble m o f establishin g lesbianis m 
as a  legitimat e politica l issu e o f concer n t o feminist s wa s t o argu e tha t 
lesbianism itself  i s political , an d tha t lesbianis m pe r s e i s a  feminis t 
political issue . Again , differen t theorist s use d differen t argument s t o 
construct lesbianis m a s a  politica l issue . Th e Furies , a  lesbian-feminis t 
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collective i n Washington , D.C. , an d th e Leed s Revolutionar y Feminis t 
Group bega n b y politicizin g heterosexuality , the n constructin g a  rela -
tionship betwee n heterosexualit y an d th e politic s o f mal e supremacy , 
and finally  arguin g tha t lesbianism , a s a n alternativ e t o heterosexuality , 
is a  political respons e t o mal e supremacy . Fo r example , i n th e Introduc -
tion t o thei r collectio n o f essay s writte n b y member s o f Th e Furie s o r 
published i n The  Furies  newspaper , Nanc y Myro n an d Charlott e Bunc h 
argued tha t heterosexualit y i s a political institutio n an d a n ideology tha t 
supports mal e supremac y (1975). 8 I n a n essay  i n th e collection , Bunc h 
further explaine d tha t heterosexualit y i s politica l becaus e relationship s 
between wome n an d me n involv e powe r an d dominance , i.e. , the y ar e 
political. Heterosexua l relationship s ar e th e mos t individua l for m o f 
male domination , i n whic h a  ma n dominate s a  woman . I n a n essay  i n 
the sam e collection , Rit a Ma e Brow n helpe d construc t th e relationshi p 
between mal e dominatio n i n societ y an d mal e dominatio n withi n indi -
vidual heterosexual relationship s b y arguing that the man in a heterosex-
ual relationship "ha s the entire system o f male privilege to back him up " 
(1972/1975:70-71). Or , a s Jill Johnston pu t i t in Lesbian Nation,  "Sex -
ual dependenc e o n th e ma n i s inextricabl y entangle d i n th e interdepen -
dence o f ma n an d woma n a t al l level s o f th e socia l structure s b y whic h 
the woma n i s oppressed" (1973:165) . I n othe r words , mal e dominatio n 
in heterosexua l relationship s i s th e expressio n o f an d i s supporte d b y 
male socia l domination . 

Because heterosexualit y i s a  too l o f mal e domination , i t i s enforce d 
by patriarcha l societ y vi a socializatio n an d socia l norms . Gerr e Good -
man e t al. argued tha t gender rol e socialization fracture s huma n integrit y 
by transformin g wome n an d me n int o complimentar y emotiona l crip -
ples, an d thereb y compellin g wome n an d me n t o bon d togethe r t o 
reestablish thei r integrit y (1983) . Thi s socialization , o r "heterosexua l 
conditioning" a s th e staf f o f Purple  September  calle d it , i s especiall y 
crippling t o girl s becaus e i t teache s the m t o den y thei r huma n identitie s 
and se e themselve s an d thei r sexualit y throug h mal e eye s s o tha t the y 
will provid e a  goo d matc h fo r male s wh o hav e als o bee n taugh t t o se e 
through mal e eyes (1975:81) . Colett a Rei d cite d th e myt h o f th e vagina l 
orgasm a s evidenc e tha t heterosexua l meaning s ar e culturall y con -
structed t o benefi t me n (1975) , and Brow n argue d tha t a  woman's entir e 
identity in male supremacist heterosexua l societ y is defined b y her sexua l 
function (1976a) . Heterosexual socializatio n i s backed u p by norms tha t 
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proscribe non-heterosexua l form s o f sexualit y (Purple  September  1975) , 
and b y mal e behaviors , cultura l myths , an d economi c realitie s tha t con -
spire t o creat e th e "li e o f compulsor y femal e heterosexuality " (Ric h 
1980/1983:199). Thus , heterosexualit y i s no t a  persona l choice , bu t a 
politically prescribe d outcome . Thi s normativ e prescription , o r hetero -
sexism, i s the mechanism b y which heterosexualit y i s transformed int o a 
coercive institution , i.e. , th e mechanis m b y whic h wome n ar e force d t o 
make themselve s availabl e t o serv e me n withi n individua l heterosexua l 
relationships (Goodma n e t al . 1983) . Heterosexualit y i s therefore a  po -
litical institutio n tha t no t onl y perpetuate s sexis t gende r roles , but guar -
antees that men' s contro l ove r women wil l extend into the most persona l 
aspects o f women's live s and psyches . 

Because heterosexualit y i s a  politica l institutio n tha t support s mal e 
supremacy, lesbianism , a s a n alternativ e t o an d implici t critiqu e o f het -
erosexuality, i s itsel f political . B y rejectin g heterosexua l relationship s 
and choosin g t o lov e wome n i n a  cultur e tha t despise s women , th e 
lesbian i s i n revol t agains t mal e supremacy . A t th e cultura l level , th e 
lesbian "threaten s mal e supremac y a t it s core " (Bunc h 1972/1975:29 ) 
by rejectin g th e cultura l valuatio n o f th e mal e (Brow n 1976a) . A t th e 
structural level , by formin g same-se x pair s th e lesbia n subvert s th e divi -
sion o f humanit y int o tw o emotionall y cripple d bu t complimentar y fe -
male an d mal e groups ; i.e . sh e challenge s gende r role s (Goodma n e t al . 
1983). Sh e i s "th e perso n wh o i s outside o f th e collaboratin g categorie s 
of male and female " (Witti g 1981/199 1 cited by King 1986:82 ) an d wh o 
refuses t o collaborat e i n he r ow n oppressio n (Ric h 1980/1983) . Sh e "i s 
a terrible threa t t o mal e supremacy" becaus e sh e "i s totally independen t 
of men " (Shelle y 1969/1970:345) . 

At th e persona l level , th e lesbia n "undermine s th e persona l powe r 
that me n exercis e ove r women " (Bunc h 1972/1975:33 ) an d withdraw s 
support fo r individua l me n (Brow n 1972/1975 ) b y refusin g t o partici -
pate i n heterosexua l relationships . Rei d asserte d tha t thi s deprive s me n 
of thei r persona l servant s (1975) , an d Brow n suggeste d tha t me n will 
change i f the y ar e deprive d o f th e suppor t o f women . Carryin g thi s 
thought t o a n extreme , Brow n pointe d ou t tha t "i f al l wome n wer e 
Lesbians male supremacy woul d hav e the impossible task o f maintainin g 
itself i n a  vacuum" (1976 f :122). Marilyn Fry e defined powe r i n terms of 
differential access ; powe r i s th e righ t o f acces s b y th e powerfu l t o th e 
powerless. Therefore , lesbianism , insofa r a s i t represent s a  denia l o f 
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men's righ t t o sexua l acces s to women o n th e part o f individua l women , 
reclaims women' s powe r an d challenge s men' s powe r ove r wome n 
(1977/1983a). Finally , a t th e psychologica l level , th e lesbia n challenge s 
male-defined sexualit y b y demonstratin g tha t sexualit y nee d no t involv e 
a penis , an d sh e challenge s male-define d image s o f wome n b y rejectin g 
"male definition s o f ho w sh e shoul d feel , act , look , an d live " (Bunc h 
1972/1975:29), includin g th e definitio n o f a  woman a s a  person wh o i s 
fucked b y men . In  multipl e ways , therefore , th e lesbia n offer s "th e 
beginning o f th e en d o f collectiv e an d individua l mal e supremacy " 
(Bunch 1972/1975:33) . 

This argumen t present s lesbianis m a s inherentl y subversiv e becaus e 
lesbians' ver y existenc e challenge s mal e supremacy . Lesbians , b y virtu e 
of bein g lesbians , ar e livin g feminism . Throug h thei r persona l lives , 
lesbians presen t a  politica l challeng e t o th e enem y o f feminism , mal e 
supremacy. Therefore , th e lesbia n lifestyl e i s a  politica l act . A s Rei d 
stated s o eloquently , "I n th e contex t o f th e institutiona l natur e o f en -
forced heterosexuality , lesbianis m i s a n ac t o f individua l rebellion " 
(1975:103).9 Feminist s hav e a n interes t i n fighting  heterosexis m no t 
only becaus e i t i s a  barrie r t o feminis t progress , bu t becaus e lesbianis m 
itself i s feminist . 

The argumen t tha t lesbianis m i s politica l becaus e i t implicitl y chal -
lenges mal e supremac y construct s lesbianis m a s no t merel y a  feminis t 
issue, bu t a  ke y feminis t issue . I f heterosexualit y i s th e fundamenta l 
basis o f mal e supremacy , the n lesbianis m i s the cornerston e o f women' s 
liberation. I n othe r words , lesbianis m i s necessar y t o feminism . Thi s 
opinion wa s expresse d b y man y lesbia n feminis t writer s o f th e earl y 
1970s. Fo r example , Bunc h commente d tha t "Lesbianis m i s th e ke y t o 
liberation" (1972/1975:36) , Johnston quippe d i n Ms.  magazine , "Femi -
nism a t hear t i s a  massiv e complaint . Lesbianis m i s th e solution," 10 

and Ti-Grac e Atkinso n wrote , "Lesbianis m i s t o feminis m wha t th e 
Communist Part y wa s t o th e trad e unio n movement . Tactically , an y 
feminist shoul d fight  t o th e deat h fo r lesbianis m becaus e o f it s strategi c 
importance" (Atkinso n 1970/1974:134) . Whereas a  few shor t years ear -
lier lesbianis m ha d represente d a  threa t t o feminism , i t now represente d 
the hop e fo r women' s liberation. 11 A s Kati e Kin g (1986 ) observed , 
lesbianism ha d becom e "feminism' s magica l sign. " 

Some lesbia n feminist s argue d tha t lesbianis m i s a  feminis t lifestyl e 
in practical , a s wel l a s theoretical , ways . Myro n an d Bunc h (1975 ) 
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argued tha t lesbianis m i s feminist no t merely becaus e lesbians ' existenc e 
poses an implicit challeng e to the interrelated institution s o f heterosexu -
ality an d male supremacy , bu t als o becaus e lesbians ' persona l live s are 
more likel y to embody feminis t ideals . For example, whereas heterosex -
ual wome n ar e able t o depen d o n the men to whom the y ar e attached , 
lesbians mus t provid e fo r themselve s economicall y an d psychologically . 
Lesbians represen t "th e ultimat e i n a n independen t lif e style " (Abbot t 
and Lov e 1971:602 ) becaus e th e lesbia n "i s free d o r ha s free d hersel f 
from th e external an d internal dominanc e o f the male" an d "has sought 
wholeness withi n herself , not requiring, in the old romantic sense , to be 
'completed' b y an opposite." 12 Freedo m fro m dependenc e o n men is a 
feminist goal ; lesbians , b y virtu e o f bein g lesbians , ar e alread y livin g 
lives i n whic h the y hav e attaine d thi s feminis t goal . Moreover , thi s 
independence leads to "strength an d spirit in individual women" (Myro n 
and Bunc h 1975:13) , qualitie s tha t ar e desirabl e fro m a  feminis t per -
spective. 

In additio n t o independence , freedo m fro m me n and relationship s 
with wome n provid e th e lesbia n wit h th e opportunity fo r greate r self -
knowledge, th e opportunit y t o she d mal e definition s o f womanhood , 
and th e opportunity t o learn t o love an d value hersel f throug h learnin g 
to love and value another woman. This is how Jessica Wood experience d 
her lesbia n desire ; insid e her , struggling t o emerge , wa s not a "woma n 
attracted t o women " bu t a  "completel y woman-defined-woman " 
(1981:53). Th e Radicalesbians wrot e tha t "Onl y wome n ca n give eac h 
other a  new sense of self" becaus e thi s new sense of self has "to develop 
with referenc e t o ourselves , an d no t i n relatio n t o men " (1970:54) . 
Recognizing the connection tha t the Radicalesbian argumen t constructe d 
between th e individual an d the collective woman, Brow n explaine d how 
relationships wit h wome n ca n lead a n individual woma n t o greater self -
knowledge: " A woman ca n best find  out who she is with othe r women , 
not wit h jus t on e othe r woma n bu t wit h othe r women , wh o ar e als o 
struggling t o fre e themselve s fro m a n alie n an d destructiv e culture " 
(1976d:76). Similarly , Goodma n e t al . explaine d ho w lovin g othe r 
women ca n lea d individua l wome n towar d greate r lov e fo r themselve s 
as women : 

To completel y lov e ourselves , i t may not be necessary t o lov e othe r 
women. Howeve r th e conditioning tha t w e are weak, incomplete — 
needing a  man for strength, fulfillment , an d protection—tells u s that 
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we cannot love women, even ourselves, that we must serve men; it also 
tells us to include ourselves under a  category meaning inferior an d not 
worthy of commitment. Loving another woman, because it contradicts 
this conditioning, inevitably leads to greater self-love. (1983:32-33 ) 

Self-knowledge i s a  feminis t idea l becaus e t o buil d a  stron g feminis t 
movement, wome n mus t firs t discove r wh o the y ar e a s women , apar t 
from th e male-define d image s o f themselve s the y hav e bee n taugh t i n a 
male supremacis t culture . The y mus t als o lear n t o valu e themselve s a s 
women, sheddin g th e devaluatio n an d negativ e valuation s impose d o n 
women b y a  mal e supremacis t culture . Lesbians , by virtu e o f thei r rela -
tionships wit h women , hav e greate r opportunitie s fo r developin g femi -
nist self-knowledge an d self-lov e tha n heterosexua l wome n do . 

Another feminis t idea l i s th e egalitaria n relationship . Heterosexua l 
relationships, b y virtue o f th e differentia l powe r o f women an d me n an d 
the gende r role s imposed b y society , ar e necessarily unequal . Heterosex -
ual wome n mus t confron t th e sexis m o f thei r mal e partner s an d th e 
sexist expectations othe r people place on heterosexual relationship s o n a 
daily basis . In  contrast , a  lesbia n relationshi p i s a  relationshi p betwee n 
two socia l equal s tha t ha s th e potentia l t o b e egalitarian , an d therefor e 
feminist. A s Sash a Gregor y Lewi s (1979 ) argued , lesbian s wer e neve r 
included i n th e heterosexua l gende r rol e syste m an d therefor e ar e fre e 
from it s rules and roles . A woman i n a  relationship wit h anothe r woma n 
avoids havin g t o dea l wit h sexis m i n th e mos t persona l are a o f he r life . 
Therefore, lesbian s ar e fre e t o liv e feminis t live s withou t th e burde n o f 
a constan t struggle . Loi s Har t describe d he r persona l experienc e o f 
this freedom: 13 

in livin g with anothe r woman , an d i n developin g a  relationship wit h 
another woman . . . I  don't have to deal with a  lot of my own feeling s 
of oppression a s when I' m wit h a  man. I  don't have to dea l with tha t 
part of me that's been trained to respond to men in certain ways and to 
have certai n emotiona l reaction s toward s men . It' s ver y clea r t o me , 
when I'm wit h anothe r woman , tha t I  am responsible fo r mysel f . . . I 
see that as a political thing.14 

The argumen t tha t lesbians ' lifestyle s ar e mor e likel y t o embod y 
feminist ideal s utilize s a  strategy fo r th e politicization o f lesbianis m tha t 
is different fro m th e strateg y underlyin g th e argumen t tha t lesbianis m i s 
inherently subversive . Instea d o f politicizin g heterosexualit y an d the n 
linking heterosexualit y t o th e politica l institutio n o f mal e supremac y i n 
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order t o conclud e tha t lesbianism , a s an alternativ e to heterosexuality , i s 
politically feminist , th e argumen t tha t lesbia n lifestyle s embod y feminis t 
ideals draws the connection betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m firs t a t the 
personal level , an d the n shift s thi s connectio n t o th e politica l level . Th e 
quote fro m Har t illustrate s thi s strategy . Har t asserte d tha t whe n sh e i s 
in a  lesbia n relationship , sh e experience s a  freedo m fro m sexism ; thi s 
personal relationshi p i s therefor e feminist . Becaus e th e persona l i s a 
reflection o f th e political , th e relationshi p itself , embodyin g th e connec -
tion betwee n lesbianis m an d feminism , i s political . A s Hollibaug h an d 
Moraga wrot e i n th e earl y 1980s , lesbianis m "cam e t o b e see n a s th e 
practice o f feminism " (1981/1983:395) . 

In a  letter to The  Ladder  i n 1969 , Martha Shelle y added a  subtle bu t 
critical twis t t o th e argumen t tha t th e lesbia n lifestyl e i s feminist . Sh e 
encouraged lesbian s t o b e proud o f themselve s becaus e "W e ar e a  bod y 
of wome n independen t o f [men's ] domination , willin g t o compet e wit h 
them o n a n equa l basis—no t willin g t o reduc e ourselve s t o th e lowes t 
common denominato r s o that ever y living male can fee l himself superio r 
to us. " 15 Writin g durin g a  historica l perio d durin g whic h mos t lesbian s 
accepted th e "experts ' "  opinio n tha t homosexualit y wa s a  for m o f 
perversion, Shelley' s inten t was undoubtedly t o counterac t lesbians ' neg-
ative self-image s b y pointin g ou t th e positiv e aspect s o f lesbianism . 
However, b y urgin g lesbian s t o b e prou d o f thei r lac k o f subordinatio n 
to men , Shelle y implicitl y suggeste d tha t lesbian s coul d someho w tak e 
credit fo r th e fac t tha t thei r live s conforme d t o feminis t ideals . In  othe r 
words, sh e suggeste d tha t lesbian s no t onl y live d feminis t live s bu t tha t 
they were  feminists , an d tha t the y ha d becom e feminis t no t b y defaul t 
but throug h thei r ow n volition . Thi s migh t hav e bee n on e o f th e first 
written implication s tha t lesbianis m i s a  matte r o f choice , a n ide a tha t 
became th e subjec t o f explici t controvers y amon g lesbian s an d feminist s 
a fe w year s later . I t wa s als o th e beginnin g o f th e ide a tha t th e lesbia n 
lifestyle i s not onl y consistent  wit h feminism' s visio n fo r al l women, bu t 
that th e lesbian lifestyl e i s in fact a n expression  o f feminism. 16 

Once lesbianis m pe r s e ha d bee n reconstructe d a s politica l an d 
feminist, lesbia n feminist s coul d begin to argue that lesbians, as individu-
als an d a s a  collective , hav e somethin g t o offe r heterosexua l feminists . 
Many claime d tha t lesbian s hav e a  specia l vantag e poin t o r analysi s o f 
heterosexuality a s a n institution , whic h the y posses s b y virtu e o f thei r 
perspective a s outsider s t o th e institution . I n goo d feminis t fashion , 
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Coletta Rei d dre w o n he r ow n persona l experienc e t o explai n tha t 
lesbianism reveal s th e working s o f heterosexuality : " I ha d hear d th e 
term 'heterosexua l privilege ' before , bu t I  neve r reall y understoo d ho w 
it worked. No w I  knew. . . . A s I tried t o liv e as an ope n lesbia n I  began 
to se e th e privilege s I  had take n fo r grante d whe n married " (1975:95 -
96). I n othe r words , a s a  lesbian , Rei d coul d se e th e force s tha t coerc e 
women t o participate i n the heterosexual institution . 

Marilyn Fry e mad e th e sam e poin t i n a  more philosophica l fashion . 
Frye metaphoricall y describe d th e mal e supremacis t worl d a s a  Realit y 
play. I n thi s play , me n ar e th e actor s towar d who m th e audience' s 
attention i s properl y drawn , an d whos e action s defin e Reality . Wome n 
are stagehand s wh o ar e necessar y t o th e performanc e bu t whos e move -
ments mus t b e ignored t o maintain th e illusion o f Reality . In  this phallo-
cratic Realit y lesbian s d o no t exist , bu t w e ca n begi n t o understan d 
lesbians b y imaginin g the m a s seer s wh o loo k beyon d male-define d 
Reality an d perceiv e th e wome n instead . Th e individua l lesbia n migh t 
not pos e a  threa t t o Reality , bu t a s a  seein g woma n sh e signal s th e 
possibility o f seeing , an d therefor e authorin g reality , t o othe r women . 
As a seer of women, she also signals the possibility o f women bein g seen. 
The dange r t o male supremacis t societ y lie s in the potential contagio n o f 
this perceptio n "t o th e poin t wher e th e agreemen t i n perceptio n whic h 
keeps Realit y afloa t begin s t o disintegrate " (1983c : 171). Th e lesbia n is , 
therefore, a  threat t o male supremacis t Reality. 17 

The messag e to heterosexua l wome n i n thes e argument s i s that the y 
are blinde d b y thei r ow n involvemen t i n heterosexuality , an d tha t the y 
must rel y o n th e superio r insigh t o f lesbian s t o achiev e a  greate r under -
standing o f thei r ow n oppressio n a s women. Heterosexua l wome n can -
not liberat e themselves ; thei r hop e fo r liberatio n lie s i n trustin g th e 
vision o f lesbians . 

In additio n t o a  specia l vision , lesbian s hav e greate r opportunitie s 
and resources to offer i n the struggle for women' s liberatio n tha n hetero -
sexual wome n do . Becaus e lesbian s ar e fre e o f persona l obligation s t o 
men, they are free t o devote their time and energ y to the advancement o f 
women's liberation (e.g. , Packwood 1981) . Because they are not servant s 
to me n an d d o no t deriv e benefit s fro m th e heterosexis t patriarcha l 
system, the y ar e i n a  positio n o f independen t politica l strengt h fro m 
which the y ca n attac k th e patriarch y (e.g. , Abbot t an d Lov e 1972) . 
Because they have no vested interes t i n male-dominated culture , they ar e 
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free t o develo p a  differen t culture ; lesbia n musicians , healers , etc. , hav e 
been the source of much women' s cultur e (Goodma n e t al . 1983) . Lesbi-
ans ar e als o bes t situate d t o develo p revolutionar y feminis t conscious -
ness. The creatio n o f feminis t consciousnes s depend s o n wome n sharin g 
their experience s a s women an d discoverin g themselve s a s women apar t 
from mal e definitions . Becaus e thei r closes t relation s ar e wit h women , 
lesbians ar e in the bes t position t o escape male-defined realit y an d creat e 
the women-onl y space s necessar y t o develo p a  revolutionar y feminis t 
consciousness (Radicalesbian s 1970) . 

Because lesbian s ar e bes t situate d t o discove r tha t whic h i s trul y 
womanly apar t fro m mal e definitions , lesbian s ar e the mos t womanly o f 
women. I n other words , lesbians are not only the best feminists ; the y ar e 
the bes t women.  Wh o coul d b e more womanly tha n a  woman's woman , 
whose lif e i s centered aroun d women ? Amon g th e group s tha t ascribe d 
to thi s belie f wa s Th e Caucus , a  grou p o f reformis t lesbia n feminis t 
members o f DOB-Ne w York , whos e member s fel t tha t "homosexua l 
women, a s wome n wit h th e abilit y t o b e totall y intimat e wit h othe r 
women, ha d quintessentiall y femal e sensibilities " (Marott a 1981:265) . 
Johnston pu t i t a  bi t mor e crudely , "Yo u ar e wh o yo u slee p with . Thu s 
the lesbia n rightfull y say s she is the woman pa r excellence " (1973:175) . 
The proo f tha t lesbian s ar e th e mos t womanl y o f women , argue d John -
ston (1973 ) an d Brown , i s the fac t tha t lesbian s ar e th e mos t oppresse d 
of women . Lesbian s experienc e th e "ultimat e sexis t oppression" (Brow n 
1976f:128). I n othe r words , lesbia n oppressio n i s no t distinc t fro m 
women's oppression . O n th e contrary , i t i s a n extrem e for m o f th e 
same oppression , or , a s Ga y Liberatio n Fron t Wome n pu t it , "th e cor e 
oppression o f wome n i s the lesbian' s oppression " (1971/1972:202) . Be-
cause heterosexua l wome n ar e male-identifie d an d male-defined—i.e. , 
less womanly—they receiv e benefits fo r participatin g i n male supremac y 
that mitigat e thei r oppressio n a s women . Lesbians , o n th e othe r hand , 
suffer th e mos t bruta l manifestation s o f mal e supremacism becaus e the y 
reject mal e definition s o f womanhood—i.e. , becaus e the y ar e th e mos t 
womanly o f women . Heterosexua l wome n hav e muc h t o lear n fro m 
lesbians; no t onl y abou t feminis m an d women' s oppression , bu t abou t 
being women . Th e concept s o f th e lesbia n a s th e quintessentia l woma n 
and o f lesbia n liberatio n a s the ultimate feminis t liberatio n represente d a 
radical shif t fro m th e concep t o f lesbianis m a s a  "lavende r herring " tha t 
would distrac t feminist s fro m th e need s o f "real, " i.e. , heterosexual , 
women. 
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The argument s tha t lesbian s have greater vision , resources, opportu -
nities, an d superio r womanhoo d constructe d lesbian s a s th e mos t suit -
able an d likel y leader s o f th e feminis t movement . Thi s fundamenta l 
lesbian feminis t principl e wa s clearl y articulate d a s early a s 197 0 b y th e 
Radicalesbians, whos e essa y "Th e Woman-identifie d Woman " charac -
terized lesbian s a s th e vanguar d o f th e feminis t movement. 18 Ti-Grac e 
Atkinson arrive d a t th e sam e conclusio n b y conceptualizin g lesbian s a s 
the "buffer " zon e betwee n wome n an d me n i n patriarcha l society . A s 
long a s lesbian s remai n unpoliticized , patriarcha l societ y ca n us e the m 
as a n objec t lesso n t o kee p heterosexua l wome n i n line . Bu t b y th e 
same token , lesbian s ar e th e potentia l sourc e o f th e leader s o f women ; 
politicized lesbianis m threaten s t o tur n th e "buffer " zon e tha t protect s 
heterosexual patriarch s int o th e "shoc k troops " tha t lea d th e attac k 
on heterosexua l patriarch y (Atkinso n 1972/1973:13) . Brown , wh o sa w 
sexism a s underlyin g al l othe r form s o f oppression , sa w lesbian s no t 
only a s th e vanguar d o f th e feminis t movement , bu t a s th e vanguar d o f 
a large r revolutionar y Movemen t tha t woul d en d oppressio n base d o n 
race an d class , a s wel l a s oppressio n base d o n gende r an d sexualit y 
(Marotta 1981) . 

The conclusio n tha t lesbian s ar e the vanguard o f th e feminis t move -
ment represente d th e completio n o f th e transformatio n o f th e relation -
ship betwee n lesbianis m an d feminism . Lesbianis m ha d bee n politicize d 
and the n catapulte d t o th e fron t o f th e feminis t agenda . N o longe r th e 
skeleton i n th e feminis t closet , lesbianis m ha d bee n reconstructe d a s a 
key feminis t issue . Lesbianism represente d th e hear t o f feminis m an d th e 
hope fo r women' s liberation . Lesbian s wer e n o longe r th e untouchable s 
of th e feminis t movemen t an d th e heterosexua l woma n wa s n o longe r 
defined a s th e "real " woma n wh o wa s th e tru e constituen t o f th e femi -
nist movement ; lesbian s had bee n reconstructe d a s the political elite , the 
most feminis t o f feminists , an d th e most womanly o f women. 19 

If lesbians ar e the feminist elite , what o f heterosexual women? Argu -
ments tha t wer e originall y intende d t o establis h lesbianis m a s a  feminis t 
issue an d t o counte r accusation s tha t lesbian s ar e detrimenta l t o femi -
nism ha d le d lesbia n feminist s t o th e conclusio n tha t lesbian s pla y a 
critically importan t rol e i n th e feminis t movement . Wha t then , coul d b e 
said o f th e qualit y o f heterosexua l women' s feminism ? A t th e ver y 
least, man y lesbia n feminist s believe d tha t heterosexua l feminist s fac e 
contradictions o r conflict s betwee n thei r persona l an d politica l commit -
ments, an d tha t thes e conflict s preven t the m fro m achievin g th e ful l 
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understanding o f sexis m tha t lesbian s ca n achieve . Va l Carpenter , fo r 
example, fel t tha t heterosexua l feminist s hav e somethin g t o contribut e 
to th e analysi s o f sexis m eve n thoug h "Thei r positio n i s complex, some -
times contradictor y an d occasionall y uncomfortable " an d thei r invest -
ment i n me n blind s the m t o th e dynamic s o f mal e dominatio n 
(1988:171). Heterosexua l wome n experienc e conflictin g interest s o n 
both persona l an d politica l levels . O n th e persona l level , the y hav e t o 
struggle wit h sexis m o n a  dail y basi s i n thei r relationship s wit h men , 
yet the y receiv e benefit s fro m thei r individua l relationship s wit h men . 
On th e politica l level , a s heterosexual s the y participat e i n th e very insti -
tution tha t perpetuates th e sexism they are committed t o fighting a s fem -
inists. 

Because o f th e inheren t conflicts  betwee n heterosexualit y an d femi -
nism, man y lesbia n feminists—fo r example , Johnsto n (1973) , an d 
Bunch (1972/1975 ) an d Rei d (1975 ) o f Th e Furie s collective—argue d 
that heterosexua l wome n ar e les s likel y t o b e revolutionar y feminist s 
than lesbian s are . Becaus e o f thei r tie s t o men , heterosexua l wome n 
receive privilege s tha t giv e the m a  stak e i n th e heterosexua l system . 
Heterosexual wome n therefor e see k t o minimize thei r oppressio n withi n 
that syste m b y seekin g greate r privilege s fro m it , rathe r tha n seekin g t o 
overturn th e syste m itself . Lesbians , wh o receiv e n o benefit s fro m th e 
heterosexual system , ar e less likely to b e co-opted int o adoptin g reform -
ist feminist politics . 

But Johnston an d man y member s o f The Furie s collectiv e went eve n 
farther i n thei r arguments , assertin g tha t heterosexua l wome n ar e no t 
merely les s radica l a s feminists , bu t tha t the y ar e i n fac t unhelpfu l o r 
even detrimenta l t o th e feminis t movement . Brow n argue d tha t hetero -
sexual wome n pou r thei r energ y int o changin g thei r individua l me n an d 
have littl e energ y lef t ove r t o fight  large r battles . Bunc h argue d tha t 
heterosexual wome n wil l inevitabl y betra y thei r lesbia n sisters , becaus e 
"the very essence , definition, an d natur e o f heterosexuality i s men first," 
and therefor e "onl y wome n wh o cu t thei r tie s t o mal e privileg e ca n b e 
trusted t o remain seriou s in the struggle agains t male dominance" (1972 / 
1975:36). Brown explaine d thi s point more clearly : "Ho w ca n a  woma n 
tied t o me n throug h heterosexualit y kee p fro m betrayin g he r sisters . 
When pus h come s to shove , she will choose her ma n ove r othe r women ; 
heterosexuality demand s tha t she make tha t choice" (1972/1975:72) . As 
Johnston pu t it , "I f you'r e no t par t o f th e solutio n you'r e par t o f th e 
problem" (1973:181) . 
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Barbara Solomo n argue d tha t th e reformis t politic s o f heterosexua l 
feminists ar e no t onl y nonrevolutionary , bu t counterrevolutionary ; sh e 
felt tha t th e privilege s heterosexua l wome n receiv e an d fight  fo r withi n 
heterosexual patriarch y ar e gaine d a t th e expens e o f othe r women . 
Heterosexual wome n liv e the perpetuation o f patriarchy; the y are , there-
fore, responsibl e fo r th e perpetuatio n o f patriarch y an d th e oppressio n 
of othe r wome n (1972/1975). 20 Heterosexua l wome n mak e th e jo b o f 
fighting fo r women' s liberatio n mor e difficul t because , b y givin g i n t o 
oppression, th e heterosexua l woma n "expose s he r sister s who ar e fight-
ing tha t oppression, " thu s increasin g th e burde n o n the m (Brow n 1972 / 
1975:70). Furthermore , Solomo n fel t tha t heterosexua l wome n directl y 
obstruct feminis t progres s b y drainin g women' s energ y t o fill  need s 
created b y thei r relationship s wit h men , energ y tha t woul d otherwis e b e 
available fo r feminis t purposes . Heterosexuality , therefore , i s a  for m o f 
stealing; heterosexua l wome n no t onl y giv e thei r energ y towar d th e 
perpetuation o f heterosexua l patriarchy , bu t the y drai n energ y fro m th e 
revolutionary struggle s o f lesbians . Solomon , voicin g a n opinio n sh e 
shared wit h othe r member s o f Th e Furie s collective , conclude d tha t 
heterosexuality an d feminis m ar e antithetical ; "an y woma n relatin g to a 
man canno t b e a feminist" (1972/1975:46) . 

If a  lesbian lifestyl e i s consistent wit h feminis t politic s an d a  hetero -
sexual lifestyl e i s inconsistent wit h feminis t politics , then i t follow s tha t 
to b e a  good feminis t a  woman mus t b e a lesbian. Atkinson sai d so , very 
clearly. Sh e pointed ou t tha t whe n on e i s engaged i n a  struggle i n whic h 
one trul y believes , on e commit s one' s whol e sel f t o th e struggle . One' s 
personal lif e an d one' s politica l lif e bot h becom e par t o f th e struggle , 
and the y ar e consisten t wit h eac h othe r becaus e on e wil l wan t t o liv e a 
personal lif e that further s one' s political goals . Therefore, th e committe d 
feminist wil l liv e a  lesbia n life . Askin g he r reader , "Ca n yo u imagin e a 
Frenchman servin g i n the Frenc h arm y fro m 9  to 5 , then trottin g 'home ' 
to German y fo r suppe r an d overnight? " (1970/1974:132) , sh e accuse d 
heterosexual wome n o f collaboratin g wit h th e enemy in the battl e o f th e 
sexes. I n war , sh e argued , ther e i s n o "privat e life " withi n whic h yo u 
may participate in social relations that undermine your political struggle ; 
if yo u wan t suc h a  privat e life , the n yo u ar e no t committe d t o th e 
struggle. Anything les s than ful l commitmen t i s treason . 

Brown agree d tha t a  goo d feminis t mus t b e a  lesbian . Choosin g t o 
concentrate o n lov e instea d o f war , sh e asked : "I f yo u canno t find  i t i n 
yourself t o lov e anothe r woman , an d tha t include s physica l love , the n 
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how ca n yo u trul y sa y yo u car e abou t women' s liberation ? I f you don' t 
feel othe r wome n ar e worth y o f you r tota l commitment—love , energy , 
sex, al l o f it—the n aren' t yo u sayin g tha t wome n aren' t wort h fightin g 
for? I f yo u reserv e thos e 'special ' commitment s fo r me n the n yo u ar e 
telling othe r wome n the y aren' t wort h thos e commitments , the y aren' t 
important" (1972/1975:70) . Brow n argue d tha t th e givin g o f lov e i s a n 
expression o f regard ; th e valu e yo u attac h t o other s i s indicate d b y 
whom yo u choos e t o love , an d yo u wil l lov e thos e who m yo u value . 
Women wh o behav e heterosexuall y demonstrat e tha t the y valu e me n 
more highl y tha n women , a  sentimen t tha t i s contrar y t o th e feminis t 
principle tha t wome n ar e a t leas t a s important a s men. Bu t according t o 
Brown, no t lovin g me n i s insufficien t t o qualif y on e a s a  feminist . 
Women wh o d o no t lov e women—presumabl y regardles s o f whethe r 
they lov e men—demonstrat e tha t the y d o no t valu e wome n an d tha t 
they d o no t valu e themselves:  "I f w e can' t find  anothe r woma n worth y 
of ou r deepes t emotion s the n ca n w e find  ourselve s worth y o f ou r ow n 
emotion [  . . . ? ] " (1976e:92) . Therefor e feminists , wh o b y definitio n 
value women i n genera l an d themselve s i n particular a t leas t a s much a s 
they valu e men , wil l lov e women ; i.e. , the y will  be  lesbians . Solomo n 
agreed wit h Brown , "Wome n wh o giv e lov e an d energ y t o me n rathe r 
than wome n obviousl y thin k me n ar e bette r tha n women " (1972 / 
1975:46). Bunc h argue d th e sam e poin t fro m a  slightl y differen t angl e 
by pointing out tha t women deserv e to have the love of women tha t me n 
traditionally receive ; b y no t lovin g eac h othe r wome n den y themselve s 
that deserve d pleasur e (1972/1975) . Johnsto n wen t on e ste p furthe r t o 
argue tha t lov e between wome n i s more than a n expression an d recogni -
tion o f women' s value ; i t i s als o a n expressio n o f commitmen t t o th e 
women s o valued. Sh e referred t o "se x with anothe r woma n a s the basi c 
affirmation o f a  powerfu l sisterhood " an d t o lesbia n feminism , whic h 
she calle d "Gay/Feminism, " a s "th e prope r sexual-politica l stanc e fo r 
the revolutionary woman " (1973:149 , 165) . 

These argument s constructe d one' s lifestyl e a s a n expressio n an d 
reflection o f one' s politics ; consequently , one' s politic s coul d b e inferre d 
from one' s lifestyle . Jane t Dixon , writin g abou t he r experience s a s a 
lesbian separatis t i n th e earl y 1970s , spelle d ou t th e ne w prescriptive 21 

relationship betwee n th e persona l an d th e political : "W e demande d 
proof o f intent , and tha t could only be achieved through livin g a separat -
ist lifestyle " (1988:77) . Atkinson , Johnston , an d th e thre e Furie s mem -
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bers quote d abov e al l specificall y include d sexua l lov e i n thei r argu -
ments, clearl y arguin g tha t sexua l lov e o f wome n i s a n integra l 
expression o f feminis m an d tha t lesbianis m i s therefor e proo f o f a  tru e 
commitment t o feminism . Herei n arise s a  moral imperativ e t o would-b e 
feminists, "Tho u shal t b e a  lesbian. " I n othe r words , al l feminist s mus t 
be lesbians; any woman wh o i s not a  lesbian canno t b e a feminist . 

If on e mus t b e a  lesbia n t o b e a  feminist , i s the convers e als o true ? 
In othe r words , ar e al l lesbian s necessaril y feminists ? In  th e 1970s , 
Dixon woul d hav e answere d "yes " withou t reservatio n o r qualification . 
She wrote , "T o us , lesbianis m an d feminis m wer e synonymous , eithe r 
one withou t th e othe r wa s untenable . A  non-feminist lesbia n wa s jus t a 
failed heterosexual . A  non-lesbia n feminis t wa s jus t a  mal e apologist " 
(1988:77).22 

Other lesbia n feminist s wer e mor e hesitan t t o conflat e th e tw o 
terms. Solomo n state d explicitl y tha t al l lesbian s ar e no t feminists , "Im -
plicit i n th e Lesbia n lifestyl e i s a  Feminis t politica l principle . Tha t doe s 
not mea n tha t al l Lesbian s ar e Feminists " (1972/1975:42) . Similarly , 
Adrienne Ric h wrot e tha t ther e i s a  "nascent  feminis t politica l conten t 
in th e ac t o f choosin g a  woma n love r o r lif e partne r i n th e fac e o f 
institutionalized heterosexuality " bu t tha t fo r lesbia n existenc e t o reac h 
its ful l politica l potentia l i t mus t deepe n int o "consciou s woman-identi -
fication—lesbian/feminism," thereb y distinguishin g betwee n lesbianis m 
and lesbia n feminis m (Ric h 1980/1983:201) . Bunc h agree d tha t Lesbi -
anism i s th e necessar y startin g poin t fo r feminism , bu t tha t i t i s no t 
sufficient: "O f course , no t al l Lesbian s ar e consciousl y woman-identi -
fied, no t ar e al l committe d t o finding  commo n solution s t o th e oppres -
sion the y suffe r a s wome n an d Lesbians . Bein g a  Lesbia n i s par t o f 
challenging mal e supremacy , bu t no t th e end " (1972/1975:31) , an d 
Brown quipped , "Becomin g a  Lesbian doe s not make you instantly pure , 
perpetually happ y an d devotedl y revolutionary " (1972/1975:75) . 

Brown explaine d tha t som e lesbian s lac k feminis t consciousnes s 
because the y protec t themselve s fro m th e pai n o f heterosexis m b y view -
ing themselves a s imitation men . These women, who ar e generally foun d 
working wit h ga y me n i n Ga y Liberatio n rathe r tha n wit h feminist s i n 
the feminis t an d lesbia n feminis t movements , ar e male-identifie d instea d 
of woman-identified . The y hav e accepte d th e patriarchy' s valuatio n o f 
the mal e an d chose n t o identif y wit h th e powerfu l mal e rathe r tha n 
challenge society' s valuatio n o f him . Lesbian s wh o bu y int o romanti c 
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notions o f monogamou s lov e o r wh o participat e i n eithe r butc h o r 
femme role s ar e als o example s o f lesbian s wh o ar e no t feminists , ac -
cording to Johnston (1973) . Even lesbians who hav e feminis t conscious -
ness ar e a t ris k o f losin g i t withou t vigilance . Goodma n e t al . argue d 
that lesbian s coul d no t res t o n thei r feminis t laurels : "I t i s crucia l fo r a 
feminist wh o become s a  lesbia n t o kee p he r politica l analysi s i n min d 
and no t t o imagin e he r oppressio n a s a  woma n ha s ende d jus t becaus e 
she no w ha s a  woma n lover " (1983:81) . Lesbia n sexualit y i s no t a 
magical antidot e t o oppression , no r t o th e oppressiv e way s o f relatin g 
that wome n hav e been taugh t throug h heterosexua l conditionin g (Holli -
baugh an d Morag a 1981/1983) . 

These argument s distinguis h th e lesbia n wh o i s no t a  feminis t fro m 
the lesbia n wh o i s a  feminis t b y constructin g th e latte r a s a  distinc t 
type o f lesbian . Th e Furies—represente d her e b y Brown , Bunch , an d 
Solomon—called he r a  "woman-identifie d woman. " Johnston calle d he r 
"the woma n i n relatio n t o herself." 23 Whateve r sh e i s called , sh e i s th e 
woman wh o i s no t onl y a  lesbian , bu t wh o ha s succeede d i n he r lesbi -
anism t o overcom e male-identificatio n an d heterosexua l style s o f re -
lating. 

But then Brow n an d Bunc h adde d a  twist t o thei r argument . Havin g 
created th e Woman-Identifie d Woma n b y distinguishin g he r fro m th e 
Lesbian, bot h author s proceede d t o collaps e th e distinctio n betwee n 
these tw o construct s b y redefinin g th e Lesbia n i n term s o f Woman -
Identification. Bot h argue d tha t the definition o f the Lesbian a s a woman 
who ha s sex  wit h othe r wome n i s a  mal e definitio n o f Lesbianis m tha t 
reflects th e patriarcha l practic e o f definin g wome n i n sexualize d terms . 
For example , Brow n wrote , "Men , becaus e the y ca n onl y thin k o f 
women i n sexua l terms , defin e Lesbia n a s se x betwee n women . How -
ever, Lesbian s kno w tha t i t i s far mor e tha n that , i t is a  different wa y o f 
life. I t i s a  lif e determine d b y a  woma n fo r he r ow n benefi t an d th e 
benefit o f othe r women . I t i s a  lif e tha t draw s it s strength , suppor t an d 
direction fro m women . Abou t tw o year s ag o thi s concep t wa s give n th e 
name woman-identifie d woman " (1972/1975:69) . Bunc h als o argue d 
that th e deemphasi s o f sexualit y i s a n integra l par t o f th e proces s o f 
politicizing lesbianism . Becaus e sexualit y i s considered a  private matter , 
moving lesbianism int o the political realm required th e deemphasis o f it s 
sexual aspect . 

Thus, Brow n an d Bunc h distinguishe d th e origina l concep t o f th e 
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Lesbian a s a  sexua l typ e fro m th e concep t o f th e woman-identifie d 
woman, an d the n dismisse d i t a s a  mal e fiction  an d entirel y replace d i t 
with th e concep t o f th e woman-identifie d woman . Th e Lesbia n a s a 
woman wh o ha s sex  with othe r wome n n o longe r exists , and thos e wh o 
would argu e tha t sh e doe s ar e antifeminist s guilt y o f buyin g int o mal e 
sexual definition s o f women . Th e woma n wh o ha s se x wit h othe r 
women bu t who i s not woman-identified migh t be a gay woman, bu t sh e 
is n o longe r a  Lesbian . Thi s conceptua l reshufflin g lead s t o th e conclu -
sion tha t feminis m i s indee d a  necessar y conditio n fo r lesbianism . I n 
other words , notwithstandin g thei r initia l resistanc e t o th e conflatio n o f 
lesbianism an d feminism , bot h Brow n an d Bunc h ultimatel y constructe d 
all lesbian s a s feminist s b y definition , thereb y arrivin g a t th e sam e con -
clusion tha t Dixo n an d he r separatis t friend s ha d reache d vi a a  les s 
circular argument . 

The construction o f a  relationship betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m 
was no w complete . Not onl y ha d lesbianis m bee n establishe d a s a  femi -
nist issue , bu t lesbianis m an d feminis m ha d becom e inextricabl y inter -
twined politica l issues . Lesbianism , onc e considere d a  menac e t o th e 
feminist movement , wa s no w considere d a n expressio n o f feminis t com -
mitment an d a  requisite fo r feminists . Conversely , al l Lesbians were no w 
feminists b y definition . Fo r al l practica l purpose s an d i n th e mind s o f 
many lesbia n feminists , lesbianis m an d feminis m wer e not only mutuall y 
necessary, bu t synonymous . 

The lesbia n feminis t reconstructio n o f th e relationshi p betwee n les -
bianism an d feminis m di d no t mee t wit h universa l acceptance . O n th e 
contrary, i t sparke d intens e debate . Heterosexua l feminist s objecte d t o 
the constructio n o f an y relationshi p betwee n lesbianis m an d feminism , 
particularly a  relationshi p i n whic h lesbianis m becam e a  prerequisit e 
for feminism . Som e lesbians , includin g les s radica l lesbia n feminists , 
questioned th e reconceptualization s o f lesbianis m tha t ha d bee n neces -
sary t o establis h lesbianis m a s a  feminis t issu e an d construc t a  relation -
ship between lesbianis m an d feminism . A  particularly controversia l issu e 
was the role of lesbian sexualit y in the definition o f lesbianism. A second 
controversial issu e was the nature o f gende r an d th e interests o f lesbian s 
and feminist s vis-a-vi s gender. But perhaps th e most problematic contro -
versy aros e becaus e th e rout e take n b y lesbia n feminis t discours e i n th e 
1970s conflicte d wit h a  mor e establishe d politica l tradition , th e ethni c 
political traditio n tha t ha d becom e increasingl y prominen t i n main -
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stream politic s sinc e th e popularizatio n o f th e Blac k civi l right s move -
ment o f th e 1950s . Th e concept s o f lesbianis m create d withi n lesbia n 
feminist discours e coul d no t b e use d t o mak e claim s fo r lesbia n right s 
outside th e feminis t contex t becaus e the y wer e inconsisten t wit h th e 
modes o f argumen t availabl e i n mainstrea m politics , mode s tha t ha d 
developed t o express the demands o f racia l an d ethni c minorities . 

The remainde r o f thi s chapte r provide s a n overvie w o f th e debat e 
that followe d th e lesbian feminis t constructio n o f a  relationship betwee n 
lesbianism an d feminism , followe d b y a  detaile d loo k a t th e specifi c 
controversies ove r sexuality , gender , an d ethnicit y tha t aros e i n thi s 
debate, an d concludin g wit h a  discussio n o f th e way s i n whic h thes e 
controversies resurface d i n th e 1980 s an d 1990 s i n the debat e abou t bi -
sexuality. 

DEBATE OVE R TH E RELATIONSHI P BETWEE N 
LESBIANISM A N D FEMINIS M 

Not surprisingly , th e assertio n tha t lesbian s ar e bette r feminist s tha n 
heterosexual women—no t t o mentio n th e assertion s tha t al l feminist s 
should becom e lesbian s o r tha t lesbianis m an d feminis m ar e synony -
mous—met wit h considerabl e protes t o n th e par t o f heterosexua l femi -
nists and som e lesbian feminists . The dialogue that followed th e articula -
tion o f the lesbian feminis t positio n o f the Leeds Revolutionary Feminis t 
Group i s documente d i n a  boo k calle d Love  Your  Enemy?  Thi s boo k 
begins wit h th e Leed s pape r "Politica l lesbianism : Th e cas e agains t 
heterosexuality." Th e pape r i s organize d i n a  Q  &  A  forma t i n whic h 
group member s respon d t o som e o f th e question s the y ha d bee n aske d 
by othe r feminists . Followin g thi s essay  ar e dozen s o f letter s respondin g 
to i t an d t o eac h other, 24 an d finally,  a n afterwor d fro m th e Leed s 
Revolutionary Feminis t Group . The criticism s ar e simila r t o thos e mad e 
against th e lesbian feminis t ideologie s o f th e Radicalesbians , The Furies , 
and othe r groups . Love Your  Enemy?  i s one of the most detailed writte n 
accounts o f th e debate s tha t surrounde d th e constructio n o f a  relation -
ship between lesbianis m an d feminism . 

One criticis m raise d agains t th e Leed s "Politica l lesbianism " pape r 
was tha t i t was reductionist ; i t reduce d th e proble m o f mal e supremac y 
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to the ac t o f heterosexual intercourse , an d i t reduced feminis t strateg y t o 
the withdrawa l o f sexua l service s fro m men . A s Alexandr a Stone , a 
member o f Onlywome n Press , which publishe d Love  Your  Enemy?,  pu t 
it, "no t fuckin g i s no t th e en d o f heterosexualit y a s institutio n an d 
compulsory lifestyle , [nor ] our oppressio n a s women" (1981:61) . Sophi e 
Laws charge d th e Leed s feminist s wit h takin g th e eas y wa y ou t b y 
reducing oppressio n an d liberatio n t o sexuality , assertin g tha t i t wa s 
easier fo r the m "t o mak e heterosexua l feminist s fee l guilt y tha n i t i s 
either t o confron t th e structure s o f th e patriarch y whic h g o beyon d 
immediate persona l relationship s o r t o examin e i n dept h th e reason s 
why heterosexua l relationship s hav e the hold ove r women tha t the y do " 
(1981:12).25 In  othe r words , th e Leed s feminists—no t heterosexua l 
feminists—were th e ones who were avoiding the real issue . 

The pape r wa s als o criticize d fo r dictatin g women' s politic s an d 
behaviors. Franki e Rickfor d reminde d reader s tha t feminis m i s buil t o n 
the principl e tha t "ever y woman' s experienc e i s real , an d valid " 
(1981:11) an d pointe d ou t the irony o f a  group o f feminist s tellin g othe r 
women what' s goo d fo r them . Similarly , An n Pettit t fel t tha t a  centra l 
feminist deman d i s the "righ t t o a  sel f define d sexuality " (1981:14 ) an d 
argued tha t b y prescribing lesbianism , th e Leeds feminists wer e trying t o 
deny women thi s right . Penn y Cloutt e wrot e tha t sh e did no t appreciat e 
the growing perception o f feminism a s "some sort of established church " 
with rule s tha t ha d t o b e followe d (1981:15) . Sh e was strugglin g t o ge t 
away fro m suc h rule s i n he r life , an d argue d tha t feminis m shoul d serv e 
women, no t vic e versa . Dian e Grimsditc h als o objecte d t o th e ide a o f a 
feminist orthodox y an d resente d bein g mad e t o fee l "tha t I' m no t a 
proper feminis t an d don' t deserv e liberatin g becaus e I' m no t behavin g 
properly" (1981:19) , i.e. , because sh e is not a  lesbian . 

Other critic s di d no t objec t pe r s e to th e ide a o f a  feminis t standar d 
of sexua l behavior , bu t focuse d thei r attentio n o n th e particula r rule s of 
behavior wit h whic h the y disagreed . Fo r example , Justine Jone s agree d 
that feminist s shoul d ceas e having sex  with men , bu t sh e found th e ide a 
that feminist s shoul d practic e lesbianis m incredible . In  a  pape r sh e gav e 
at th e Leed s Conferenc e o n Sexua l Violenc e Agains t Women , sh e said , 
"Yes, I  think w e hav e t o ge t ou t o f men' s bed s a s par t o f achievin g thi s 
[self-defined sexualit y an d th e end t o male supremacy]—but no , I'm no t 
advocating goin g t o be d wit h a  woma n 'fo r politica l reasons' , o r 't o 
further th e revolution'—would an y woman d o so anyway? Sayin g lesbi-
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anism ca n b e and i s a political a s well a s a personal choic e doesn' t impl y 
that, doe s it? " (1981:22) . Jane t Wrigh t agree d tha t havin g se x wit h 
women shoul d no t b e a  requiremen t fo r feminists , becaus e nonsexua l 
relationships amon g wome n wer e jus t a s importan t an d vali d a s sexua l 
relationships amon g wome n (1981) . Similarly , Grimsditc h objecte d t o 
the implicatio n tha t lesbia n sex  wa s proo f o f woma n loving ; sh e ex -
plained tha t sh e did not sleep with women, not because she did not valu e 
women, bu t becaus e sh e value d wome n to o muc h t o "trus t herself " 
with them . 

Pauline Maniscalco disagree d wit h th e idea tha t heterosexual behav -
ior i s contrar y t o feminis m (1981) . Sh e argue d tha t me n ha d playe d a 
share i n th e developmen t o f he r feminism , albei t i n a  negative way , an d 
that sh e too k pleasur e i n educatin g men . Sh e sa w he r feminis m a s a 
process, no t a  stat e o f being ; he r relationship s wit h me n wer e par t o f 
that process . In other words , her relationships with men were part o f he r 
feminism, no t antithetica l t o it . Gregor y agree d tha t heterosexualit y di d 
not preclud e feminism , sayin g " I don' t wan t an y woma n t o fee l sh e i s 
unable t o b e a  seriou s feminist . I  don' t wan t an y woma n t o fee l sh e 
cannot mak e meaningfu l change s i n he r lif e unles s an d unti l sh e stop s 
having sexua l (physical-emotional ) relation s wit h al l men " (1981:40 — 
41). Gill y Hero n echoe d thi s sentiment , writin g " a lo t o f heterosexua l 
feminists hav e spent—and ar e spending—a lo t of energy trying to wor k 
out their situation . . . . I s this not taking one's feminism 'seriously' , give n 
that on e is open t o change?" (1981:17) . 

Although Maniscalco , Gregory, and Hero n argue d tha t heterosexua l 
behavior doe s no t preclud e feminis m an d intende d t o asser t tha t hetero -
sexual wome n coul d b e a s feminis t a s lesbian s coul d be , th e argument s 
they use d t o suppor t thei r claim s implicitly accepte d th e feminis t superi -
ority o f lesbianism . Fo r example , Hero n gav e hersel f awa y whe n sh e 
wrote "give n tha t on e i s open t o change. " I n othe r words , heterosexua l 
women ca n b e feminist s bu t the y mus t liv e wit h th e contradiction s 
between thei r heterosexualit y an d thei r feminism , an d continu e t o wor k 
on thes e contradiction s i n orde r t o retai n th e righ t t o cal l themselve s 
feminist. I f feminis m i s a process, then th e implici t en d o f tha t proces s i s 
still lesbianism, whether ever y individual woma n attain s tha t en d or not . 
This argumen t establishe s a  "feminis t continuum " o n which al l women , 
regardless o f whethe r the y ar e heterosexua l o r lesbian , ca n b e feminists ; 
it's jus t tha t som e women—namely , lesbians—ar e "mor e feminist " 
than others . 



THE PIN K A N D BLU E HERRIN G 147 

Finally, th e Leed s feminist s an d othe r lesbia n feminist s wh o pu t 
forth simila r argument s wer e criticize d fo r "ma n hating, " fo r equatin g 
man hatin g wit h woma n loving , an d fo r definin g lesbianis m i n term s o f 
the forme r instea d o f th e latter . Grimsditc h wrote , " I stil l believ e tha t 
loving wome n isn' t th e sam e a s hatin g men " an d explaine d tha t sh e 
loved women "becaus e the y ar e women, no t becaus e they ar e not men. " 
As a feminist wh o love d women bu t did not sleep with them, Grimsditc h 
did no t wan t t o "b e a  lesbia n b y default. " France s M . Bea l pointe d ou t 
that lesbia n feminists ' anti-mal e sentiment s reflecte d a  lack o f sensitivit y 
to Blac k women' s issues : "Blac k peopl e ar e engage d i n a  life-and-deat h 
struggle an d th e mai n emphasi s o f blac k wome n mus t b e to comba t th e 
capitalist, racis t exploitation o f black people" (1970:394) . The problem , 
Beal argued , lie s i n th e System , no t i n individua l me n seekin g pleasur e 
from women' s bodies . 

In respons e t o thes e protests , lesbia n feminist s clarifie d an d refine d 
their arguments . Th e Leed s feminist s objecte d t o th e characterizatio n o f 
their argumen t a s "reductionist, " explainin g tha t th e "withdrawa l o f 
sexual service s fro m men " wa s no t th e "su m total " o f thei r politica l 
strategy; i t wa s necessary , bu t no t sufficien t (1981:67) . Moreover , the y 
claimed tha t the y ha d no t mean t t o prescrib e lesbia n sexualit y fo r al l 
feminists; the y di d believ e tha t al l feminist s shoul d b e lesbians , bu t 
explained tha t the y mean t political  lesbians:  "W e d o thin k tha t al l 
feminists ca n an d shoul d b e political lesbians . Ou r definitio n o f a  politi -
cal lesbia n i s a  woman-identifie d woma n wh o doe s no t fuc k men . I t 
does no t mea n compulsor y sexua l activit y wit h women " (1979/1981:5) . 
"Political lesbians " wer e therefor e define d no t b y sexua l relation s wit h 
women—which man y di d no t hav e an d di d no t want—bu t b y thei r 
feminist politica l conviction s an d thei r lac k o f relation s wit h men. 26 

With th e adven t o f the "politica l lesbian, " lesbianis m cam e to be define d 
not i n term s o f sexua l activit y bu t i n term s o f nonsexua l form s o f 
commitment t o women . Presenc e o r absenc e o f sexua l activit y wit h 
women merel y distinguishe d tw o type s o f lesbians , th e politica l lesbia n 
and the "rea l lesbian, " fro m eac h other . Thus , the Leeds feminists joine d 
Brown, Bunch, and other s i n desexualizing the lesbian per se . 

The Leed s feminist s responde d t o th e criticis m tha t the y wer e miss -
ing th e rea l issu e becaus e i t wa s easie r t o attac k heterosexua l wome n 
than t o attac k th e patriarch y b y explainin g tha t the y ha d mean t t o 
criticize heterosexuality a s an institution, no t heterosexual women . The y 
wrote, "Som e lesbians an d som e heterosexual feminist s sa w the paper a s 
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an attac k o n heterosexua l women : i n fact , w e were criticizing heterosex -
uality a s th e accepte d for m o f sexualit y unde r mal e supremacy , an d 
saying tha t i t i s used t o oppres s us " (1981:66) . To conciliat e heterosex -
ual women, they reconsidered th e word "collaborators, " which they ha d 
used to describe heterosexual wome n in the "Politica l lesbianism" paper : 
"We no w thin k tha t 'collaborators ' i s th e wron g wor d t o describ e 
women wh o slee p wit h men , sinc e thi s implie s a  consciou s ac t o f be -
trayal. Eve n i f applie d solel y t o heterosexua l feminists , rathe r tha n t o 
heterosexual wome n i n general , i t i s inaccurate : mos t feminist s d o no t 
see men a s the enemy , o r heterosexualit y a s crucia l t o mal e supremacy " 
(1981:66). Thus, the Leeds feminists exchange d criticis m of heterosexua l 
women fo r paternalisti c patienc e wit h wome n wh o wer e no t t o blam e 
for heterosexua l behavio r tha t aros e ou t o f fals e consciousness . Ann a 
Wilson, a  member o f th e Onlywome n Press , was no t willin g to compro -
mise eve n tha t much , "i f yo u wan t t o g o o n bein g heterosexual , that' s 
ok. bu t i  want yo u t o thin k abou t th e fac t tha t you'r e doin g i t becaus e 
you wan t to . you ar e responsible fo r bein g heterosexual" (1981:61) . 

The Furies and the staff o f Purple September,  whos e arguments wer e 
very simila r t o Th e Leed s Revolutionar y Feminis t Group' s arguments , 
made simila r clarifications . I n th e introductio n t o a  collectio n o f Furie s 
writings, Myron an d Bunc h wrote defensively : 

Some feminist s sa y tha t lesbian s ar e "divisiv e t o th e women' s move -
ment" b y demandin g tha t ever y woma n b e a  lesbian . W e ar e les s 
concerned wit h whethe r eac h woma n personall y become s a  lesbia n 
than wit h th e destruction o f heterosexualit y a s a  crucial par t o f mal e 
supremacy. Lesbian s hav e bee n th e quickes t t o se e th e challeng e t o 
heterosexuality a s necessar y t o feminists ' survival . Howeve r straigh t 
feminists are not precluded from examining and fighting against hetero-
sexuality as an ideology and institution that oppresses us all. (1975:12) 

The staf f o f Purple  September  agreed , 

from a  feminist viewpoin t i t is indeed irrelevan t whether feminist s ar e 
straight o r gay , bu t tha t i s no t th e en d o f th e story . Feminis m doe s 
require that feminists critically assess the normative status of heterosex-
uality whethe r o r no t the y abide by that nor m in their persona l lives. 
(Purple September 1975:82). 

In other words , there i s no necessar y connectio n betwee n one' s persona l 
sexuality an d one' s feminism; heterosexua l women ca n also be feminists , 
that is , the y ca n als o challeng e heterosexuality . "Th e rea l differenc e i s 
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between woman-identifie d women—thos e wh o ar e seriou s abou t femi -
nist struggle an d lovin g women—and wome n wh o ar e stil l allied mainl y 
with men ; an d there are heterosexual, bisexual , and homosexual wome n 
on bot h sides " (Goodma n e t al . 1983:90) . O f course , lesbian s ar e stil l 
more likel y t o b e feminists , becaus e heterosexua l wome n ar e les s likel y 
to challeng e heterosexualit y an d lac k th e vantag e poin t lesbian s posses s 
(e.g., Carpenter 1988 ; Goodman e t al . 1983) . 

Lesbian feminist s als o defende d themselve s agains t th e characteriza -
tion o f thei r positio n a s "anti-male, " an d th e charg e tha t the y equate d 
man hatin g wit h woma n loving . Th e Leed s feminists , fo r example , ac -
cepted th e charg e tha t thei r initia l statement s i n th e "Politica l lesbi -
anism" pape r ha d overemphasize d ma n hatin g a t the expense o f woma n 
loving. The y explaine d tha t the y ha d originall y "define d a  Politica l 
Lesbian a s a  woman-identified-woman wh o di d no t fuc k men " bu t tha t 
they ha d "re-examine d th e phrase " an d realize d tha t i t reall y mean t 
"women who , by withdrawing thei r energ y and suppor t fro m men , hav e 
put wome n first.  I n doin g so , the y hav e foun d tha t i t i s incompatibl e 
with sleepin g with men " (1979/1981:5) . Thus , b y shiftin g thei r empha -
sis, the Leed s feminists dodge d charge s o f ma n hatin g while maintainin g 
the connection betwee n woman lovin g and sexua l separatism . Goodma n 
et al . too k a  differen t approac h towar d th e sam e goal . The y explaine d 
that separatism i s necessary a s an intermediate ste p for oppresse d group s 
to gain strength , bu t tha t th e "ultimat e goa l o f thi s separation, however , 
is solidarity : al l peopl e livin g an d lovin g togethe r i n mutua l respect " 
(1983:76). Goodma n e t al . als o argue d tha t separatio n fro m individua l 
men wa s no t a  reflectio n o f ma n hating . O n th e contrary , separatis m 
was a  necessar y techniqu e tha t woul d lea d wome n t o perceiv e th e sys -
temic natur e o f thei r oppressio n an d "recogniz e ho w the y hav e bee n 
hurt withou t blamin g i t o n eac h individua l membe r o f th e oppresso r 
class" (1983:76) . In other words , separatism fro m me n was not evidenc e 
of ma n hating ; i n fact , i t wa s quit e th e opposite , i.e. , a  techniqu e fo r 
overcoming th e tendenc y t o blam e individua l me n fo r women' s op -
pression. 

These revision s an d refinement s o f th e lesbia n feminis t viewpoin t 
brought th e relationshi p betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m ful l circle . 
Before th e adven t o f lesbia n feminism , lesbianis m wa s dismisse d a s 
irrelevant t o feminis m a t bes t an d harmfu l a t worst . T o establis h lesbi -
anism a s a  feminis t issue , lesbian feminist s first  politicize d lesbianis m a s 
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a feminis t lifestyl e an d a s a  politica l challeng e t o th e institutio n o f 
heterosexuality. Havin g establishe d th e politic s o f lesbianism , lesbia n 
feminists the n divorce d th e political from th e personal so that the institu -
tion o f heterosexualit y coul d b e attacke d withou t attackin g th e wome n 
within it , an d th e institutio n o f mal e supremac y coul d b e attacke d 
without attackin g th e individua l me n wh o benefite d fro m it . Becaus e o f 
the divorc e betwee n feminis m an d heterosexualit y an d th e depersonal -
ization o f the attack o n male supremacy, women withi n the heterosexua l 
institution wh o ha d tie s to individua l me n coul d no w joi n i n the attack , 
because th e politic s becam e availabl e t o ever y woma n regardles s o f he r 
personal sexua l lifestyle . Persona l sexualit y wa s onc e agai n irrelevant , 
but th e brie f marriag e betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m ha d give n birt h 
to a  ne w feminis t politics . Heterosexua l wome n wer e invite d bac k int o 
the feminis t fold , bu t i n thei r absenc e feminis m ha d bee n redefine d a s a 
movement t o challeng e th e nor m o f heterosexualit y an d the y wer e al -
lowed bac k i n only insofar a s they agreed to examine their own complic -
ity in this norm . 

Furthermore, th e invitatio n t o heterosexua l wome n wa s tinged wit h 
the expectation tha t once they challenged th e institution o f heterosexual -
ity, the y woul d becom e lesbians . Brown , fo r example , wrote , "Th e 
inevitability o f lesbianis m i s obvious t o anyon e wh o follow s th e logic of 
feminism," (1976g:184) , and Faderman quote d a  woman wh o observed , 
"once you're a  feminis t it' s almos t impossibl e to have any kind o f whol e 
relationship wit h a  man . .  . .  That's th e onl y wa y I  can se e myself goin g 
really, fro m a  stron g person , t o a  feminis t t o a  lesbian . It' s jus t a  ver y 
logical progression " (1981:391). 27 Fry e observe d tha t "wome n wit h 
newly raise d consciousnesse s ten d t o leav e marriage s an d families . .  . . 
Many awakenin g wome n becom e celibat e o r lesbian " (1977 / 
1983a: 102). Goodma n e t al . chastise d lesbia n feminist s fo r failin g t o 
support wome n wh o ar e involved i n heterosexual relationships , admon -
ishing the m tha t the y d o no t hav e th e righ t t o assum e tha t al l opposite -
sex relationships ar e oppressive and encouraging women to support eac h 
other despit e thei r sexua l differences . Bu t tw o page s later , th e sam e 
authors encourage d lesbian s t o hel p heterosexua l wome n overcom e th e 
barriers tha t kee p the m fro m lovin g women . Thei r ton e wa s decidedl y 
patronizing, "I t i s also importan t fo r lesbia n feminist s t o remembe r tha t 
non-lesbian wome n ar e rigidly heterosexual onl y because of heterosexis t 
training, an d t o find  way s o f showin g the m tha t thi s i s th e case . .  . . 
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Lesbians oughtn' t t o try to forc e othe r wome n int o it ; just keep pointin g 
out the blocks which kee p them fro m realizin g it" (1983:87) . 

Ironically, lesbia n feminists ' apparen t concessio n t o heterosexua l 
feminism create d a  ne w opportunit y fo r lesbia n feminist s t o criticiz e 
heterosexual women . Onc e lesbian feminist s concede d tha t heterosexua l 
women coul d b e feminist , the y coul d criticiz e heterosexua l feminist s fo r 
any shortcomin g i n the qualit y o f thei r feminism , includin g thei r contin -
ued heterosexualit y itself . Althoug h th e invitatio n t o heterosexua l femi -
nists wa s extende d a t th e reques t o f heterosexua l feminist s wh o hope d 
to fre e themselve s fro m th e lesbian feminis t mora l imperativ e t o becom e 
lesbian, th e effec t wa s t o plac e heterosexua l feminist s eve n mor e firml y 
under th e jurisdiction o f lesbian feminis t ideology. 28 

While lesbia n feminist s an d heterosexua l feminist s wer e debatin g 
the relevanc e o f lesbia n sex  an d heterose x t o feminism , man y non -
lesbian women accepte d th e invitation t o become lesbian feminist s i n the 
political sense . In  keepin g wit h th e argument s o f th e Leed s feminists , 
these women wer e defined b y their politica l conviction s an d thei r lack of 
relations wit h men , no t b y sexua l relation s wit h women . Bu t onc e 
women bega n declarin g themselve s a s political lesbians , some rea l lesbi -
ans bega n t o resen t wha t the y perceive d a s a  transgression. 29 Politica l 
lesbians, eve n thos e wh o di d g o s o fa r a s t o hav e sexua l relation s wit h 
women, kne w littl e of the day-to-day hardship s o f rea l lesbians, and rea l 
lesbians fel t use d b y wome n wh o wante d t o "try " lesbianis m a s i f i t 
were a  ne w flavo r o r a  wa y t o ear n thei r feminis t credentials . Jo y 
Pitman wa s angere d becaus e sh e fel t tha t politica l lesbianis m denie d th e 
hardships experience d b y rea l lesbian s lik e hersel f wh o ha d com e ou t 
without th e suppor t o f a  Women's Movemen t (1981), 30 and Brow n ha d 
some harsh word s fo r th e woman "wh o wa s going to liberat e hersel f o n 
my body" (1976e:90) . Similarly, Alice et al. resented "nouveau " lesbian s 
who "use d lesbian s in order t o assuag e thei r guil t and experimen t with a 
'lesbian experience ' "  an d wh o woul d retur n t o me n an d mal e privileg e 
when lesbianis m wa s n o longe r politicall y fashionabl e (1973/1991a:36) . 
An anonymou s membe r o f th e Birmingha m Revolutionar y Feminis t 
Group, wh o initiall y chos e t o becom e a  lesbia n fo r feminis t reasons , 
recalled tha t "lesbian s movin g withi n mor e conventiona l ga y circles " 
were suspiciou s tha t wome n lik e hersel f wer e no t "real " lesbian s 
(1981:33). In hindsight, she agreed with them, acknowledging tha t lesbi -
anism canno t b e base d o n politica l conviction s alon e becaus e i t mus t 
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involve femal e eroticism . A s sh e develope d thi s eroticis m herself , sh e 
found hersel f sharin g rea l lesbians ' suspicions o f politica l lesbians . 

Political lesbianis m wa s als o criticized , ironically , fo r bein g male -
identified. Fro m he r ne w standpoin t a s a  "real " lesbian , th e anonymou s 
Birmingham feminis t jus t cite d rejecte d politica l lesbianis m becaus e i t i s 
defined i n term s o f ( a lack of ) women' s relation s wit h men , a s oppose d 
to lesbianism , whic h i s define d i n term s o f relation s wit h women . Th e 
concept o f politica l lesbianism , sh e wrote , "ignore s th e importanc e o f 
women's sexua l relation s wit h othe r wome n whils t makin g the questio n 
of whethe r wome n hav e sexua l relation s wit h me n centra l t o th e whol e 
definition o f politica l lesbianism " (1981:34) . Gregor y too k thi s poin t 
further, arguin g tha t definin g onesel f a s a  lesbian ou t o f hatre d fo r me n 
instead o f lov e fo r wome n no t onl y i s a n inappropriat e expressio n o f 
feminism, bu t i s not feminis t a t all . Whereas lesbianis m define d i n term s 
of a  positive attractio n t o women i s "par t o f the process of getting rid of 
the ma n i n ou r head, " lesbianis m define d i n term s o f rejectio n an d 
hatred o f me n "make s [th e ma n i n ou r head ] eve r mor e powerful " 
(1981:43). 

These reaction s mus t hav e bee n confusin g t o well-meanin g politica l 
lesbians wh o though t the y wer e demonstratin g thei r commitmen t t o 
feminism an d suppor t fo r lesbian s b y identifyin g themselve s a s politica l 
lesbians. Firs t the y ha d bee n tol d tha t the y shoul d accep t lesbianis m a s 
the expressio n o f feminism ; the n the y wer e tol d tha t the y wer e op -
pressing lesbian s b y attemptin g t o expres s thei r feminis m throug h lesbi -
anism. The conflictin g viewpoint s arisin g from th e lesbian feminis t elab -
oration o f th e relationshi p betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m mus t hav e 
been confusin g t o othe r feminist s a s well . Feminist s i n genera l ha d bee n 
chastised fo r considerin g lesbianis m "jus t a  persona l issue, " onl y t o b e 
told late r tha t whethe r on e ha d sex  wit h anothe r woma n wa s actuall y 
irrelevant no t onl y t o feminis m bu t t o lesbianis m itself . Heterosexua l 
feminists wer e tol d tha t the y coul d no t b e feminist s becaus e the y wer e 
heterosexual an d therefor e collaborator s wit h th e oppressiv e heteropa -
triarchal structure , bu t then the y were invited back int o the feminis t fol d 
and criticize d fo r failin g t o challeng e heterosexualit y a s a n institution . 
The resul t o f th e lesbia n feminis t debat e ove r th e relationshi p betwee n 
lesbianism an d feminis m wa s a  confusing se t of message s tha t reflec t th e 
controversies surroundin g thi s relationshi p and , a t a  deepe r level , th e 
internal contradiction s i n lesbian feminis t ideology . 
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Controversy ove r th e Relationshi p o f Lesbia n Se x 
to Lesbianis m 

From th e foregoing , i t i s clea r tha t on e controvers y generate d b y th e 
lesbian feminis t constructio n an d reconstructio n o f th e relationshi p be -
tween lesbianis m an d feminis m i s the issu e o f th e relationship o f lesbia n 
sexual behavio r t o lesbianism . Thi s issu e merit s furthe r attentio n her e 
because o f it s centrality i n the construction o f bisexualit y a s an issue . To 
recap, i n orde r t o politiciz e lesbianism , lesbia n feminist s ha d expande d 
the definitio n o f lesbianis m wel l beyon d th e traditionall y privat e real m 
of th e sexual . Then , t o appeas e heterosexua l feminist s an d effec t a 
reconciliation betwee n lesbia n an d heterosexua l feminists , som e lesbia n 
feminists create d th e "politica l lesbian " an d trivialize d th e sexua l aspec t 
of lesbianis m i n orde r t o attac k mal e supremacis t heterosexualit y with -
out attackin g heterosexual women . 

But th e desexualization 31 o f lesbianis m wa s no t merel y a  conse -
quence o f th e politicizatio n o f lesbianis m an d th e elaboratio n o f th e 
relationship betwee n feminis m an d lesbianism ; i t wa s als o a  controver -
sial proces s o f reconstructio n i n it s ow n right . Fo r example , som e les -
bian feminist s sa w th e desexualizatio n o f lesbianis m a s a  direc t chal -
lenge t o patriarchy , becaus e i t represente d a  rejectio n o f sexualize d 
definitions o f womanhood . A t th e (First ) Congres s t o Unit e Wome n i n 
1969, lesbia n audienc e member s accuse d panelist s o f ignorin g th e les -
bian issue . Pane l member s responde d b y accusin g lesbia n audienc e 
members o f reducin g wome n t o thei r sexuality , arguin g tha t th e sexual -
ization o f wome n i s one aspec t o f women' s oppressio n an d tha t lesbian s 
were buyin g int o tha t oppressio n b y givin g importanc e t o women' s 
sexuality. Roxann e Dunba r trie d t o stee r th e discussio n awa y fro m 
lesbianism b y commentin g fro m th e panel , "Sexualit y i s no t th e ke y 
issue. What I  want t o d o i s get women ou t o f bed. " I n "Sa y i t isn' t so, " 
Brown countere d wit h th e accusatio n tha t Dunba r wa s doin g exactl y 
what sh e accuse d lesbia n audienc e member s o f doing , tha t is , reducin g 
women t o thei r sexualit y b y perceivin g women-identifie d wome n a s 
lesbians, define d solel y i n term s o f sexualit y (1976b:50) . Brow n argue d 
that i t wa s heterosexua l wome n wh o wante d t o suppres s th e issu e o f 
lesbianism, no t lesbians , wh o wer e buyin g int o mal e definition s o f 
women i n term s o f thei r "sexua l activit y an d function. " In  othe r words , 
the redefinitio n o f lesbianis m i n nonsexua l term s no t onl y de-privatize d 
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and politicize d lesbianism , bu t challenge d male-dominate d view s o f 
women. 

The desexualization o f lesbianism was also fostered becaus e i t facili -
tated historians ' attempt s t o construc t a  lesbia n history . A s lesbian s 
began t o develo p a  cultur e an d communitie s o f thei r own , the y als o 
began t o desir e a  histor y o f thei r own . Modelin g themselve s afte r th e 
Black civi l right s movemen t an d othe r racial/ethni c movements— a pro -
cess tha t wil l b e explore d i n detai l late r i n thi s chapter—the y searche d 
for th e shared history tha t would giv e them a  sense of shared origins an d 
shared fate . Earl y collection s o f lesbia n an d ga y writing s mythologize d 
Sappho, reconstructe d ancien t Greec e a s th e golde n er a o f mal e homo -
sexuality, an d pointe d wit h prid e t o historica l figures  whos e persona l 
papers reveale d passion s fo r same-se x lovers . Bu t a  lesbia n histor y wa s 
difficult t o construc t becaus e th e concep t o f th e lesbia n a s a  typ e o f 
person i s a  recen t inventio n an d becaus e th e repressio n o f women' s 
sexuality ha d ensure d littl e recor d o f women' s sexua l activitie s i n th e 
past. Lesbia n histor y coul d not , therefore , b e constructed o n the basis of 
sexual behavior. 32 Th e desexualizatio n o f lesbianis m convenientl y 
opened th e door fo r th e construction o f a  lesbian history . 

In turn , th e constructio n o f a  lesbia n histor y i n th e absenc e o f 
historical informatio n abou t sexualit y helpe d construc t contemporar y 
lesbianism i n desexualize d terms . Fo r example , Blanch e Wiese n Coo k 
suggested tha t al l independen t wome n wh o choos e t o nurtur e an d sup -
port othe r wome n ar e lesbians. 33 Usin g thi s definition , an y stron g 
woman-identified historica l figure  coul d b e claimed a s an ancesto r o f th e 
modern lesbian , despit e a  lac k o f informatio n abou t he r sexua l behav -
ior. 34 Fo r example , Brow n sa w hersel f a s belonging t o a  long history o f 
women wh o ha d becom e "women-identified " afte r the y "questione d th e 
system an d foun d i t destructiv e t o themselves " (1976e:79) . Carpente r 
referred t o th e leadin g figures  i n th e Girls ' Wor k Movemen t a s "spin -
sters," an d commente d tha t th e suppression o f women's sexualit y mean t 
that "ther e wa s n o publi c discussio n o f lesbianis m an d rarel y an y ac -
knowledgment tha t thes e 'splendid, ' 'dedicated ' an d stron g example s 
of 'magnificen t womanhood ' wer e i n fac t lesbians " (1988:171—172) . 
Carpenter, wh o presente d n o evidenc e o f thes e women' s sexua l habits , 
was eithe r usin g a  definitio n o f lesbianis m simila r t o Cook's , o r sh e wa s 
assuming tha t thes e strong , unmarrie d wome n di d i n fac t engag e i n 
lesbian sex  of which, of course , there i s no record. 35 



THE PIN K AN D BLU E HERRIN G 155 

Faderman wa s als o not hampere d i n her constructio n o f nineteenth -
century romanti c friend s a s the ancestor s o f moder n lesbian s b y the lac k 
of evidenc e abou t thei r sexua l behaviors . In  fact , sh e gratuitousl y 
granted tha t romanti c friend s probabl y wer e no t sexuall y involved , 
"While romanti c friend s ha d considerabl e latitud e i n thei r sho w o f 
physical affectio n towar d eac h other , i t i s probable that , i n a n er a whe n 
women wer e no t suppose d t o b e sexual , th e sexua l possibilitie s o f thei r 
relationship wer e seldo m entertained " (1981:414) . Sh e the n analogize d 
romantic friend s wit h moder n lesbian s b y assertin g th e asexualit y o f 
modern lesbians , "Contemporar y wome n ca n hav e n o suc h innocence . 
But th e sexua l aspect s o f thei r lesbian-feminis t relationship s generall y 
have les s significanc e tha n th e emotiona l sustenanc e an d th e freedo m 
they hav e t o defin e themselves " (1981:414). 36 Sh e strengthene d th e 
analogy b y arguin g tha t nineteenth-centur y romanti c friendship s be -
came threatenin g t o me n fo r th e sam e reaso n moder n lesbia n relation -
ships ar e threatening ; tha t is , no t becaus e o f thei r sexua l aspec t bu t 
because o f thei r politica l implication s fo r th e overthro w o f patriarchy . 
In othe r words , th e emphasi s o n th e moder n lesbian' s politic s a t th e 
expense o f he r sexualit y provide s he r wit h acces s t o a  histor y an d an -
cestry. 

The ris e o f cultura l feminis m als o facilitate d th e desexualizatio n o f 
lesbianism i n th e 1970s . Building o n radica l feminists ' call s fo r women -
only space, cultural feminist s claime d that in this separatist space wome n 
would buil d a n alternativ e worl d tha t woul d b e very differen t fro m th e 
world buil t b y men . A s cultura l feminist s elaborate d thei r argument s 
about th e worl d wome n woul d build , the y los t sigh t o f th e radica l 
feminist tene t tha t th e difference s betwee n wome n an d me n ar e cultur -
ally created . Radica l feminist s ha d originall y envisione d women-onl y 
space a s a n opportunit y fo r wome n t o examin e th e effect s o f sociall y 
imposed gende r o n thei r lives . Cultura l feminist s bega n t o se e women -
only spac e a s a n opportunit y fo r th e natura l essenc e o f woma n t o 
emerge, an d the y believe d tha t thi s essenc e wa s fundamentall y differen t 
from th e essenc e o f man. 37 The y argue d "tha t wome n ar e essentiall y 
more pure , mor e temperate , an d mor e mora l tha n men , an d tha t 
women's missio n i s t o battl e mal e lustfulnes s an d corruption " (Ada m 
1987:146).38 I n th e absenc e o f me n an d th e competitive , death-lovin g 
culture me n ha d created , wome n woul d naturall y creat e a  nurturant , 
life-centered society . 
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The desexualize d politica l lesbia n wa s welcomed enthusiasticall y b y 
cultural feminists . A s a  politica l woma n committe d t o th e clas s struggl e 
of women, sh e was a  champion o f cultura l feminism . Becaus e her closes t 
relationships wer e wit h women , sh e wa s a s remove d fro m th e mal e 
death-culture a s an y woma n coul d be . Surrounded b y women, sh e live d 
in a  world tha t approximate d th e woman-designed worl d envisione d b y 
cultural feminist s i n whic h woman' s essenc e woul d emerge . A s "primi -
tive" people s ar e ofte n stereotype d b y "sophisticated " Euro-American s 
as "close r t o nature, " th e politica l lesbia n wa s considere d b y cultura l 
feminists t o b e close r t o th e tru e woman . Give n th e politica l lesbian' s 
proximity t o essentia l womanhood , he r desexualizatio n wa s comfortin g 
to cultura l feminist s fo r tw o reasons . First , i t purifie d he r o f embar -
rassing sexual habits that would tarnish her womanly image—no t neces -
sarily becaus e lesbia n sexua l habit s woul d hav e bee n an y mor e embar -
rassing tha n heterosexua l habits , bu t becaus e sexualit y itsel f wa s vulga r 
and unwomanly . Second , i t universalize d her . B y definition , womanl y 
essence mus t exis t i n ever y woman . A s lon g a s th e lesbia n wa s de -
fined b y he r sexuality , sh e coul d no t represen t th e essenc e o f al l 
women becaus e sh e coul d no t represen t th e essenc e o f heterosexua l 
women. Bu t strippe d o f he r sexuality , th e lesbia n coul d becom e th e 
essential woman . Becaus e o f he r politica l nature , he r sexua l purity , 
and he r universality , th e politica l lesbia n becam e cultura l feminism' s 
prototypical woman . 

By essentializin g womanhood , cultura l feminist s ha d take n a  shar p 
right tur n fro m th e roa d tha t the y ha d initiall y share d wit h radica l 
feminists. Radica l feminist s accuse d cultura l feminist s o f reactionis m 
because the asexual womanly essenc e they glorified an d strove to "recap -
ture" bor e a  striking resemblance to nineteenth-century Victoria n image s 
of wome n tha t radica l feminist s ha d bee n strugglin g t o destroy . As , 
Echols pu t it , "Cultura l feminis t sexua l politic s reall y offe r u s nothin g 
more tha n women' s traditiona l sexua l value s disguise d a s radica l femi -
nist sexua l values " (1984:64) . Echol s als o playe d apologis t fo r cultura l 
feminists b y explainin g tha t an y oppresse d grou p find s i t "temptin g t o 
seek solac e i n th e reclaimin g o f tha t identit y whic h th e large r cultur e 
has systematicall y denigrated " (1984:50), 39 a n optio n tha t i s especiall y 
appealing when radica l cultura l chang e seems unlikely . 

In additio n t o desexualizin g lesbianis m an d essentializin g woman -
hood, cultura l feminis m als o revitalized th e antipornography movement , 
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critiqued th e "sexua l revolution " a s a  socia l movemen t tha t liberate d 
men a t th e expens e o f women , an d promote d othe r sex-negativ e view s 
within the feminist movement . This provided anothe r point fo r criticism , 
as othe r feminist s charge d cultura l feminist s wit h demonizin g sexualit y 
in order t o suppres s i t rathe r tha n explorin g i t a t th e ris k o f discoverin g 
their ow n politicall y incorrec t sexua l desire s (e.g. , Echols 1984) . Critic s 
also questione d th e motivatio n behin d th e refocusin g o f feminis t atten -
tion o n issue s lik e pornograph y instea d o f issue s concernin g women' s 
economic an d politica l oppressio n an d charge d tha t th e feminis t move -
ment ha d bee n co-opte d int o adoptin g a  conservativ e politica l agend a 
(Adam 1987) . Lesbian s wh o ha d recentl y reclaime d thei r sexualit y an d 
developed a  sens e o f prid e proteste d th e renewe d deemphasi s o f thei r 
sexual experience s an d feelings . I n short , critic s argue d tha t i n a n effor t 
to avoi d complicit y wit h mal e definition s o f wome n solel y i n term s o f 
their sex , cultura l feminist s ha d gon e to o fa r an d ende d u p buyin g int o 
the traditional denia l o f femal e sexualit y i n general an d th e trivializatio n 
of lesbia n sexualit y i n particular . 

The lesbia n sex-positiv e movemen t o f th e 1980 s aros e fro m thes e 
protests.40 Lesbia n pornograph y magazine s lik e On  Our  Backs,  whos e 
name carrie s a n implici t protes t agains t th e asexua l politic s o f Off  Our 
Backs, aros e to celebrat e the joys of lesbian sexuality . Sexpert s like Susie 
Bright taugh t wome n ho w t o enjo y sex—includin g ho w t o ejaculate . 
Gayle Rubi n an d th e Samoi s collectiv e proclaime d th e pleasures—an d 
political correctness—o f sadomasochism . Th e "se x positivists " o r "se x 
radicals" encourage d wome n t o celebrat e an d explor e thei r sexualit y 
uninhibited b y concern s abou t th e politica l correctnes s o f an y for m o f 
sexual expression , includin g concern s abou t th e appropriatenes s o f th e 
genders o f thei r partners . Echoing th e sentiment s o f earlie r heterosexua l 
feminists wh o defende d themselve s agains t th e deificatio n o f lesbianis m 
by claimin g tha t the y liked  se x wit h men , Hollibaug h an d Morag a 
argued tha t "Ther e is  heterosexualit y outsid e o f heterosexism " (1981 / 
1983:395). I n othe r words , women' s sexua l desire s ar e rea l an d argu -
ments abou t th e politica l implication s o f variou s form s o f sexualit y o r 
the ways i n which sexualit y i s socially controlle d an d perverte d t o serv e 
the end s o f th e patriarch y d o no t hel p u s understan d thes e desires . Th e 
sex positivists reclaime d sexualit y a s a  good i n it s own right , no t merel y 
a mean s t o b e use d fo r politica l purpose s b y bot h side s i n th e wa r 
between patriarchy an d feminism . 
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On th e surface , th e Se x Wars o f th e 1980 s wer e debate s ove r issue s 
such a s th e correc t feminis t stanc e o n pornograph y an d whethe r sado -
masochism challenge d o r re-inscribe d patriarcha l se x roles . Bu t under -
neath thes e debates , th e rea l issu e i n th e 1980 s Se x War s wa s th e 
question o f feminis t attitude s toward sexualit y itself . Should sexualit y b e 
rejected a s the traditiona l sourc e o f women' s oppression , o r shoul d i t be 
embraced, enjoyed , an d reclaime d b y wome n wh o ha d rediscovere d th e 
sexual desire s tha t patriarch y ha d attempte d t o suppres s an d vilify ? I s 
sexuality a  source o f pleasure, or a  source of danger? 41 

Despite th e heate d controvers y ove r th e rol e tha t sexualit y should 
play i n feminis t theor y an d lesbia n lives , man y lesbian s maintaine d 
all alon g tha t sexualit y is  a n integra l par t o f lesbianis m b y definition . 
Lesbianism mean s sexua l lesbianism , an d an y attempt s a t redefinin g 
lesbianism ar e boun d t o fai l fo r practica l reasons . Fo r example , a  mem -
ber o f th e Birmingha m Revolutionar y Feminis t Grou p wrote , "lesbi -
anism, whethe r w e lik e i t o r not , ha s alway s bee n use d b y bot h th e 
Women's Movemen t an d ou r enemies to describe a  relationship betwee n 
women whic h include s a  sexua l commitment . Th e ter m i s therefore no t 
synonymous wit h women-identifie d women " (1981:34) . I n fact , sh e 
pointed out , i t i s th e "centralit y o f sexualit y t o ou r feminis t struggle " 
that initiall y motivate d lesbia n feminist s t o asser t th e centralit y o f lesbi -
anism t o feminis t struggl e (1981:34) . Similarly , Pitma n objecte d t o th e 
concept o f a  politica l lesbia n fo r th e simpl e reaso n tha t i t wa s contrar y 
to th e traditiona l definitio n o f a  lesbia n a s a  woma n wh o i s sexuall y 
attracted t o othe r women : "T o us e th e ter m 'lesbian ' i n thi s wa y (a s i n 
Political Lesbian ) i s to ro b i t o f an y meanin g a s a  descriptio n o f sexua l 
orientation/preference/practice" (1981:44) . 

The argumen t tha t nonsexua l definition s o f lesbianis m woul d no t 
replace sexua l definition s o f lesbianis m becaus e th e latte r wer e alread y 
well establishe d prove d t o b e true . In  1983 , Goodman e t al . stated tha t 
lesbian relationship s remaine d th e cornerston e o f lesbia n identit y fo r 
many lesbians . Notwithstandin g th e politica l natur e o f lesbianism , the y 
asserted tha t th e hear t o f lesbianis m stil l consiste d o f lesbia n relation -
ships among women : 

The cornerstone of a lesbian identity for many lesbians is a relationship 
with a  lover . . .. T o sa y thi s doe s no t den y th e significanc e o f th e 
political analysi s lesbian s hav e developed , o r th e politica l natur e o f 
society's reaction s t o lesbianism , o r th e validity o f wome n wh o come 
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to a  lesbia n identit y ou t o f politica l conscience—bu t i t identifie s th e 
foundation o f the entire lesbian culture: our right to love. (1983:69) 

In othe r words , regardles s o f th e outcom e o f th e lesbia n Se x Wars an d 
the feminis t debate s an d regardles s o f th e politica l meaning s erecte d 
around sexuality , mos t individual lesbian s stil l perceive their sexuality a s 
the basi s fo r thei r persona l lesbia n identities . Lesbian s stil l believ e tha t 
lesbianism i s about lesbia n sexuality . 

Controversy ove r th e Natur e o f Gende r 

The critica l differenc e betwee n th e earl y radica l feminist s an d th e cul -
tural feminist s o f th e 1970 s wa s thei r understandin g o f gender. 42 

Whereas th e radica l feminist s sa w gende r a s a  socia l construc t impose d 
via socializatio n an d socia l structure , cultura l feminist s sa w gende r a s 
essential. Wherea s radica l feminist s struggle d t o fre e themselve s fro m 
socially impose d gender , cultura l feminist s strov e t o discove r an d em -
brace thei r womanl y essence . Eac h typ e o f feminis t envisione d a  Utopi a 
of th e future , bu t thei r vision s o f th e rol e o f gende r i n thi s Utopi a wer e 
very different . Becaus e lesbianism—whethe r define d i n term s o f sexua l 
relations wit h women , politica l commitment s t o women , o r th e absenc e 
of relation s t o men—i s define d i n term s o f gender , thes e tw o vision s 
therefore hav e ver y differen t implication s fo r th e futur e o f lesbianis m 
and th e organization o f sexualit y i n general . 

If gende r i s sociall y imposed , the n th e liberate d huma n bein g i s 
androgynous an d wome n ar e oppressed b y a  feminine rol e tha t i s some-
thing les s than human . Th e Radicalesbian s wer e amon g th e group s tha t 
ascribed t o thi s perspective . The y argue d tha t "se x role s dehumaniz e 
women" (1970:50 ) b y definin g wome n i n relatio n t o men , an d tha t a 
lesbian i s a  woman wh o "act s i n accordanc e wit h he r inne r compulsio n 
to b e a  mor e complet e an d free r huma n being " (1970:49) . On e canno t 
be both a  "woman " an d a  whole perso n becaus e t o b e feminine i s to b e 
only part o f a  person. Bu t neither ar e men whole ; men ar e also emotion -
ally crippled b y a gender tha t alienate s them fro m "thei r ow n bodie s an d 
emotions i n orde r t o perfor m thei r economic/political/militar y function s 
effectively" (1970:50) . Th e goa l o f feminism , therefore , i s th e elimina -
tion o f gender , i.e. , th e remova l o f restriction s o n humanness . When , a t 
the en d o f "Woman-identifie d Woman, " th e Radicalesbian s referre d t o 
"the cultura l revolution, " the y di d no t mea n a  cultura l revolutio n i n 
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which women' s life-lovin g essenc e woul d triump h ove r men' s death -
loving essence; they meant a  revolution i n which gende r woul d b e elimi-
nated an d al l peopl e woul d "achiev e maximu m autonom y i n huma n 
expression" (1970:55) . 

If gender is oppressive to both women and men, and the goal of femi -
nism is the elimination o f gender , then feminism wil l liberate men as well 
as women . I n othe r words , feminis m i s reall y "huma n liberation. " A s 
Lois Hart sai d on "Womankind, " "basically , what we're talking about is 
completely rejectin g impose d definition s upo n ou r humanity . I  mean, we 
believe we're endless and infinite, in some kind of sense, and that we have 
the righ t t o b e ourselves , whatever tha t migh t be . It' s huma n liberation , 
and it's for men and women" (Marott a 1981:232-233) . 

If th e goa l o f feminis m i s th e eliminatio n o f gender , the n i n th e 
Utopia tha t feminis m wil l eventuall y creat e neithe r heterosexualit y no r 
lesbianism, bot h o f whic h ar e define d i n term s o f gender , will  exist . 
Some lesbia n feminists , includin g Shelle y an d Brown, 43 recognize d thi s 
implication. Goodma n e t al. , i n fact , posite d th e eliminatio n o f hetero -
sexuality an d lesbianis m pe r s e as the ultimate goa l o f lesbia n liberation , 
"Being ga y an d feminist , whil e i t doe s mea n supportin g ou r righ t t o b e 
sexual with other s of the same gender, also means commitment, struggle , 
and havin g a  vision o f wha t th e world woul d b e lik e i f w e were al l fre e 
to ac t on ou r ow n feeling s o f love for on e another" (1983:84) . But mos t 
lesbian feminist s wh o recognize d tha t th e eliminatio n o f gende r woul d 
eliminate heterosexualit y an d lesbianis m a s form s o f sexualit y quickl y 
asserted tha t Utopi a ha s no t ye t bee n reache d an d tha t i n th e curren t 
imperfect world , gende r stil l matters . Fo r example , Li z Wilki e wrote , 
"The idealis t say s tha t i n a  perfec t worl d yo u shoul d relat e freel y t o al l 
individuals, while the realis t says that NO W we can' t d o that an d relatin g 
to me n i s upholdin g th e sexis t statu s quo " (1981:30) . Lorett a Ulmsch -
neider use d th e concep t o f bisexualit y t o mak e th e sam e point : "On e 
goal of our revolution i s to have a society where no particular expressio n 
of sexualit y i s enforced, BUT , th e revolutio n ha s no t happene d yet . Thi s 
is not Utopia . Women wh o practic e bisexualit y toda y ar e simply leadin g 
highly privilege d live s tha t d o no t challeng e mal e powe r an d that , i n 
fact, undermin e th e feminis t struggle " (1973/1975:88) . In  othe r words , 
the eliminatio n o f gende r migh t b e the ultimat e goal , bu t w e d o no t ye t 
live in a  genderless worl d an d i f we pretend t o liv e in tha t worl d befor e 
it exists , w e wil l i n fac t preven t it s actua l achievement . Thus , lesbia n 
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feminists ar e justified i n refusing t o relat e to men even as they argu e tha t 
the ultimate goa l i s the elimination o f gender . 

Other feminists , notabl y cultura l feminists , ridicule d th e ide a o f 
"human liberation " a s unsophisticate d an d naive . Liz a Cowan , fo r ex -
ample, explained tha t when sh e first  became a  feminist , sh e idealisticall y 
believed tha t ther e wa s n o basi c differenc e betwee n wome n an d men — 
until sh e realize d tha t th e notio n o f humanis m merel y serve s t o kee p 
men i n contro l (1978/1991) . Alic e e t al . agreed , "W e n o longe r believ e 
that w e ar e al l jus t 'people'—jus t 'huma n beings. ' Either yo u ar e a  ma n 
or a  woman; eithe r yo u hav e mal e privilege o r yo u don't ; eithe r yo u ge t 
benefits fro m tha t privileg e a s a  straigh t woman , o r yo u don't " (1973 / 
1991a:33). Alic e e t al . sympathize d wit h othe r feminists ' perceptio n o f 
separatism a s revers e sexis m an d avoide d arguin g tha t me n wer e essen -
tially differen t fro m women , bu t the y di d fee l tha t sexis m ha d pu t 
women an d me n i n suc h differen t position s tha t humanis m wa s un -
tenable: 

Unfortunately fo r al l our hopes and good vibes, patriarchy has created 
(or is reflective of) some very real divisions that can't be smoothed over 
with the term human being.  Men get privileges off  sexism and women 
are oppressed b y sexism. Men are in power in patriarchy. Women are 
kept powerless b y those men . We are not prepared t o take a  position 
on whethe r me n ar e a  separate biologica l specie s or not . A t this time 
that question is somewhat irrelevant. Their male culture has created for 
them a  dail y lif e experienc e tha t i s so differen t fro m tha t o f women , 
and so diametrically opposed to that of women, that they behave as if 
they're from anothe r planet. (1973/1991:391 ) 

Julia Penelop e wa s les s sympathetic towar d humanis t feminism . Ac -
cusing lesbian a s well as heterosexual feminist s o f abandoning the drea m 
of feminis t revolutio n an d waterin g dow n thei r demand s t o mak e the m 
"less threatenin g t o me n an d thei r women, " sh e wrot e tha t "Wha t i s 
now being called 'feminism ' i s indistinguishable fro m th e 'human growt h 
potential' movement , an d wome n wh o cal l themselve s 'feminists ' spea k 
psychobabble fluently , a  dialect that enable s them to avoid talking abou t 
real pain s an d rea l issues " (1984/1991:515) . Sh e derisivel y compare d 
the ne w "feminism " t o "garden-variet y liberalism, " reminde d feminist s 
that me n benefi t fro m th e oppressio n o f women , an d argue d agains t 
naming "society " a s a n entit y tha t oppresse s bot h wome n an d men , 
thereby removin g the blame from me n themselves . 
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Radical feminists , cultura l feminists , an d othe r feminist s d o no t 
disagree s o muc h abou t th e fac t tha t gende r play s a  rol e i n women' s 
oppression i n the curren t society , a s they disagre e abou t th e rol e gende r 
should pla y in the futur e an d abou t th e goals of feminis m wit h regar d t o 
gender. Shoul d feminist s striv e to eliminate gender , meanwhile recogniz -
ing th e ver y rea l implication s tha t gende r ha s i n th e curren t society , o r 
should feminist s striv e t o glorif y feminin e gende r an d creat e a  matriar -
chal worl d i n whic h women' s life-lovin g essenc e wil l prevail ? I n th e 
former scenario , sexualitie s an d politic s base d o n gender—includin g 
lesbianism an d feminism—woul d b e eliminated alon g wit h gender . Th e 
success o f lesbia n feminism , therefore , woul d resul t i n it s ow n decon -
struction. In  th e latte r scenario , th e Utopi a o f th e futur e woul d b e a 
world i n whic h lesbia n feminis m no t onl y survives , bu t dominates . Th e 
controversy ove r th e rol e o f gende r i n feminis m i s alive and wel l amon g 
lesbians i n th e 1990s , an d lik e th e controvers y ove r th e relationshi p 
between lesbianis m an d lesbia n sexuality , i t underlie s th e contemporar y 
controversy ove r the role of bisexuality , a s I will soon show . 

Competing Politica l Traditions : Th e Feminis t 
Tradition an d the Ethni c Tradition 

The lesbian feminis t reconstructio n o f lesbianism a s a political issue took 
place in a  feminist contex t fo r th e benefi t o f a  feminist audience . Lesbia n 
feminists use d th e languag e o f feminis m t o develo p politica l argument s 
that wer e effectiv e withi n feminis t discourse . Bu t outsid e th e feminis t 
context, th e dominan t languag e o f politica l protes t i n the 1970 s was th e 
language o f ethni c politic s popularize d b y th e activitie s o f racia l an d 
ethnic minorities , i n particula r African-Americans . A s member s o f th e 
larger societ y and , i n man y cases , veteran s o f earlie r civi l right s move -
ments and/o r member s o f racia l an d ethni c minoritie s themselves , lesbi -
ans ar e heir s t o th e ethni c politica l traditio n a s wel l a s th e feminis t 
political tradition. The ethnic political tradition use s concepts and mode s 
of argumen t tha t diffe r fro m thos e use d i n th e feminis t politica l tradi -
tion. A s I will explain below , the fundamenta l differenc e i s that feminis t 
arguments rel y o n th e assumptio n o f choice , wherea s ethni c argument s 
rely o n th e assumptio n o f essence . Becaus e o f thi s fundamenta l differ -
ence, th e concept s an d argument s develope d b y lesbian s i n th e feminis t 
tradition conflic t wit h th e concept s an d argument s tha t emerge d fro m 
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the ethni c politica l tradition . Th e conflic t betwee n feminis t an d ethni c 
modes o f discours e produced anothe r laye r o f controvers y i n the lesbia n 
feminist debate s ove r the nature an d politica l implication s o f lesbianism . 
But before I  can discus s the implications o f thi s controversy fo r th e issu e 
of bisexuality , I  mus t first  examin e th e importanc e o f choic e i n th e 
feminist politica l tradition , th e manne r i n whic h lesbia n feminist s con -
structed lesbianis m a s a  choice , th e importanc e o f essenc e i n th e ethni c 
political tradition , an d the construction o f lesbian s as an ethnic group . 

The Importance  of  Lesbianism  as  a Choice  in  the 
Feminist Political  Tradition 

Many o f th e argument s radica l lesbia n feminist s mad e i n thei r ef -
forts t o establis h a  connectio n betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m relie d 
implicitly o n th e assumptio n tha t lesbianis m i s a  possibl e choic e fo r al l 
women. Fro m attempt s t o defin e lesbianis m a s a  feminist issu e by show -
ing tha t homophobi a impede s feminis t progres s t o declaration s tha t 
lesbians ar e th e vanguar d o f feminis m an d tha t feminist s shoul d striv e 
to b e lesbians , th e issu e o f choic e i s o f critica l importanc e t o lesbia n 
feminist ideology . 

For example , th e mos t basi c argumen t linkin g lesbianis m t o femi -
nism i s th e argumen t tha t lesbianis m challenge s mal e supremacy , an d 
the concep t o f lesbianis m a s a  choic e underlie s man y lesbia n feminists ' 
arguments abou t wh y lesbianis m i s a  threat . Reid , fo r example , argue d 
that lesbianis m deprive s me n o f thei r persona l servants , an d Brow n 
suggested tha t lesbianis m i s a  feminis t politica l too l becaus e me n woul d 
be forced t o chang e i f the y wer e deprive d o f th e service s an d suppor t o f 
women. Bu t lesbianism coul d b e such a  tool onl y i f women wer e abl e t o 
choose lesbianis m freel y i n respons e t o men' s patriarcha l behavior , an d 
men woul d onl y chang e thei r behavio r i f the y believe d tha t wome n 
were capabl e o f respondin g t o thei r behavio r b y withholdin g service s 
(lesbianism) o r grantin g service s (heterosexuality) . If , o n th e othe r hand , 
lesbian an d straigh t wome n wer e essentiall y differen t fro m eac h other , 
there woul d b e n o threa t an d n o motivatio n fo r me n t o chang e thei r 
behavior. The argument that lesbianism is a choice is, therefore, a  critical 
component o f the argument tha t lesbianis m challenge s the patriarchy . 

Whereas heterosexual me n are threatened b y the possibility o f losin g 
their persona l servants , heterosexua l wome n ar e threatene d becaus e les -
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bians represen t th e possibilit y tha t the y themselve s coul d becom e liber -
ated. Thi s threat , too , rest s o n th e assumptio n tha t lesbianis m ca n b e 
chosen: "M y co-worker s a t th e newspape r wer e threatene d b y my  be -
coming a  lesbian . I f I  could d o it , the y coul d d o it . The y coul d sto p co -
operating i n thei r oppression . The y coul d choos e to b e lesbians, lesbian s 
weren't born , the y wer e made " (Rei d 1975:97) . Thi s i s threatenin g t o 
heterosexual wome n becaus e they ar e afrai d t o mak e thi s choice : "The y 
are angr y a t u s becaus e w e have a  way ou t tha t the y ar e afrai d t o take " 
(Shelley 1969/1970:347) . 

Besides threatenin g individua l me n wit h th e los s o f thei r persona l 
servants an d individua l wome n wit h los s o f thei r subjec t status , lesbi -
anism threaten s patriarch y a s a n institutio n wit h th e los s o f it s entir e 
subject class . Brow n wrote , "i f al l wome n wer e Lesbian s mal e suprem -
acy woul d hav e th e impossibl e tas k o f maintainin g itsel f i n a  vacuum. " 
Similarly, Fry e pointe d ou t tha t th e abilit y o f a  fe w lesbian s t o se e 
through mal e Realit y is , i n itself , no t threatenin g t o patriarchy ; th e 
threat lie s in th e possibilit y tha t thi s visio n will  sprea d t o othe r women . 
If enoug h wome n begi n t o se e throug h Reality , th e illusio n o f Realit y 
will b e destroyed . Suc h threat s ar e only goo d insofa r a s al l women hav e 
the potentia l t o becom e lesbians . I f the y d o not , the n patriarch y nee d 
not fea r th e loss of it s subjec t clas s and lesbianis m present s n o challeng e 
to patriarch y a t all . S o th e threa t o f lesbianis m t o patriarch y a s a n 
institution hinge s o n th e assumptio n tha t i t woul d b e possibl e fo r al l 
women t o becom e lesbians . Thi s i s why , Brow n argues , me n "hea p th e 
worst abus e upo n th e Lesbia n i n orde r t o kee p wome n fro m becomin g 
Lesbians" (1976 f :122); men' s hostilit y towar d lesbian s become s proo f 
of th e argumen t tha t lesbianis m i s threatenin g t o me n becaus e i t ca n 
be chosen . 

The argumen t tha t lesbianis m "threaten s mal e supremac y a t it s 
core" (Bunc h 1972/1975:29 ) b y rejectin g th e cultura l valuatio n o f th e 
male als o hinge s o n th e assumptio n tha t lesbianis m i s a  choice . I f lesbi -
anism could not be chosen, then i t could not be understood a s a rejectio n 
of patriarcha l values , includin g th e valuatio n o f th e mal e an d th e nor -
malcy o f heterosexuality . A s Frye pointed out , "Th e choosing challenge s 
the value placed o n heterosexua l normalcy " (1983b : 150). 

Atkinson argue d tha t the patriarchy protect s itsel f fro m th e threat of 
lesbianism b y portrayin g lesbian s a s wome n wh o can  not , rathe r tha n 
women wh o will  not , fulfil l thei r "prope r politica l functio n i n society " 
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(1972/1973:12). I n othe r words , patriarch y co-opt s lesbian s b y con -
structing the m a s failed heterosexua l women , thu s preservin g it s subjec t 
class b y essentializin g th e differenc e betwee n lesbia n an d heterosexua l 
women, reaffirmin g th e superio r valu e o f heterosexuality , an d denyin g 
female sexua l agency . Th e implicatio n o f Atkinson' s analysi s i s tha t 
lesbians who believ e that they ar e essentially differen t fro m heterosexua l 
women o r tha t the y di d no t choos e thei r lesbianis m ar e allowin g them -
selves t o b e co-opte d b y th e patriarchy . Th e threa t lesbianis m pose s t o 
patriarchy i s therefore dependen t no t onl y o n lesbianis m being  a  choice , 
but on lesbian s believing  tha t lesbianis m i s a choice. 

Finally, lesbia n feminis t argument s conclude d i n a  moral imperativ e 
that feminist s should  b e lesbians . Th e lesbia n imperative , a s d o al l th e 
arguments tha t le d t o it , relie s o n th e assumptio n tha t lesbianis m i s a n 
option fo r al l women. I f women coul d no t choos e t o b e lesbians, then i t 
would mak e no sense to demand tha t they become lesbians or to admon -
ish them fo r no t becomin g lesbians . 

The Construction  of  Lesbianism  as  a Choice  in  Lesbian 
Feminist Discourse 

Any woman can be a lesbian. 
— Alix Dobkin, Lavender ]ane Loves Women 

As Katie King observed, lesbian feminist s develope d a  "highly elaborate d 
rhetoric o f choic e aroun d th e ide a an d practic e o f lesbianism " 
(1986:82). Becaus e o f th e critica l importanc e o f choic e i n th e construc -
tion o f lesbianis m a s feminist , man y lesbia n feminist s wrot e abou t th e 
issue of choice , each constructing lesbianism a s a choice in her own way . 
Most di d s o b y arguin g tha t al l wome n coul d b e o r ar e lesbians ; i f al l 
women wer e potentia l lesbians , the n ther e woul d b e n o essentia l differ -
ence between lesbian s an d non-lesbians . Therefore, th e difference woul d 
necessarily b e the result of mutable individua l factor s which , a s such, ar e 
alterable b y choice . Som e lesbia n feminist s accomplishe d th e tas k o f 
arguing that al l women ar e potential lesbian s by reconceptualizing wom-
anhood, som e accomplishe d i t by reconceptualizing lesbianism,  an d stil l 
others accomplishe d i t by reconceptualizing choice. 

One o f th e mos t commo n argument s bega n wit h th e assertio n tha t 
every woma n i s inherentl y bisexual . Therefore , ever y woma n ha s a 
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"lesbian aspect " which , mos t proponent s o f thi s view argued , ha d bee n 
suppressed b y heterosexua l trainin g i n a  mal e supremacis t culture . Be -
coming a  lesbia n i s a  proces s o f rediscoverin g one' s ow n suppresse d 
lesbianism, a  proces s tha t ever y woma n ca n choos e t o undergo . Fo r 
example, Lorett a Ulmschneide r wrote , "A s lesbian/feminist s w e affir m 
the bisexualit y o f huma n nature . .  . .  Lesbian s represen t tha t par t o f 
every woman tha t mal e supremac y ha s destroye d o r suppressed " (1973 / 
1975:88).44 Jill Johnston, referrin g t o heterosexual wome n sh e observe d 
while livin g i n Ne w York , wrote : "Th e lesbianis m o f al l thes e wome n 
was inaccessibl e t o the m i n direc t proportio n t o th e socia l definitio n 
of themselve s exclusivel y i n relatio n t o th e sexua l need s o f th e man " 
(1973:151). I n othe r words , mal e definition s o f womanhoo d promot e 
heterosexuality amon g women b y cutting them of f fro m thei r own lesbi -
anism. Presumably , therefore , freein g onesel f fro m mal e definition s 
should pu t a  woma n bac k i n touc h wit h he r lesbianism . Faderma n 
alluded t o th e sam e argumen t i n Surpassing  the  Love  of  Men,  whe n sh e 
predicted tha t th e independen t woma n o f th e futur e woul d rejec t mal e 
definitions o f womanhoo d an d th e myt h tha t heterosexua l marriag e i s 
necessary fo r fulfillment.  Lov e between thes e liberated wome n woul d b e 
more commo n becaus e the y woul d "hav e n o nee d t o repres s natura l 
feelings o f affectio n towar d othe r women" (1981:414) . Similarly, Brown 
promised wome n tha t throug h lesbianism , the y woul d discove r thei r 
"woman-identified" selves , implyin g tha t al l wome n ha d suc h selve s 
(1972/1975). 

The staf f o f Purple  September  too k a  differen t approac h tha t in -
volved a  simila r reconstructio n o f womanhood . Instea d o f arguin g tha t 
lesbianism i s a  possibility fo r al l women, the y argue d tha t heterosexual -
ity is not inevitabl e fo r an y woman. Pointin g out tha t we live in a society 
that socialize s wome n t o b e heterosexual , the y asserte d first  o f al l tha t 
arguments tha t heterosexualit y i s either a  personal choic e o r a  matter o f 
immutable persona l preferenc e ar e unconvincing . Secondly , axiomati -
cally assertin g tha t "i f [heterosexuality ] i s a  give n i n th e lif e o f on e 
person, i t ha s t o b e a  give n i n th e live s o f al l o f us " (1975:82) , the y 
argued tha t heterosexua l socializatio n woul d b e unnecessar y i f hetero -
sexuality wer e inevitable . Therefore , heterosexualit y i s inevitable fo r n o 
one and , b y implication, an y woman ca n choose to be a lesbian . 

Some writer s argue d tha t lesbianis m i s a  choic e b y citin g thei r ow n 
personal experience . Fo r example , Barbar a Solomo n generalize d he r 
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own experienc e t o al l lesbian s whe n sh e asserte d tha t "Lesbian s ar e no t 
born. W e hav e mad e a  consciou s choic e t o b e Lesbians " (1972 / 
1975:40). Faderma n asserte d tha t man y "ol d gay " wome n ha d initiall y 
become lesbian s fo r feminis t reasons , bu t tha t thes e reason s ha d bee n 
obscured withi n a  ga y subcultur e tha t accepte d th e "experts ' "  opinio n 
that lesbian s ar e born , no t made : "Onc e th e connectio n betwee n lesbi -
anism an d feminis m wa s widel y acknowledged , olde r lesbians , whos e 
feminism ha d u p unti l no w bee n burie d unde r th e rubbis h o f society' s 
views, wer e abl e t o reexamin e i n dayligh t wha t i t wa s i n th e first  plac e 
that mad e the m decid e t o commi t themselve s t o makin g wome n prim e 
in their lives " (1981:383) . As evidence, she cited a  writer i n The  Ladder 
who state d tha t sh e is "  ' a lesbia n b y choice, ' because tha t choic e (whic h 
she said ha d littl e t o d o with a  desir e fo r a  particular sexua l act ) permit -
ted he r freedom fro m sociall y imposed femal e roles " (1981:381) . 

The argumen t tha t lesbianis m i s a n alternativ e lifestyl e tha t offer s 
freedom fro m mal e dominatio n construct s lesbianis m a s a  route towar d 
personal liberatio n tha t migh t b e chose n b y an y woman . In  contras t t o 
arguments tha t resolv e th e proble m o f choic e b y assertin g tha t al l 
women ar e potentia l lesbians , thi s argumen t establishe s lesbianis m a s a 
choice by reconstructin g lesbianis m itself . Lesbianism i s the resul t no t o f 
essential feeling s o f attractio n t o women , bu t o f a  feminis t desir e t o 
avoid mal e supremacism ; i n othe r words , lesbianis m i s a  persona l reac -
tion t o patriarchy . Thi s i s tru e eve n i f th e individua l lesbia n doe s no t 
realize tha t th e tru e motivatio n fo r he r lesbianis m i s a  desir e fo r libera -
tion. 45 Man y lesbia n feminist s hel d lesbianis m ou t t o wome n a s a  solu -
tion t o the oppression the y experienced i n their intimate lives . For exam -
ple, Shelle y wrot e tha t "[l]esbianis m i s on e roa d t o freedom—freedo m 
from oppressio n b y men " (1969/1970:343) . Rit a Ma e Brow n aske d 
rhetorically wh y heterosexua l wome n woul d wan t t o take on the burde n 
of doubl e oppressio n tha t lesbianis m brought , an d answere d he r ow n 
question b y claimin g tha t "[ljesbianis m als o offer s yo u th e freedo m t o 
be yourself . I t offer s yo u potentia l equa l relationship s wit h you r sisters . 
It offer s escap e fro m th e silly , stupid , harmfu l game s tha t me n an d 
women play " (1972/1975:72) . In  cas e an y woma n di d no t fee l th e nee d 
for persona l liberation , Brow n promise d wome n tha t lesbianis m woul d 
bring a feminist consciousnes s an d a n awarenes s of the need for persona l 
liberation: "Yo u wil l discover the thousand subtl e ways that heterosexu -
ality destroye d you r tru e power ; yo u wil l discove r ho w mal e supremac y 
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destroys al l wome n an d eventuall y th e creator s o f it , men " (1972 / 
1975:73). Th e reconstructio n o f lesbianis m a s a  feminis t alternativ e t o 
oppressive heterosexua l relationship s gav e new meaning t o the idea tha t 
lesbianism i s necessary fo r feminis t liberation . No t onl y doe s lesbianis m 
hold th e hop e fo r collectiv e women' s liberation , i t i s als o th e rout e t o 
individual liberation . 

The reconstructio n o f lesbianis m a s a n alternativ e t o persona l mal e 
domination wa s on e o f a  numbe r o f reconstruction s o f lesbianis m tha t 
effectively transforme d lesbianis m int o a  choic e availabl e t o al l women . 
Other lesbia n feminists , seekin g a  way t o impres s heterosexua l feminist s 
with th e relevanc e o f lesbianis m t o thei r lives , reconstructed lesbianis m 
as th e representatio n o f al l positiv e relationship s amon g women . Th e 
most famou s versio n o f thi s reconceptualizatio n i s Rich' s (1980/1983 ) 
"lesbian continuum, " whic h include s al l o f women' s relationship s t o 
each other , rangin g fro m casua l t o intimate . Th e implicatio n o f thi s 
continuum i s tha t th e differenc e betwee n sexua l lesbianis m an d othe r 
relations amon g wome n i s no t a  qualitativ e difference , bu t merel y a 
difference i n intensity . Al l women' s relation s wit h eac h othe r hav e a 
single underlyin g dimension , an d th e nam e Ric h gav e th e continuu m 
indicates tha t th e underlyin g dimensio n i s lesbianis m itself . Se x wit h 
women i s merely th e mos t intimat e an d intens e expressio n o f th e lesbi -
anism tha t i s a component o f al l women's relation s with eac h other . 

The ide a o f definin g lesbianis m i n term s o f al l positive relationship s 
between wome n di d no t originat e wit h Rich' s concep t o f a  lesbia n 
continuum. In 1976 , Brown equated lesbianis m with ties among women , 
and establishe d a  complet e correspondenc e betwee n lesbianis m an d tie s 
among women: "Lesbianis m i s the issue that deal s with wome n reactin g 
positively to other women. All other issues deal with men and the society 
they hav e buil t t o contai n us " (1976e:91) . I f all  othe r issue s dea l wit h 
men, the n al l issues no t involvin g me n mus t b e lesbian issues ; therefore , 
all forms o f positiv e interactio n amon g wome n mus t b e lesbian interac -
tions. Although Brown' s purpose was to establish lesbianis m a s a centra l 
feminist issu e an d t o argu e tha t heterosexis m i s a  barrie r t o feminis t 
progress becaus e i t prevent s wome n fro m developin g primar y loyaltie s 
to eac h other , he r argumen t effectivel y define d al l relation s amon g 
women a s lesbian relations . 

The equatio n o f lesbianis m wit h positiv e tie s amon g wome n estab -
lishes lesbianis m a s a  possibilit y fo r al l wome n i n tw o ways . First , i t 
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defines an y woma n wh o ha s a  friendshi p wit h anothe r woma n a s a 
lesbian. Sinc e fe w wome n hav e n o femal e friends , nearl y al l wome n ar e 
thereby define d a s lesbians . Lesbianis m i s no t onl y a  possibilit y fo r al l 
women, i t i s a  possibilit y tha t ha s alread y bee n realized ; al l wome n ar e 
lesbians. Second , sinc e al l o f women' s relationship s wit h eac h othe r ar e 
qualitatively simila r t o sexua l lesbianism , an y woma n wh o ha s a  friend -
ship wit h anothe r woma n nee d onl y intensif y tha t relationshi p t o be -
come a  lesbia n i n th e traditiona l sexua l sense . Ther e i s n o essentia l 
difference betwee n sexua l lesbian s an d othe r women ; al l wome n hav e 
the capacit y fo r lesbianis m a s evidence d b y thei r friendship s wit h othe r 
women. As Brown state d clearl y in Plain Brown Rapper,  "Ever y woma n 
can confron t th e issu e o f Lesbianis m becaus e sh e has th e potentia l t o b e 
a Lesbian" (1976c:69) . 

The constructio n o f lesbianis m a s a  choice—eithe r b y redefinin g 
womanhood o r b y redefinin g lesbianism—wa s threatene d b y th e exis -
tence o f "bor n lesbians " whos e ow n experience s belie d th e clai m tha t 
lesbianism wa s a  matter o f choice . Born lesbian s experience d thei r lesbi -
anism a s a n essentia l aspec t o f themselve s tha t distinguishe d the m fro m 
heterosexual women . Fo r them , comin g ou t had bee n a  personal proces s 
of discovery , no t a  politica l proces s o f feminis t transformation , an d th e 
lesbian feminis t ide a tha t lesbianism wa s a  choice seemed foreign . "Bor n 
lesbians" resente d "politica l lesbians " wh o no t onl y claime d lesbia n 
identities withou t livin g lesbia n lives , bu t the n ha d th e audacit y t o tel l 
born lesbian s tha t thei r lesbianism ha d als o been a  political choic e rathe r 
than a n essentia l discovery . 

Lesbian feminist s wh o ha d a  stake i n th e constructio n o f lesbianis m 
as a  choic e neede d t o inoculat e lesbia n feminis m fro m th e challeng e 
posed b y bor n lesbians . Atkinso n an d Fry e di d s o b y redefinin g choice . 
For Atkinson , th e importance o f choic e lie s in it s capacity t o produce a n 
effective movement . Drawin g o n he r war metaphor , sh e wrote, "I t i s the 
association b y choic e o f individua l member s o f an y Oppresse d group , 
the massin g o f power , whic h i s essentia l t o resistance . I t i s the commit -
ment o f individual s t o commo n goals , an d t o deat h i f necessary , tha t 
determines th e strengt h o f a n army " (1972/1973:11—12) . I n thi s pas -
sage, Atkinso n di d no t refe r t o lesbianism  a s a  choice , bu t rathe r t o 
association a s a  choice . I n othe r words , sh e bypasse d th e questio n o f 
whether on e choose s t o b e a  lesbian an d focuse d instea d o n th e questio n 
of whethe r lesbian s choos e t o unit e i n struggle , a  choic e tha t coul d b e 
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made b y bor n lesbian s a s wel l a s politica l lesbians . Bu t havin g incorpo -
rated bor n lesbian s int o he r argument , Atkinso n proceede d i n th e nex t 
paragraph t o defin e lesbianis m a s commitmen t t o women : "I t i s thi s 
commitment, b y choice , full-tim e o f on e woma n t o other s o f he r clas s 
that i s calle d lesbianism " (1972/1973:12) . B y usin g thi s reconstructe d 
concept o f lesbianism , Atkinso n returne d t o th e argumen t tha t lesbi -
anism itsel f mus t b e chose n i f th e struggl e fo r women' s liberatio n i s t o 
be successful . 

Frye, wh o believe d tha t choic e i s importan t becaus e i t allow s lesbi -
ans t o appreciat e th e visionar y advantage s o f thei r margina l position , 
provided a  less circular argument . Sh e explicitly state d tha t th e choice t o 
be mad e i s no t th e choic e t o becom e a  lesbian , bu t a  choic e abou t ho w 
to experienc e one' s lesbianism : "Whethe r a s individual s w e fee l our -
selves to have bee n bor n lesbian s o r t o b e lesbians b y decision, we clai m 
as morall y an d politicall y consciou s agent s a  positive choic e t o g o wit h 
it; t o clai m ou r lesbianism , t o tak e ful l advantag e o f it s advantages " 
(1983b: 149). Lesbian s ca n choos e whethe r t o "deny , resist , tolerate , o r 
embrace" thei r lesbianism , thereby choosin g whether t o avai l themselve s 
of th e benefit s o f lesbianism . B y redefinin g choice , Fry e mad e roo m i n 
her argumen t fo r wome n wh o experienc e thei r lesbianis m a s essentia l 
and thereb y neutralize d th e threa t thes e women pos e to th e very corner -
stone o f lesbia n feminism . On e coul d sa y tha t Fry e co-opted bor n lesbi -
ans into the lesbian feminis t argument . 

Other author s solve d th e problem o f bor n lesbian s mor e directly , b y 
simply dismissin g thei r consciou s experience s a s evidence . Shelley , fo r 
example, sai d " I thin k yo u ca n se e th e lesbia n i n a  politica l sens e a s 
unconsciousness propelle d b y whateve r hidde n motivations—sa y a s a 
rebel agains t th e accepte d more s o f society . Thi s i s a  politica l decision , 
even i f i t happens o n a n unconsciou s level." 46 I n other words , becomin g 
a lesbian i s a political decisio n eve n i f the woman becomin g lesbian doe s 
not experienc e i t a s such . Suc h a  statemen t i s unfalsifiable , an d effec -
tively inoculate s lesbia n feminis m fro m an y an d al l challenge s o n th e 
basis o f persona l experience—a n ironi c outcom e fo r a  movemen t tha t 
began b y politicizing the personal . 

Each o f th e abov e argument s succeede d i n constructin g lesbianis m 
as a  choice . Th e fac t tha t eac h argumen t di d s o o n th e basi s o f ver y 
different premise s an d argument s wa s immateria l becaus e eac h suc -
ceeded i n providin g lesbia n feminis m wit h wha t i t neede d a t th e time . 
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But a  problem aros e nevertheless , because the concept o f lesbianism a s a 
choice, a s critica l a s i t wa s fo r feminis t claims , provide d a  ver y poo r 
basis fo r claim s makin g withi n th e politica l real m o f th e large r society . 
In this large r realm , th e dominan t languag e o f politica l protes t ha d bee n 
articulated b y racial/ethni c protes t group s an d relie d o n th e assumptio n 
of essence , not choice . 

The Importance  of  Essence  in  the  Ethnic  Political 
Tradition and  the  Construction  of  Lesbians  as  an 
Ethnic Group 

The ethnic political traditio n involve s a  political languag e develope d 
to articulat e th e concern s o f racia l an d ethni c minorities , mos t notabl y 
African-Americans i n th e Blac k civi l right s movemen t o f th e 1950 s 
and 1960s . Thi s languag e wa s borrowe d b y lesbians , wh o constructe d 
themselves a s a n ethni c grou p i n orde r t o us e it . Th e proces s o f con -
structing lesbian s a s a n ethni c grou p produce d concept s o f lesbianis m 
and politica l argument s tha t wer e ver y differen t fro m thos e produced i n 
the effor t t o establish lesbianis m a s a feminist issue . 

Groups define d b y rac e o r ethnicit y posses s qualitie s tha t group s 
based o n associatio n o r choic e d o not , an d thes e qualitie s ar e integral t o 
the ethni c mode l o f politica l movement . First , racia l an d ethni c group s 
possess a  commo n histor y an d culture . B y virtue o f th e fac t tha t racial / 
ethnic identit y i s t o a  larg e exten t inherited , childre n ar e usuall y bor n 
into an d raise d b y members o f thei r ow n racial/ethni c group . They lear n 
their ethnic culture as children, and tha t culture survives from generatio n 
to generation . Th e connectio n betwee n th e parents ' cultur e an d th e 
children's cultur e i s direct, creatin g a  feeling o f a  continuous histor y an d 
a cultura l traditio n t o whic h on e belong s fro m birth . Individual s wh o 
are raise d b y peopl e o f othe r race/ethnicit y ofte n fee l a s i f the y nee d t o 
"get i n touc h wit h thei r ow n heritage " b y learnin g abou t th e cultur e 
they wer e "deprived " o f a s children . Despit e th e fac t tha t the y di d no t 
learn thi s cultur e a s children , the y fee l a  connection t o i t and experienc e 
their unfamiliarit y wit h i t a s a n alienatio n fro m thei r ow n past . I t is , in 
effect, thei r birt h right . 

Second, member s o f racia l an d ethni c group s hav e ancestor s i n th e 
strictest sens e o f th e term . On e ca n loo k bac k o n thes e ancestor s wit h 
pride b y claimin g thei r accomplishment s an d contribution s t o societ y a s 
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the achievement s o f th e ethni c grou p a s a  whole . On e ca n loo k u p t o 
these ancestors—o r t o thei r contemporar y equivalents—a s rol e model s 
for oneself . Racia l an d ethni c groups whose ancestors and contemporar y 
figures ar e underrepresente d i n schoo l curricul a expen d a  grea t dea l o f 
energy encouraging school s to provide a  multicultural education , s o tha t 
their childre n wil l be exposed t o individual s abou t who m the y ca n fee l a 
sense of ethni c pride an d afte r who m the y ca n model themselves . 

Third, racia l an d ethni c group s have , a t leas t apparently , clearl y 
defined boundaries . Despit e the sociall y constructe d natur e o f racia l an d 
ethnic categories an d th e importance o f identity , racia l an d ethni c physi-
cal characteristic s ar e largel y geneticall y determined . Peopl e i n culture s 
with rigidl y define d racia l categories , such a s the continenta l U.S. , gener-
ally overloo k th e rol e o f thei r ow n cultura l categorie s i n th e interpreta -
tion o f thes e racia l an d ethni c characteristic s an d believ e tha t rac e an d 
ethnicity ar e determined solel y by the physical characteristics themselves . 
Therefore, rac e an d ethnicit y ar e widel y perceive d a s essential , immuta -
ble, unambiguous, an d ou t o f one' s own control . One is either a  member 
of a  particula r racia l o r ethni c grou p o r on e i s not , th e fac t o f rac e an d 
ethnicity i s determined a t the moment o f conception, and one can neithe r 
choose one' s rac e no r chang e races . Therefore , th e boundarie s o f ethni c 
groups ar e clearly define d an d fixed. 

The ethni c mode l o f politica l movemen t develope d a s a  politica l 
strategy designe d t o serv e th e interest s o f racia l an d ethni c groups , i.e. , 
groups wit h a  shared histor y an d culture , ancestors , and ostensibl y clea r 
and fixed  boundarie s define d b y essentia l an d immutabl e characteristics . 
It i s a  liberationis t mode l tha t identifie s a n oppresso r an d a n oppressed , 
whose grou p boundarie s correspon d closel y t o th e boundarie s betwee n 
racial/ethnic groups . Althoug h member s o f ethni c group s othe r tha n 
one's ow n ca n b e perceive d a s allies  o r a s "wise, " the y ar e rarel y ex -
tended th e sam e benefi t o f th e doub t o r expecte d t o sho w ethni c alle -
giance unti l they have proven themselve s trustworthy . Conversely , mem -
bers o f one' s ow n ethni c grou p ar e expecte d t o sho w allegianc e an d ar e 
subjected t o criticis m an d charge s o f seditio n i f the y d o not . Thes e 
distinctions betwee n th e oppresso r an d th e oppresse d woul d no t b e 
possible i f th e boundarie s betwee n ethni c group s wer e no t apparentl y 
clearly define d an d fixed. 

Moreover, th e oppresso r ha s powe r an d use s i t t o oppres s th e op -
pressed; therefore , th e tas k o f th e oppresse d i s to empowe r itself . I t ca n 
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do thi s b y askin g th e oppresso r fo r a  piec e o f th e pi e (th e civi l right s 
approach), b y makin g th e pi e large r o r bakin g a  pi e o f it s ow n (th e 
nationalist approach) , b y transforming th e pi e o r offerin g a n alternativ e 
(the radical approach) , o r b y destroying th e pie altogethe r an d replacin g 
it (th e revolutionar y approach) . Eac h o f thes e approache s relie s o n cer -
tain characteristic s o f ethni c groups. Civi l rights claims , for example , ar e 
usually base d o n th e argumen t tha t i t i s unfai r t o discriminat e o n th e 
basis o f immutabl e characteristic s ove r whic h on e ha s n o control . Na -
tionalism an d other , les s radical form s o f cultura l empowermen t depen d 
on th e preexistence o f a  culture , history , an d ancestra l accomplishment s 
to whic h member s o f th e ethni c grou p ca n clai m specia l right s an d i n 
which the y ca n tak e pride . Radicalis m an d revolutionis m ar e les s spe -
cifically tailore d t o th e specia l characteristic s o f ethni c groups ; group s 
based o n choic e o r politica l conviction s ca n als o advocat e th e transfor -
mation o r overthro w o f th e curren t system . Fo r example , radica l an d 
revolutionary approache s wer e use d b y th e Ne w Lef t an d countercul -
tural movement s a s wel l a s b y racia l an d ethni c movements . Bu t ethni c 
groups hav e a  specia l advantag e i n tha t thei r preexistin g cultura l heri -
tage ca n provid e th e blueprin t fo r th e visionar y goal s o f radica l an d 
revolutionary action , an d th e fac t tha t th e clarit y an d immutabilit y o f 
their boundarie s assur e a  leve l o f grou p cohesio n tha t i s no t dependen t 
on th e existence o f a n enemy . 

As Blac k activist s carefull y hammere d ou t civi l rights , nationalistic , 
radical, an d revolutionar y argument s an d worke d t o publiciz e thes e 
arguments, th e ideolog y an d languag e o f ethni c politic s becam e increas -
ingly familia r t o African-American s an d non-African-American s alike . 
The mor e familia r th e languag e an d th e argument s o f ethni c politic s 
became, th e mor e valuabl e the y becam e a s politica l currenc y an d th e 
more availabl e the y becam e fo r us e b y othe r groups . Any  grou p tha t 
could adap t th e language of ethni c politics to it s own end s could tap int o 
a well-develope d socia l chang e ideology . A s the Black movemen t gaine d 
national attention , carefull y constructe d argument s wer e reduce d t o slo -
gans—phrases tha t functio n a s politica l shorthand . Slogan s quickl y de -
velop a n emotiona l charg e tha t precede s th e carefull y reasone d argu -
ments behind them , and the y can b e borrowed easily ; even if the detaile d 
arguments behin d th e slogan s woul d no t hol d u p unde r clos e examina -
tion whe n applie d t o anothe r group , tha t grou p ca n us e th e slogan s t o 
elicit th e associate d emotiona l response s withou t muc h fea r o f scrutin y 
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by theoretica l purists . Man y non-African-America n ethni c groups , in -
cluding white immigrant s a s well as other People s of Color , followe d th e 
lead take n b y African-American s an d adapte d th e languag e o f ethni c 
politics t o thei r ow n needs . 

When th e secon d wav e o f th e feminis t movemen t began , ethni c 
political languag e wa s th e primar y languag e o f protes t availabl e i n th e 
sociopolitical arena . Bu t wome n wer e limite d i n thei r abilit y t o avai l 
themselves o f ethni c politica l languag e becaus e wome n a s a  grou p d o 
not posses s al l o f th e qualitie s o f a n ethni c group . Wome n ar e no t 
entirely unlik e a n ethni c group ; femalenes s i s b y an d larg e a  geneti c 
characteristic and , a s such , i t i s a s essentia l an d immutabl e a s rac e an d 
ethnicity. Wome n could , therefore , avai l themselve s o f civi l rights , radi -
cal, and revolutionar y approache s t o empowering themselves . For exam -
ple, th e Nationa l Organizatio n fo r Women , forme d i n th e fal l o f 1966 , 
adopted a  libera l civi l right s approach , wherea s feminist s wh o receive d 
their politica l trainin g i n th e Ne w Lef t movemen t preferre d a  mor e 
radical approac h involvin g th e cultura l transformatio n o f society , an d 
WITCH wa s sympatheti c t o revolutionar y goal s an d tactic s (Ada m 
1987; Marott a 1981). 47 However , women , unlik e member s o f ethni c 
groups, d o no t shar e a  historicall y integra l culture . T o th e exten t tha t 
women hav e a  historically transmitte d culture , i t ha s permeabl e bound -
aries because i t is intimately intertwine d wit h men' s culture , and, fro m a 
feminist poin t o f view , i t i s not women's  cultur e becaus e i t developed a s 
a complemen t t o men' s culture . I t was , fo r example , difficul t t o find 
feminist prid e i n th e historica l an d mythica l figures  traditionall y offere d 
as representatives o f women suc h a s Betsy Ross and Mrs . Ward Cleaver . 

To discove r o r creat e a  women's culture , feminist s use d th e strateg y 
of th e consciousnes s raisin g group. 48 Recognizin g tha t thei r perception s 
of thei r ow n experience s ha d bee n shape d b y th e patriarcha l cultur e i n 
which the y ha d bee n raised , feminist s reasone d tha t th e onl y wa y the y 
would b e abl e t o ge t i n touc h wit h wh o the y wer e a s wome n woul d b e 
to communicate wit h eac h othe r a t the most basic emotional level . In the 
absence o f men , i f the y coul d hel p eac h othe r rediscove r thei r ow n 
emotions—those experiences that exist prior to cultural interpretation — 
they migh t b e abl e t o discove r wh o the y wer e a s wome n an d buil d a 
women's cultur e ato p thi s discovery . 

Women i n consciousnes s raisin g group s an d othe r separatis t space s 
did succee d i n producin g a  feminis t women' s culture . Thi s ne w cultur e 
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includes feminis t humor , women' s music , a  ne w genr e o f literature , 
and feminis t socia l structures , suc h a s feminis t politica l organizations , 
battered women' s shelter s an d othe r socia l services , bookstores , musi c 
festivals, an d coffeehouses . A s note d earlie r i n thi s chapter , th e searc h 
for cultur e als o involve d a  searc h fo r a  herstory , particularl y a  herstor y 
of notabl e wome n wh o coul d becom e the equivalen t o f ethni c ancestors . 
Women soo n discovere d historica l figure s o f whom the y could be proud . 
Sojourner Trut h an d Elizabet h Blackwell , fo r example , becam e rol e 
models fo r women . Thei r contribution s t o societ y becam e contribution s 
on behal f o f women a s a class, and wome n a s a class began t o take prid e 
in the contributions tha t thei r newfoun d ancestor s ha d made . A sense of 
historical continuity—o f heritage—emerge d a s women' s cultur e an d 
history too k shape . 

As women's feminis t cultur e developed , wome n becam e mor e lik e a 
traditional ethni c group , an d th e languag e o f ethni c politic s becam e 
increasingly availabl e t o them . No t surprisingly , thi s coincide d wit h th e 
rise o f cultura l feminis m an d th e incorporatio n o f th e concep t o f a n 
essential womanhood tha t had bee n contaminated b y men's domination . 
The matriarch y o f th e futur e wa s t o b e base d o n th e blueprin t o f pas t 
(mythical) matriarchie s tha t ha d bee n destroye d b y patriarcha l Chris -
tians. Th e effor t t o creat e a  feminis t cultur e becam e a n effor t t o reclai m 
a women's ethni c culture fro m th e past . 

But t o develo p th e cultur e necessar y t o becom e a n ethni c grou p 
women ha d ha d t o develo p thei r ow n politica l dialect . Becaus e wome n 
had create d thei r cultur e b y lookin g a t thei r persona l lives , the feminis t 
political languag e tha t develope d wa s base d o n th e premis e tha t th e 
personal i s political . I n thi s feminis t dialect , th e politica l i s legitimize d 
by reference t o th e personal , rathe r tha n b y referenc e t o th e essentia l o r 
the immutable . Thi s adde d a  ne w politica l languag e t o th e existin g 
ethnic politica l language . Lesbians , whe n the y bega n protesting , wer e 
therefore face d wit h tw o politica l languages . I  have alread y show n ho w 
the us e o f feminis t politica l languag e le d t o a  variet y o f argument s an d 
constructions o f lesbianis m base d o n th e premis e tha t lesbianis m i s 
chosen; ethni c political languag e demande d a  very differen t approach . 

Like feminists , lesbian s ha d t o reconstitut e themselve s a s a n ethni c 
group i n orde r t o utiliz e ethni c politica l languag e t o articulat e thei r 
demands fo r socia l change . Thi s tas k wa s eve n mor e problemati c fo r 
lesbians tha n i t wa s fo r feminists . Lik e wome n i n general , lesbian s i n 
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particular lacke d a  preexisting cultura l heritag e an d ancestry . Bu t unlik e 
women, lesbian s als o lacke d unambiguou s grou p boundarie s define d b y 
apparently immutabl e an d essentia l characteristics . Femalenes s appear s 
immutable an d essentia l becaus e i t i s geneticall y determined , bu t th e 
causes of lesbianis m ar e open t o debate . Therefore, lesbianis m migh t no t 
be immutabl e an d i t migh t b e subjec t t o choice ; i f i t is , then th e bound -
aries o f th e lesbia n grou p ar e ambiguou s becaus e wome n ca n ente r an d 
leave th e grou p a t will . Thi s ambiguit y i s exacerbate d b y th e relativ e 
invisibility o f sexua l orientation ; wherea s mos t wome n mak e thei r fe -
maleness sociall y visibl e throug h widel y recognize d symbol s o f gender , 
lesbianism i s usually invisibl e bot h becaus e o f th e lac k o f widel y recog -
nized symbol s an d th e desir e o f lesbian s t o concea l thei r sexua l orienta -
tion fro m heterosexuals . Th e symbol s tha t ca n b e use d t o mak e lesbi -
anism visibl e ar e generall y know n onl y t o lesbian s an d "wise " 
heterosexuals; othe r heterosexual s wh o wis h the y coul d tel l wh o i s 
lesbian mus t conten t themselve s wit h a n illusio n o f knowledg e base d 
on stereotypy . 

Therefore, t o becom e a n ethni c group , lesbian s no t onl y ha d t o 
develop a  culture , history , an d ancestry , bu t the y als o ha d t o construc t 
lesbianism a s an essentia l characteristi c that i s unambiguous, immutable , 
and involuntary . Lesbian s receive d considerabl e hel p with th e latte r tas k 
from "experts " wh o proclaime d tha t sexua l orientatio n i s biologicall y 
determined. A s discusse d b y Faderman , befor e th e adven t o f lesbia n 
feminism, ga y wome n typicall y looke d t o th e expert s a s source s o f 
legitimate informatio n abou t lesbianism . Faderma n argue d tha t pre -
liberation ga y wome n wer e s o cowe d b y socia l stigm a an d internalize d 
heterosexism tha t they accepted the experts ' essentialis t views even whe n 
these views conflicte d wit h thei r ow n experienc e o f havin g chose n lesbi -
anism fo r feminis t reasons . In this view, modern feminis m wa s the savio r 
that liberated ga y women fro m th e yoke of heterosexist expertise (1981) . 
But, whe n w e tak e int o consideratio n th e fac t tha t th e dominan t mode l 
of politica l protes t availabl e t o lesbian s prio r t o ga y liberatio n wa s th e 
ethnic model , then w e can se e that ga y women's acceptanc e o f essential -
ist view s o f sexua l orientatio n was , i n fact , no t merel y a  view impose d 
on them b y heterosexist expert s but a  view that was consistent with thei r 

49 

own interests . 
To creat e a  lesbia n culture , history , an d ancestry , lesbian s use d th e 

same method s use d b y feminists . I n fact , t o a  larg e exten t th e develop -
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ment o f lesbia n heritag e an d th e developmen t o f women' s heritag e wer e 
one an d th e sam e effort . Cultura l radica l feminists , fo r example , th e 
members o f Redstocking s an d Th e Feminists , wer e intereste d i n th e 
cultural transformatio n o f societ y t o eliminat e sexism ; the y were , there -
fore, willin g to critiqu e th e cultur e o f heterosexis m an d welcome d lesbi -
ans a s cultura l worker s (Marott a 1981) . Muc h o f wha t i s now referre d 
to a s "women' s culture " i s reall y lesbia n culture ; mos t so-calle d 
"women's music " i s compose d b y an d fo r lesbians ; "women' s coffee -
houses" expec t t o attrac t a  lesbia n clientele ; an d mos t "women' s festi -
vals" ar e attende d primaril y b y lesbians . Thes e institution s ar e n o les s 
than partia l manifestation s o f the "Amazo n Nation, " a  visionary societ y 
that represents the culmination o f bot h feminis t an d lesbian nationalism . 
The rol e o f lesbian s an d lesbianis m i n "women' s culture " prompte d 
Adam t o refe r t o lesbianis m i n the 1970 s a s a  form o f "feminis t 'nation -
alism' "  (Ada m 1987:91) . 

In additio n t o feminis t "women' s culture, " lesbian s als o create d a 
history an d ancestr y tha t i s uniquely lesbian . A s Goodma n e t al . wrote , 
"Since mainstrea m societ y provide s n o contex t fo r lesbianism , w e hav e 
created ou r own culture , and it s birth ha s spanned man y centuries . Fro m 
Sappho an d he r colon y o n th e isl e of Lesbo s i n ancien t Greece , throug h 
the witches i n medieval Europ e . . . t o the communa l lesbia n household s 
of today , w e hav e com e togethe r t o shar e support , comfort , delight , 
despair, rituals , music , an d magic " (1983:71) . Th e romanti c friend s 
described b y Faderman an d th e spinster s describe d b y Carpente r ar e th e 
ancestors o f th e moder n lesbian , no t th e moder n feminist ; the y ar e th e 
ancestors o f feminist s onl y insofa r a s lesbianis m i s availabl e t o hetero -
sexual feminist s a s a magical sig n (Kin g 1986) . 

Contemporary lesbia n cultur e als o reflect s specificall y lesbia n need s 
and creativity , no t genera l feminis t concerns . For example , the high rat e 
of alcoholis m amon g lesbian s ha s contribute d t o th e developmen t o f a 
unique sensitivit y t o th e need s o f wome n i n recovery , an d th e smal l siz e 
of the community produces ingrown "famil y trees " and rules for relatin g 
to ex-lover s tha t diffe r dramaticall y fro m th e norm s governin g hetero -
sexual ex-relationships . Concern s abou t cultura l sensitivit y hav e gener -
ated a  comple x for m o f politica l correctnes s tha t predate d th e distorte d 
image of politica l correctnes s produced i n the late 1980 s b y the religiou s 
and politica l righ t fo r it s own ends . The mark o f a  mature cultur e migh t 
be th e abilit y t o mak e fu n o f itself ; contemporar y lesbia n cultur e i s 
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complex enoug h t o suppor t no t onl y a  seria l comi c strip , Aliso n Bech -
del's "Dyke s t o Watc h Ou t For, " bu t a  growin g numbe r o f lesbia n 
comedians. Althoug h i n th e 1980 s an d 1990 s lesbian s becam e mor e 
interested i n traditional mainstrea m goals , such a s economic success an d 
motherhood, an d les s intereste d i n th e buildin g o f Lesbia n Nation , th e 
nationalist fervo r o f th e 1970 s produced a  powerful cultura l realit y tha t 
became even stronger a s lesbians gained economi c power . 

The constructio n o f lesbian s a s a n ethni c grou p mad e ethni c strate -
gies of politica l argumen t availabl e t o lesbians . I f lesbianism i s immuta -
ble and essential , then i t is as unfair t o discriminate agains t lesbians a s i t 
is to discriminate agains t African-Americans o r any other racia l or ethni c 
group. I f lesbian s hav e a  culture , a  history , an d a n ancestry , the n the y 
can tak e prid e i n thei r heritag e an d th e accomplishment s o f thei r ances -
tors. Usin g th e cultura l value s an d object s produce d b y thi s heritage , 
lesbians have buil t institutions , an economy, an d indee d a n entir e subso -
ciety complet e enoug h t o permi t a t leas t temporar y escap e fro m th e 
oppressive heterosexis m o f mainstrea m society . Usin g thi s countercul -
tural subsociet y a s a  blueprint , radica l an d revolutionar y lesbian s ca n 
hope t o transfor m o r supersed e societ y a t large . Al l o f th e strategie s o f 
the ethni c politica l tradition—includin g civi l rights , nationalist , radical , 
and revolutionar y strategies—becom e availabl e t o lesbian s a s a n ethni c 
minority. 

Lesbians wh o participate d i n th e constructio n o f lesbian s a s a n 
ethnic group wer e ofte n quit e awar e o f what the y were doing and o f th e 
benefits t o b e ha d b y usin g ethni c politica l strategies. 50 Man y lesbia n 
feminist activist s dre w explici t parallel s betwee n women , lesbians , an d 
ethnic groups . Some drew thes e parallels base d o n simpl e similarity . Fo r 
example, Marth a Shelle y argue d tha t heterosexis m i s base d o n sexis m 
and referre d t o sexism a s " a for m o f racism where , because you ar e bor n 
with a  particula r color , shape , sex , nationality , o r int o a  famil y wit h a 
particular religiou s orientation , yo u ar e automaticall y force d int o a  cer -
tain pattern." 51 In  1970 , Brow n als o analogize d gende r an d rac e i n he r 
response t o Roxann e Dunbar' s dismissa l o f th e lesbia n issu e a s a  trivia l 
personal issu e o f "sexuality, " commentin g i n Plain  Brown  Rapper  tha t 
"[women] ar e continuall y see n i n sexua l terms , w e ar e define d b y ou r 
genitals a s brutall y a s a  non-whit e i s define d b y pigment " (1976b:50) . 
Florynce Kennedy , a  feminis t lawye r an d civi l right s activist , tol d DOB -
New Yor k tha t "bein g lesbian was like being black." 52 
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Because o f th e similaritie s betwee n female , lesbian , an d ethni c op -
pression, man y lesbia n activist s argue d tha t peopl e wh o experienc e on e 
form o f oppressio n shoul d hav e a n enhance d understandin g o f othe r 
forms o f oppression . Fo r example , Brow n reasone d tha t lesbian s ar e 
uniquely antiracis t an d anti-classis t becaus e "[o]nc e yo u fee l you r 
strength yo u canno t bea r th e thought o f anyon e else being beaten down . 
All othe r oppression s constructe d b y me n becom e horribl e t o you , i f 
they aren' t already " (1972/1975:75) . Whit e wome n canno t becom e 
Black an d upper-clas s wome n d o no t becom e workin g class , s o the y 
cannot understan d rac e an d clas s oppressio n first  hand . Bu t ever y 
woman ca n b e a lesbian. Therefore , Brow n reasone d tha t th e experienc e 
of lesbianis m coul d b e th e steppin g ston e towar d a n understandin g o f 
race and clas s oppressions fo r al l women. (1976c) . 

The connection s lesbia n activist s dre w betwee n heterosexism , sex -
ism, and racis m were not limited t o simple analogies based o n similarity . 
Many writer s constructe d causa l relationship s betwee n th e variou s op -
pressions. Fo r example , Brow n an d Bunc h argue d tha t sexis m wa s th e 
primary for m o f oppressio n an d tha t racism , classism , an d al l othe r 
forms o f oppressio n develope d subsequen t t o an d ato p th e foundatio n 
provided b y sexism. 53 Unde r th e subheadin g "Sexis m i s the Roo t o f Al l 
Oppression," Bunc h wrote , "Th e first  division o f labor was based on sex 
. . . . Havin g secure d th e dominatio n o f women , me n continue d thi s 
pattern o f suppressin g people , now o n the basis of tribe , race, and class " 
(1972/1975:32).54 Sh e further explaine d tha t althoug h whit e and upper -
class lesbian s migh t appea r t o enjo y rac e an d clas s privilege , the y los e 
these privilege s i f they ar e discovere d t o b e lesbians . Therefore, lesbian s 
really hav e n o rac e an d clas s privileges , lesbian s wh o attemp t t o han g 
onto thei r illusor y rac e an d clas s privilege s o r fai l t o fight  racis m an d 
classism ar e merel y dividin g themselve s fro m thei r sisters , an d al l lesbi -
ans hav e a n interes t i n fighting  ever y for m o f oppression . Brow n adde d 
that rac e an d clas s division s ar e i n th e interes t o f mal e supremac y 
because the y fragmen t th e oppresse d an d preven t effectiv e protest . 
Moreover, becaus e sexis m i s th e mos t basi c oppression , th e struggl e 
against sexism—particularly th e struggle against heterosexism, the "ulti -
mate sexis t oppression " (1976f:128)—i s a n attac k o n th e root s o f 
racism an d classism . O f lesbia n communities , Brow n wrot e "W e kno w 
they ar e a  tiny spac e o f freedo m w e have create d i n the mal e world . W e 
know the y ar e th e beginnin g o f th e en d fo r mal e supremac y an d it s 
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hideous younge r brothers , racia l oppressio n an d clas s oppression " 
(1976f:128).55 

The argumen t tha t sexis m i s th e mos t basi c for m o f oppressio n 
contrasts sharpl y wit h socialis t analyse s tha t posi t classis m a s th e mos t 
basic form o f oppression . Brown explicitl y rejected th e socialis t analysis : 

The world has witnessed a  number of class revolutions led by Marxist 
intellectuals. . .. I n all those countries women stil l do not share politi-
cal powe r commensurat e wit h thei r number . . . . I n Cub a fo r al l it s 
miracles, sexis m i s s o fierce that homosexual s ar e 'rehabilitated. ' T o 
tell a  woman , especiall y a  workin g clas s Lesbian , t o repea t th e clas s 
struggle as defined b y men . . . i s to tel l her to forget he r own oppres-
sion .  . . to .  . . give herself ove r to politics as constructed b y men. . . . 
Having seen what happens to women repeatedly in class revolutions it 
is clear that we must try another way. (1976f: 126—127) 

Barbara Smit h an d Audr e Lorde disagreed with bot h positions . Both 
authors fel t tha t attempt s t o identif y a  "primary " oppressio n wer e mis -
guided an d counterproductiv e becaus e al l form s o f oppressio n shar e th e 
same root . A s Lord e wrot e s o eloquently , "ther e ca n b e n o hierarchie s 
of oppression . I  have learned tha t sexis m ( a belief i n the inheren t superi -
ority o f on e sex  ove r al l other s an d thereb y it s righ t t o dominance ) an d 
heterosexism ( a belief i n the inherent superiority o f one pattern o f lovin g 
over al l other s an d thereb y it s righ t t o dominance ) bot h aris e fro m th e 
same sourc e a s racism— a belie f i n th e inheren t superiorit y o f on e rac e 
over al l other s an d thereb y it s righ t t o dominance " (Lord e 1983:9) . 
Moreover, differen t oppression s ar e interconnected , i f onl y becaus e th e 
groups affecte d b y various oppression s overlap . As Black feminis t lesbi -
ans, both wome n pointe d ou t tha t the y ar e oppressed b y racism, sexism , 
and heterosexism, an d tha t these various forms o f oppression ar e insepa -
rable i n thei r lives . "A s a  Blac k woman , a  lesbian , a  feminis t an d a n 
activist, I  hav e littl e difficult y seein g ho w th e system s o f oppressio n 
interconnect, i f for n o other reason tha n tha t thei r meshing so frequentl y 
affect my  life " (Smit h 1983:7) . Individual s wh o belon g t o onl y on e 
oppressed grou p ofte n thin k o f oppression s a s additive , a s i f the oppres -
sion experience d b y Black lesbians equal s the oppression experience d b y 
a white lesbia n plu s the oppressio n experience d b y a  Black heterosexua l 
woman. Suc h conceptualization s o f oppressio n implicit y defin e majorit y 
status a s neutral status , as if one could remove the color and find a  white 
person underneath , o r remov e th e lesbianis m an d find a  heterosexua l 
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underneath. Th e fallac y o f thi s logi c i s evident t o peopl e wh o ar e mem -
bers o f multipl e oppresse d groups , fo r exampl e lesbian s o f Color , wh o 
"have ofte n bee n th e mos t astut e abou t th e necessit y fo r developin g 
understandings o f the connections betwee n oppressions" an d who recog -
nize the significance o f "thos e messy inconsistencies tha t occur wheneve r 
race, sex, class and sexua l identit y actuall y mix " (Smit h 1983:7) . 

Because oppression s overlap , Smit h reasone d tha t eac h oppresse d 
group ha s a n interes t i n combatin g othe r form s o f oppressio n becaus e 
some o f it s member s experienc e thos e othe r form s o f oppression . Con -
trary t o th e commo n perceptio n amon g Peopl e o f Colo r tha t "[h]omo -
sexuality i s a  whit e proble m o r eve n a  'whit e disease', " Smit h argue d 
that homophobi a i s a s muc h a n issu e fo r Peopl e o f Colo r a s racis m i s 
because "[hjomophobi c peopl e o f colo r ar e oppressiv e no t jus t t o whit e 
people, bu t t o member s o f thei r ow n groups—a t leas t te n pe r cen t o f 
their ow n groups " (Smit h 1983:8) . Homophobi c Peopl e o f Colo r are , 
therefore, guilt y o f oppressin g othe r Peopl e o f Color ; tha t is , of racism . 
Lorde agree d tha t homophobi a an d racis m ar e indiscrete : "An y attac k 
against Blac k people i s a lesbian an d ga y issue , because I  and thousand s 
of othe r Blac k wome n ar e par t o f th e lesbia n community . An y attac k 
against lesbian s an d gay s i s a Black issue , because thousands o f lesbian s 
and ga y men ar e Black" (Lord e 1983:9) . In other words , homophobia i s 
racist an d racis m i s homophobic . 

Arguments abou t th e similaritie s an d connection s betwee n racism , 
classism, sexism , an d heterosexism , especiall y withi n th e contex t o f 
claims tha t al l oppression s ar e equivalen t an d non e ar e "primary, " 
implicitly construc t lesbian s a s a n ethni c grou p b y equatin g the m wit h 
groups defined b y race or ethnicity . These arguments foreg o th e questio n 
of whethe r lesbian s ar e a n ethni c group , assum e a n affirmativ e answer , 
and procee d t o appl y th e languag e o f ethni c politic s t o lesbians . A s a n 
ethnic group , lesbian s becam e anothe r i n a  serie s o f group s tha t wer e 
able to avai l themselves o f the language o f ethni c political protest . 

Feminist Choice  or  Ethnic  Essence:  Internal 
Contradictions Are  the  Legacy  of  a  Dual  Heritage 

The concept s o f lesbianis m an d strategie s fo r liberatio n tha t aros e 
from th e feminis t an d th e ethni c politica l tradition s undermine d an d 
conflicted wit h eac h other , complicatin g lesbians ' effort s t o constitut e 
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themselves a s a  legitimat e interes t group . Withi n th e feminis t politica l 
tradition, politica l issue s ar e legitimize d b y referenc e t o th e personal . 
The application o f this strategy to lesbianism produced a  lesbian feminis t 
ideology tha t i s heavily dependen t o n th e construction o f lesbianism a s a 
choice. Bu t withi n th e ethni c politica l tradition , identit y i s treate d a s 
essential an d th e legitimac y o f politica l claim s depend s o n th e assump -
tion tha t minorit y identit y i s immutable, clearl y defined , an d historicall y 
integral. Claim s t o right s base d o n chose n identitie s fai l i n th e ethni c 
political tradition . Therefore , lesbia n feminists ' effort s t o legitimat e les -
bian claim s i n th e eye s o f feminist s b y constructin g lesbianis m a s a 
choice simultaneousl y weakene d lesbians ' abilit y t o mak e claim s usin g 
the more familia r languag e o f ethni c politics. The failure o f choic e in th e 
ethnic political traditio n i s demonstrated b y feminists ' reaction s prio r t o 
the elaboratio n o f th e politic s o f lesbianis m a s a  choice. For example , in 
1969, Roxann e Dunba r dismisse d th e issu e o f lesbianis m b y sayin g " I 
think homosexualit y i s a  chose n oppressio n wherea s bein g a  woma n i s 
the roo t o f oppression . I  don' t thin k it' s tha t important " (Brow n 
1976b:50). Conversely , th e constructio n o f lesbianis m a s a n ethnicit y 
undermined lesbia n feminists ' effort s t o legitimat e lesbianis m a s a  femi -
nist politica l issue . Fo r example , Kin g reporte d that , t o th e exten t tha t 
lesbianism was not see n as a matter o f choice , feminists i n the 1960 s an d 
1970s considered i t a civil rights issue, but not a  feminist concer n (1986) . 

If th e context s o f ethni c an d feminis t discours e wer e distinct , th e 
contradictory politica l strategie s necessar y i n thes e context s woul d no t 
be problematic . Bu t the y ar e no t distinct ; Dunba r mad e th e statemen t 
quoted abov e a t th e Congres s t o Unit e Women . Feminis t an d ethni c 
discourses overla p an d interconnec t fo r th e sam e reason s tha t sexis m 
and racis m overla p an d interconnect . Wer e th e tw o discourse s no t dia -
metrically opposed , thei r minglin g woul d hav e produce d a  workabl e 
synthetic ideology . Bu t th e tw o strategie s ar e base d o n fundamentall y 
different assumption s an d thei r minglin g ha s produce d instea d a  collec -
tion o f concept s an d argument s ful l o f internal contradiction s tha t reflec t 
the dual heritag e o f lesbian politica l philosophy . 

These contradictions—like th e controversies ove r the role of sexual -
ity i n th e definitio n o f lesbianis m an d th e goal s o f th e lesbia n feminis t 
movement wit h regar d t o gender—produce d faultline s tha t rumble d 
under th e surfac e o f lesbia n politic s durin g th e 1980 s an d 1990s . Th e 
issue o f bisexualit y expose s thes e faultlines , an d th e heate d debate s tha t 
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occur amon g lesbian s ove r bisexualit y hav e les s t o d o wit h bisexualit y 
than wit h th e controversie s an d contradiction s i n lesbia n politica l ide -
ology. 

BISEXUALITY: TH E ISSU E T H A T EXPOSE S 
CONTROVERSIES A N D CONTRADICTION S I N 

LESBIAN IDEOLOG Y 

In th e 1980s , ideologica l debate s amon g lesbian s abate d a s man y o f 
us turne d ou r attentio n t o persona l caree r an d famil y goals . Bu t th e 
controversies tha t fuele d thes e debate s i n th e 1970 s wer e neve r settled , 
and th e contradiction s i n lesbia n ideolog y tha t reflec t the m wer e neve r 
resolved. Thes e controversie s an d contradiction s li e submerge d an d 
largely unexamine d b y women wh o hav e worked ou t thei r ow n individ -
ual ideologica l solution s s o tha t the y coul d g o o n wit h thei r persona l 
lives. 

The issu e o f bisexualit y uncover s thes e controversie s an d contradic -
tions. The recen t resurgenc e o f bisexua l activism , includin g demand s b y 
bisexuals within th e lesbian communit y tha t bea r a  striking resemblanc e 
to th e demand s lesbian s brough t t o feminist s i n th e 1970s , ha s force d 
lesbians to dea l with the issue of bisexuality . As lesbians debate the place 
of bisexua l wome n i n th e lesbia n community , th e rol e o f bisexualit y i n 
their ow n lives , an d th e politica l implication s o f bisexuality , the y ar e 
forced t o confron t ol d controversie s an d contradiction s i n thei r concep -
tions o f themselve s a s lesbian s an d thei r politica l goal s a s a n interes t 
group. Th e passio n tha t mark s th e lesbia n debat e abou t bisexualit y i s 
none othe r tha n th e passio n wit h whic h lesbian s struggle d t o defin e 
themselves an d thei r issue s in the 1970s . 

Contemporary lesbian s inherite d a  multiplicit y o f crisscrossin g an d 
contradictory definition s o f lesbianis m fro m th e 1970 s debates . Eac h o f 
the argument s use d b y lesbia n feminist s t o construc t lesbianis m a s a 
political issu e wa s base d o n a  particula r definitio n o f lesbianism , an d 
spelled ou t th e politica l implication s o f lesbianis m a s s o defined . Bu t b y 
defining lesbianis m an d it s political implications , each argumen t define d 
what i s not lesbianis m an d gav e non-lesbianism politica l implication s a s 
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well. Tha t whic h i s bisexua l i s no t lesbian ; otherwis e bisexualit y pe r s e 
would no t exis t excep t a s lesbianism . Therefore , i f w e disagre e abou t 
what i s lesbian , w e disagre e abou t wha t i s bisexual , an d i f w e disagre e 
about th e politica l implication s o f lesbianism , w e disagre e abou t th e 
political implications o f bisexuality . 

To se e how th e controvers y ove r bisexualit y arise s fro m th e contro -
versy ove r lesbianism , w e have t o analyz e th e argument s tha t wer e use d 
to politiciz e lesbianis m t o discove r th e man y differen t an d conflictin g 
consequences the y ha d fo r th e conceptualizatio n an d politica l meanin g 
of bisexuality. 56 A s w e wil l see , th e variou s definition s an d image s o f 
bisexuality foun d amon g contemporary lesbian s as described i n chapter s 
4 an d 5—includin g th e belie f tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exis t a s wel l a s 
the belie f tha t i t does ; the definitio n o f bisexualit y variousl y i n term s o f 
behaviors, attraction , identities , choices , and preferences ; an d image s of 
bisexuals as healthy, confused, undecided , transitional , closeted lesbians , 
political cop-out s an d politica l opportunists—ar e non e othe r tha n th e 
multiple an d conflictin g concept s an d meaning s tha t wer e implicitl y 
ascribed t o bisexualit y durin g th e struggl e t o construc t lesbianis m a s a 
political issue . 

A basi c startin g definitio n o f lesbianis m is , " a woma n wh o love s 
other wome n emotionall y an d spiritually , an d desire s t o expres s tha t 
love an d commitmen t sexually " (Alic e e t al . 1973/1991a:31) . Thi s defi -
nition o f "lesbian " wa s adequat e t o suppor t th e argumen t tha t feminist s 
should overcom e thei r ow n homophobi a becaus e homophobi a wa s a 
barrier t o feminis t progress . Bu t i t quickl y becam e inadequat e whe n 
lesbians bega n arguin g tha t lesbianis m itsel f i s political. Take, for exam -
ple, th e argumen t tha t heterosexualit y i s a male supremacis t institution , 
and tha t lesbianis m i s a  for m o f politica l protes t becaus e i t represent s a 
refusal t o participate in heterosexual relationships . According to this line 
of reasoning , lesbianis m i s no t define d i n term s o f emotiona l o r sexua l 
attractions an d bond s between women bu t instead a s a lifestyle involvin g 
an absenc e o f relationship s wit h men . Whethe r a  woma n choose s t o 
become involve d i n relationship s wit h wome n i s secondary ; lesbianis m 
as a  form o f politica l protes t i s primarily define d i n terms of th e absenc e 
of heterosexual relationships . 

If lesbianis m i s define d a s a  lifestyl e characterize d b y refusa l t o 
become involve d i n heterosexua l relationships , the n bisexualit y mus t 
involve willingnes s t o becom e involve d i n heterosexua l relationships — 
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otherwise i t woul d b e lesbianism . B y this definition , a  woman's feeling s 
of actua l sexua l attractio n ar e fairl y irrelevan t excep t insofa r a s the y 
might mak e he r mor e o r les s likel y t o refus e heterosexua l relations . A 
woman wh o i s attracte d t o me n migh t stil l abstai n fro m heterosexua l 
relationships an d i f sh e did , sh e woul d b e livin g a  lesbia n lifestyl e a s 
much a s an y othe r lesbian—tha t woul d mak e he r a  lesbian , no t a 
bisexual. Bisexualit y a s a  dua l attractio n t o wome n an d me n i s unde -
fined; bisexualit y i s distinc t fro m lesbianis m onl y a s i t i s define d a s 
involving a  willingness to become involved i n heterosexual relations . 

If lesbianis m i s a  for m o f politica l protes t becaus e i t represent s a 
refusal t o participate i n the most intimate manifestation o f male suprem -
acy, the n bisexualit y i s a  for m o f cooperatio n wit h mal e supremac y 
because i t represents a  willingness to participat e i n the male supremacis t 
institution o f heterosexuality . Unlik e the lesbian, the bisexual woman s o 
defined ha s no t rejecte d mal e supremacy' s valuatio n o f th e male . Unlik e 
the lesbian, the bisexua l woma n collude s in the separation o f th e huma n 
race int o tw o emotionall y cripple d an d complementar y genders . Unlik e 
the lesbian, who force s me n to change b y withdrawing he r suppor t fro m 
them, th e bisexua l woma n make s he r suppor t availabl e t o individua l 
men. By her willingness t o participate i n a  male-dominated relationship , 
the bisexua l woma n support s th e entir e syste m o f mal e dominatio n 
instead o f contributin g t o it s breakdown . Finally , th e bisexua l woma n 
fails t o challeng e th e mal e definitio n o f a  woma n a s a  perso n wh o i s 
fucked b y men . B y bein g a  perso n wh o ca n b e fucke d b y men , sh e 
permits hersel f t o b e defined a s a woman i n male terms. 

What abou t th e woma n wh o call s hersel f bisexual , bu t forswear s 
heterosexual relations ? Refusa l t o participat e i n heterosexua l relation -
ships ha s n o valu e a s a  for m o f protes t unles s i t i s communicate d t o 
others, particularl y men. 57 Therefore , th e woma n wh o call s hersel f bi -
sexual is , fo r politica l purposes , bisexual . Me n wil l perceiv e he r a s 
heterosexually available , an d sh e wil l have n o impac t o n mal e suprema -
cist culture . B y callin g hersel f bisexua l sh e present s hersel f a s someon e 
who i s willin g t o participat e i n th e institutio n o f heterosexuality ; he r 
private refusa l ha s n o politica l consequence . Lesbianis m i s a n ac t o f 
rebellion; bisexuality—define d a s a  willingness t o participat e i n hetero -
sexual relation s o r a s bisexua l identity—i s a  for m o f complicit y tha t i s 
politically indistinguishabl e fro m heterosexuality. 58 Thus , the argumen t 
that lesbianis m i s for m o f protes t agains t mal e supremac y becaus e i t i s 
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an alternativ e t o heterosexualit y define s bisexualit y a s a  willingnes s t o 
engage i n heterosexua l relationship s an d give s t o bisexualit y th e sam e 
political meanin g i t gives to heterosexuality . 

Other argument s use d t o politiciz e lesbianis m ha d differen t conse -
quences fo r th e definitio n an d politica l meanin g o f bisexuality . Fo r 
example, lesbianis m wa s als o constructe d a s feminis t vi a th e argumen t 
that th e lesbian lifestyl e embodie d feminis t ideals , such a s economic an d 
psychological independenc e fro m men , self-knowledg e an d self-estee m 
as a  woman , an d egalitaria n relationships . Psychologica l an d economi c 
independence fro m me n ca n b e achieve d b y an y woma n wh o i s no t 
involved wit h a  man , regardles s o f whic h se x o r sexe s attrac t her , 
regardless o f whethe r sh e calls herself lesbian , bisexual , o r heterosexual , 
and eve n regardles s o f whethe r sh e is willing to becom e involve d wit h a 
man. In  term s o f opportunit y fo r independence , an y singl e o r celibat e 
woman i s th e equa l o f th e lesbia n an d thi s i s n o les s tru e fo r bisexua l 
women tha n fo r wome n o f an y othe r sexua l orientation. 59 A s lon g a s 
the bisexua l woma n doe s no t actuall y becom e involve d wit h a  man, sh e 
is the politica l equivalen t o f th e lesbian , eve n i f sh e i s willing t o becom e 
involved wit h me n an d eve n i f sh e announce s thi s willingness b y callin g 
herself bisexual . 

Knowledge an d respec t fo r onesel f a s a  woman , o n th e othe r hand , 
are achieve d onl y throug h relationship s wit h othe r wome n an d egalitar -
ian relationship s ca n onl y b e ha d wit h othe r women . Lesbian s hav e 
greater self-knowledg e an d self-estee m becaus e they develo p these quali -
ties throug h thei r egalitaria n relation s wit h women . An y bisexua l 
woman wh o becam e involve d wit h anothe r woma n coul d als o experi -
ence egalitarian relation s an d develo p self-knowledg e an d self-esteem . In 
this respect , a s lon g a s a  bisexua l woma n i s involve d wit h anothe r 
woman, sh e i s th e politica l equivalen t o f th e lesbian , eve n i f sh e call s 
herself bisexua l an d feel s attracte d t o men . Thus , bisexualit y a s define d 
in term s o f identit y o r sexua l attractio n ha s th e sam e feminis t politica l 
potential a s lesbianism does . 

But what i f the bisexual woman become s involved with a  man? Tha t 
would b e problemati c becaus e a  heterosexua l relationshi p woul d no t 
only fai l t o provid e he r with th e benefit s o f a  lesbian relationship , bu t i t 
would als o compromis e an y benefit s sh e migh t hav e receive d fro m he r 
relations wit h women . Fo r example , an y knowledg e o f hersel f tha t sh e 
gained throug h relation s with wome n wa s gained becaus e relations wit h 
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women provide d he r wit h a  contex t fre e fro m mal e definition s o f 
women. B y putting hersel f i n a  heterosexua l context , sh e would expos e 
herself onc e agai n t o a  male-dominate d meanin g syste m tha t woul d 
make i t difficul t t o sta y i n touc h wit h he r newl y discovere d woman -
defined self . If , therefore , th e bisexua l woma n i s define d a s a  woma n 
who relate s sexuall y t o men a s well a s women, then the bisexua l woma n 
is less of a  feminist tha n th e lesbian is . 

Once lesbianis m ha d bee n constructe d a s political , lesbia n feminist s 
could argu e that lesbians ar e feminists , an d tha t lesbians have somethin g 
to offe r heterosexua l women . Amon g the qualitie s lesbian s hav e to offe r 
are a  specia l understandin g o f heterosexualit y fro m thei r vantag e poin t 
as outsider s t o th e institution , a  greate r opportunit y t o escap e male -
defined realit y an d develo p feminis t consciousness , mor e resource s t o 
devote t o wome n becaus e the y d o no t spen d thei r tim e an d energ y o n 
men, an d politica l independenc e becaus e the y hav e n o veste d interes t i n 
male-dominated culture . By this argument , a  woman wh o i s attracted t o 
both wome n an d me n bu t wh o choose s t o becom e involve d onl y wit h 
women an d t o devot e he r tim e an d energ y t o othe r wome n woul d b e a s 
politically acceptabl e a s a  lesbia n wh o di d th e same . I f sh e adopte d a 
lesbian identit y t o symboliz e he r commitmen t t o women , s o muc h th e 
better. Sh e ca n participat e full y i n woman-onl y space s an d contribut e 
equally t o th e developmen t o f feminis t consciousness . Bisexualit y a s 
defined i n terms o f dua l sexua l attractio n i s not problematic . 

On th e othe r hand , bisexualit y tha t involve s an y for m o f relatin g t o 
men o r an y compromis e o f one' s politica l commitmen t t o wome n i s th e 
political equivalen t o f heterosexuality . A  bisexua l wh o relate s t o me n 
enjoys heterosexua l privileg e an d support s mal e supremac y b y partici -
pating in a  male-dominated institution . He r feminis t visio n i s clouded b y 
her stak e i n the patriarchal system , and , like any other heterosexual , sh e 
must follo w th e lea d o f lesbian s an d b e gratefu l fo r thei r insigh t an d 
efforts t o liberat e her . Ultimately , sh e will  betra y he r lesbia n sister s 
because heterosexualit y demand s tha t sh e d o so ; therefore , lesbian s 
cannot coun t o n he r an y more than the y ca n coun t on thei r heterosexua l 
followers. Bu t th e rea l proble m i s th e bisexua l wh o relate s t o bot h 
women an d men . She not onl y withholds he r ow n tim e and energ y fro m 
other women ; sh e als o drain s othe r women' s tim e an d energ y t o fill  the 
needs create d b y he r relationship s wit h me n an d t o suppor t he r interes t 
in the patriarchy. In doing so, she hampers other women's efforts towar d 
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feminist liberation . I f the heterosexua l woma n i s unhelpful, th e bisexua l 
woman—defined a s a  woman wh o relate s to bot h wome n an d men—i s 
a hindrance an d a n adversary. 60 

If lesbian s ar e bette r feminist s tha n heterosexua l women , lesbia n 
feminists argued , i t follow s tha t feminist s shoul d becom e lesbians . Th e 
advent o f th e mora l imperativ e t o b e lesbian signale d th e birt h o f a  ne w 
concept o f lesbianism ; lesbianis m a s a  political statement . N o longe r a n 
expression o f sexua l attractio n t o women , accordin g t o thi s argument , 
lesbianism—consisting o f a  lack o f relationship s wit h men , sexua l rela -
tionships wit h women , an d a  politica l commitmen t t o womankind—i s 
an expressio n o f commitmen t t o feminism . A  woman' s sexua l lif e n o 
longer ha s anythin g t o d o wit h he r sexua l desires , and everythin g t o d o 
with he r politica l commitments . An y woma n wh o doe s no t relat e sexu -
ally to othe r women obviousl y doe s not conside r women worth y o f thei r 
most intimat e love . An y woma n wh o continue s t o cal l hersel f bisexua l 
signals no t he r sexuality , bu t he r lac k o f politica l commitmen t t o 
women; wha t possibl e reaso n coul d a  woma n hav e fo r callin g hersel f 
bisexual i f no t t o retai n he r connectio n t o me n an d heterosexua l privi -
lege? Eithe r on e expresse s one' s feminis m b y declarin g onesel f a  lesbia n 
and livin g a  lesbian life , o r on e i s not a  feminist . Ther e ar e no othe r op -
tions. 

The criticis m o f lesbia n feminis m tha t aros e i n th e wak e o f th e 
advent o f th e lesbian mora l imperativ e raise d ye t another se t of politica l 
implications fo r bisexuality . The argument tha t a  basic tenet of feminis m 
is ever y woman' s righ t t o a  self-define d sexualit y effectivel y tosse d al l 
proscriptions agains t an y for m o f sexua l behavio r o r identit y ou t th e 
window. Thi s argumen t le d to th e conclusio n tha t a  bisexual lifestyl e o r 
identity base d o n a  recognitio n o f one' s bisexualit y woul d b e a s consis -
tent wit h feminis m a s a  lesbia n lifestyl e o r identit y tha t wa s similarl y 
based. Wha t wa s no t feminis t wa s an y woman' s attemp t t o den y othe r 
women th e right to bisexua l behavio r o r identity . 

But th e argumen t tha t ever y woma n ha s a  righ t t o defin e he r ow n 
sexuality doe s no t preclud e th e argumen t tha t one' s sexualit y ha s politi -
cal meaning , politica l causes , o r politica l implications . I t merel y reaf -
firms eac h woman' s righ t t o analyz e th e politics o f he r ow n sexualit y a s 
she see s them . Man y wh o mad e thi s argumen t implicitl y accepte d th e 
premise that lesbianism i s more consistent with feminism tha n heterosex -
uality is , and expecte d tha t a s women di d examin e th e political implica -
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tions o f thei r sexuality , the y woul d choos e t o mov e towar d lesbianism . 
The feminis t imperativ e therefor e becam e no t a  behaviora l prescription , 
but a  deman d tha t eac h feminis t perfor m he r ow n feminis t analysi s o f 
her sexuality , whateve r he r sexualit y migh t b e an d whateve r change s 
in he r sexua l behavio r o r identit y he r analysi s migh t precipitate . Th e 
arguments tha t thes e feminist s applie d t o heterosexuals—tha t the y 
should continuousl y examin e th e relationshi p betwee n thei r politic s an d 
their sexuality—appl y equall y t o bisexua l women . Thus , bisexua l iden -
tity an d bisexua l behavio r ar e a s politicall y respectabl e a s an y othe r 
sexual identity o r behavior ; a s long as the bisexual i s continually analyz -
ing the political implication s o f her own bisexuality . 

Other criticism s o f th e lesbia n mora l imperativ e wer e th e highe r 
value i t place d o n sexua l tha n o n nonsexua l relation s betwee n women , 
the assertio n tha t heterosexua l behavio r i s antithetica l t o feminism , an d 
the tendenc y t o defin e lesbianis m i n term s o f a n absenc e o f relation s 
with me n instea d o f positivel y i n term s o f relation s wit h women . Thes e 
arguments als o lea d t o th e conclusio n tha t bisexualit y pe r s e is no mor e 
or les s feminis t tha n eithe r lesbianis m o r heterosexuality . Th e forme r 
arguments posi t tha t neithe r relation s wit h wome n no r relation s wit h 
men reflec t a  woman's politica l convictions ; therefore, bisexua l behavio r 
has no necessar y politica l implication s an d i s no les s feminist . Th e latte r 
argument implie s tha t lesbianis m shoul d b e defined i n terms o f relation s 
with women , regardles s o f th e presenc e o r absenc e o f relation s wit h 
men. B y this positiv e definitio n o f lesbianism , a  woman wh o engage s i n 
relations wit h bot h wome n an d me n woul d b e a  lesbian . Thi s definitio n 
of lesbianism effectivel y define s bisexualit y ou t of existence by collapsin g 
it int o lesbianis m an d thereb y givin g i t th e sam e politica l implication s 
as lesbianism . 

In th e fac e o f objection s t o th e lesbia n mora l imperative , lesbia n 
feminists revise d thei r definitio n o f lesbianis m onc e more . Because lesbi -
anism wa s alread y divorce d fro m sexua l attractio n t o women , i t wa s a 
relatively simpl e matte r t o divorc e lesbianis m fro m lesbia n sex . Lesbia n 
feminists appease d heterosexua l wome n b y agreeing that their heterosex -
ual behavio r an d thei r lac k o f lesbia n sexua l behavio r di d no t compro -
mise their feminism . In  fact , thei r lack o f lesbian sexua l behavio r di d no t 
compromise thei r lesbianism; they could b e political lesbian s if only the y 
would abstai n fro m se x with me n an d declar e a  political commitmen t t o 
women. Th e adven t o f th e politica l lesbia n reopene d th e feminis t doo r 
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to bisexua l women , a s i t di d t o heterosexua l women . Bisexua l women , 
like heterosexua l women , coul d b e reinstate d a s feminist s i f onl y the y 
would abstai n fro m heterosexua l relations . In  this case , bisexual wome n 
had a n advantag e ove r heterosexua l wome n becaus e the y di d no t hav e 
to becom e celibat e t o d o so . But bisexualit y pe r s e stil l ha d n o politica l 
meaning and , sinc e "sexuality " wa s now define d i n terms o f politics an d 
not sex , i t therefor e di d no t exis t a s a  stat e o f bein g distinc t fro m 
lesbianism an d heterosexuality . Eithe r a  woman abstaine d fro m hetero -
sexual relations an d earne d he r feminis t credential s a s a political lesbian , 
or sh e engage d i n heterosexua l relation s an d thereb y demonstrate d he r 
lack o f feminism ; bisexuality , b y any definition , wa s inconsequential . 

Of course , onc e a  woma n extricate d hersel f fro m heterosexualit y 
and bega n to challenge the institution wit h a  vision tha t was not cloude d 
by a n interes t i n it , sh e would begi n t o se e the superiorit y o f lesbianism . 
As sh e learne d t o valu e othe r wome n th e wa y sh e previousl y value d 
men, sh e woul d becom e attracte d t o the m an d sh e woul d wan t t o giv e 
them th e lov e tha t sh e use d t o giv e men . A s a  woma n wh o i s abl e t o 
understand th e institutio n o f heterosexualit y fro m th e vantag e poin t o f 
an outsider , an d a s a  woma n wh o ha s learne d th e valu e o f women , th e 
bisexual woma n wh o undergoe s feminis t awakenin g shoul d soo n sli p 
easily int o a  comfortabl e lesbianism . I f sh e fail s t o d o so , tha t is , i f sh e 
continues t o cal l hersel f bisexua l o r remain s attracte d t o me n a s wel l a s 
women—even i f sh e abstain s fro m heterosexua l relations—sh e indi -
cates that sh e values men a t least as much a s she values women. In doin g 
so, she challenges th e feminis t valuatio n o f women i n the same way tha t 
lesbians themselve s challeng e th e mal e supremacis t valuatio n o f men . 
She belie s th e lesbia n feminis t argumen t tha t i n a  sexis t societ y lesbia n 
relations ar e inherentl y superio r t o heterosexua l relations , becaus e sh e 
has ha d th e opportunit y t o experienc e bot h an d sh e does no t agree . He r 
existence demonstrate s tha t a  woman might , wit h ful l knowledg e o f th e 
joys o f relatin g t o women , continu e t o desir e sexua l relation s wit h men . 
The implicatio n tha t lesbia n relation s ar e no t obviousl y superio r t o 
heterosexual relation s cut s to th e foundation o f lesbia n feminism , an d i s 
very threatenin g t o it . Th e bisexual—define d a s a  woma n wh o persist s 
in bein g attracte d t o me n afte r sh e shoul d hav e realize d th e superiorit y 
of lesbianism—i s therefor e a  greate r politica l proble m fo r lesbia n femi -
nism tha n th e heterosexua l woma n whos e continue d heterosexua l "de -
sire" merely reflect s he r ignorance o f the joys of relating to women . 
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The se x positivis t movemen t tha t aros e i n reactio n t o th e desexual -
ization o f th e lesbia n wa s bette r abl e t o accommodat e bisexuality . Wit h 
its emphasis on pleasure an d sexua l exploration , i t brought sexua l desir e 
back int o sexualit y an d rejecte d an y limit s o n sexua l expressio n includ -
ing limits on the genders o f one' s partners . To sex  positivists, bisexualit y 
as a  sexua l practic e wa s a s legitimat e a n are a o f sexua l exploratio n a s 
any other . Lik e an y othe r for m o f sexuality , i t shoul d b e celebrate d 
and enjoyed . 

The debat e ove r th e rol e o f gende r i n feminis m an d lesbian/ga y 
liberation i s of eve n greate r consequenc e i n the controversy abou t bisex -
uality tha n th e debat e ove r th e relationshi p betwee n lesbianis m an d 
lesbian se x is . Howeve r controversial , lesbianis m i s definabl e withou t 
reference t o sex , bu t i t i s no t definabl e withou t referenc e t o gender . In 
fact, th e ver y feminist s wh o ar e mos t eage r t o desexualiz e lesbianism — 
the cultural feminists—ar e th e same feminists who emphasize the impor -
tance of gender . Therefore , th e elimination o f gender—a goa l advocate d 
by earl y ga y liberationist s an d som e feminist s wh o hope d t o creat e a 
world i n whic h al l peopl e woul d b e fre e t o lov e whomeve r the y chos e 
without cultural , psychological , economic , o r lega l constraints—woul d 
effectively eliminat e th e lesbia n a s a  socia l typ e becaus e i t woul d elimi -
nate th e basi s fo r he r definition . Suc h a  possibilit y i s very unsettlin g t o 
lesbians wh o hav e struggle d t o creat e a  lesbia n identit y i n a  hostil e 
world, an d wh o hav e considerabl e personal , social , an d politica l invest -
ments i n preservin g tha t identity . I t i s particularly unsettlin g t o cultura l 
lesbian feminist s whos e worl d view s ar e heavil y base d o n a  foundatio n 
of essentia l gender . 

The issu e o f bisexualit y i s ver y closel y relate d t o th e issu e o f th e 
elimination o f gender , a  relationship tha t ca n b e seen in the implication s 
of th e eliminatio n o f gende r fo r bisexuality , whic h ar e two-fold . First , i t 
implies tha t al l peopl e woul d b e bisexua l becaus e n o on e woul d b e 
constrained t o choos e a  lover o f a  particular gender , an d i f a  person di d 
choose a  love r o f a  particula r gende r tha t perso n woul d no t b e labele d 
lesbian/gay o r heterosexual . Fo r thi s reason , feminist s an d ga y libera -
tionists wh o striv e t o eliminat e gende r ofte n conceptualiz e th e idea l 
world o f th e futur e a s a  bisexua l world . Bu t by the sam e token , bisexu -
ality woul d b e a s undefinabl e a s lesbianis m o r heterosexualit y i n tha t 
world. Everyon e woul d b e bisexual , bu t n o on e woul d b e bisexual , 
because i f th e concep t o f gende r wer e trul y eliminate d th e concep t o f 
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bisexuality woul d b e eithe r meaningles s i n it s failur e t o distinguis h be -
tween people , o r wholl y unthinkable. 61 Conversely , th e preservatio n o f 
gender has two implications fo r bisexuality . First , it mediates agains t th e 
realization o f bisexualit y becaus e i t tends t o reif y tw o type s o f sexualit y 
corresponding t o th e tw o genders . A s lon g a s gende r remain s th e basi s 
for sexua l distinction , homosexualit y an d heterosexualit y remai n con -
ceptually distinct , an d thi s distinctio n exert s a  constructiv e influenc e o n 
reality. A t th e sam e time , however , i t retains th e basi s on whic h bisexu -
ality can conceivabl y b e defined i n a  meaningful way . 

Because th e issu e o f bisexualit y i s s o closel y relate d t o th e issu e o f 
gender, bisexualit y take s o n th e sam e diametricall y oppose d implica -
tions. Wherea s feminist s an d ga y liberationist s wh o se e th e eliminatio n 
of gende r a s a  political goa l tend t o welcome th e prospect o f bisexualit y 
and envisio n a n idea l worl d i n whic h everyon e woul d b e bisexual , 
lesbian feminist s forese e thei r ow n annihilatio n i n suc h a  worl d an d 
struggle to preserve gende r an d defen d themselve s agains t the existentia l 
threat o f bisexuality . Paradoxically , lesbian s who protec t th e concep t o f 
gender i n orde r t o protec t lesbia n identit y simultaneousl y preserv e th e 
basis fo r th e meaningful conceptualizatio n o f bisexua l identity . 

The lesbian feminis t reconstructio n o f lesbianism a s a choice create d 
additional politica l implication s fo r bisexuality . I n particular , th e argu -
ment tha t al l wome n ar e inherentl y bisexua l an d therefor e hav e a  "les -
bian aspect, " whic h i s suppresse d b y patriarch y an d liberate d b y femi -
nism, ha s obviou s implication s fo r th e discussio n o f bisexuality . Th e 
argument implie s tha t bisexualit y no t onl y exists , but tha t i t i s universa l 
and essential . Lesbianism , lik e heterosexuality , i s a t bes t onl y a  partia l 
expression o f women' s ful l sexuality . Th e argumen t wa s intende d t o 
support th e lesbia n mora l imperativ e b y constructin g al l wome n a s 
potential lesbians , an d succeede d i n doin g s o becaus e argument s tha t 
heterosexuality wa s antifeminis t wer e alread y i n place . Withou t thes e 
arguments, th e assertio n tha t al l wome n ar e inherentl y bisexua l woul d 
lead to the conclusion tha t bisexualit y i s a more complete form o f sexua l 
expression tha n lesbianis m an d tha t th e goa l o f women' s liberation — 
which is , after all , the struggle to provide women wit h th e freedom t o b e 
all they can be—should b e to promote the expression o f bisexuality , no t 
lesbianism. I f the basis of the arguments tha t heterosexuality i s antitheti-
cal t o feminis m wer e t o disappear—if , fo r example , patriarch y wer e 
eventually overthrown—then th e concept o f universa l bisexualit y woul d 
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come bac k t o haun t lesbia n feminist s wit h it s implicatio n tha t bisexu -
ality i s the ultimat e feminis t for m o f sexuality . This argument , use d a s a 
means towar d a n en d b y lesbian feminists , provide s a  toehold bisexual s 
can us e t o inser t claim s abou t th e legitimac y o f bisexualit y int o lesbia n 
feminist discours e an d challeng e th e conclusio n tha t lesbianis m i s th e 
desired feminis t outcome . I t is , in effect , a  time bomb plante d b y lesbia n 
feminists themselves . 

Attempts t o construc t lesbianis m a s a  choic e fo r al l wome n b y 
defining lesbianis m i n terms o f al l positive relationships betwee n wome n 
also have different implication s fo r bisexuality . Instead of defining bisex -
uality a s universal , thes e argument s defin e bisexualit y ou t o f existence . 
In fact , the y defin e heterosexualit y ou t o f existenc e i n term s o f politica l 
relevance. Fo r example , Rich' s lesbia n continuu m define s lesbianis m a s 
the commo n dimensio n underlyin g al l o f women' s positiv e relationship s 
with eac h other . I f wome n hav e relation s t o men , the y ar e irrelevan t 
except insofa r a s they migh t weaken thei r tie s to women; al l women ar e 
more o r les s lesbian s o n th e basi s o f th e qualit y o f thei r tie s t o women . 
Neither heterosexualit y no r bisexualit y i s represented o n thi s scale ; i t i s 
a unidimensional scal e ranging from les s to more lesbian, not a  bidimen-
sional Kinsey-typ e scal e rangin g fro m heterosexualit y throug h bisexu -
ality to homosexuality. So-called "bisexuals, " like so-called "heterosexu -
als," ar e really lesbians. 62 

If lesbianis m i s a  choic e fo r al l women , the n i t i s particularl y im -
portant fo r bisexua l wome n t o choos e lesbianis m becaus e i n thei r cas e 
the fac t o f choic e i s indisputable . Th e patriarch y ca n attemp t t o co-op t 
lesbians int o th e heterosexis t syste m b y portrayin g "lesbian s a s wome n 
who can  not , rathe r tha n wome n wh o will  not," 63 b e heterosexual . Bu t 
the woma n wh o i s bisexua l an d nevertheles s choose s lesbianis m canno t 
be constructe d a s a  faile d heterosexual ; th e fac t o f he r rejectio n o f 
heterosexuality i s undeniable. Therefore, a  bisexual woman who choose s 
to continu e relatin g t o me n i s a  traito r because , havin g th e opportunit y 
to challeng e heterosexism, sh e chooses instead t o affir m it . In fact , sh e is 
the onl y tru e heterosexual , becaus e onl y sh e ca n b e sai d t o hav e con -
sciously chose n heterosexuality . 

Like effort s withi n feminis t discours e t o construc t lesbianis m a s a 
feminist issu e and a  choice, efforts withi n th e ethnic tradition o f politica l 
discourse t o construc t lesbianis m a s a n ethnicit y produce d unintende d 
implications fo r bisexuality . Th e greate r impac t o f th e ethni c argumen t 
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vis-a-vis bisexuality , however , was no t to creat e implications fo r bisexu -
ality, bu t t o mak e lesbia n ethnicit y vulnerabl e t o claim s o f bisexuality . 
The constructio n o f lesbian s a s a n ethni c grou p involve d th e construc -
tion o f lesbianis m a s a n essential , immutable , unambiguous , an d invol -
untary characteristi c upo n whic h t o buil d a  lesbia n communit y wit h 
clearly define d an d fixed  boundaries , an d th e creatio n o f a  lesbia n cul -
ture an d history . Th e constructio n o f lesbianis m a s a n essentia l charac -
teristic mad e lesbia n feminis m vulnerabl e b y creatin g th e unfalsifiabl e 
possibility tha t ther e migh t als o b e a  bisexua l essence . Lesbia n essenc e 
itself canno t b e observed, s o essence must b e discovered throug h observ -
able characteristic s suc h a s identit y an d behavior . I f ther e i s a  bisexua l 
essence, then man y wome n wh o ha d bee n declare d t o b e lesbians o n th e 
basis o f thei r identit y o r behavio r migh t really  b e bisexuals . Consisten t 
with thei r belie f i n th e essentialit y o f lesbianism , lesbian s woul d b e 
morally compelle d t o recogniz e th e bisexualit y o f thes e wome n t o b e a s 
legitimate a s thei r ow n lesbianism ; i n othe r words , i t woul d compe l 
them t o acknowledg e th e "loss " o f a  numbe r o f lesbian s whos e lesbia n 
essence coul d n o mor e b e prove d tha n thei r bisexua l essenc e coul d 
be disproved . 

Moreover, i f lesbia n essenc e i s subjec t t o suc h uncertainty , the n 
lesbian essenc e i s not a s immutable an d unambiguou s a s i s necessary t o 
clearly defin e th e boundarie s o f the lesbian ethni c group. A woman wh o 
is attracted t o women an d has sex only with women might , fo r example , 
be a  lesbian—o r sh e migh t not , becaus e sh e migh t als o b e attracte d t o 
men. Bisexual s demonstrat e tha t homosexualit y an d heterosexualit y ar e 
not mutuall y exclusiv e an d immutabl e characteristics , an d th e bound -
aries o f th e lesbia n communit y ar e therefor e no t clearl y define d an d 
fixed. Bisexualit y represent s th e "gre y area " o f sexualit y tha t challenge s 
the clarity of the distinction betwee n homosexuality an d heterosexuality . 
Suddenly, n o one' s lesbianis m i s guaranteed , allie s canno t b e distin -
guished fro m enemies , an d th e distinctio n betwee n lesbianis m an d het -
erosexuality tha t i s s o necessar y t o th e definitio n o f lesbian s a s a n 
oppressed ethni c grou p become s vagu e an d shifting . I f lesbian s canno t 
be clearl y distinguishe d fro m heterosexuals , the n lesbian s ar e no t a n 
ethnic group an d canno t us e ethnic strategies o f liberation. 64 

The manne r i n whic h lesbia n cultur e an d histor y wa s constructe d 
also create d a  sit e o f vulnerabilit y t o bisexuality . B y desexualizin g th e 
lesbian i n orde r t o clai m independen t wome n a s lesbian ancestor s i n th e 
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absence o f informatio n abou t thei r sexua l behaviors , cultura l feminist s 
and historian s effectivel y define d th e bisexua l ou t o f existenc e no t onl y 
in contemporary societ y bu t in history. Even women whos e heterosexua l 
behaviors ar e a  matter o f public record coul d be claimed a s the ancestor s 
of th e moder n lesbia n becaus e thei r heterosexua l behavio r wa s easil y 
explained awa y a s the resul t o f th e socia l constraint s o f th e time period , 
or simpl y ignore d a s irrelevan t t o th e definitio n o f lesbianism . Thi s 
practice effectivel y eliminate d bisexualit y fro m histor y a s i t constructe d 
a lesbia n histor y b y claimin g a s lesbia n ancestor s wome n wh o woul d 
otherwise b e describe d a s bisexual . Th e proces s wa s no t unlik e th e 
process i n whic h heterosexis t historian s ha d "se t histor y a  littl e too 
straight" a t th e expens e o f lesbia n an d ga y history . A s bisexual s hav e 
become politicall y activ e i n th e lat e 1980 s an d earl y 1990s , som e hav e 
chosen t o participat e i n ethni c politica l discours e an d construc t them -
selves a s a n ethni c group . T o d o so , the y ar e constructin g a  bisexua l 
history; a  projec t tha t necessaril y deplete s lesbia n histor y an d thereb y 
threatens lesbia n ethnicity . Thi s an d othe r effort s o n th e par t o f bisexu -
als, and the challenge they pose to lesbians, will be discussed in chapter 8 . 

SUMMARY 

The man y differen t argument s tha t hav e bee n use d t o construc t lesbian s 
as a  political interes t grou p hav e simultaneousl y constructe d bisexualit y 
in a  variet y o f ways , an d ascribe d t o bisexualit y a  variet y o f differen t 
political meanings . Even i f we were to agre e on a  particular definitio n o f 
bisexuality, thes e differen t argument s woul d ascrib e t o tha t bisexualit y 
different an d conflictin g implications . 

If, fo r example , we choose to define bisexuality in terms of attractio n 
to bot h wome n an d men , mos t o f th e argument s use d t o politiciz e 
lesbianism lea d t o th e conclusio n tha t bisexualit y i s irrelevant , wherea s 
others conclud e tha t i t i s politicall y equivalen t t o lesbianis m or , con -
versely, t o heterosexuality . Specifically , th e argument s tha t lesbianis m i s 
an implici t politica l protes t agains t patriarchy , tha t relationship s wit h 
women provide women with greate r self-knowledge an d self-esteem tha n 
relationships wit h men , tha t lesbian s have superior insigh t an d resource s 
to offe r th e feminis t struggle , an d tha t al l feminist s shoul d becom e 
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lesbians in either the sexual o r the political sense , are unconcerned abou t 
the possibilit y tha t wome n migh t b e attracte d t o bot h wome n an d men . 
In mos t o f thes e arguments , wha t matter s i s how wome n behave ; thei r 
sexual attraction s pe r s e hav e n o politica l implications , an d bisexua l 
attraction i s therefore unproblematic . 

But a  fe w argument s d o ascrib e politica l implication s t o bisexua l 
attraction. Thos e wh o argu e tha t feminist s shoul d figh t fo r th e righ t o f 
every woma n t o a  self-define d sexualit y conside r bisexua l attractio n n o 
more o r les s feminis t tha n eithe r lesbianis m o r heterosexuality ; i n fact , 
they labe l a s nonfeminis t thos e wh o conside r bisexua l attraction s les s 
feminist tha n lesbia n ones . Se x positivist s als o conside r bisexua l at -
traction politicall y equivalen t t o lesbia n attraction , bu t i n thei r cas e i t i s 
because the y rejec t feminis m a s a  standard fo r th e relativ e mora l assess -
ment o f variou s form s o f sexualit y altogether . I n contrast , thos e wh o 
expound o n th e glorie s o f lesbianis m an d believ e tha t wome n wh o 
declare themselve s politica l lesbian s o r wh o tast e lesbia n pleasure s wil l 
immediately se e th e superiorit y o f lesbianism , find  continue d bisexua l 
attractions mor e troublin g tha n heterosexua l attraction . Bisexua l at -
traction i s mor e troublin g becaus e i t demonstrate s tha t wome n wh o 
know th e pleasure s o f lesbianis m ca n stil l fee l heterosexua l desire , thu s 
calling int o questio n th e obviou s superiorit y o f lesbianism . Finally , bi -
sexual attractio n i s threatening t o the notion o f lesbian ethnicit y becaus e 
it destroys the clarity o f the defining characteristi c o f tha t ethnicity . 

If we choos e t o defin e bisexualit y i n terms o f identity , suc h tha t an y 
woman wh o call s herself a  bisexua l i s defined t o b e a  bisexual , lesbians ' 
arguments lea d t o a  ne w se t o f politica l implication s fo r bisexuality . I n 
contrast t o bisexua l attraction , bisexua l identit y i s rendere d irrelevan t 
by ver y fe w o f lesbians ' arguments . Amon g thes e ar e th e argument s 
that lesbian s obtai n feminis t self-knowledg e an d self-estee m fro m thei r 
relationships wit h othe r women , an d tha t lesbianis m shoul d b e define d 
positively i n term s o f women' s relationship s wit h othe r wome n instea d 
of negativel y i n terms o f the absence o f relationship s wit h men . Bisexua l 
identity woul d no t preven t a  woma n fro m obtainin g feminis t benefit s 
from he r relation s wit h women , an d i t would b e irrelevant i f lesbianis m 
is defined i n terms of relations with women ; i f she related to women, sh e 
would b e a  lesbian—he r bisexua l identit y notwithstandin g an d com -
pletely irrelevant . 

Most o f lesbians ' argument s ascrib e ver y definit e politica l implica -
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tions t o bisexua l identity . I f lesbianis m i s a n implici t protes t agains t 
patriarchy, the n bisexua l identit y i s politically indistinc t fro m heterosex -
ual identity because a  woman wh o call s herself bisexua l conveys that sh e 
is willing t o engag e i n heterosexua l relations . Th e protes t o f lesbianis m 
lies in th e refusa l t o participat e i n heterosexuality an d therefor e patriar -
chy, an d thi s protes t i s onl y politica l i f i t i s mad e public ; th e woma n 
with a  bisexual identity makes no such protest and is therefore politicall y 
identical t o th e heterosexual-identifie d woman . Simila r implication s fol -
low fro m th e argumen t tha t al l feminist s shoul d a t leas t b e politica l 
lesbians i f no t sexua l lesbians ; politica l lesbianis m i s a n identit y a s wel l 
as a  promis e t o rejec t heterosexua l relations , an d wome n wh o cal l 
themselves bisexua l ar e avoidin g thei r mora l obligatio n t o feminis m b y 
not becomin g political lesbians . 

On th e othe r hand , th e argumen t tha t lesbian s embod y th e feminis t 
ideal o f independenc e fro m me n lead s t o th e conclusio n tha t th e bisex -
ual-identified woma n ca n b e th e politica l equivalen t o f th e lesbian -
identified woma n a s long as she refrains fro m heterosexua l relationships . 
If sh e di d becom e heterosexuall y involved , he r lifestyl e woul d becom e 
less feminist , bu t thi s woul d b e becaus e o f he r heterosexua l relationshi p 
not becaus e o f he r bisexua l identity . He r bisexua l identit y pe r s e i s no t 
problematic. Similarly , thos e wh o argu e tha t lesbian s hav e greate r in -
sight an d resource s t o offe r th e feminis t movemen t woul d no t conside r 
bisexual identit y pe r s e a  necessar y impedimen t t o one' s valu e t o th e 
feminist movement . O f course , i t woul d b e preferabl e i f on e adopte d a 
lesbian identit y t o symbolize her commitmen t t o women, bu t tha t woul d 
be icin g o n th e cake . Thos e wh o argu e tha t feminist s shoul d fight  fo r 
every woman's righ t to a  self-defined sexualit y would observ e that bisex -
ual-identified wome n ar e merely taking advantage o f their feminis t right , 
and th e sex  positivist s woul d encourag e bisexual-identifie d wome n t o 
enjoy thei r self-define d sexualities . 

The implication s o f bisexualit y becom e eve n mor e comple x whe n 
bisexuality i s defined i n term s o f sexua l behavior , potentia l behavior , o r 
willingness t o engag e i n certai n sexua l behaviors . Severa l o f lesbians ' 
arguments lea d t o th e conclusio n tha t th e woma n wh o engage s i n bot h 
lesbian an d heterosexua l behavio r i s the politica l equivalen t o f th e het -
erosexual, o r a t best , tha t sh e i s les s feminis t tha n th e woma n wh o 
engages in only lesbian behavio r bu t perhaps slightl y more feminis t tha n 
the complet e heterosexual . Fo r example , th e argument s tha t lesbianis m 
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is an implici t protes t agains t patriarchy, tha t the lesbian lifestyl e embod -
ies th e feminis t idea l o f independenc e fro m me n an d provide s self -
knowledge an d self-esteem , an d tha t al l feminist s shoul d a t leas t b e 
political lesbian s i f no t sexua l lesbian s al l characteriz e th e behaviora l 
bisexual a s a  feminis t failure . Th e argumen t tha t lesbian s hav e greate r 
insight an d resources to offer th e feminis t movemen t lead s to the conclu -
sion tha t bisexual s are , i n fact , eve n mor e o f a  politica l liabilit y tha n 
heterosexual wome n ar e becaus e bisexual s d o no t merel y giv e thei r 
energy t o me n instea d o f women ; the y tak e women' s energ y an d giv e i t 
to men . Thi s i s compounde d b y th e fac t tha t wome n wh o continu e t o 
relate to me n foreg o th e opportunity t o demonstrat e tha t lesbianis m i s a 
choice an d thereb y collud e wit h heterosexis t interpretation s o f lesbi -
anism. 

Bisexual behavio r i s als o problemati c fo r th e notio n o f lesbia n eth -
nicity because , jus t a s bisexua l attractio n threaten s th e clarit y o f th e 
defining characteristi c o f lesbia n ethnicity , bisexua l behavio r provide s 
visible evidenc e tha t th e boundarie s betwee n lesbian s (th e oppresse d 
group) an d heterosexual s (th e oppressor ) ar e neithe r clea r no r fixed. 
Allies cannot b e clearly distinguishe d fro m enemie s and allie s sometime s 
become enemie s an d vic e versa . Unde r suc h circumstances , th e struggl e 
for liberatio n i s very difficult . 

In contrast , a  fe w o f lesbians ' argument s hav e positiv e implication s 
for bisexualit y define d i n terms of behavior . The feminist s wh o argu e fo r 
every woman' s righ t t o a  self-define d sexuality , th e sex  positivists , an d 
those wh o argu e tha t sexua l relation s wit h wome n ar e n o mor e im -
portant tha n nonsexua l one s o r tha t heterosexua l relation s d o no t pre -
clude feminism , hav e n o difficult y acceptin g th e woma n wh o behave s 
bisexually a s a feminist o n a  par with th e lesbian . 

Perhaps th e mos t interestin g implicatio n fo r behaviora l bisexualit y 
follows fro m th e argumen t tha t lesbianis m shoul d b e defined i n terms of 
relationships wit h wome n instea d o f i n terms o f th e absenc e o f relation -
ships wit h men . Althoug h thi s argumen t succeed s i n definin g lesbianis m 
in positiv e terms , i t simultaneousl y define s bisexualit y ou t o f existenc e 
by classifying an y woma n wh o engage s i n lesbian behavio r a s a  lesbian , 
regardless o f whethe r o r no t sh e als o engage s i n heterosexua l behavior . 
It i s ironi c tha t creatin g a  positiv e definitio n o f lesbianis m necessaril y 
defines bisexualit y i n the most negative terms possible—as nonexistent . 

Other interestin g implication s follo w fro m th e argumen t tha t th e 



THE PIN K A N D BLU E HERRIN G 199 

goal of gay liberation i s the elimination o f gender , and the argument tha t 
all wome n ar e inherentl y bisexua l an d therefor e potentiall y lesbian . I f 
the eliminatio n o f gende r i s th e goa l o f ga y liberation , the n th e idea l 
world o f the future woul d b e a bisexual world i n which people love each 
other regardles s o f gender . Behaviora l bisexuality , thoug h i t woul d no t 
be recognize d a s suc h i n tha t world , woul d b e th e norm . Cultura l 
feminists whos e ow n positio n i s heavil y grounde d i n th e notio n o f 
gender, o f course , strongl y oppos e thi s visio n o f th e idea l futur e worl d 
and conside r bisexualit y a  threatening , no t a  welcome , prospect . Th e 
argument tha t al l wome n ar e inherentl y bisexua l develope d t o suppor t 
the argumen t tha t al l women coul d an d shoul d becom e lesbians . Withi n 
this context , behaviora l bisexuality—a s ar e bisexual desir e and bisexua l 
identity—is understandable , althoug h i t misse s th e point , whic h i s t o 
realize the lesbian aspec t of one's potential . But if arguments tha t hetero -
sexual behavior i s antifeminist ar e rejected, the n the concept of universa l 
inherent bisexualit y lead s u s back t o th e conclusio n tha t th e idea l worl d 
of th e futur e i s a  bisexua l worl d an d tha t feminist s shoul d struggl e t o 
create thi s world—a n outcom e tha t i s fa r afiel d fro m th e intention s 
of th e lesbia n feminist s wh o propose d th e ide a tha t al l wome n ar e 
inherently bisexual . 

In summary , argument s tha t wer e use d t o construc t lesbianis m a s a 
political issu e have a  variety o f implication s fo r th e politica l meanin g o f 
bisexuality. Thes e argument s al l contribute d t o th e formatio n o f a  plu -
ralistic lesbia n ideolog y which , despit e it s interna l contradiction s an d 
disagreements, i s a t leas t sufficien t t o provid e individua l lesbian s wit h a 
feeling tha t the y belon g t o a  grou p tha t ca n provid e the m wit h a n 
identity. But the arguments arrive d a t that point via such differen t route s 
that whe n the y ar e applie d t o a  differen t subject—bisexuality—thei r 
differences emerg e i n ful l force . Becaus e o f thes e differences , lesbian s 
disagree abou t wha t bisexualit y is , an d becaus e the y canno t agre e o n 
what i t is , they canno t agre e o n it s politica l meanin g no r o n ho w the y 
should reac t t o it . I s i t a  feelin g o f attraction , a n identity , a  lifestyle , o r 
does i t eve n exis t a t all ? Ar e bisexual s allies , enemies , followers , hin -
drances, o r neutra l observers ? Shoul d lesbian s welcom e them , conver t 
them, pit y them , o r shu n them ? Lesbian s canno t agre e o n wha t bisexu -
ality i s becaus e the y d o no t agre e o n wha t lesbianis m is . B y necessity , 
lesbians hav e learne d t o overloo k thei r disagreement s abou t th e natur e 
of lesbianis m i n orde r t o ge t on wit h th e importan t busines s o f livin g a s 
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lesbians, but whe n the y discus s bisexualit y the y ar e force d t o reexamin e 
their ow n ol d issues . Th e disagreement s lesbian s hav e wit h eac h othe r 
about bisexualit y tha t I  explore d i n chapte r 4—doe s bisexualit y exist , 
what i s bisexuality , wha t ar e bisexual s like , ho w shoul d lesbian s fee l 
about an d relat e t o bisexuals—aris e ou t o f thei r ow n disagreement s 
with eac h othe r abou t themselves . 

Amid al l o f thes e differences , however , th e on e implicatio n tha t 
follows consistentl y fro m almos t al l o f lesbians ' argument s i s the impli -
cation tha t bisexualit y pe r se , regardles s o f ho w i t i s defined , ha s n o 
politics. I n som e cases , thi s conclusio n i s reached becaus e bisexualit y i s 
considered th e politica l equivalen t o f heterosexualit y o r th e politica l 
equivalent o f lesbianism . In  other cases , it is reached becaus e bisexualit y 
is considered politically irrelevant or nonexistent. I n other words, lesbian 
politics hav e bee n constructe d a t th e expens e o f th e possibilit y o f a 
bisexual politics . I n th e lat e 1980 s an d earl y 1990s , bisexual s se t them -
selves th e tas k o f politicizin g bisexuality , jus t a s lesbian s embarke d o n 
the politicizatio n o f lesbianis m i n th e earl y 1970s . Because lesbia n poli -
tics res t heavil y o n th e denia l o f bisexua l politics , bisexuals ' effort s t o 
create a  bisexua l politic s ar e necessaril y threatenin g t o th e stil l fragil e 
process o f lesbia n politicization , a  topic I  will explor e i n chapte r 8 . Bu t 
first, I  turn t o the topic of bisexuals ' own attitude s towar d bisexuality . 
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BISEXUAL WOMEN' S VOICES : W H A T D O 

BISEXUAL W O M E N THIN K ABOU T 
BLSEXUALITY A N D TH E ROL E O F 
BISEXUALS I N SEXUA L POLITICS ? 

In chapter s 4 , 5 , an d 6  I  explored lesbians ' attitude s towar d bisexualit y 
and bisexua l wome n an d showe d ho w th e controversy abou t bisexualit y 
among lesbian s reflect s lesbians ' historicall y roote d disagreement s abou t 
whom the y ar e a s lesbians . I n thi s chapte r an d th e next , I  tur n m y 
attention t o bisexua l wome n an d th e effect s o f lesbians ' attitude s o n 
them. A s margina l member s o f th e lesbia n community , bisexua l wome n 
are expose d t o lesbians ' variou s attitude s an d belief s abou t bisexuality . 
Although thes e attitude s an d belief s ar e varied , negativ e attitude s ar e 
more widesprea d an d hav e greate r symboli c presenc e i n th e lesbia n 
community tha n positiv e ones ; therefore , thes e ar e th e attitude s tha t 
bisexuals are most likely to encounter . Ho w d o bisexual women respon d 
to thes e attitudes ? D o the y agre e with lesbian s abou t th e natur e o f thei r 
differences? D o the y shar e lesbians ' desires to maintain som e distanc e i n 
social an d politica l situations ? Or , d o the y rejec t thes e attitude s an d 
spend thei r energ y refutin g lesbians ' belief s abou t bisexuality ? Or , per -
haps, d o the y ignor e lesbians ' attitude s altogether , optin g t o participat e 
in th e lesbia n communit y insofa r a s the y ca n benefi t fro m i t withou t 
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either assimilatin g o r rebellin g agains t th e attitude s tha t dominat e tha t 
community? Wha t d o bisexua l women thin k o f themselves? T o find out , 
we must listen to bisexua l women' s voices. 1 

Bisexual respondent s wer e aske d th e sam e questio n tha t wa s aske d 
of lesbia n respondents , "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f bisexuality? " Thei r 
spontaneous answer s t o thi s questio n revea l thei r conception s o f th e 
issues surroundin g bisexuality , a s wel l a s thei r position s o n thes e issues . 
To a  larg e extent , th e issue s raise d b y bisexua l wome n ar e simila r t o 
those raise d b y lesbians . Thei r opinion s o n thes e issue s ar e sometime s 
dramatically differen t fro m lesbians ' opinions , bu t sometime s the y ar e 
surprisingly similar . 

DOES BISEXUALIT Y EXIST ? 

It woul d b e tautologica l t o sa y tha t wome n wh o identif y themselve s a s 
bisexual believ e tha t bisexualit y exists—o r woul d it ? Mos t bisexua l 
respondents d o believ e tha t bisexualit y exists , bu t a  fe w hav e reserva -
tions. Emily , fo r example , ha s som e doub t abou t whethe r tru e bisexu -
ality exists . Sh e wrote , "Sometime s I  wonde r i f thi s i s a  cop-ou t fo r 
someone wh o can' t admit/accep t bein g gay—but I  also wonder i f i t isn' t 
possible t o b e trul y attracte d t o bot h me n an d women. " Fiv e othe r 
bisexual wome n als o expresse d som e skepticis m o r argue d tha t som e 
people wh o clai m t o b e bisexua l ar e no t reall y bisexual . Th e remainin g 
thirty-six indicate d eithe r implicitl y o r explicitl y tha t the y d o indee d 
believe that bisexualit y exists . 

The bisexua l wome n wh o state d clearl y tha t the y d o believ e tha t 
bisexuality exist s di d s o i n ver y differen t term s tha n thei r lesbia n coun -
terparts. Whereas lesbians typically referred t o bisexuality a s a legitimate 
or vali d for m o f sexuality , o r state d simpl y "i t exists, " no t a  singl e 
bisexual responden t use d th e word s "legitimate " o r "valid, " an d onl y 
one used the word "exist"—an d thi s bisexual responden t use d the wor d 
in the context o f describin g lesbians ' attitudes toward bisexuals . Instead , 
bisexual wome n describe d bisexualit y a s "natural, " a  word choic e use d 
to indicat e bisexua l existenc e b y onl y 2 % o f lesbian s a s compare d t o 
11% o f bisexua l respondents . Fo r example , on e state d simply , " I thin k 
it's healthy an d natural. " Severa l othe r bisexua l respondent s di d no t us e 
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the wor d "natural " itself , bu t argue d tha t mos t o r al l peopl e woul d b e 
bisexual i f no t fo r socialization , o r tha t bisexualit y i s a  healthy for m o f 
sexuality, thereby implying that i t is natural . 

These differen t wor d choice s revea l tha t lesbian s an d bisexua l 
women appea l t o differen t source s o f authorit y whe n makin g claim s fo r 
bisexual existence . Lesbian s wh o describe d bisexualit y a s "legitimate " 
asserted th e existenc e o f bisexualit y o n th e basi s o f it s symboli c accept -
ability, wherea s bisexual s wh o describe d bisexualit y a s "natural " base d 
their claim s o n a n appea l t o a n essenc e tha t i s intrinsicall y valuabl e b y 
virtue of it s truth. Both lesbia n an d bisexua l respondents were defendin g 
bisexuality fro m unstate d attack s o n it s existence—i f thes e wome n di d 
not perceiv e attack s o n th e existenc e o f bisexuality , ther e woul d hav e 
been n o reaso n fo r the m t o asser t it s existence—bu t th e natur e o f th e 
attack i s perceive d differentl y b y lesbia n an d bisexua l women , thu s 
requiring different defenses . 

Lesbian wome n ar e involved i n the discours e o f th e lesbian commu -
nity i n whic h attack s o n bisexualit y ten d t o revolv e aroun d th e accusa -
tion tha t bisexualit y i s a political cop-out . I n such a n atmosphere , asser -
tions o f th e naturalnes s o f bisexualit y woul d fai l t o hi t thei r mark , sinc e 
nature i s no t th e issue . Eve n i f bisexualit y wer e judge d t o b e natural , i t 
would stil l b e vulnerabl e t o th e charg e tha t i t i s ba d politic s an d th e 
argument tha t individual s shoul d subver t thei r "natural " bisexua l im -
pulses t o th e demand s o f politic s i n a  patriarcha l an d heterosexis t soci -
ety. This is , in fact , wha t man y lesbian s themselve s have done , as show n 
in chapte r 4 . Thus , to defen d bisexuality , lesbia n wome n mus t asser t it s 
symbolic legitimacy, i.e. , not the fact o f it s existence but it s right to exist . 

Bisexual women , o n th e othe r hand , apparentl y fee l littl e nee d t o 
defend bisexualit y agains t th e lesbia n community' s attack s o n it s righ t 
to exist . Instead , bisexua l wome n loo k t o thei r ow n experienc e a s evi -
dence o f th e existenc e o f bisexuality . The y experienc e thei r ow n bisexu -
ality a s essenc e an d buil d thei r bisexua l identit y o n thi s experience . 
Hence, i t stand s t o reaso n tha t the y woul d cal l o n thi s essenc e whe n 
supporting thei r assertio n o f bisexua l existence , and tha t they would no t 
feel th e nee d t o see k politica l sanctio n t o demonstrat e th e legitimat e 
existence o f somethin g tha t the y alread y know  exists . 

Thirty-two percen t o f bisexua l respondent s mad e extreme claims fo r 
bisexual existence , assertin g tha t mos t o r al l peopl e ar e reall y bisexua l 
or tha t bisexualit y i s muc h mor e commo n tha n i t appear s t o be . Face d 
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with th e realit y tha t fe w peopl e actuall y identif y themselve s a s bisexua l 
or appea r t o b e bisexual , thes e bisexua l wome n typicall y posite d th e 
existence o f a  common bisexua l potentia l tha t i s often no t actualized , o r 
asserted tha t mos t people ar e in fac t bisexua l bu t refus e t o acknowledg e 
this fac t t o themselves an d others . 

If there i s a common bisexua l potential , how d o bisexuals conceptu -
alize this potential an d how d o they believe it is transformed int o hetero-
sexual o r lesbia n identitie s an d behaviors ? Patt y describe d th e bisexua l 
potential a s a  "capacit y t o b e sexua l wit h bot h sexes, " an d Collee n 
"agree[s] wit h Freud—peopl e ar e bor n 'polymorphou s perverse. ' "  In 
other words , "peopl e ar e bor n withou t a  sexua l orientatio n an d ar e 
subsequently socialize d mainl y int o heterosexuality. " 

Whereas Collee n argue d tha t th e transformatio n fro m polymor -
phous perversit y t o heterosexua l predominanc e i s accomplishe d b y 
means o f socialization , othe r bisexua l respondent s believ e tha t hetero -
sexuality an d lesbianis m resul t fro m individuals ' lac k o f awarenes s o f 
the ful l rang e o f thei r sexua l feelings , o r fro m denia l o f thes e feelings . 
For example , Ros a argue d tha t bisexualit y woul d b e mor e commo n i f 
people woul d onl y allo w themselve s t o experienc e al l thei r feelings . Sh e 
wrote, "I t shoul d b e th e preferre d lifestyl e o f th e majorit y o f peopl e 
who, eventually , com e t o understan d bot h thei r masculin e an d feminin e 
needs an d natures. " I n thi s view , lesbianis m an d heterosexualit y ar e 
lifestyles adopte d b y defaul t o r through ignorance . 

In contrast, 5  bisexual respondents believe that individuals "choose " 
to "g o on e wa y o r th e other, " t o "lea d a  (lesbian ) lifestyle, " o r t o 
"commit" themselve s t o on e lifestyl e base d o n th e se x o f thei r curren t 
romantic partner . I n othe r words , individual s migh t be  bisexua l o r po -
tentially bisexual , bu t the y choos e t o live  a s eithe r homosexual s o r 
heterosexuals. Karolyn n explaine d tha t thi s choic e i s base d no t o n per -
sonal preferences , bu t o n th e politics o f sexualit y tha t mak e maintainin g 
a bisexua l identit y i n this society difficult , 

That is probably what the majority of people potentially are but that, 
it's easier to deal with the politics, rules and roles of either choosing to 
live a straight life or a gay life, at least for longer blocks of time. (Kar-
olynn) 

Tracy disagree s tha t the forces tha t pressure individuals t o choose to live 
either a  homosexual o r heterosexua l lif e ar e social . She believes tha t th e 
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necessity fo r a  "choice " stem s fro m th e inheren t conflict s presen t i n 
bisexuality itself : 

As a bisexual woman, I  feel it is more difficult to live with than  being 
straight or gay—leads to more confusion early in life when a person is 
personally establishing what their sexual identity is. Also, creates con-
flicts in relationships and is a distraction to  be attracted to both sexes. 
I chose to lead a lesbian lifestyle . . . (Tracy) 

No matte r wha t th e explanatio n fo r th e transformatio n o f bisexua l 
potential int o lesbia n o r heterosexua l identit y an d behavior , th e resul t i s 
a collectiv e illusio n tha t bisexualit y i s much les s commo n tha n i t reall y 
is. As Camill e pu t it , bisexualit y i s "th e norm " eve n thoug h "th e res t o f 
the worl d bot h ga y an d straigh t doesn' t admi t it, " bu t that' s "thei r 
problem." 

How d o bisexua l respondent s wh o mad e extrem e assertion s o f bi -
sexual existence compare to lesbian respondents who made similar asser -
tions abou t th e universalit y o r ubiquit y o f bisexuality ? Firs t o f all , the y 
are mor e numerous ; wherea s on e ou t o f thre e bisexua l wome n believe s 
that mos t o r al l peopl e ar e bisexual , onl y on e ou t o f seve n lesbian s 
expressed th e sam e idea. 2 Th e conten t o f th e opinion s o f bisexua l an d 
lesbian wome n wh o mad e thi s claim , however , ar e remarkabl y similar . 
Both bisexual s an d lesbian s explaine d th e apparen t scarcit y o f bisexu -
ality b y distinguishin g betwee n bisexua l potentia l an d heterosexua l o r 
lesbian identitie s an d behaviors , providin g man y o f th e sam e explana -
tions fo r th e transformation fro m th e one to the other. Members o f bot h 
groups argue d variousl y tha t individual s ar e socialize d int o heterosexu -
ality, unawar e o f thei r ow n bisexuality , o r pressure d t o commi t them -
selves t o eithe r homosexualit y o r heterosexualit y fo r socia l o r politica l 
reasons. Th e onl y notabl e differenc e i n th e explanation s offere d b y 
bisexual an d lesbian respondent s i s that a  number o f lesbian respondent s 
referred t o a n "idea l society " i n which bisexualit y woul d b e more com -
mon o r mor e politically acceptable . On e bisexua l woman suggeste d tha t 
someday i n th e futur e bisexualit y migh t b e mor e common , bu t no t a 
single bisexua l woma n mentione d th e concep t o f a n idea l society . In -
stead, bisexua l wome n focuse d o n pointin g ou t th e aspect s o f ou r con -
temporary societ y tha t discourag e bisexuality . 

It is not surprising that bisexual women ar e more likely than lesbian s 
to asser t tha t mos t o r al l peopl e ar e bisexual . O n a  practica l level , 
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bisexual wome n lik e an y minorit y hav e a n interes t i n maximizin g thei r 
numbers, wherea s lesbian s hav e a  convers e interes t i n maximizin g thei r 
own numbers—tw o processe s tha t necessaril y occu r a t eac h other' s 
expense, give n curren t concept s o f sexuality . Ideologically , i t i s als o 
advantageous t o bisexual s t o maximiz e th e importance o f bisexualit y a s 
an issu e b y emphasizin g it s prevalence . Bu t the actua l proces s b y whic h 
individual bisexua l wome n an d lesbian s arriv e a t thei r respectiv e opin -
ions probabl y ha s littl e t o d o wit h politica l self-preservatio n o r promo -
tion. I t i s probabl y a  resul t o f muc h subtle r perceptua l processes . A s 
demonstrated i n a  separat e stud y o f lesbia n an d bisexua l women' s per -
ceptions o f th e sexua l orientation s o f hypothetica l target s (Rust -
Rodriguez 1989) , bisexua l wome n ar e mor e likel y t o perceiv e other s a s 
bisexual wherea s lesbian s ar e mor e likel y t o perceiv e other s a s lesbian . 
In other words , both lesbian s and bisexual women ten d to perceive othe r 
women a s havin g th e sam e sexua l orientatio n a s the y themselve s do . 
There ar e severa l possibl e reason s fo r thi s phenomenon , includin g a 
tendency t o perceive sameness between th e self an d others , a tendency t o 
fill information gap s with desirabl e rathe r tha n undesirabl e information , 
and th e possibility tha t lesbian-identifie d an d bisexual-identifie d wome n 
have differen t definition s o f bisexuality . Whateve r th e explanation , th e 
fact remain s tha t bisexua l wome n d o i n fac t ten d t o perceive bisexualit y 
where lesbian s perceiv e lesbianism . Th e bisexua l populatio n thu s ap -
pears t o b e large r t o bisexua l wome n tha n t o lesbia n women . In  othe r 
words, bisexua l wome n ar e mor e likel y tha n lesbian s t o believ e tha t 
most o r al l peopl e ar e bisexua l becaus e tha t i s in fac t wha t the y find  t o 
be the case on the basis of thei r ow n observations . 

It i s als o no t surprisin g tha t bisexua l respondents , unlik e lesbians , 
did no t describ e hypothetica l idea l societie s i n whic h bisexualit y woul d 
be mor e common . A s I  showe d i n chapte r 6 , lesbian s belon g t o a 
historical traditio n i n whic h heterosexuality—especiall y heterosexua l 
behavior—is anti-feminist . In  order to reconcile the early gay liberation -
ist goa l o f th e eliminatio n o f gende r wit h th e lesbia n feminis m mora l 
imperative t o b e a  lesbian , lesbian s constructe d th e concep t o f a  post -
revolutionary Utopi a i n whic h peopl e woul d b e abl e t o relat e t o eac h 
other withou t regar d t o gender , bu t whic h ha d no t ye t arrived . Th e 
concept o f the ideal society is , therefore, a n important elemen t in lesbia n 
feminist ideology . Bisexuals , o n th e othe r hand , believ e tha t bisexualit y 
exists i n th e curren t societ y an d the y find  i t acceptabl e her e an d now ; 
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they hav e n o nee d t o hypothesiz e a n idea l societ y i n whic h suc h woul d 
be th e case . I n othe r words , the y hav e n o motivatio n t o adop t th e 
concept o f a n idea l societ y a s par t o f thei r politica l ideologie s and , 
according t o the findings  o f thi s study, they have not don e so . 

W H A T I S BISEXUALITY ? OR , W H Y I S EVERYON E 
STANDING UP ? 

There ar e probabl y a s man y definition s o f bisexualit y amon g bisexua l 
women a s there ar e bisexua l women; ther e is clearly no consensu s eithe r 
on wha t bisexualit y is , o r o n wh o i s bisexual . Som e bisexual s defin e 
bisexuality i n terms o f actua l sexua l behavio r o r a s a potential fo r actua l 
sexual behavior , whereas other s defin e i t in terms of emotiona l o r sexua l 
feelings o f attraction . Man y defin e i t as a gender blin d form o f sexuality . 
But n o matte r whic h criterio n i s used , bisexua l wome n ar e face d wit h 
the sam e questio n tha t confront s lesbians—i n a  world i n whic h peopl e 
do no t confor m t o idea l types , wher e d o w e dra w th e lin e betwee n 
bisexuality an d lesbianism ? Bisexua l respondents ' comment s i n respons e 
to th e question , "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f bisexuality? " sugges t tha t 
bisexuals favo r differen t definition s an d generall y defin e bisexualit y 
more broadl y tha n lesbian s do . Nevertheless , man y o f th e comment s 
made b y bisexual s bea r a  strikin g resemblanc e t o th e comment s mad e 
by lesbians . 

Many bisexua l respondent s describe d bisexualit y a s a  potentia l o r 
as a n essentia l qualit y tha t man y peopl e possess , bu t tha t onl y som e 
people expres s throug h actua l feeling s o f attractio n o r sexua l behavior . 
According to thi s definition , peopl e ca n be —and are —bisexual withou t 
ever experiencin g a n attractio n t o on e sex  or th e other an d withou t eve r 
having sexua l relation s wit h on e se x o r th e other . In  contras t t o lesbia n 
respondents, mos t o f who m defin e a  bisexua l a s a  perso n wh o feel s 
attracted t o o r ha s sexua l relation s wit h bot h sexes , ver y fe w bisexua l 
women defin e bisexual s a s peopl e wh o necessaril y hav e thes e actua l 
emotional an d physica l experiences . Th e definitio n o f bisexualit y a s a 
potential o r essentia l qualit y i s a  broade r definitio n tha t define s a  muc h 
larger proportio n o f th e populatio n a s bisexua l tha n d o definition s tha t 
depend upo n actua l experiences . I t i s thi s definitio n o f bisexualit y tha t 
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underlies th e belie f i n universa l o r almos t universa l bisexualit y discusse d 
above, an d tha t account s fo r th e difference s i n lesbians ' an d bisexuals ' 
estimates o f th e prevalenc e o f bisexuality . 

But som e bisexua l wome n d o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f actua l 
sexual behavio r o r sexua l attraction . Comment s mad e b y thes e bisexua l 
women ar e ver y simila r t o th e comment s mad e b y lesbians . Compare , 
for example , th e followin g quote s fro m a  bisexua l woma n an d a  lesbia n 
who bot h defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f a  desir e fo r bot h homose x 
and heterosex , 

Someone who  is  comfortable  in  relating  to  either  sex  in  a  sexual 
manner. (Corinne,  Bisexual) 

Man or  woman  who  likes  both  sexes  and  likes  to  engage  in  sexual 
intimacy with  them.  (Liz,  lesbian) 

and thi s pai r o f quote s fro m respondent s wh o defin e a s bisexua l onl y 
those peopl e wh o hav e actuall y acte d o n thei r desire s fo r bot h homose x 
and heterosex : 

Someone who  is  attracted to  both  (sexes)  and pursues  it  farther at  some 
point. (Adrienne,  Bisexual) 

Attraction to  and  physically  and  emotionally  "acting"  out  the  sexual 
preference simultaneously  or  at separate  times.  (Vashti,  lesbian) 

Or, conside r thi s pai r o f quote s fro m a  bisexua l woman , wh o call s 
herself bisexua l becaus e sh e i s attracte d t o bot h wome n an d me n eve n 
though sh e live s a  lesbia n lifestyle , an d a  lesbian , wh o woul d agre e tha t 
she i s bisexual : 

/ feel  that  most  people  are  bisexual to  some  degree  whether  they  admit 
it to  themselves  or  others  or  not.  .  . . I chose  to  lead  a  lesbian lifestyle 
. .  . as  my  emotional  attachments  are  closer  to  women.  (Tracy,  Bi-
sexual) 

I define  sexuality  as  on  a  continuum  from  attraction  to  same  sex  to 
opposite sex.  However,  society  defines  two  cultures/gay  and  straight. 
Bisexuals (those  who  feel  both  attractions)  usually  choose  one  group 
for validation  and  support.  (Riannon,  lesbian) 

Both Trac y an d Rianno n conceptualiz e sexualit y a s a  continuu m o f 
attractions i n whic h peopl e ar e mor e o r les s attracte d t o th e sam e o r th e 
other sex , or , a s Trac y pu t it , mor e o r les s bisexual . Bot h als o refe r t o 
people wh o ar e attracte d t o bot h wome n an d me n a s bisexual , eve n i f 
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they ar e mor e attracte d t o on e sex  o r th e othe r an d eve n i f the y ar e 
sexually activ e wit h onl y on e sex . I n othe r words , thei r definition s o f 
bisexuality ar e nearly identical . 

Some bisexua l respondent s bypas s th e issu e o f "degrees " o f at -
traction t o wome n an d me n b y definin g bisexualit y a s a  humanistic , 
gender-blind wa y o f relatin g t o others . They se e bisexuality a s a  way o f 
loving th e person , no t thei r sex , o r o f bein g nondiscriminator y i n thei r 
attractions t o others . For example , Ludwic.a wrote , " I fee l a s if I'm ope n 
to respond t o the person, not jus t the gender." Thi s way of conceptualiz -
ing bisexuality place s bisexualit y a t the forefron t o f libera l thinking ; i t is 
an equa l opportunit y wa y o f lovin g others . Evelyn draw s a  clear distinc -
tion betwee n homosexual s an d heterosexuals , wh o discriminat e agains t 
people o f on e se x o r th e other , an d bisexuals , who d o no t discriminate . 
To her , bein g bisexua l mean s " I d o no t exclud e wh o I  choos e t o love , 
emotionally and/o r sexually , by virtue of the person's sex. " 

Not surprisingly , thi s definition o f bisexuality—an d it s implication s 
regarding th e mora l superiorit y o f bisexualit y a s a  wa y o f relatin g t o 
others—is muc h mor e popular amon g bisexual respondents tha n amon g 
lesbian respondents . A s note d i n chapte r 4 , onl y 8 % o f lesbian s de -
scribed bisexualit y a s gender blind ; i n contrast , 28 % o f bisexua l wome n 
described bisexualit y a s gender blind. 3 Althoug h th e number o f bisexua l 
women involve d i s too smal l to dra w definitive  conclusions , the percent -
age difference i s great enoug h t o sugges t tha t ther e i s a real differenc e i n 
the way bisexual s an d lesbian s tend t o view bisexuality . 

But th e relativ e popularit y o f th e definitio n o f bisexualit y a s gende r 
blind amon g bisexual s a s compared t o lesbians should no t b e allowed t o 
overshadow th e fac t tha t mos t bisexual s d o no t defin e bisexualit y a s 
gender blind . Mos t bisexua l wome n ascrib e t o a  basicall y dichotomou s 
conceptualization o f sexuality , i n whic h bisexualit y i s a  derivativ e for m 
of sexualit y compose d o f a  combinatio n o f homosexualit y an d hetero -
sexuality. This is true of bisexua l women who define bisexualit y i n terms 
of actua l attraction s o r behavior s a s wel l a s thos e wh o believ e i n a 
universal o r nearl y universa l bisexua l potentia l o r essence . Th e forme r 
revealed thei r hybridize d conceptio n o f bisexualit y b y referring t o bisex -
uals a s people wh o ar e attracte d t o both  wome n an d men , o r wh o hav e 
sexual relation s wit h both  wome n an d men . Recall , fo r example , Liz , 
who define d a  bisexua l a s a  perso n "wh o like s bot h sexes, " an d Rosa , 
who argue d tha t bisexualit y "shoul d b e th e preferre d lifestyl e o f th e 
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majority o f peopl e who , eventually , com e t o understan d bot h thei r 
masculine an d feminin e need s an d natures. " Similarly , Shannon believe s 
that "most , bu t certainl y no t all , peopl e ar e bisexua l t o som e degree , 
possibly becaus e o f geneti c makeup , i.e. , presenc e o f mal e an d femal e 
hormones i n people." Ros a an d Shanno n no t onl y conceptualiz e bisexu -
ality a s a  hybrid sexuality , the y als o believ e tha t i t stems fro m a  mascu -
line/feminine dualit y inheren t i n most o r al l people, either in the form o f 
hybridized gende r i n th e cas e o f Ros a o r i n th e for m o f hybridize d 
biological sex  in the case of Shannon . 

The latte r typicall y describe d bisexualit y a s a  potential t o g o "eithe r 
way," a s i f th e bisexua l potentia l wer e a  combinatio n o f homosexua l 
and heterosexua l potential , eithe r o r bot h o f whic h migh t b e realized a t 
any given point i n a  person's life : 

/ believe  that  most  people  are  inherently  bisexual  and  that  loving 
relationships with both sexes lead to freer emotional expression. At the 
same time, I  also  believe that it  is  virtually impossible to have  deep, 
loving relationships with  more  than one person at a time (of  any sex) 
and that at any point in  time a bisexual must make a commitment to 
one or the other sexual orientation depending on the  person they are 
with. (Roberta,  Bisexual) 

Roberta's choic e o f words—" a commitmen t t o on e o r th e othe r sexual 
orientation"—is revealing . Fo r Roberta , makin g a  monogamou s com -
mitment t o a  particular perso n i s synonymous t o makin g a  commitmen t 
to be  eithe r heterosexua l o r lesbian ; one' s relationshi p become s one' s 
essence. People migh t have a  bisexual potential , bu t thei r sexua l orienta -
tion depend s o n th e gende r o f th e perso n t o who m the y ar e currentl y 
committed. I n contrast , Chery l define s th e potentia l itsel f a s bisexuality ; 
people wh o ar e bisexua l ar e bisexua l regardles s o f th e gende r o f th e 
person t o whom the y currently happe n t o be committed : 

/ define bisexuality as the ability to be deeply involved emotionally and 
sexually with both  men  and women. This  doesn't preclude being  in a 
monogamous relationship.  More people  are  probably bisexual  than 
homosexual. (Cheryl, Bisexual) 

Despite thei r disagreemen t ove r th e questio n o f whethe r bisexualit y i s a 
potential o r a n expressio n o f tha t potential , Robert a an d Chery l bot h 
conceptualize bisexualit y a s a  hybri d for m o f sexuality . The y shar e thi s 
conceptualization wit h 65%  o f the bisexual wome n i n this study . 
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BISEXUALS' IMAGE S A N D FEELING S 
ABOUT THEMSELVE S 

How d o bisexual s perceiv e themselve s a s a  group ? Ho w d o the y fee l 
about themselves ? Withi n th e lesbia n community , the y ar e portrayed a s 
traitors, cowards , an d opportunists . Mos t lesbian s prefe r t o avoi d the m 
as friend s an d refus e t o dat e them . Ho w d o bisexual s respon d t o thes e 
accusations an d rejections ? A t th e ver y least , on e migh t expec t tha t 
bisexual wome n woul d us e th e questio n "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f 
bisexuality?" a s a n opportunit y t o defen d themselve s agains t som e o f 
the charges made against them b y lesbians. In fact, bisexual s had surpris -
ingly littl e t o sa y abou t thei r image s an d feeling s abou t bisexuality — 
despite th e fac t tha t thi s i s exactl y wha t th e questio n aske d for . Mos t 
lesbians raise d thes e issues ; on e i n tw o bisexual s di d not . Bisexuals ' 
silence suggest s strongl y tha t bisexual s hav e littl e to sa y on thes e topics , 
i.e., the y hav e fe w image s o f bisexualit y an d n o stron g feeling s abou t 
bisexuals a s a group. 

Positive Image s 

Among th e 2 2 bisexual s wh o di d pain t image s o f bisexualit y i n answe r 
to th e question , "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " positiv e image s 
are mor e commo n tha n negativ e images . Eigh t bisexua l wome n de -
scribed bisexualit y simpl y a s "natural " o r "healthy. " Fo r example , Lis a 
thinks "tha t bisexualit y indicate s a  'healthy ' awarenes s o f onesel f .  . . 
An integratio n o f personality. " Eigh t othe r bisexua l wome n describe d 
bisexuality a s a  mor e "open " for m o f sexuality . Fo r example , Marily n 
described bisexualit y a s "a n opennes s to possibilities, to potentials," an d 
Gloria feel s tha t bisexualit y i s "a n idea l stat e o f being—ope n t o al l 
encounters an d developments. " Shirle y an d Murie l argue d tha t bisexu -
ality "give s the widest possible options," an d Dana describe d bisexualit y 
as " a greate r expansio n int o lovin g th e bein g o f a  perso n an d no t onl y 
the se x o f th e person. " Similarly , Jameela h believe s tha t i t i s a  "mor e 
universal wa y o f thinkin g about/bein g sexual(l y oriented), " Cath y sai d 
that bein g bisexua l "make s m e fee l accepting , freer, " an d Michell e finds 
bisexuality "liberating. " Healthiness/naturalnes s an d opennes s wer e th e 
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only tw o positiv e image s o f bisexualit y mentione d b y mor e tha n on e 
bisexual respondent . 

Unflattering an d Existentiall y 
Invalidating Image s 

Although negativ e image s ar e less common amon g bisexua l respondent s 
than positiv e images , they ar e more varied an d detailed . I n fact , mos t o f 
the many unflattering an d existentially invalidating images of bisexualit y 
found t o b e prevalen t amon g lesbian s wer e echoe d b y a t leas t on e 
bisexual respondent. 4 Th e most commonly mentione d wa s "confusion. " 
The 5  bisexual s wh o mentione d confusio n mad e comment s simila r t o 
the comments made by lesbians. For example, lesbian respondent Naom i 
believes that people who thin k the y ar e bisexual ar e really just confused , 

I don't believe  it  exists. People who believe  they  are bisexuals are in a 
state of confusion. (Naomi) 

and bisexua l respondent Evelyn agrees that this is true of some bisexuals , 
although sh e allows tha t bisexualit y doe s exis t and tha t som e people ar e 
truly bisexual , not confused : 

J think  some  women  consider  themselves bisexual who really  aren't, 
but have  confusion  and  problems  .  . . I  endorse  it  if  it  is  honest. 
(Evelyn) 

Lesbian responden t Yvett e see s a  differen t relationshi p betwee n bi -
sexuality an d confusion . Sh e see s confusio n a s a n inheren t aspec t o f 
bisexuality; i n othe r words , sh e believe s no t tha t peopl e cal l themselve s 
bisexual becaus e the y ar e confused , bu t tha t bisexua l peopl e mus t b e 
confused becaus e the y ar e bisexual . T o her , bisexualit y "seem s lik e i t 
would b e a  confusin g life. " Thi s imag e o f bisexualit y wa s echoe d b y 
bisexual respondent s Cathy , Harriet , an d Tracy , who sai d tha t the y fin d 
it confusin g themselves , a t leas t sometimes . Man y lesbian s believ e tha t 
this confusio n stem s fro m th e interna l struggl e tha t occur s betwee n 
bisexuals' homosexua l an d heterosexua l feelings , an d bisexua l respon -
dent Sylvi a agreed . Sh e feels tha t bein g bisexua l "cause s a  great struggl e 
of emotions within. " 

Bisexual respondent Glori a reflected lesbians ' accusations that bisex -
uals have difficult y makin g commitment s t o othe r people . Sh e feels tha t 
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"unfortunately, [bisexuality ] ca n b e use d no t t o mak e a  commitment. " 
Similarly, Charlott e agree s wit h th e man y lesbian s wh o believ e tha t 
bisexuals ar e promiscuou s or , a t least , nonmonogamous ; sh e wrote , "i t 
is impossibl e t o b e a  practicin g bisexua l an d retai n fidelity  t o you r 
partners." Althoug h Charlott e seem s t o avoi d th e charg e tha t bisexual s 
per s e ar e infidelitou s b y usin g th e modifie r "practicing, " i n trut h sh e 
is implicatin g al l bisexuals . B y "practicin g bisexual, " Charlott e mean s 
someone who i s sexually involve d with a  man an d a  woman a t the sam e 
time. Fo r her , a s fo r mos t othe r bisexua l wome n an d mos t lesbians , 
bisexuality i s a  combination o f homosexualit y an d heterosexuality . Th e 
expression o f bisexualit y therefor e necessaril y mean s tha t on e ha s mor e 
than on e lover ; wherea s heterosexual s an d lesbian s ca n expres s thei r 
sexualities i n a  monogamou s context , bisexual s canno t expres s thei r 
sexuality an d simultaneousl y b e monogamous . 

Finally, tw o bisexua l wome n echoe d lesbians ' charg e tha t bisexua l 
women "co p out " b y refusin g t o acknowledg e thei r lesbianis m i n orde r 
to avoi d stigma . Again , thei r comment s soun d jus t lik e th e comment s 
made b y lesbians . Fo r example , on e o f th e tw o bisexua l wome n wrot e 
that bisexualit y i s "oka y a s lon g a s that' s wher e yo u reall y are—an d 
you're no t jus t avoiding homosexuality, " a  comment tha t i s very simila r 
to th e comment s mad e b y lesbian s lik e Nel , "Som e peopl e hid e behin d 
this label because it' s more acceptabl e than bein g gay. " 

The fac t tha t onl y tw o bisexua l respondent s referre d t o bisexualit y 
as a  wa y t o avoi d th e stigm a o f lesbianis m i n answe r t o th e questio n 
"What i s you r opinio n o f bisexuality? " doe s no t accuratel y reflec t th e 
prevalence o f thi s attitud e amon g bisexua l women . Bisexua l respon -
dents' answer s t o closed-ende d question s tha t aske d specificall y abou t 
this issu e indicat e tha t thi s imag e i s fairl y popula r amon g bisexua l 
women. Half (51% ) o f bisexual women agree d with the statement "Soci -
ety makes i t difficult t o be a lesbian, so some women clai m to be bisexua l 
when the y ar e reall y lesbian s wh o ar e afrai d t o admi t it " (tabl e 7.1) . 
Although thi s i s a  substantia l percentage , b y itsel f i t doe s no t indicat e 
that bisexual s perceive bisexual identit y t o be more likely than an y othe r 
identity t o b e a  facade . Whe n bisexual s wer e aske d t o respon d t o a 
similar statemen t abou t lesbians , "Som e lesbian s reall y ar e somewha t 
attracted t o men , bu t the y ar e afrai d t o expres s thes e feeling s becaus e 
other lesbian s woul d no t approv e o f them, " three-quarter s (73% ) 
agreed; i n othe r words , bisexual s wer e mor e likel y t o stat e tha t lesbian s 
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deny thei r bisexualit y tha n tha t bisexual s den y thei r lesbianism . S o far , 
it appear s tha t bisexual s evaluat e themselve s favorabl y i n compariso n 
to lesbians . Bu t th e arithmeti c differenc e betwee n individua l bisexua l 
respondents' answer s t o thes e question s reveal s that , o n a n individua l 
basis, on e i n fou r bisexua l wome n believe s tha t denia l i s more commo n 
among wome n wh o sa y the y ar e bisexua l tha n amon g wome n wh o 
say the y ar e lesbia n (figur e 7.1) . In  othe r words , on e i n fou r bisexua l 
respondents i s more suspicious o f other women's bisexua l identitie s tha n 
of othe r women' s lesbia n identities . Althoug h thi s i s a  minority , i t i s a 
substantial minority , especiall y when w e consider tha t the attitude bein g 
measured call s int o questio n th e legitimac y o f bisexua l identity . Th e 
point merit s emphasis ; one i n fou r wome n wh o call  themselves bisexual 
accords less  legitimac y t o bisexua l identit y tha n sh e doe s t o lesbia n 
identity. 

Findings pertainin g t o th e belie f tha t bisexualit y i s a  transitiona l 
identity throug h whic h som e wome n pas s befor e the y com e ou t a s 
lesbians ar e eve n mor e dramatic . Eve n thoug h n o bisexua l respondent s 
characterized bisexua l identit y a s transitiona l i n answe r t o th e questio n 
"What i s you r opinio n o f bisexuality? " thei r answer s t o closed-ende d 
questions confir m tha t man y d o thin k o f i t a s such . Thre e quarter s o f 
bisexual wome n agree d tha t a  "few " o r "les s tha n half " o f "Wome n 
who sa y the y ar e bisexua l wil l eventuall y realiz e tha t the y ar e lesbians " 
(table 7.2) . O n th e basi s of thi s figure alon e it would see m that bisexual s 
merely acknowledg e the possibility tha t some bisexual women wil l com e 
out a s lesbians while minimizing the proportion o f bisexua l women wh o 
will d o so . Bu t subtractin g bisexuals ' response s t o tha t statemen t fro m 
their responses to the statement, "Som e women who claim to be lesbians 
will eventuall y find  ou t tha t the y actuall y ar e bisexual , o r straight, " 
reveals tha t 44 % o f bisexua l respondent s believ e tha t lesbian s ar e eve n 
less likely to come ou t a s bisexual o r straigh t tha n bisexual s ar e to com e 
out a s lesbian s (figur e 7.2) . I n othe r words , tw o ou t o f five  bisexua l 
respondents believ e that bisexual identity is more likely to be transitiona l 
than lesbia n identit y or , conversely , tha t lesbia n identit y i s mor e likel y 
to b e a  "mature " identit y representin g one' s final  destinatio n i n th e 
process o f comin g out . Again , 44 % i s a  minority—th e othe r 56%  o f 
bisexuals apparentl y d o no t believ e tha t bisexua l identit y i s more likel y 
to b e transitional—bu t whe n w e conside r tha t thes e bisexual-identifie d 
women believ e tha t wome n wh o cal l themselves bisexua l generall y hav e 
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less insigh t an d knowledg e o f thei r ow n sexualit y tha n wome n wh o 
call themselve s lesbians , thi s 44 % minorit y seem s ver y larg e indeed . 
Apparently, despit e the fac t tha t n o bisexua l respondent s spontaneousl y 
described bisexualit y a s a  transitional identity , almos t hal f o f them se e it 
as such . 

Amid al l of the bisexual s who echoe d th e negative images of bisexu -
ality expresse d b y lesbians , only on e bisexua l specificall y disagree d wit h 
any o f thes e negativ e images ; Chery l pointe d ou t tha t bisexualit y doe s 
not preclud e nonmonogamy . Th e facts  tha t bisexua l wome n expresse d 
so man y o f th e sam e unflatterin g an d existentiall y invalidatin g attitude s 
about bisexualit y tha t lesbian s di d an d tha t onl y on e bisexua l raise d he r 
voice in protest suggest s tha t man y bisexua l women hav e accepted lesbi -
ans' views of bisexuality . 

Political Image s 

Very fe w bisexua l wome n wrot e abou t bisexualit y i n politica l terms , 
either positivel y o r negatively . Unlik e lesbians , n o bisexua l wome n 
ranted abou t heterosexua l privilege , describe d bisexual s a s politica l 
fence-sitters o r opportunists , o r accuse d bisexual s o f lackin g politica l 
commitment t o sexua l liberation . On e bisexua l woma n describe d bisex -
uality a s apolitical , i n contras t t o lesbianism , whic h implie s a  politica l 
commitment t o women : 

although I  consider  myself "bisexual/*  I feel  that  (given  the power 
relations between menlwomen and  straights!gay si lesbians) bisexuality 
is an "easy apolitical out" for many people. (Colleen) 

The fac t tha t mos t bisexua l wome n di d no t eve n discus s bisexualit y i n 
political terms suggests that Collee n is not alone in perceiving bisexualit y 
as apolitical . Apparently , th e majorit y o f bisexua l wome n d o no t per -
ceive bisexuality a s a  political lifestyle , o r bisexua l identit y a s a  politica l 
identity. 

Bisexual respondents ' answer s t o closed-ende d question s confir m 
that mos t o f the m perceiv e bisexual s a s less political an d les s politicall y 
worthy tha n lesbians . Whe n bisexual s wer e aske d t o agre e o r disagre e 
with th e statements , "Bisexual s ar e not a s committed t o other women a s 
lesbians are ; they ar e more likel y to deser t thei r femal e friends, " an d "I t 
can be dangerous fo r lesbian s to trus t bisexual s too much, because whe n 
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the goin g reall y get s rough , the y ar e no t a s likel y t o stic k aroun d an d 
fight i t out, " th e majorit y o f bisexua l respondent s disagree d wit h eac h 
statement (figur e 7.3) . Thi s i s no t surprising ; bot h o f thes e statement s 
make explici t comparisons between bisexua l an d lesbian women tha t ar e 
clearly unflatterin g t o bisexuals . Wha t i s surprisin g i s tha t a  sizabl e 
minority o f bisexual s actuall y agreed  wit h eac h statement ; on e ou t o f 
nine agreed tha t bisexual s ar e less committed tha n lesbians , and on e ou t 
of fou r agree d tha t lesbian s can' t trus t bisexual s t o stic k aroun d whe n 
the goin g get s rough . In  bot h cases , th e exten t an d th e strengt h o f 
bisexuals' agreemen t doe s no t matc h tha t foun d amon g lesbians , bu t 
the fac t tha t an y agreemen t wa s foun d amon g bisexual s a t al l i s ver y 
telling. 

Even more revealing is the fact tha t a  few bisexual women's attempt s 
to defen d themselve s agains t th e charg e o f disloyalt y actuall y demon -
strate th e dept h t o whic h the y hav e internalize d doubt s abou t thei r 
political worthiness . Fo r example , Adrienn e define s a  bisexua l woma n 
as "[s]omeon e wh o identifie s wit h wome n spiritually , collectively , emo -
tionally, physically , etc . bu t stil l maintain s a  relationshi p wit h a  ma n 
or pursue s them. " Thi s defens e o f bisexua l women' s politica l loyalt y 
incorporates th e premise o f th e accusation tha t bisexual s lac k loyalt y b y 
implying tha t i t i s the lesbia n componen t o f bisexuality , no t bisexualit y 
per se , that i s the source of bisexuals ' political worthiness . 

If so many bisexua l women ar e willing to agree with statement s tha t 
clearly denigrat e bisexuals ' politica l loyaltie s i n direc t compariso n t o 
lesbians, ho w man y bisexual s hav e mor e subtl e negativ e politica l atti -
tudes abou t bisexual s a s a  group ? In  additio n t o th e statement s tha t 
made direc t comparisons betwee n bisexual s an d lesbians , bisexuals wer e 
asked t o respon d t o paire d statement s tha t mad e indirec t comparison s 
between bisexua l an d lesbian women. Bisexuals' responses to these state-
ments sho w that , whe n aske d t o describ e bisexua l an d lesbia n wome n 
separately, a n eve n large r proportio n o f bisexua l wome n describe d bi -
sexuals a s less political an d les s politically worthy tha n lesbians . 

For example , whe n aske d ho w eas y o r difficul t i t i s fo r bisexua l 
women t o pas s a s heterosexual , 64 % sai d i t wa s slightl y t o ver y easy , 
but when the y were aske d ho w eas y o r difficul t i t is for lesbian s to pass , 
only 32 % sai d i t wa s eas y (tabl e 73).  Takin g th e differenc e betwee n 
respondents' answer s t o thes e question s reveal s tha t three-quarters 
(73%) o f bisexua l wome n believ e tha t i t i s easie r fo r bisexual s t o pas s 
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than fo r lesbian s t o pas s (figur e 7.4) . Whe n aske d t o estimat e th e per -
centages o f bisexua l an d o f lesbia n wome n wh o woul d wan t t o pas s 
(table 7.4) , 54 % gav e highe r estimate s fo r bisexual s tha n fo r lesbian s 
(figure 7.5) . In  other words , mos t bisexua l wome n believ e that bisexual s 
are mor e abl e an d willin g t o pas s a s heterosexua l tha n lesbian s are . In 
both cases , these figures  ar e onl y 10 % les s than th e comparabl e figures 
for lesbians ; despit e the fac t tha t thes e belief s ar e politically detrimenta l 
to bisexual women vis-a-vis lesbians, bisexual women ar e nearly as likely 
to hold the m a s lesbians are . 

If bisexual s agre e wit h lesbian s tha t the y ar e mor e abl e an d willin g 
to pas s a s heterosexual , d o the y als o agre e tha t the y ar e bette r abl e t o 
avoid heterosexis t prejudic e an d discriminatio n tha n lesbian s are ? Yes , 
many do . Whe n aske d t o rat e th e degre e o f prejudic e experience d b y 
bisexuals an d b y lesbians , hal f o f bisexua l respondent s rate d th e tw o 
groups equall y (tabl e 7.5 , figure  7,6).  Bu t th e othe r 47 % sai d tha t 
lesbians experienc e mor e prejudic e tha n bisexuals . Similarly , 57 % rate d 
discrimination agains t bisexual s an d discriminatio n agains t lesbian s a s 
equal in severity, but 40% sai d that lesbians experience more discrimina -
tion tha n bisexuals . In  othe r words , nearl y hal f o f bisexua l respondent s 
believe tha t the y ar e les s oppresse d tha n lesbians ; a  belie f the y shar e 
with 80 % o f lesbian respondents . 

Bisexual respondents wer e also asked whom the y believe is responsi-
ble fo r th e oppressio n o f women , lesbians , an d bisexuals . Fift y percen t 
replied tha t th e force s tha t oppres s bisexual s ar e identica l t o eithe r th e 
forces tha t oppres s lesbian s o r th e force s tha t oppres s women ; the y sa w 
no differenc e betwee n thei r experience s o f oppressio n a s bisexual s an d 
the experiences o f eithe r women i n general o r lesbians . Among the othe r 
50%, a  fe w sai d tha t bisexuals ' oppressio n i s les s intens e bu t qualita -
tively identica l t o lesbians ' oppression , an d severa l sai d tha t bisexuals ' 
oppression i s identica l t o lesbians ' excep t tha t bisexual s ar e als o op -
pressed by lesbians and heterosexuals who do not understand bisexualit y 
and pressure bisexual s t o choos e a  side. Complaints abou t th e treatmen t 
of bisexual s b y bot h gays/lesbian s an d heterosexual s als o aros e i n 7 
bisexuals' answer s t o th e questio n "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f bisexu -
ality?" Fo r example , Cath y said , "a t time s I  feel judge d b y bot h sides, " 
and Evely n said , " I ge t reall y tire d o f peopl e tellin g m e I  don' t exist. " 
Except fo r thi s las t point , bisexuals ' comment s abou t th e force s tha t 
oppress the m indicat e tha t bisexual s generall y d o no t perceiv e them -
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selves a s bein g oppresse d a s bisexual s pe r se . Instead , the y perceiv e 
themselves a s being oppressed fo r thei r gender or their "lesbianism. " Bu t 
the fe w bisexual s wh o mentione d lac k o f understandin g o r pressur e 
from lesbians/gay s an d heterosexual s hav e identified a  uniquely bisexua l 
form o f oppressio n an d i n s o doin g the y hav e begu n t o perceiv e them -
selves as oppressed fo r thei r bisexuality. 

The fac t tha t som e bisexual s identifie d a  uniquel y bisexua l for m o f 
oppression i s a n indicatio n tha t a  politica l vie w o f bisexualit y i s begin -
ning to develop among some bisexuals. Also, the fact tha t severa l bisexu -
als perceive d lesbian s a s oppressor s suggest s tha t the y ar e beginnin g t o 
see a  qualitativ e differenc e betwee n thei r interest s a s bisexual s an d th e 
interests o f lesbians . Th e firs t ste p towar d politicizatio n o f a  minorit y 
group i s the recognition o f collectiv e oppression an d a  collective oppres -
sor. Although non e o f th e seven bisexua l women wh o complaine d spon -
taneously abou t lesbians ' lac k o f acceptanc e pu t thei r complaint s i n 
political terms , they ha d take n th e firs t ste p towar d th e politicizatio n o f 
their bisexua l identitie s b y recognizing both a  form o f collective bisexua l 
oppression an d a  collective oppressor . 

But fou r othe r bisexua l wome n di d describ e bisexualit y i n rudimen -
tary politica l terms . Fo r example , Jameelah commente d tha t bisexualit y 
is " a difficul t positio n t o take politically, " an d Michell e describe d bisex -
uality a s "politicall y incorrect. " Neithe r o f these women explaine d wha t 
they mean t b y "politically, " bu t thei r us e of th e word suggest s tha t the y 
have begun to think o f their bisexualit y i n political terms, if only becaus e 
straights' an d gays ' motivation s fo r rejectin g bisexual s ar e politica l an d 
not becaus e bisexualit y pe r s e i s political . Finally , on e bisexua l woma n 
wrote abou t bisexualit y i n unmistakabl y politica l term s b y locatin g th e 
source o f bisexua l oppressio n i n socia l structura l powe r dynamic s an d 
thereby providin g th e onl y trul y politica l characterizatio n o f bisexualit y 
found amon g th e nearl y fou r doze n bisexual-identifie d wome n i n thi s 
study: 

It's the norm, but white male culture forces our thinking into eitherlor 
patterns. I  believe  most people  are  truly  bisexual,  but  it's  hard  to 
express it when everyone expects you to  choose  one sex or the other. 
(Beverly) 



BISEXUAL WOMEN' S VOICE S 219 

Social an d Politica l Preference s — Images Translat e 
into Feelings 

Lesbians' negativ e an d apolitica l image s o f bisexua l wome n translat e 
into a  preferenc e t o avoi d bisexua l wome n sociall y an d politically . I f 
bisexual wome n generall y shar e lesbians ' image s o f bisexuality , d o the y 
also share lesbians' preference t o associate with lesbians instead of bisex -
ual women ? Again , th e answe r i s yes ; a  surprisin g numbe r o f bisexual -
identified wome n prefe r t o associat e wit h lesbian s instea d o f othe r bi -
sexuals. 

No bisexua l wome n expresse d a n aversio n t o associatin g with othe r 
bisexual wome n i n answe r t o th e questio n "Wha t i s you r opinio n o f 
bisexuality?" bu t whe n the y wer e aske d closed-ende d question s abou t 
their socia l an d politica l preference s abou t one-quarte r consistentl y ex -
pressed a  preference fo r lesbian s over other bisexua l women (figure s 7.7, 
7.8). O n average , bisexuals ' preference s ar e neithe r a s stron g no r a s 
pervasive a s lesbians ' preferences , bu t th e fac t tha t suc h a  large percent -
age of bisexua l women prefe r lesbian s a t al l is remarkable. Like lesbians, 
bisexuals' socia l preference s ar e stronges t i n th e mos t intimat e socia l 
situation o f all—dating . Full y one-thir d o f bisexua l wome n sai d tha t 
they woul d prefe r t o dat e a  lesbia n tha n t o dat e anothe r bisexua l 
woman. In  fact , on e i n five  bisexua l wome n place d themselve s a t th e 
extreme en d o f th e preference scale , thereby describin g thei r aversio n t o 
dating othe r bisexua l wome n i n th e stronges t term s possible . Anothe r 
third d o no t car e whether thei r date s are lesbian o r bisexual , and th e las t 
third prefe r t o dat e bisexua l women . Bisexual s ar e onl y slightl y les s 
likely t o car e whethe r thei r friend s ar e lesbia n o r bisexual . On e ou t o f 
two bisexual s woul d b e equall y likel y t o mak e friend s wit h anothe r 
woman regardles s o f whethe r sh e wer e lesbia n o r bisexual , bu t 29 % 
prefer t o hav e lesbia n friends . Previou s researcher s hav e foun d tha t i n 
the laborator y peopl e ca n b e induce d t o prefe r member s o f thei r ow n 
groups b y simply naming th e groups an d placin g people i n them, even if 
the group s ar e fictitious  an d th e assignment s rando m o r base d o n trivia l 
characteristics (e.g. , Alle n an d Wilde r 1975 ; Billi g an d Tajfe l 1973) . In 
light o f th e eas e wit h whic h researcher s ca n creat e in-grou p preference s 
in th e laboratory , th e significanc e o f th e finding  tha t som e bisexua l 
women prefe r bisexual s ove r lesbian s pales in compariso n t o th e finding 
that s o man y bisexual s prefe r t o associat e wit h lesbians , no t bisexua l 
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women. Unfortunately , i t migh t b e difficul t fo r bisexua l wome n t o fin d 
lesbians t o dat e o r befriend , give n mos t lesbians ' stron g antipath y to -
ward associatin g with bisexua l women . 

In large group situations , bisexuals ' preferences shif t slightl y towar d 
other bisexua l women. Two ou t o f five bisexuals said tha t they are mor e 
comfortable amon g bisexual s tha n amon g lesbian s an d tha t the y woul d 
prefer t o belon g t o a  bisexua l discussio n grou p tha n t o a  lesbian discus -
sion group , an d th e majorit y o f th e othe r three-fifth s expresse d n o 
preference eithe r way . Conceivably , thi s i s becaus e bisexual s fea r lesbi -
ans' disapprova l mor e i n large r groups . In  intimat e situations , socia l 
bonds ar e clos e an d presumabl y eac h perso n i n a  dya d belong s t o th e 
dyad ou t o f choice ; any lesbian who would knowingl y dat e or be friend s 
with a  bisexual woman ha s apparently chose n to do so. In larger groups , 
however, eac h individua l doe s no t necessaril y approv e o f ever y othe r 
group member ; hence , in larger group s a  bisexua l woman i s more likel y 
to encounte r lesbian s who would no t choos e to associat e with bisexuals . 
Moreover, whe n a  bisexua l i s i n a n intimat e relationshi p wit h on e 
lesbian, eac h woma n ha s a n equa l opportunit y t o contribut e t o thei r 
collective understanding o f the relationship. In  a larger group dominate d 
by lesbians , the bisexua l woma n migh t fee l outnumbere d an d unabl e t o 
offset th e general anti-bisexua l atmosphere . 

Bisexuals' preference s i n politica l situation s resembl e thei r prefer -
ences i n socia l situations . Approximatel y on e i n tw o bisexual s woul d 
trust othe r bisexual s i n positions o f politica l leadershi p a t leas t a s muc h 
as sh e woul d trus t lesbians . Bu t on e i n fou r woul d rathe r wor k wit h a 
lesbian tha n wit h a  bisexua l o n a  ga y right s campaign , an d on e i n fou r 
would rathe r b e represente d b y a  lesbia n tha n a  bisexua l lobbyist . Th e 
only politica l situatio n i n which bisexual s wer e mor e likel y t o expres s a 
greater degre e o f trus t towar d bisexua l wome n (42% ) tha n towar d 
lesbians (13% ) wa s givin g a  speec h t o a  loca l citizen' s grou p abou t 
alternative lifestyles . Perhaps , becaus e th e questio n abou t th e speec h 
asked respondents whom they would prefer t o replace them personally — 
as opposed t o representing them as members of a  larger interest group — 
they though t i t appropriat e t o choos e someon e simila r t o themselves . 
Or perhaps , unde r th e assumptio n tha t th e loca l citizen' s grou p woul d 
be predominantl y heterosexual , bisexua l wome n migh t fee l tha t a  bi -
sexual speake r woul d b e abl e t o relat e t o th e audienc e bette r tha n 
a lesbian . 
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THE IMPAC T O F BISEXUA L W O M E N ' S PERSONA L 
POLITICS A N D EXPERIENCE S O N THEI R ATTITUDE S 

TOWARD BLSEXUALIT Y 

Race, Education, Class, and Other 
Demographic Differences 
There i s n o evidenc e tha t bisexua l wome n o f differen t races , classes , 
income levels, or education level s have different definition s o f bisexualit y 
or differen t thought s an d feeling s abou t bisexuality . Give n the relativel y 
small numbe r o f bisexua l wome n i n thi s study , thi s finding  i s onl y 
tentative; however, there is no indication tha t a  larger sample of bisexua l 
women woul d hav e produced differen t results . 

There i s som e evidence , however , o f generationa l difference s i n bi -
sexual women' s attitudes . Wome n wh o hav e bee n ou t a s bisexual s fo r 
longer periods of time are more likely to agree with lesbians that lesbian s 
shouldn't trus t bisexua l women . N o bisexua l wome n wh o cam e ou t a s 
bisexual les s than thre e years prior t o the study agreed tha t bisexual s ar e 
untrustworthy, wherea s 29 % o f thos e who ha d bee n ou t a s bisexua l fo r 
three or mor e years an d 40% o f thos e who ha d bee n ou t a s bisexual fo r 
eleven o r mor e year s agreed wit h thi s sentimen t ( r =  .31 , p =  .05) . It is 
fairly unlikel y tha t bisexua l wome n actuall y becom e mor e receptiv e t o 
lesbians' negativ e opinion s abou t bisexual s th e longe r the y hav e bee n 
out a s bisexuals ; a  mor e plausibl e explanatio n fo r thi s finding  i s tha t 
women wh o cam e out a s bisexual during the heyday of lesbian feminis m 
in th e 1970 s wer e mor e thoroughl y expose d t o negativ e opinion s abou t 
bisexuality tha n bisexual s wh o hav e com e ou t mor e recentl y afte r th e 
advent o f quee r politics . 

Political Differences: Do Politica l Bisexuals Speak 
for Anyone? 
There ar e fe w politica l sentiment s amon g bisexual s a t all , le t alon e an y 
that ar e relate d t o thei r attitude s towar d bisexuality . Whe n the y wer e 
asked t o lis t th e socia l an d politica l issue s abou t whic h the y wer e con -
cerned, bisexual s demonstrate d mor e interes t i n genera l women' s an d 
gay issue s than i n issue s pertaining specificall y t o thei r ow n orientation . 
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Seventy-seven percen t liste d women' s o r feminis t issue s an d 49 % liste d 
gay issues , bu t onl y five  respondents mentione d lesbia n issue s an d non e 
mentioned bisexua l issues . Asked ho w stron g a  sens e o f belongin g the y 
feel towar d wome n a s a  group , mos t (60% ) expresse d a  ver y stron g 
sense o f belonging , wherea s onl y 14 % reporte d a  comparabl e sens e o f 
belonging towar d bisexual s a s a  group . Bisexuals ' feeling s o f belongin g 
contrast sharpl y wit h lesbians' , wh o reporte d feelin g mor e strongl y 
attached t o lesbian s i n particula r (41% ) tha n t o wome n i n genera l 
(30%). Bisexual s mak e les s distinctio n betwee n lesbians ' politica l inter -
ests an d bisexuals ' political interest s tha n lesbian s do ; 7 1 % of bisexual s 
feel tha t lesbians ' an d bisexuals ' interest s ar e th e "same " o r "slightl y 
different," compare d t o 43 % o f lesbians . Again , th e findings  indicat e 
that bisexua l wome n deriv e thei r politic s fro m thei r statu s a s women o r 
by equating thei r interest s with lesbia n interests , not fro m thei r statu s a s 
bisexuals. Give n th e lac k o f politica l concer n abou t bisexualit y amon g 
bisexuals, i t i s no t surprisin g tha t thes e largel y nonexisten t politica l 
attitudes ar e unrelated t o bisexuals ' attitudes abou t bisexuality . 

Personal Experience s 

The bisexua l wome n wh o participate d i n thi s stud y hav e ha d a  variet y 
of differen t persona l experiences . Every on e ha s had a t leas t on e hetero -
sexual relationship , 40 % hav e bee n marrie d t o a  man , 40 % hav e bee n 
involved i n nonmarita l heterosexua l relationship s tha t the y describe d 
as "serious, " an d th e othe r 20 % hav e bee n involve d i n mor e casua l 
relationships wit h men . A t th e tim e o f th e study , 42 % wer e involve d i n 
relationships wit h me n an d 53 % wer e involve d i n relationship s wit h 
women, rangin g from datin g to marriages an d unions . One-quarter hav e 
children. Most (84% ) have identified themselve s as lesbians a t some time 
in their lives ; 64% hav e switched betwee n lesbia n an d bisexua l identitie s 
two o r mor e times . Thei r feeling s o f attractio n rang e fro m 10 % t o 
80% heterosexual—non e ar e exclusivel y attracte d t o onl y on e sex . Th e 
majority (64% ) ar e predominantl y attracte d t o women , an d onl y 16 % 
described themselve s a s equally attracte d t o both sexes . 

I showe d i n chapte r 5  tha t lesbians ' attitude s towar d bisexua l 
women ar e related to their experiences of their own sexuality . In particu-
lar, lesbian s wh o hav e previousl y identifie d themselve s a s bisexua l o r 
who fee l attracte d t o me n ar e les s adaman t abou t avoidin g associatio n 



BISEXUAL WOMEN' S VOICE S 223 

with bisexua l wome n tha n ar e lesbian s whos e pas t an d curren t experi -
ences ar e mor e "purely " lesbian . On e migh t expec t tha t bisexua l 
women's feeling s abou t associatin g wit h lesbian s woul d similarl y reflec t 
their ow n persona l experience s wit h heterosexuality , lesbia n identity , 
and feeling s o f sexua l attraction . Fo r example , on e migh t expec t tha t 
bisexual wome n wh o hav e a  histor y o f lesbia n identificatio n woul d b e 
more incline d t o associat e with lesbian s tha n bisexua l wome n wh o hav e 
never considere d themselve s lesbian s would , eithe r becaus e the y fee l a 
kinship t o a  communit y o f wome n wit h who m the y onc e share d a n 
identity o r becaus e the y adopte d lesbians ' biase s whil e the y wer e lesbi -
ans themselves . 

The findings  o f thi s stud y indicat e tha t n o aspect s o f bisexuals ' 
identity historie s o r pas t heterosexua l experience s ar e relate d t o thei r 
feelings abou t bisexua l wome n vis-a-vi s lesbians. 5 However , bisexuals ' 
current heterosexua l relationship s an d feeling s ar e related t o thei r socia l 
and politica l preferences . In  othe r words , th e degre e t o whic h bisexua l 
women trus t eac h othe r an d wan t t o socializ e wit h eac h othe r depend s 
on th e gender s o f th e peopl e t o who m the y ar e currentl y attracte d o r 
with who m the y are currently romanticall y involved . 

The stronge r a  bisexua l woman' s feeling s o f heterosexua l attractio n 
are, th e les s sh e i s willin g t o associat e wit h lesbian s an d th e mor e sh e 
prefers t o associat e wit h othe r bisexua l wome n instea d (figur e 7.9) . I n 
intimate socia l situations , bisexuals ' preference s mirro r thei r feeling s o f 
attraction; o n average , thos e whos e feeling s ar e predominantl y hetero -
sexual prefe r t o dat e an d mak e friend s wit h bisexuals , thos e wh o ar e 
equally attracte d towar d wome n an d me n d o no t car e whethe r thei r 
dates an d friend s ar e lesbia n o r bisexual , an d thos e whos e feeling s ar e 
predominantly homosexua l prefe r t o dat e an d mak e friend s wit h lesbi -
ans. I n large r grou p situations , thos e whos e feeling s ar e a s little a s 30 % 
heterosexual ar e mor e comfortabl e amon g bisexual s tha n lesbians , bu t 
those with onl y 1 0 to 20% heterosexua l feeling s stil l prefer t o be amon g 
lesbians.6 Presumably , bisexua l wome n wit h stron g heterosexua l feel -
ings prefe r t o associat e wit h othe r bisexua l wome n becaus e the y woul d 
not b e able to express or discus s thei r heterosexua l (o r fosexual)  feeling s 
as easil y wit h lesbians , wh o migh t dismis s the m a s remnant s o f hetero -
sexual socialization . Othe r bisexua l wome n woul d b e mor e likel y t o 
validate al l o f thei r sexua l desire s becaus e the y shar e th e experienc e o f 
being attracte d t o bot h wome n an d men . Bu t i f othe r bisexual s shar e 
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both thei r attraction s t o wome n an d thei r attraction s t o men , wh y 
then would an y bisexuals—even thos e whose feelings ar e predominantl y 
homosexual—prefer t o associat e with lesbians ? 

The relationshi p betwee n th e gende r o f bisexuals ' curren t romanti c 
partners an d thei r socia l an d politica l preference s raise s th e sam e ques -
tion because bisexual women who are in relationships with other wome n 
prefer t o associat e wit h lesbians , wherea s bisexua l wome n wh o ar e i n 
relationships wit h me n prefe r t o associat e wit h bisexual s (figur e 7.10) . 
This is true in a variety of social and political contexts , though bisexuals ' 
preferences ar e stronge r i n som e context s tha n others . Fo r example , 
bisexual wome n wh o ar e involve d wit h wome n are , o n average , jus t a s 
comfortable amon g lesbian s a s the y ar e amon g bisexua l women , bu t i f 
their relationshi p i s seriou s the y prefe r t o discus s i t wit h lesbians. 7 In 
contrast, bisexua l wome n wh o ar e no t involve d wit h wome n ar e mor e 
comfortable an d mor e willing to discus s thei r romanti c live s with bisex -
ual wome n tha n wit h lesbians , especiall y i f the y ar e datin g o r involve d 
with a  man. Those who ar e involved with both women an d men simulta -
neously prefe r t o discus s thei r romanti c live s wit h othe r bisexuals. 8 

Bisexuals' preference s fo r friend s follo w a  simila r pattern . Bisexua l 
women wh o ar e involved with women prefe r t o have lesbian rathe r tha n 
bisexual friends—eve n i f the y ar e simultaneousl y involve d wit h men — 
whereas thos e wh o ar e involve d wit h me n onl y prefe r t o hav e bisexua l 
friends. 

Bisexuals' datin g preference s d o no t sho w a s marke d a  relationshi p 
to th e gender s o f thei r partner s a s thei r preference s i n les s intimat e 
social situation s do ; althoug h th e patter n i s similar, i t i s not statisticall y 
significant. Thi s migh t b e becaus e th e questio n abou t datin g wa s pref -
aced wit h th e contingenc y phrase , "I f yo u wer e no t involve d i n a  rela -
tionship now , . . . " Therefore , respondent s wh o ar e i n relationship s 
would hav e imagine d wha t thei r preference s woul d b e i f the y wer e 
single; i.e. , i n th e absenc e o f thei r curren t partner . I t is , therefore , no t 
surprising to find tha t the gender o f their partners i s more weakly relate d 
to the preferences bisexual s expresse d i n answer t o thi s question tha n t o 
the preferences the y expressed i n answer to other questions . 

Bisexuals' political preference s sho w the same pattern a s their socia l 
preferences. O n average , bisexual s wh o ar e in serious relationship s wit h 
women prefe r t o wor k wit h lesbian s an d b e represente d b y lesbia n 
lobbyists i n th e struggl e fo r "ga y rights. " Thos e wh o ar e involve d wit h 
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both wome n an d me n simultaneously , whos e relationship s wit h wome n 
are onl y casual , o r wh o ar e no t romanticall y involve d wit h anyon e 
would b e equally happ y t o trus t thei r politica l fat e t o a  bisexual woma n 
as to a  lesbian . Onl y thos e wh o ar e involve d exclusivel y wit h me n hav e 
more politica l confidenc e i n bisexua l wome n tha n i n lesbians . When th e 
situation i n questio n i s givin g a  speec h t o a  loca l citizen' s group , how -
ever, bisexuals' political confidenc e i n each othe r increases . Unlike right s 
campaigning o r lobbying , givin g a  speec h i s no t a n overtl y politica l 
situation, an d I  hypothesize d abov e tha t bisexual s ar e mor e willin g t o 
trust thei r peer s i n thi s situatio n eithe r becaus e th e speake r bein g re -
placed (th e responden t herself ) i s bisexua l anyway , o r becaus e the y 
reason tha t a  largely heterosexual audienc e would b e able to relate bette r 
to a  bisexua l speake r tha n t o a  lesbia n speaker . Bisexual s wh o ar e 
involved wit h wome n partner s onl y are , o n average , jus t a s willin g t o 
send a  lesbia n a s anothe r bisexua l woma n i n thei r place , bu t bisexual s 
who ar e no t involve d wit h anyone , who ar e involved wit h me n only , o r 
who ar e involve d wit h bot h wome n an d me n simultaneousl y prefe r t o 
be replaced b y another bisexual . 

Political trus t i s ofte n base d o n th e perceptio n o f a  share d oppres -
sion. Give n th e relationship betwee n bisexuals ' politica l preference s an d 
the gender s o f thei r curren t romanti c partners , i t i s no t surprisin g tha t 
bisexuals' perception s o f th e severit y o f prejudic e agains t bisexual s als o 
depend o n whethe r the y ar e i n relationship s wit h wome n o r wit h me n 
(figure 7.11) . Bisexual s wh o ar e involve d wit h bot h wome n an d me n 
believe tha t lesbian s experienc e substantiall y mor e prejudic e tha n bisex -
ual women do , whereas bisexual s who ar e involved exclusively with me n 
or no t involve d wit h anyon e believ e tha t bisexual s experienc e almos t a s 
much prejudice a s lesbians. 

These findings  sugges t tha t bisexuals ' perception s o f thei r socia l 
needs an d politica l interest s flow  ou t o f th e natur e o f thei r curren t 
relationships.9 I f they ar e involved with women , then they perceive thei r 
social need s an d politica l interest s a s bein g mor e lik e lesbians ' tha n lik e 
bisexuals'. This might appea r reasonabl e o n th e surface , sinc e a  bisexua l 
woman wh o i s involved wit h anothe r woma n share s the socia l an d lega l 
problems o f lesbians . But , everythin g els e equal , thi s fac t woul d justif y 
an equal  willingnes s t o associat e with lesbian s o r wit h bisexuals ; i t doe s 
not explai n a  preference  for  lesbians.  Apparently , everythin g els e i s no t 
equal. Bisexuals who ar e in relationships with women, even though the y 
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continue t o cal l themselve s bisexual , obviousl y fee l the y hav e mor e i n 
common wit h lesbian s o n th e basi s o f thei r relationshi p statu s tha n the y 
have i n commo n wit h bisexual s o n th e basi s o f thei r sexua l orientatio n 
or sexua l identity . Bisexua l identit y ca n withstan d change s i n one' s 
relationships; a  woman ca n cal l hersel f bisexua l whethe r sh e is involve d 
with a  woman , a  man , bot h wome n an d men , o r n o on e a t all . But thi s 
bisexual identit y doe s no t for m a  bon d wit h othe r bisexual s tha t i s 
strong enoug h t o withstan d th e sam e change s i n relationships . Th e 
bisexual wome n wh o participate d i n thi s stud y apparentl y d o no t fee l a 
sense o f socia l connectio n o r politica l trus t wit h othe r bisexual s o n th e 
basis o f share d bisexua l identity . The y d o no t perceiv e themselve s a s 
having socia l need s o r politica l interest s tha t ste m fro m thei r bisexualit y 
and tha t ar e capabl e o f survivin g change s i n thei r romanti c involve -
ments; tha t is , they d o no t perceiv e themselves a s having bisexual  socia l 
needs or political interests . 

SUMMARY 

The tw o mos t strikin g findings  abou t bisexua l women' s attitude s abou t 
bisexuality ar e the exten t t o which the y resembl e lesbians ' attitude s an d 
the extent to which they reflect a n apolitica l view of bisexuality i n which 
bisexuals lac k uniqu e politica l interests . Bisexua l women , a s margina l 
members o f th e lesbia n community , ar e expose d t o lesbians ' attitude s 
and have apparently adopte d man y o f them a s their own i n spite of thei r 
unflattering nature . Give n thi s fact , i t woul d b e eas y t o blam e lesbian s 
for oppressin g bisexua l women. We have to keep in mind, however , tha t 
the lesbia n ideologie s tha t giv e negativ e definition s an d politica l mean -
ings to bisexuality ar e ideologies that arose out of lesbians' own attempt s 
to giv e positiv e definition s an d politica l meaning s t o lesbianism . Lesbi -
ans, as well as bisexuals , live in a  culture in which sexualit y i s conceptu -
alized dichotomously , an d lesbian ideologies developed to speak to lesbi-
ans' need s withi n tha t culture . Thes e lesbia n ideologie s hav e ha d 
oppressive consequence s fo r bisexuals , bu t th e heterosexis t ideologie s 
they challenge are no less oppressive to bisexuals . The fact tha t this boo k 
is concerned wit h lesbians ' attitude s towar d bisexuals , an d no t wit h th e 
possibly mor e antagonisti c attitude s o f th e large r heterosexis t society , 
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reflects no t lesbians ' greate r blam e i n th e oppressio n o f bisexuals , bu t 
their close r cultura l relationshi p wit h bisexual s an d thei r greate r poten -
tial as political allies . 

The resemblanc e betwee n bisexuals ' an d lesbians ' attitude s abou t 
bisexuality i s eviden t i n bisexuals ' image s o f bisexualit y an d feeling s 
about othe r bisexual s a s wel l a s thei r definition s o f bisexuality . Fo r 
example, a  substantia l minorit y o f bisexual s expresse d th e sam e variet y 
of detailed negative images of bisexuality a s lesbians did in answer to th e 
question "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " Th e fac t tha t negativ e 
attitudes exis t a t al l among bisexuals i s remarkable an d show s the exten t 
to whic h bisexua l women' s image s o f themselve s hav e bee n shape d b y 
lesbian feminis t discourse . Moreover , th e minorit y o f bisexual s wh o 
spontaneously expresse d thes e negativ e attitude s migh t i n fac t represen t 
a muc h large r proportio n o f bisexua l respondent s wh o hol d thes e atti -
tudes bu t di d no t happe n t o expres s them ; findings  fro m a  fe w closed -
ended question s sugges t tha t particula r negativ e attitude s ar e i n fac t 
much mor e widesprea d amon g bisexual s tha n thei r spontaneou s com -
ments indicate , and ther e i s no reason no t to expec t that th e same is true 
of othe r negativ e attitudes . Als o strikin g i s th e fac t tha t amon g thos e 
bisexuals wh o di d no t expres s th e sam e negativ e attitude s a s lesbians , 
few bothere d t o attemp t t o refut e lesbians ' negativ e image s o f bisexu -
ality. Positiv e image s o f bisexualit y ar e actuall y mor e commo n tha n 
negative one s amon g bisexuals , bu t the y ar e muc h les s varie d an d re -
fined, suggestin g tha t the y represen t onl y th e beginning s o f th e develop -
ment o f a  more positive view of bisexualit y amon g bisexuals . 

Bisexuals' negativ e image s o f bisexualit y ar e reflecte d i n thei r feel -
ings abou t associatin g wit h othe r bisexuals . A substantial proportio n o f 
bisexual wome n actuall y prefe r t o associat e wit h lesbian s instea d o f 
other bisexua l wome n i n socia l situations , an d hav e greate r politica l 
trust i n lesbian s tha n the y d o i n othe r bisexua l women . Give n th e eas e 
with whic h in-grou p preference s ar e induce d amon g stranger s i n th e 
laboratory, thi s finding  point s to the depth o f bisexuals ' self-denigration . 
Many believe , a s lesbian s do , tha t the y an d othe r bisexual s ar e les s 
faithful a s lovers , less desirabl e a s friends , an d les s trustworthy a s com -
patriots i n th e battl e fo r sexua l liberation . Th e valu e bisexual s plac e o n 
their socia l an d politica l relationship s wit h othe r bisexual s reflect s th e 
value they place on themselves , which i s almost a s low as the value given 
them b y the majority o f lesbians , who shu n them . 
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Bisexuals' definition s o f bisexualit y als o closel y resembl e lesbians' . 
The majorit y o f bisexua l women , lik e th e majorit y o f lesbians , defin e 
bisexuality i n terms o f behavior s o r attraction s an d conceptualiz e bisex -
uality a s a  hybri d combinatio n o f homosexualit y an d heterosexuality . 
This does not negat e the fact tha t bisexual s ar e more likely than lesbian s 
to defin e bisexualit y a s gende r blindness , bu t th e fac t remain s tha t eve n 
among bisexual s thi s i s a  minorit y position . Bisexua l wome n ar e als o 
more likel y tha n lesbian s t o mak e extrem e claim s abou t bisexua l exis -
tence, bu t agai n thi s i s a  minorit y positio n eve n amon g bisexual s an d 
those wh o too k i t gav e man y o f th e sam e explanation s lesbian s di d fo r 
the transformatio n o f bisexua l potentia l int o heterosexua l an d lesbia n 
realities. 

Perhaps th e mos t surprisin g findings  ar e tha t som e bisexua l wome n 
actually doub t whethe r bisexualit y exist s at all , and that severa l bisexua l 
women ar e mor e skeptica l o f wome n wh o cal l themselves bisexua l tha n 
they ar e o f wome n wh o cal l themselves lesbian . Give n th e fac t tha t the y 
call themselve s bisexual , thes e attitude s hav e seriou s consequence s fo r 
their ow n self-image s an d reflec t th e powerfu l influenc e lesbia n argu -
ments—and dichotomou s construction s o f sexualit y i n general—hav e 
had o n bisexua l women . Th e bisexua l wome n wh o di d asser t th e exis -
tence o f bisexualit y di d s o o n th e basi s o f thei r experienc e o f a  bisexua l 
essence; a n argumen t tha t undoubtedl y reflect s th e basi s fo r bisexuals ' 
belief tha t bisexualit y exists , bu t tha t fail s t o respon d effectivel y t o 
lesbians' charge that bisexualit y i s politically illegitimate . 

Like lesbians, bisexuals generally view bisexuality as apolitical. Inso-
far a s bisexual s perceiv e themselve s a s havin g politica l interests , the y 
perceive thes e interest s a s stemmin g fro m thei r gende r o r thei r "lesbi -
anism," no t thei r bisexualit y pe r se . Many believ e that bisexual s ar e les s 
politically trustworthy , mos t believ e tha t bisexual s ar e mor e willin g 
and abl e t o pas s a s heterosexual , an d abou t hal f believ e tha t bisexual s 
experience less prejudice an d discriminatio n tha n lesbians . In contrast t o 
lesbians, who fee l themselves more politically aligned with othe r lesbian s 
in particular tha n wit h gay s or women i n general , bisexuals fee l strongl y 
aligned wit h wome n an d mak e littl e distinctio n betwee n lesbians ' inter -
ests an d thei r ow n interest s a s bisexuals . Bisexuals ' lac k o f alignmen t 
with othe r bisexual s shows up in the fact tha t thei r preferences fo r socia l 
and politica l associatio n ar e based no t o n thei r bisexua l identity , bu t o n 
the gender o f thei r curren t romanti c partners ; i f they are involved with a 
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woman the y prefe r t o associat e wit h lesbians , an d i f the y ar e involve d 
with a  man the y prefer t o associat e with bisexuals . In short, the bisexua l 
women i n thi s stud y generall y lac k bot h a  sens e o f commitmen t t o 
bisexuals a s a group an d a  sense of a  uniquely bisexua l politics . 

There are , however, som e seeds of a  bisexual politic s t o b e found i n 
bisexuals' comments. For example, the claim that bisexuality i s universal 
or ubiquitou s ha s politica l implication s becaus e i t effectively maximize s 
both th e numbe r o f bisexua l wome n an d th e importanc e o f th e issu e o f 
bisexuality t o th e populatio n a t large . Even i f bisexual s mak e thi s clai m 
for th e simpl e reaso n tha t tha t i s how the y se e the world base d o n thei r 
definition o f bisexualit y rathe r tha n fo r politica l purposes , th e politica l 
implications remain . Anothe r basi s fo r a  bisexua l politic s lie s i n th e 
concept o f bisexualit y a s a  gender-blind for m o f sexuality . Thi s concep t 
defines bisexualit y a s qualitativel y differen t fro m homosexualit y an d 
heterosexuality; no t a s a  derivativ e for m o f sexuality , bu t a s a  for m o f 
sexuality i n it s ow n right . Thi s definitio n provide s th e basi s fo r a n 
independent politica l analysi s o f bisexualit y (Rus t 1992a) , and , wit h it s 
implication tha t bisexualit y i s a  morall y superio r for m o f sexualit y be -
cause it is nondiscriminatory, i t also provides the basis for a  positive an d 
political image of bisexuality . Finally , a  few bisexual s indicated tha t the y 
feel oppresse d b y bot h lesbians/gay s an d heterosexuals , thu s identifyin g 
a uniquel y bisexua l for m o f oppressio n an d a n oppressor . Sinc e th e 
current stud y wa s don e i n th e mid-1980s , thes e seed s hav e born e som e 
fruit. In  th e las t chapter , I  wil l brin g u s u p t o dat e b y examinin g th e 
political argument s bisexual s mad e i n th e lat e 1980 s an d earl y 1990s , 
and th e impact o f these claims on lesbia n politics . 
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ANOTHER REVOLUTIO N O N TH E 

POLITICAL WHEEL : TH E POLITICIZATIO N 
OFBISEXUALITY 

Since th e stud y describe d i n thi s boo k wa s don e i n th e mi d 1980s , 
bisexuals hav e mad e grea t stride s i n th e proces s o f buildin g a  politica l 
movement o f thei r own . I n th e spac e o f a  fe w years , a  fe w isolate d 
bisexual suppor t group s an d loca l resourc e centers—simila r i n purpos e 
to th e homophil e group s o f th e 1950 s tha t predate d ga y liberation — 
have bee n replace d b y a n internationa l networ k o f group s rangin g fro m 
support group s t o publishin g collectives , archives , an d politica l actio n 
groups. Bisexua l politica l activists , onc e nearl y nonexistent , no w com -
municate wit h eac h othe r vi a electroni c mai l an d conferenc e calls , mee t 
each othe r a t nationa l an d internationa l conferences , an d elec t delegate s 
to represent differen t geographi c regions in a national bisexua l organiza -
tion. In  othe r words , bisexual s hav e rapidl y buil t th e structure s an d 
institutions tha t provid e the supporting framewor k fo r a  political move -
ment. Needless to say , during these few years of rapid structura l growth , 
there has been a  great dea l o f heated discussio n abou t wha t the ideolog y 
of thi s movemen t shoul d be . Although, structurally , th e bisexua l move -
ment alread y resemble s a n advance d politica l movement—largel y 

230 

8 



ANOTHER REVOLUTIO N O N TH E POLITICA L WHEE L 23 1 

because man y bisexua l activist s ar e experience d veteran s o f th e left , 
feminist, an d lesbia n movement s wh o kno w ho w t o buil d th e frame -
work o f a  movement—the ideologica l debate s reflect the movement's in -
fancy. 

The ideological problems tha t bisexual s fac e ar e strikingly simila r t o 
the ideologica l problem s lesbian s i n th e feminis t movemen t face d i n th e 
early 1970s . Lik e lesbians , th e mos t importan t tas k facin g bisexual s i s 
politicizing a n apolitica l sexua l identity , so that tha t identity ca n provid e 
the basi s fo r politica l claims-making . Bu t th e politica l aren a i n whic h 
bisexuals ar e face d wit h thi s tas k differ s fro m th e politica l aren a i n 
which lesbian s politicize d lesbianis m i n som e importan t ways . Whe n 
lesbians bega n t o politiciz e lesbia n identity , sexualit y wa s considere d a 
private, no t a  political , matter . Therefore , lesbians ' firs t step s i n th e 
politicization o f lesbianis m wer e th e politicizatio n o f sexualit y an d th e 
simultaneous desexualizatio n o f lesbianism . The y gav e t o lesbianis m a 
politics that serve d lesbian interest s and tha t constructed lesbian s on on e 
hand an d heterosexua l (feminists ) o n th e othe r han d a s sexua l interes t 
groups. Tw o decade s later , bisexual s ar e face d wit h a  politica l aren a i n 
which sexualit y ha s alread y bee n politicize d an d thes e tw o interes t 
groups hav e alread y foun d thei r voice s an d stake d ou t thei r territories . 
Bisexuals' task, then , i s to reconstruc t th e political arena . Bisexuals hav e 
to giv e ne w politica l meaning s t o sexualit y tha t serv e thei r interest s a s 
bisexuals, an d the y hav e t o introduc e themselve s a s a n interes t grou p 
with a  voice. 

The fac t tha t bisexual s fac e a  contex t i n whic h sexualit y i s alread y 
politicized i s reflected i n the greater complexit y o f the political discours e 
within whic h bisexual s mus t mak e thei r voic e heard . In  th e 1970s , 
lesbians struggled to legitimate themselves within two dominant politica l 
traditions, the feminis t an d th e ethnic political traditions . Each traditio n 
offered it s ow n languag e o f politica l legitimation ; feminis m offere d a 
language o f legitimatio n base d o n persona l experienc e an d choic e 
whereas ethni c politic s offere d a  languag e o f legitimatio n base d o n 
essential being . T o politiciz e lesbianism , lesbian s develope d thei r ow n 
political language , th e languag e o f lesbia n feminism . Today , lesbia n 
feminism—or, mor e broadl y speaking , sexua l identit y politics—i s a 
third establishe d politica l tradition , an d bisexual s mus t someho w mak e 
their voice s hear d no t onl y i n th e language s o f feminis m an d ethnicity , 
but in the language o f sexua l identity politics . 
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In many ways , the argument s bisexual s ar e using to politicize bisex -
uality resembl e th e argument s lesbian s use d t o politiciz e lesbianism . 
However, becaus e the contex t i n which bisexual s fac e thi s task i s differ -
ent fro m th e contex t lesbian s face d i n th e 1970s , thei r argument s mus t 
be adapted t o thei r ow n uniqu e circumstances . Bot h th e similaritie s an d 
the differences ca n be illustrated b y examining the current debate amon g 
bisexuals about the ideological underpinnings o f the bisexual movement . 
The beginning s o f thi s debat e wer e foun d amon g th e bisexua l wome n 
who participate d i n th e stud y describe d i n thi s book ; sinc e then , th e 
debate ha s explode d o n th e page s o f bisexua l publication s an d th e 
computer screen s o f bisexua l activists . Chapte r 1  examine d th e treat -
ment o f bisexualit y b y th e lesbia n press ; thi s chapte r will  brin g u s ful l 
circle by exploring the newly emerging bisexual press . 

THE BISEXUA L PRESS : FORU M FO R THE 
DISCUSSION O F BISEXUA L IDENTITY , COMMUNITY , 

A N D IDEOLOG Y 

In th e lat e 1980 s an d earl y 1990s , dozen s o f bisexua l organization s 
began publishin g newsletters , an d on e organization, th e Bay Area Bisex -
ual Networ k (BABN) , bega n publishin g a  magazin e calle d Anything 
That Moves:  Beyond  the  Myths  of  Bisexuality.  Th e numbe r an d techni -
cal sophisticatio n o f bisexua l publication s i s stil l substantiall y les s tha n 
that offere d b y the lesbia n an d ga y press , but thes e publications alread y 
constitute a n identifiabl e bisexua l pres s tha t provide s a  foru m fo r th e 
discussion o f bisexua l politica l ideolog y an d a  vehicle for th e creation o f 
a bisexual identity , community , an d politic . 

Until recently , however , pag e spac e i n bisexua l newsletter s wa s no t 
devoted t o ideologica l discussion . Instead , newsletter s focuse d primaril y 
on item s pertaining to the structure o f the bisexual movement . Commo n 
items include d calendar s o f events , report s abou t conferences , note s 
from busines s meetings, fund raisin g issues, descriptions of groups' orga -
nizational structures , appeal s fo r volunteer s t o hel p wit h organizationa l 
tasks, calls for papers to be submitted t o forthcoming bisexua l antholog -
ies and othe r publications , and announcement s o f the results of election s 
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in loca l an d nationa l bisexua l groups , o f th e formatio n o f ne w group s 
and publications , an d o f th e time s an d place s o f upcomin g meeting s 
and socia l events . Thi s emphasi s o n structura l matter s wa s especiall y 
characteristic o f th e lat e 1980 s an d th e ver y earl y 1990s , a s illustrate d 
by tw o newsletters , Bi  Women  an d North  Bi  Northwest.  Fo r example , 
the May 198 7 issu e o f Bi  Women  publishe d a  one-and-a-half-page lon g 
list o f bisexua l organization s i n the U.S. and Europ e an d th e minute s o f 
two coordinatin g committe e meeting s tha t focuse d o n structura l items , 
such a s offic e space , managin g th e telephone , an d financial  issues . I n 
January 1989 , Bi  Women  encourage d it s readers t o becom e involve d i n 
a planne d U.S.-Canadia n [Nort h American ] Bisexua l Networ k (name d 
the North America n Multicultura l Bisexua l Network a t its inception, th e 
organization wa s late r rename d BiNe t USA) . Th e two-colum n articl e 
described th e structur e o f th e organizatio n an d th e networkin g respon -
sibilities of it s delegates i n detai l bu t made no mention o f the purpose o r 
goals o f th e organization; reader s unfamilia r wit h th e organization wer e 
left t o infe r it s purpos e fro m it s nam e and/o r structure. 1 In  Septembe r 
1991, North  Bi  Northwest  printe d a  report o f the second annua l confer -
ence of BiNe t USA. 2 The repor t focuse d o n explainin g th e name chang e 
and enumerate d th e proposed project s o f the organization, includin g th e 
establishment o f a  newsletter an d the appointment o f a  task forc e t o find 
a locatio n fo r th e followin g year' s conference . Again , ideologica l issue s 
were largel y absen t fro m th e report . Durin g thes e years , mos t o f th e 
newsletter page space that was not devote d t o structura l issue s was filled 
with new s report s abou t event s o f interes t t o th e entir e lesbian , gay , 
and bisexua l community , boo k an d movi e reviews , poetry, an d origina l 
fiction, includin g erotica . 

Early i n th e 1990s , bisexua l newsletter s bega n payin g mor e atten -
tion t o ideologica l issues . I n Novembe r 1991 , Bi  Women  reporte d o n 
two bisexua l communit y meeting s tha t ha d bee n hel d i n Boston . Thi s 
time, the repor t discusse d th e issue s tha t aros e an d explicitl y state d tha t 
bisexuals nee d t o develo p a  sens e o f themselve s a s bisexual s an d tal k 
about th e goal s o f th e bisexua l movement. 3 I n Ma y 1993 , North  Bi 
Northwest printe d a  repor t o n th e first  Northwes t regiona l BiNe t US A 
conference, whic h differe d substantiall y fro m it s 199 1 repor t o n th e 
national BiNe t conference. 4 Th e 199 3 repor t describe d th e topic s o f 
the workshop s a t th e conference , informatio n tha t reflecte d th e issue s 
organizers an d attendee s considere d important . In  Marc h 1994 , North 
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Bi Northwest  reporte d th e formatio n o f a  ne w loca l bisexua l group , 
describing the group's goal s instead o f it s organizational structure. 5 

Among th e ideologica l issue s facin g bisexual s ar e th e question s 
"Who ar e we? " an d "Wha t d o w e stan d for? " Th e first  questio n i s 
important becaus e a  concep t o f wha t i t mean s t o b e bisexua l woul d 
enhance bisexuals ' sens e o f identit y a s individual s an d a s a  community . 
Also, i n th e ethni c politica l tradition , constructin g themselve s a s a  de -
finable grou p woul d legitimat e bisexuals ' politica l demands . Bu t ami d 
the genera l lac k o f attentio n pai d t o bisexua l ideolog y i n bisexua l publi -
cations, th e questio n o f definitio n seem s t o hav e bee n intentionall y 
avoided rathe r tha n simpl y overlooked . Whe n th e questio n i s raised, th e 
answer i s usually tha t bisexual s com e in "al l shapes , sizes, and colors," 6 

and tha t bisexualit y therefor e defie s definition . Fo r example , Bet h Reb a 
Weise observe d tha t "ever y city , every group , ha s it s ow n identity " an d 
that thes e identitie s rang e fro m "sex-positive/sex-radica l group s t o va -
nilla feminis t groups , married b i men' s suppor t group s t o Quee r Natio n 
activist groups , strongl y non-ga y identifie d t o queere r tha n queer." 7 

Kathleen Bennet t wrote , "Th e onl y thin g tha t bisexua l couple s hav e i n 
common amon g themselve s i s th e fac t tha t ever y couplin g i s a  uniqu e 
and individua l situation," 8 an d Debora h Anapo l discusse d polyfidelit y 
and reminde d reader s tha t no t al l bisexua l partnership s ar e two-perso n 
"couples."9 In  other words , bisexuals ar e a  diverse group with n o singl e 
quality in common . 

A fe w author s hav e mad e isolate d attempt s t o propos e definitions . 
In general, these definitions ar e broad i n an effor t t o encompass bisexua l 
diversity, an d the y reflec t ideologica l concern s abou t self-determinatio n 
and gende r tha t I  will discuss later . For example , Paul Smith argue d tha t 
"[h]ow w e self-identif y i s al l the justification w e need" t o b e considere d 
"really" bisexual. 10 Althoug h thi s definitio n ha s me t littl e t o n o resis -
tance i n th e printe d bisexua l media , som e bisexua l activist s privatel y 
express concern s abou t eve n thi s libertaria n definition . Othe r author s 
offer thei r ow n definition s o f bisexuality , usuall y emphasizin g tha t the y 
are persona l definition s tha t migh t no t wor k fo r everyon e o r i n ever y 
situation. Fo r example , durin g a n intervie w wit h Newsweek,  Roby n 
Ochs define d bisexualit y a s "th e potential  fo r bein g sexuall y and/o r 
romantically involve d wit h member s o f eithe r gender, " hopin g t o dispe l 
stereotypes o f bisexual s a s promiscuous. 11 Finally , som e author s hav e 
attempted t o identif y "types " o f bisexuals, 12 bu t thes e typologie s ar e 
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usually offere d wit h th e intentio n o f demonstratin g th e variet y o f way s 
to be bisexual rathe r tha n nailin g down definitions . 

Bisexuals ar e no t unawar e o f th e advantage s o f developin g a  defini -
tion o f bisexualit y tha t migh t for m th e basi s fo r a n ethni c bisexua l 
identity. Fo r example , Sharo n Gonsalve s wrot e tha t "[l]abel s ar e im -
portant fo r member s o f oppresse d groups . They creat e a n in-grou p an d 
out-group, a  minority cultur e fro m whic h w e derive strength." 13 Naom i 
Tucker als o pointe d ou t tha t label s facilitat e visibilit y an d provid e sup -
port (1991) . But , nevertheless , Gonsalves , Tucker , an d othe r bisexua l 
activists sh y awa y fro m specifyin g th e substanc e o f wha t thos e label s 
should mea n an d warn tha t label s can b e limiting . 

Besides resistin g th e questio n o f definition , bisexua l activist s gener -
ally spend littl e effort constructin g a  historical sens e of "wh o w e are" a s 
bisexuals. Occasionally , ther e ar e attempt s t o identif y bisexual s i n his -
tory; fo r example , th e Septembe r 199 1 issu e o f North  Bi  Northwest 
included a  lis t o f "[p]eopl e wh o ha d relation s wit h bot h sexes. " Bu t b y 
and large , bisexual s ar e constructing a  history no t b y reclaiming bisexu -
ality i n th e past , bu t b y documentin g th e activitie s o f th e contemporar y 
bisexual movement . Fo r example , Anything That  Moves  # 4 publishe d a 
detailed accoun t o f the history o f th e struggle to ge t "bi " included i n th e 
title o f th e 199 3 Marc h o n Washington , an d BiNet  Newsletter  1(1) , 
published i n Augus t 1991 , documented th e foundin g an d developmen t 
of BiNe t USA . Bisexua l conference s ar e ofte n videotape d a s a  wa y o f 
recording history . Thi s emphasi s o n th e contemporar y i s not accidental . 
Amanda Udis-Kessle r warne d bisexual s no t t o mak e th e sam e mistak e 
lesbians an d gay s di d b y attemptin g t o reconstruc t histor y i n orde r t o 
create a  heritag e fo r themselves. 14 Sh e pointed ou t tha t doin g s o woul d 
involve identifying a s bisexual people who ha d no t identifie d themselve s 
as bisexual , thu s violatin g individuals ' right s t o self-definitio n an d trivi -
alizing th e specifi c historica l circumstance s tha t ha d le d t o th e develop -
ment o f a  bisexual identit y i n contemporary society . 

Compared t o th e questio n o f wha t bisexualit y is , th e questio n o f 
what bisexual s stan d fo r receive s a  great deal of attentio n i n the bisexua l 
press and , althoug h ther e ar e controversia l issues , ha s produce d som e 
basic ideologica l groundwork . Thre e dominan t theme s hav e emerge d 
that apparentl y enjo y widesprea d acceptanc e a s tenet s o f th e bisexua l 
politic. Th e first  them e i s th e emphasi s o n diversity . O f course , on e 
aspect o f thi s diversit y i s the ver y sexua l diversit y tha t render s a  defini -
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tion o f bisexualit y problematic—no t onl y difference s i n relationshi p 
status an d view s o f bisexuality , bu t als o difference s i n sexua l practices . 
But bisexual s als o encourag e eac h othe r t o celebrat e othe r type s o f 
diversity, particularl y racial/ethni c an d cultura l diversity . Bennet t de -
scribed diversit y a s "on e o f th e majo r rallyin g crie s o f th e bisexua l 
movement,"15 an d Autum n Courtne y wrot e abou t he r realizatio n tha t 
"all oppression s ar e linke d together." 16 Courtney' s commen t implie s 
that this linkage is one reason fo r taking diversity seriously, but ideologi -
cal justification s o r explanation s give n fo r th e celebratio n o f diversit y 
are rare . Instead , th e importanc e o f acknowledgin g diversit y i s usuall y 
taken a s self-eviden t an d th e emphasi s o n diversit y i s found throughou t 
bisexual organizin g an d writing; i t is not ghettoized a s a "specia l issue. " 

The celebratio n o f sexua l diversit y i s reflecte d i n th e pervasivenes s 
of sex-positiv e o r sex-radica l philosophie s whic h esche w politica l con -
straints o n sexualit y i n favo r o f sexua l open-mindedness . Fo r example , 
BiNet US A hel d a  focu s grou p o n sex  positivis m t o ensur e tha t BiNe t 
represents th e interest s o f a  variety o f people , including sex  workers an d 
sadomasochists a s wel l a s celibates. 17 Anything  That  Moves  publishe d 
an issu e calle d "Th e Jo y o f B i Sex, " an d North  Bi  Northwest  als o 
devoted a n issue to the discussion an d celebratio n o f sex . Not al l bisexu -
als ascrib e t o se x positivism , bu t fo r thos e wh o don' t i t exist s a s a 
philosophy t o b e reckoned with . For example , Erica Avery recounted a n 
incident i n whic h a  woma n a t a  workshop o n se x positivism a t a  BiNe t 
conference aske d "Wha t i s sex  positivism? " an d wa s soundl y rebuked ; 
apparently, sh e wa s expecte d no t onl y t o b e familia r wit h th e philoso -
phy, bu t supportive o f it. 18 

Attention t o racial/ethni c diversit y i s als o fairl y pervasive . Bisexua l 
organizations typicall y includ e references t o race an d othe r socia l differ -
ences i n thei r statement s o f purpose . Th e Ba y Are a Bisexua l Networ k 
describes itsel f a s "supportin g th e right s o f al l wome n an d me n t o 
develop a s whol e being s withou t oppressio n becaus e o f age , race , reli -
gion, color , clas s o r differen t abilities " i n additio n t o differences  o f 
"sexual preference , gender , gende r preference , and/o r responsibl e con -
sensual sexua l behavio r practices." 19 Issu e # 2 o f th e magazin e pub -
lished b y BABN , Anything  That  Moves,  wa s devote d t o th e topi c o f 
community, includin g a  discussio n o f th e diversit y o f tha t community . 
The issu e include d article s b y Pegg y Krouskof f abou t bein g a n Arab -
American bisexua l woman , an d b y Thym e S . Siege l o n anti-Jewis h op -
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pression. Th e Seattl e Bisexua l Women' s Networ k (SBWN ) hel d a  work -
shop o n racis m fo r itsel f becaus e Whit e member s wante d t o lear n ho w 
to mak e SBW N a  "mor e invitin g an d saf e plac e fo r wome n o f color." 20 

A fe w month s later , Emil y Susa n Manning , a  European-America n 
woman, suggeste d tha t th e lo w turn-ou t o f Wome n o f Colo r migh t b e 
due to SBWN' s primary focu s o n gender— a consequenc e o f it s feminis t 
ideology—which tend s t o exclud e issue s importan t t o Wome n o f 
Color.21 Som e organization s describ e o r nam e themselve s a s "multicul -
tural"; th e remova l o f thi s ter m whe n NAMB N change d it s nam e t o 
BiNet US A wa s ver y controversial. 22 Despit e th e chang e i n name , th e 
organization reaffirme d it s commitment t o multiculturalism, an d the Fall 
1991 issu e o f BiNet  Newsletter,  th e newslette r o f BiNe t USA , include d 
an articl e entitle d "Tip s fo r organizers : Multi-cultural/multi-ethni c out -
reach" b y Cianna Stewart , which wa s later reprinted i n North Bi  North-
west, th e newsletter o f SBWN. 23 

A commonl y expresse d sentimen t i s tha t th e bisexua l communit y 
derives strength , an d perhap s eve n unity , fro m it s diversity. 24 Bu t eve n 
more ideologicall y promisin g i s th e ide a tha t th e bisexua l communit y 
derives it s uniquenes s an d it s politica l natur e fro m it s diversity . Smit h 
suggested tha t a n appreciatio n o f th e strengt h i n diversit y coul d b e "th e 
unique contributio n o f th e bisexua l communit y t o othe r communities, " 
i.e., tha t whic h th e bisexua l communit y i s i n a  uniqu e positio n t o de -
velop an d offer. 25 Elia s Farajaje-Jone s als o see s a  specia l relationshi p 
between bisexualit y an d multiculturalism ; h e argue d tha t bot h ar e 
"rooted i n challenging monodimensiona l structure s o f thinkin g an d act -
ing (monoculturalis m an d monosexuality)." 26 In  othe r words , th e ver y 
diversity tha t prevent s bisexual s fro m identifyin g thei r commo n charac -
teristic and thereb y definin g themselve s a s a  political grou p in the ethni c 
tradition nevertheles s provide s bisexual s wit h a n ideologica l purpose ; 
the diversit y itsel f become s the basi s fo r th e political meanin g o f bisexu -
ality. 

Farajaje-Jones's commen t als o illustrate s th e secon d ideologica l 
theme tha t ha s emerge d fro m discussion s i n th e bisexua l press . Thi s 
theme is the conceptualization o f bisexuality a s a challenge to traditiona l 
Western thinking , particularl y categorica l thinking , an d th e argumen t 
that the political goal of bisexuals should be to break down dichotomou s 
classification systems . This includes no t onl y the dichotomous conceptu -
alization o f sexualit y i n which peopl e ar e divided int o homosexual s an d 
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heterosexuals, bu t als o dichotomou s gende r i n whic h peopl e ar e classi -
fied as either women o r men. 27 

In keeping with th e ideologica l emphasi s o n diversity , the argumen t 
that bisexualit y challenge s categorica l thinkin g usuall y begin s wit h th e 
assertion tha t ther e i s unlimite d variatio n an d fluidity  i n huma n sexua l 
desires an d behaviors . Often , thi s poin t i s supporte d b y scientifi c re -
search, particularl y th e Kinse y reports , an d sometimes , i t border s o n 
pure essentialism. 28 Thi s unlimited sexua l variety i s forced int o a  certain 
number o f categorie s constructe d b y society—namely , homosexualit y 
and heterosexuality—thu s limitin g people' s sexua l expressio n an d 
abridging thei r righ t t o sexua l self-determination . Bisexuals , by refusin g 
to classif y thei r sexualit y a s eithe r homosexua l o r heterosexua l an d b y 
refusing t o limi t thei r sexua l expression s t o th e pattern s sanctione d b y 
society, present a  challenge to these restrictive categories an d in so doin g 
strike a  blo w fo r sexua l liberatio n an d sexua l self-determination. 29 Fo r 
example, Elle n Brenne r wrot e tha t he r sel f "steadfastl y refuse s t o fit  i n 
any o f th e boxe s societ y ha s created, " an d Bett y Aubu t sai d i n a n 
interview tha t sh e identifie s politicall y a s a  bisexua l because , t o her , 
bisexual mean s "opposin g restrictiv e categories." 30 Raven Gilde a wrot e 
that whe n bisexual s refus e t o "fi t int o on e o f tw o mutuall y exclusiv e 
categories," the y "challeng e th e either/o r thinkin g o n whic h Wester n 
civilization i s based." 31 Bisexualit y ca n b e co-opte d int o th e sexua l 
dichotomy i f i t i s conceptualize d a s a  hybri d for m o f sexuality . Smit h 
rejected th e concep t o f bisexualit y a s "half-homosexua l an d half-hetero -
sexual" precisel y t o preserv e bisexuals ' statu s a s outsiders t o th e homo -
sexual an d heterosexua l categories. 32 B y existing outsid e th e categorie s 
homosexual an d heterosexual , bisexual s challeng e the existence o f thos e 
categories an d furthe r th e "rea l goa l o f th e b i movement, " whic h i s "t o 
widen th e options " becaus e "peopl e shoul d b e fre e t o lov e whomeve r 
they choose in whatever manne r tha t works bes t for them. " 33 

Bisexuality i s a challenge to categorica l thinkin g abou t sexualit y no t 
only because i t does not fit  into eithe r o f the two existin g categories , bu t 
because i t is itself difficul t t o define i n categorical terms . If bisexuals ha d 
a commo n characteristi c b y whic h the y coul d b e define d an d distin -
guished fro m homosexual s an d heterosexuals , bisexualit y coul d b e con -
structed a s a  thir d category , thereb y preservin g categorica l though t i f 
not dichotomou s sexuality . Bu t w e hav e alread y see n tha t bisexual s ar e 
in n o hurr y t o develo p a  simpl e definitio n o f bisexualit y b y whic h the y 
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could reconstruc t themselve s a s a  group i n th e ethni c tradition . In  addi -
tion t o celebratin g th e diversit y o f th e bisexua l community , man y bisex -
uals fee l tha t th e concep t o f bisexualit y itsel f shoul d "embrac e fluidity, 
subtle shading, ambiguity, wide variance, and flexibility  i n sexual experi -
ence and response. " 34 Such a  concept i s difficult t o express in categorica l 
language. Othe r individual s recogniz e tha t label s lea d t o categorizatio n 
and therefore rejec t labels ; Tucker "refusefs ] t o limit myself b y squeezin g 
my sexualit y int o a  one-wor d definition " (1991:245) . Luc y Friedlan d 
and Li z A . Highleyma n (1991 ) acknowledg e tha t categorie s ar e usefu l 
tools bu t cautio n tha t the y ar e not end s in themselves an d mus t b e ope n 
to chang e whe n the y becom e limiting . Thus , bisexualit y an d bisexual s 
resist bein g co-opted int o categorica l thinkin g an d i n doin g so , remain a 
challenge t o dichotomou s sexuality . Again , th e ver y diversit y o f th e 
bisexual communit y tha t make s i t difficul t fo r bisexual s t o agre e o n a 
definition o f bisexualit y provide s bisexual s wit h a  political purpos e an d 
an ideological position . 

Some bisexual s embrac e th e concep t o f a  sexua l continuu m a s a n 
alternative t o th e dichotomou s mode l o f sexuality . Th e continuu m 
model represent s th e viewpoin t tha t sexualit y i s not categorical ; tha t is , 
that ther e i s variet y i n huma n sexualit y an d tha t ther e ar e n o clea r 
dividing line s ami d thi s variety . I t als o ha s th e advantag e o f permittin g 
the modelin g o f sexua l fluidity,  whic h ca n b e expresse d i n term s o f 
movement alon g th e continuum . O n thi s continuum , bisexualit y exist s 
between homosexualit y an d heterosexuality , an d connect s them . A s 
such, bisexuality i s a "bridge" between homosexuality an d heterosexual -
ity, and promise s t o serv e a s the mediato r i n th e sexua l identit y wars. 35 

As attractive a s this concept might be , Avery asserted tha t the concept of 
a continuum—o n whic h peopl e ar e generall y assume d t o "progress " 
from heterosexualit y t o "full-fledge d queerness"—merel y reflect s th e 
split betwee n homosexualit y an d heterosexualit y tha t bisexual s shoul d 
be challenging. 36 Respondin g t o Avery , Pa t Cattolic o suggeste d tha t th e 
continuum shoul d hav e asexualit y ("tha t is , no t a t al l sexual" ) an d 
sexuality ("tha t is , what w e toda y cal l bisexual" ) a s it s endpoints , wit h 
monosexuality "somewher e i n th e middle." 37 Ideally , however , bot h 
women preferre d t o simpl y acknowledg e tha t al l people ar e "jus t sexua l 
beings," thus rejecting al l methods o f modeling sexua l variation . 

If bisexualit y challenge s dichotomou s sexuality , i t als o challenge s 
the dichotomous distinctio n betwee n women an d men. Different author s 
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have offere d slightl y differen t explanation s o f ho w bisexualit y subvert s 
gender. Smit h perceive s bisexual s a s i n "revol t agains t gender-base d 
roles" becaus e bisexual s d o no t confor m t o gende r role s i n "decidin g 
with who m w e hav e sex." 38 In  othe r words , fo r a  bisexual , choic e o f 
sexual partner s i s no t a n aspec t o f one' s ow n gende r role . Kari n Bake r 
and Hele n Harriso n argue d tha t "[b]isexualit y work s t o subver t th e 
gender syste m an d everythin g i t uphold s becaus e i t i s no t base d o n 
gender. In  addition , bisexua l identit y an d struggl e len d themselve s i n a 
special wa y t o explorin g th e possibilit y tha t wome n an d me n ar e 'mor e 
alike tha n different, ' an d tha t variation s i n huma n characte r bea r n o 
intrinsic connectio n t o biologica l sex." 39 I n othe r words , bisexualit y 
diminishes th e importance an d th e size of the difference betwee n wome n 
and men . Tucker agree d with Bake r and Harriso n tha t "[s]om e of us ar e 
bisexual becaus e w e d o no t pa y muc h attentio n t o th e gende r o f ou r 
attractions," bu t sh e argue d tha t othe r peopl e ar e bisexua l becaus e "w e 
do se e tremendous gende r difference s an d wan t t o experienc e them all. " 
No matte r wha t the mechanism—whether b y disentangling erotic choice 
from gende r role , b y reducin g th e importanc e o f partne r gende r i n 
erotic choice , by minimizing gende r differences , o r b y adding the optio n 
"both" t o "either/or " gendere d thinking—al l o f thes e theorist s agre e 
that bisexualit y contribute s t o the breakdown o f dichotomous gender . 

Furthermore, a s gende r dichotomie s brea k down , hierarchie s base d 
on gender—fo r example , mal e domination an d compulsor y heterosexu -
ality—will weaken . There is , therefore, a n intimat e connectio n betwee n 
bisexuality an d both women's an d lesbian/gay liberation . Some bisexuals 
hope tha t th e bisexua l movemen t wil l excee d th e accomplishment s o f 
the feminis t an d lesbian/ga y movements . Fo r example , Sara h Listeru d 
hopes tha t bisexual s ca n penetrat e th e "heterosexua l hegemony " farthe r 
than lesbian s an d gay s hav e bee n abl e t o do , b y creatin g space s withi n 
heterosexual societ y where i t is OK to be queer.40 As Gildea put it , "Th e 
bisexual movemen t ha s th e potentia l t o tak e quee r liberatio n t o ne w 
heights."41 With regar d t o feminism , Elle n Barnet t argue d tha t "[bjisex -
uals ar e als o i n th e bes t positio n t o mak e a  rea l differenc e i n th e wa y 
men an d wome n relat e t o eac h other . W e hav e t o lear n ho w t o creat e 
and maintai n trul y equitabl e relationship s wit h ou r partner s regardles s 
of thei r gender. " Sh e concede d tha t "ther e ar e bisexual s wh o ar e no t 
feminists a s ther e ar e feminist s tha t ar e no t b i o r lesbian, " bu t he r 
argument establishe s bisexualit y itsel f a s no t onl y feminist , bu t mor e 
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feminist tha n lesbianism. 42 Othe r bisexual s make the more modest clai m 
that " a politicize d bisexua l movemen t ca n pla y a  significan t rol e i n th e 
struggle t o en d women' s oppressio n an d fo r lesbia n an d ga y libera -
tion"43 an d cautio n agains t th e temptatio n o f thinkin g tha t bisexualit y 
is a superior for m o f sexuality, 44 a  trap tha t would thwar t th e liberator y 
goals of the bisexual movemen t a s it did the lesbian movement . 

It shoul d b e note d tha t a  declin e i n th e significanc e o f gende r doe s 
not impl y th e eliminatio n o f gender ; althoug h som e activist s privatel y 
advocate th e erasur e o f gende r differences , thi s viewpoin t i s expresse d 
only rarel y i n bisexua l publications . O n th e contrary , th e viewpoin t 
expressed mos t ofte n i s tha t gende r difference s shoul d b e appreciate d 
and celebrated , a s an y othe r for m o f diversit y shoul d b e celebrated . 
Androgyny i s a  gende r variatio n that , lik e an y othe r gende r variation , 
should b e enjoyed ; i t i s no t a n idea l towar d whic h al l bisexual s shoul d 
strive.45 Wha t need s t o b e eliminate d i s no t gender , bu t oppressio n 
based o n gender . Tha t is , gender shoul d no t b e prescribe d o n th e basi s 
of biologica l sex , i t shoul d no t dictat e one' s opportunitie s o r choice s i n 
life, an d i t nee d no t b e a  determinin g facto r i n th e choic e o f sexua l 
partners. Gender shoul d b e liberating, not limiting . 

To facilitat e th e decline of the significance o f gender , some bisexual s 
define bisexualit y a s a  form o f sexualit y independen t o f gender , or asser t 
that the y fal l i n love with th e "person, " no t th e "gender. " Fo r example , 
Weise wrot e tha t sh e an d he r friend s fal l i n lov e wit h th e perso n first; 
the fac t tha t tha t perso n i s either mal e o r femal e ha s socia l an d politica l 
consequences fo r th e relationshi p tha t follow s bu t i s irrelevan t t o th e 
process o f fallin g i n love. 46 BABN' s statemen t o f purpos e reinforce s 
the insignificanc e o f gender : "W e suppor t relationship s amon g peopl e 
regardless o f gender " (italic s mine). 47 Other bisexual s d o no t se e gende r 
as completel y irrelevant , bu t asser t that—unlik e homosexual s an d het -
erosexuals—gender i s no t a  determinativ e facto r i n thei r choic e o f 
partners.48 

To emphasiz e th e distinctio n betwee n bisexuals , fo r who m gende r 
might b e a n irrelevan t o r relativel y unimportan t facto r i n choosin g 
partners, an d homosexual s an d heterosexual s wh o practic e gende r ex -
clusivity, som e bisexual s refe r t o homosexual s an d heterosexual s a s 
"monosexuals." Thi s terminolog y ha s th e effec t o f creatin g a  unifyin g 
definition o f bisexualit y b y constructing bisexual s a s people whose com -
mon characteristi c i s their refusa l t o practice gender exclusivity . As such, 
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it i s a  definitio n tha t ha s th e potentia l t o creat e a n ethni c bisexua l 
identity. But, as I mentioned earlier , some bisexual activist s warn agains t 
constructing bisexual s a s a  minorit y grou p i n th e ethni c politica l tradi -
tion. To do so would reproduc e th e type of dichotomous thinkin g that i s 
gradually becomin g th e antithesi s o f bisexua l ideology , an d i t woul d 
impose o n lesbian s an d ga y men a  construction o f themselves tha t i s no t 
of thei r ow n choosing , thereby violating their righ t to self-definition . 

If bisexualit y pose s a  challeng e t o dichotomou s gender , the n i t fol -
lows tha t on e migh t adop t a  bisexua l identit y a s a  wa y t o protes t 
dichotomous gende r an d th e oppression s tha t ar e base d o n gender . I n 
other words , bisexualit y ca n b e see n no t onl y a s consisten t wit h th e 
political goa l o f dismantlin g gender , bu t a s a  mean s towar d tha t goal . 
Lenore Norrgar d reporte d tha t thi s i s alread y happening . Sh e wrote , 
"Some bisexual s fee l ver y strongl y tha t the y hav e mad e a  philosophica l 
or eve n a  politica l choice : the y believ e tha t everyon e ca n an d shoul d b e 
capable o f loving both gender s both emotionall y an d sexually , and favo r 
neither ove r th e othe r i n an y way. " Sh e underscored th e politica l natur e 
of thi s choic e b y assertin g tha t althoug h fo r som e peopl e thi s choic e i s 
"directly supporte d b y thei r ow n persona l experience, " other s find  tha t 
their philosoph y "doesn' t wor k ou t fo r the m i n practice." 49 I n othe r 
words, the y identif y a s bisexua l fo r political , no t persona l reasons . 
Kaplan i s amon g thos e whos e bisexua l identit y i s a t leas t i n par t a 
political, rather than a  sexual, statement; her bisexual identity is her wa y 
of sayin g "no  t o a  worl d wher e gende r determine s m y desir e an d m y 
behavior."50 Her e lie s the beginning s o f a  "politica l bisexuality " analo -
gous to the "politica l lesbianism" o f the 1970s . Tucker warned bisexual s 
not t o follo w lesbian s to o fa r o n thi s path , becaus e "w e mus t b e carefu l 
not t o mak e th e mistake s o f som e o f ou r lesbia n sister s wh o profes s 
sexual acceptance " bu t whos e effort s t o validat e lesbianis m le d them t o 
"invalidate bisexualit y a s a n orientation " (1991:246) . Bisexual s mus t 
keep thei r sight s o n th e goa l o f promotin g sexua l self-definitio n fo r ev -
eryone. 

The third ideologica l theme developing in the bisexual press pertain s 
to th e for m o f bisexua l oppressio n an d th e appropriat e response s t o 
this oppression . An y politica l movemen t need s t o b e motivate d b y a n 
understanding o f tha t whic h i t seeks to change ; in th e cas e of liberatio n 
movements, this means an understanding o f the nature an d sourc e of th e 
oppression tha t prevents liberty. One of the forms o f bisexual oppressio n 
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that bisexual s hav e identifie d i s a  genera l misunderstandin g o f bisexu -
ality. Thi s misunderstandin g i s ofte n describe d i n term s o f "myths " 
about bisexuality. 51 In  the absenc e o f a  clear sens e of wha t doe s consti -
tute bisexuality , i t migh t see m difficul t t o identif y an y belief s abou t 
bisexuality a s "myths, " bu t ther e i s i n fac t considerabl e agreemen t 
among bisexual s i n thi s area . Mos t o f thi s agreemen t revolve s no t 
around th e stanc e tha t particula r belief s abou t bisexualit y ar e untrue , 
but aroun d th e position tha t the y are overgeneralizations . 

For example , on e frequentl y mentione d myt h i s tha t bisexual s ar e 
not monogamous . Th e nam e o f th e magazin e Anything  That  Moves  i s 
controversial because , critic s say , i t promote s thi s myth . Author s wh o 
mention th e nonmonogam y myt h i n orde r t o challeng e i t ar e usuall y 
careful t o say that i t is untrue not because all bisexuals are monogamous , 
but becaus e no t al l bisexual s ar e nonmonogamous . Fo r example , afte r 
describing he r ow n varie d sexua l history , Bettyka y tol d reader s no t t o 
generalize fro m he r behavio r t o al l bisexuals because , regarding promis -
cuity, "som e are , and som e aren't." 52 Here , the issue of diversit y arises ; 
some bisexual s ar e monogamous , som e ar e duogamous , som e ar e po -
lyfidelitous, an d som e ar e no t fidelitous.  Wha t i s offensiv e abou t th e 
image o f bisexual s a s nonmonogamou s i s th e assumptio n tha t nonmo -
nogamy i s b y definitio n o r b y fac t necessaril y a  characteristi c share d b y 
all bisexuals . Author s wh o disput e th e "myt h o f nonmonogamy " ar e 
also usuall y carefu l t o distanc e themselve s fro m an y implicatio n tha t 
nonmonogamy i s undesirable , thu s conformin g t o th e tene t tha t bisexu -
als shoul d celebrat e diversity . A  notabl e exceptio n t o thi s positio n i s 
taken b y Robi n Margolis , whos e BiCentris t Allianc e (BCA ) doe s no t 
welcome member s wh o ar e intereste d i n "unconventional " sexua l prac -
tices such a s threesomes, heavy S  & M , o r swinging. 53 

Another myt h frequentl y discusse d b y author s i n bisexua l publica -
tions i s th e imag e o f bisexual s a s AID S carriers . Bisexualit y cam e t o 
popular an d scientifi c attentio n i n the mid 1980 s largely because hetero -
sexuals an d epidemiologist s bega n t o fea r tha t bisexual s woul d b e th e 
gateway throug h whic h AID S would sprea d fro m th e ga y population t o 
the heterosexua l population . Ironically , th e ensuin g condemnatio n o f 
bisexuality helpe d creat e bisexualit y a s a  recognizable for m o f sexualit y 
and i s i n larg e par t responsibl e fo r th e rapi d growt h o f th e bisexua l 
movement i n th e lat e 1980s. 54 Bu t no w tha t thi s movemen t i s takin g 
shape, one o f it s goal s i s to counterac t th e negative publicity . A s part o f 
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this effort , bisexua l newsletter s monito r coverag e o f bisexualit y i n th e 
mainstream media , wher e bisexualit y i s almos t invariabl y presente d i n 
the context o f AIDS. For example, the July 13 , 1987, issue of Newsweek 
included th e articl e "Bisexual s an d AIDS, " an d th e Septembe r 198 7 
issue o f Bi  Women  printe d tw o letter s tha t wer e written b y bisexual s i n 
response t o tha t article . In  keepin g wit h th e bisexua l tene t o f acknowl -
edging diversity, both letters pointed ou t that some bisexuals are , indeed, 
irresponsible i n thei r sexua l behavior . Bu t bot h letter s als o pointe d ou t 
that mos t bisexual s ar e practicin g safe r se x and , alon g wit h gay s an d 
lesbians, are taking the lead in educating other s abou t AIDS. 

Perhaps th e mos t oppressiv e myt h identifie d i n th e bisexua l pres s i s 
the myt h tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist , a  myt h tha t result s fro m th e 
dichotomization o f sexuality . Th e myt h o f nonexistenc e i s a  circum -
stance tha t fe w oppresse d group s hav e ha d t o confront ; becaus e o f it , 
before bisexual s ca n clai m t o b e oppresse d an d begi n t o protes t thi s 
oppression, the y mus t prov e thei r ow n existence . Thus , Smit h fel t th e 
need t o assert , afte r pointin g ou t tha t gay s and lesbian s regard bisexual s 
as confused , tha t "[w] e ar e 'really ' bisexual." 55 Th e fac t tha t suc h a n 
assertion neede d t o b e mad e i n a  publicatio n b y an d fo r bisexual s i s a s 
telling a s th e statemen t itself ; apparentl y bisexuals , a s wel l a s non -
bisexuals, need t o hav e the existence o f bisexualit y affirmed . O n a  mor e 
positive note , Brenne r pointe d ou t tha t "sinc e w e supposedl y didn' t 
exist, nobod y ha s mad e u p an y rule s fo r u s an d w e ca n mak e u p ou r 
own rules." 56 In  othe r words , no t existin g give s bisexual s a  grea t dea l 
of freedom . 

If bisexual s ar e oppresse d b y myths , the n wha t shoul d bisexuals ' 
response t o thi s oppressio n be ? Th e primary , an d perhap s th e only , 
strategy suggeste d s o fa r i n th e bisexua l pres s i s visibility. B y appearing , 
on tal k show s an d operatin g speakers ' bureaus , bisexual s ca n provid e 
non-bisexuals with examples of monogamous an d duogamous bisexuals , 
thereby disprovin g th e nonmonogam y myth. 57 B y writin g letter s t o 
mainstream publication s tha t portra y bisexual s a s AIDS risks , bisexual s 
can presen t themselve s a s responsible peopl e wh o practic e safe r sex  an d 
educate other s abou t AIDS . B y comin g ou t a s bisexual , bisexual s dis -
prove th e myt h tha t bisexualit y doe s no t exist. 58 T o hel p bisexual s 
make themselves visible, ads in bisexual publications encourag e bisexua l 
readers to buy bisexua l button s an d t-shirts . To give bisexuals an oppor -
tunity t o b e visible , BiNe t USA—whos e statemen t o f purpos e list s th e 
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facilitation o f "bisexua l visibility " a s one of it s primary goals—declare d 
Valentine's Day , 1992 , to be the First Bisexual Visibility Day . This even t 
was repeated i n 199 3 and 199 4 with kiss-in s and othe r demonstrations . 

In additio n t o genera l myth s abou t bisexuality , bisexual s als o per -
ceive themselves a s being oppressed b y lesbians and gay men. Like AIDS, 
the hostilit y bisexual s experienc e i n lesbian/ga y communitie s i s on e o f 
the factors tha t motivate d bisexual s to turn thei r attentio n towar d form -
ing a  bisexua l movement. 59 In  th e bisexua l press , discussion o f th e lac k 
of acceptanc e bisexual s find  i n th e lesbia n an d ga y communitie s ofte n 
arises i n connectio n wit h new s events , suc h a s controversie s ove r th e 
nominal an d actua l inclusio n o f bisexual s i n Lesbia n an d Ga y Prid e 
Marches. For example , Holly L . Danyliw wrote to Bi  Women  t o expres s 
her surpris e a t bein g heckle d b y lesbia n onlooker s a s sh e marche d wit h 
a bisexua l sig n in the Boston Prid e march. 60 I n August/September 1991 , 
North Bi  Northwest  devote d severa l page s to storie s abou t "Encounter s 
with lesbians" that explored the topic of bisexual-lesbian relations . Some 
bisexuals attemp t t o explai n lesbians ' hostilit y a s "misdirecte d anger " 
borne o f thei r ow n oppression , o r fea r o f thei r ow n bisexuality. 61 Th e 
latter idea i s expressed in the acronym "BLAS, " which stands for "Bisex -
ual Labe l Avoidanc e Syndrome. " Bisexual s respon d t o lesbians ' an d 
gays' intolerance b y criticizing thei r politica l narrow-mindedness , whic h 
stands i n star k contras t t o th e celebratio n o f diversit y tha t characterize s 
the developin g bisexua l politic . In  1991 , a guerrill a stree t theate r grou p 
parodied rigi d lesbian/ga y exclusivit y b y administerin g th e "Acm e B i 
Detector" tes t to passersby i n the Castro distric t o f Sa n Francisco. 62 

The lesbian/ga y communit y i s no t presente d a s uniforml y hostil e 
to bisexuals , however . Storie s abou t pleasan t encounter s an d bisexua l 
inclusion i n lesbian/ga y event s ar e a s numerou s a s negativ e reports . 
There i s als o acknowledgmen t tha t increasin g bisexua l visibilit y i s suc -
cessfully changin g lesbians ' an d gays ' attitudes . In  1989 , Gonsalve s re -
counted a n inciden t i n whic h a  lesbia n stoo d u p fo r bisexua l inclusion , 
and note d tha t suc h acceptanc e ha d bee n lackin g onl y five  years earlie r 
when sh e cam e ou t a s bisexua l afte r identifyin g hersel f a s a  lesbian. 63 

Ganapati Durgahda s mad e a  simila r observatio n abou t growin g accep -
tance in the gay men's communit y i n 1992. 64 

The bisexua l pres s keep s tab s o n th e treatmen t o f bisexualit y i n th e 
lesbian/gay press . In the Spring of 1991 , Anything That  Moves  reviewe d 
Outweek's articl e "Th e Bisexua l Revolution. " I t described th e articl e a s 
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"well-balanced," i n contras t t o th e "bi-bashin g article " mor e character -
istic of th e lesbian/ga y press. 65 In  1992 , Caro l A . Quee n criticize d Out/ 
Look magazin e fo r it s treatment o f bisexualit y i n the cover stor y "Wha t 
do bisexual s want? " an d fo r suppressin g th e issu e o f bisexualit y a t th e 
annual Out/Writ e '9 2 conferenc e tha t occurre d shortl y afte r th e articl e 
appeared.66 In  Novembe r 1992 , North  Bi  Northwest's  ow n cove r stor y 
was a  reprin t o f th e follow-u p articl e tha t Out/Look  publishe d afte r 
"What d o bisexual s want? " 

Bisexuals ar e divide d ove r ho w t o respon d t o lesbian/ga y hostility . 
Some fee l tha t the y ar e being excluded fro m a  movement tha t represent s 
their interest s a s muc h a s i t represent s lesbian/ga y interests . Thi s senti -
ment i s summarize d i n th e slogan , "B i liberatio n i s ga y liberation. " In 
other words , bisexual s "shar e th e sam e issue s with gay s an d lesbian s i n 
the conten t (sic ) o f th e dominan t heterosexis t culture." 67 Kaahuman u 
argued tha t right-win g defender s o f heterosexis m lum p al l non-hetero -
sexuals togethe r a s queers ; fo r example , Amendmen t 2  i n Colorad o 
listed "bisexuals " alon g with lesbian s an d gay s as undesirables.68 Bisex -
uals ar e no t "half-homosexuals " whos e sufferin g i s thereby diminished ; 
when bisexual s ar e oppressed , the y ar e oppresse d i n th e sam e ways an d 
as muc h a s lesbians/gays . "A s bisexuals , w e d o no t ge t half-bashe d o r 
only partly discriminate d against , we don' t los e half ou r childre n o r hal f 
our jobs." 69 In  othe r words , bisexua l oppressio n i s gay oppression , an d 
bisexuals rightfully belon g to the same movement a s lesbians and gays . 

Bisexuals wh o tak e th e positio n tha t b i liberatio n i s ga y liberatio n 
argue tha t bisexual s shoul d b e par t o f th e lesbian/ga y movement , an d 
that lesbians/gay s shoul d acknowledg e th e plac e o f bisexual s i n tha t 
movement b y addin g th e "b-word " t o lesbian/ga y organization s an d 
events. Some lesbians/gays respon d t o thi s demand b y chastising bisexu -
als fo r tryin g t o rea p th e benefit s o f ga y liberatio n no w tha t th e rea l 
lesbians and gay men have done all the hard work. But bisexuals respon d 
that the y hav e bee n i n th e so-calle d lesbian/ga y movemen t al l along . A s 
Smith pu t it , "I t isn' t a s though w e just showe d u p o n th e scen e and ar e 
the 'M e To o Generation ' o f quee r liberation . Bisexual s hav e bee n ther e 
all alon g an d i n significan t numbers." 70 Bisexual s hav e bee n invisibl e 
because the y "hav e no t publicl y identifie d themselve s a s bisexual s fo r 
fear o f th e community' s rejection," 71 bu t the y ar e n o longe r willin g t o 
stay i n th e closet . Othe r lesbians/gay s respon d t o bisexuals ' demand s 
for nomina l inclusio n b y arguin g tha t "lesbian/gay " alread y include s 
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bisexuals; afte r all , "b i liberatio n i s ga y liberation. " Roby n Och s an d 
Pam Elli s responde d t o thi s b y analogizin g th e positio n o f bisexual s i n 
the early 1990 s to the position o f lesbians in the early gay movement, o r 
to th e positio n o f wome n i n a  sexis t society ; i.e. , "bisexual " i s include d 
in "lesbian/gay " th e sam e wa y "lesbian " i s included i n "gay, " o r "she " 
is included i n the generic "he. " 72 

A grea t dea l o f pag e spac e i n bisexua l publication s i s devote d t o 
monitoring th e inclusion o f bisexualit y i n lesbian/gay event s an d organi -
zations. Fo r example , i n Jul y 1989 , Bi  Women  reporte d tha t bisexual s 
were included i n the title of the 198 9 Annual Prid e March i n Northamp -
ton; i n Jul y 1990 , Bi  Women  reporte d tha t th e wor d "bisexual " ha d 
once agai n bee n remove d fro m th e nam e o f th e Northampton March. 73 

Similar sporadi c inclusio n occurre d a t th e annua l Lesbian , (Bisexual ) & 
Gay Studie s Conference , a  histor y documente d i n North  Bi  Northwest, 
which als o analyze d th e degre e to whic h bisexualit y wa s included i n th e 
content o f th e conference. 74 I n 1990 , North  Bi  Northwest  proudl y 
reported tha t bisexua l speaker s had bee n invited to address the member s 
of P-FLAG (Parent s an d Friend s o f Lesbian s an d Gays ) and , while there , 
had helpe d t o dispe l severa l myth s abou t bisexuality . I n 1992 , Seattl e 
became th e firs t majo r cit y in the U.S. to includ e the word "bisexual " i n 
the nam e o f it s prid e march. 75 I n 1993 , afte r a  lon g lobbyin g effort, 76 

bisexuals celebrate d th e inclusio n o f bisexual s i n th e nam e o f th e thir d 
March o n Washington (MOW) . This celebration was slightly dampened , 
however, b y th e fac t tha t th e wor d include d i n th e nam e wa s "bi, " no t 
"bisexual," whic h bisexual s too k a s a n attemp t t o desexualiz e bot h 
bisexuality an d the March . 

Not al l bisexual s agre e tha t th e bisexua l movemen t shoul d b e par t 
of the lesbian/gay movement . Robi n Margoli s o f the BiCentrist Alliance , 
for example , reject s th e "LesBiGay " mode l o f bisexua l organizin g be -
cause sh e argue s tha t bisexua l cultur e i s dilute d whe n bisexual s ar e 
included amon g lesbians and gays. Bisexuals have different interest s tha n 
lesbians/gays do , an d therefor e bisexual s nee d t o organiz e thei r ow n 
separate movement . Thi s i s a  minorit y view , however ; othe r bisexua l 
activists tend t o rejec t th e BiCentrist position a s divisive and separatist . 

Another issu e o n whic h bisexual s disagre e i s th e relationshi p be -
tween wome n an d men . I n a  movemen t dedicate d t o reducin g th e sig -
nificance o f gender , on e migh t expec t tha t wome n an d me n woul d 
engage in mutual cooperation . Bu t complete cooperation i s prevented b y 
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several factors , mos t notabl y th e fac t tha t gende r i s stil l a  ver y rea l 
phenomenon. Wome n an d me n hav e bee n socialize d differently , an d 
attempts t o creat e a  trul y non-gendere d movemen t ar e ofte n frustrate d 
by thi s reality . Fo r example , som e bisexua l wome n complai n tha t i n 
mixed-gender bisexua l group s the y encounte r me n whos e interes t lie s in 
finding wome n fo r sexua l partners . Bisexua l women , wh o ar e sexuall y 
socialized a s women, motivate d i n par t b y the antipath y towar d bisexu -
ality o f lesbia n feminism , an d traine d i n politica l ideolog y b y feminism , 
are les s intereste d i n finding  sexua l partner s an d mor e intereste d i n 
developing a  bisexua l communit y an d discussin g ideologica l issues . In 
cities where separat e organization s ar e founded fo r bisexua l wome n an d 
men, th e men' s group s ofte n fol d whil e th e women' s group s continu e 
meeting an d publishin g newsletters . Man y citie s have bisexua l women' s 
groups an d mixed-gende r groups , bu t n o bisexua l men' s groups . Som e 
bisexual activist s attribut e th e greate r stabilit y o f bisexua l women' s 
groups t o women' s greate r politica l trainin g a s veteran s o f feminism ; 
others attribut e i t t o gende r socializatio n tha t prevent s me n fro m ex -
pressing thei r feeling s an d performin g facilitatin g task s i n grou p discus -
sions. In contras t t o mos t politica l movements , which ar e led by men, i n 
the bisexua l movemen t wome n activist s ten d t o outnumbe r me n ac -
tivists. 

Relations betwee n th e gender s ar e no t onl y problemati c i n mixe d 
gender settings . Th e issu e als o arise s i n bisexua l women' s groups . Fo r 
example, Bi  Women  i s publishe d b y a  bisexua l women' s group , th e 
Boston Bisexua l Women' s Networ k (BBWN) . In  Septembe r 1987 , Bi 
Women announce d tha t i t wa s considerin g adoptin g a  mor e libera l 
policy that would mak e i t easier fo r men to subscribe and invited reader s 
to comment . Severa l readers ' comment s wer e published i n March 1988 , 
most o f whic h favore d allowin g me n t o subscrib e bu t restrictin g thei r 
contributions. Th e editor s continue d t o solici t readers ' comments , an d 
finally, i n Jul y 1989 , th e editor s announce d tha t 63 % o f reader s ha d 
voted t o allo w me n o n th e mailin g list . I n Novembe r 1991 , Stephani e 
Berger reporte d tha t attendee s a t a  bisexua l communit y meetin g i n Bos-
ton ha d generall y agree d tha t ther e neede d t o b e mor e communicatio n 
between th e bisexua l women' s an d th e bisexua l men' s network s i n Bos-
ton;77 les s tha n tw o year s later , th e Bosto n Bisexua l Men' s Networ k 
folded. 

Transgender issue s ar e als o problemati c i n th e bisexua l movement , 
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particularly i n some bisexual women's groups . In the bisexual movemen t 
as a  whole , transgendere d individual s ar e celebrate d no t onl y a s a n 
aspect o f th e diversit y o f th e bisexua l community , bu t because , lik e 
bisexuals, they d o no t fit  neatly int o dichotomou s categories . Jim Frazi n 
wrote tha t "th e constructio n an d deconstructio n o f gender " i s a  subjec t 
of mutua l interes t t o bisexual s an d transsexual s wh o are , therefore , 
natural allies. 78 Tucke r argue d tha t th e bisexua l movemen t shoul d in -
clude transgende r politic s o n it s agend a "becaus e w e a s a  bisexua l 
movement ar e visionar y i n ou r nee d an d desir e t o brea k dow n dichoto -
mies, creatin g a  powerfu l an d divers e bod y o f queer s t o smas h th e 
heterosexual monolith." 79 A t BiNe t USA' s Thir d Annua l Meeting , th e 
organization adopte d a  statemen t tha t th e organizatio n woul d "ac -
knowledge an d suppor t transgende r bisexual s i n th e organizatio n itsel f 
and the broader bisexua l community." 80 

But man y bisexua l women' s group s ar e activel y feminist , an d a s 
such, the y attemp t t o combin e feminis m wit h bisexua l ideology . Th e 
cultural feminist s wh o define d feminis m durin g th e 1980s—th e decad e 
during whic h man y bisexua l women' s group s wer e formed—wer e gen -
erally hostil e towar d transgenderists , who m the y perceive d a s mal e in -
truders i n women' s space . Bisexua l wome n must , therefore , reconcil e 
feminist distrus t o f transgenderist s wit h th e bisexua l celebratio n o f gen -
der diversity . Thi s issu e aros e fo r th e Seattl e Bisexua l Women' s Net -
work, whic h publishe s North  Bi  Northwest.  In  Januar y 1991 , SBW N 
held a  meetin g t o "resolv e th e questio n o f whethe r male-to-femal e 
transsexuals woul d b e welcom e a s ful l member s i n th e group, " bu t th e 
issue proved t o b e too controversia l fo r consensus . Ironically , th e repor t 
of thi s meetin g i n North  Bi  Northwest  wa s place d directl y abov e a n 
article tha t reporte d tha t th e Ingersol l Gende r Center , a  center fo r trans -
gendered individuals , ha d invite d bisexual s t o com e spea k t o the m s o 
that the y coul d furthe r understan d bisexuality . A n articl e b y Lenor e 
Norrgard i n th e sam e issu e o f North  Bi  Northwest  argue d agains t in -
cluding transsexual s becaus e "[m ] ale-to-female transsexual s ar e no t 
women" an d i f the y ar e admitted , "w e wil l n o longe r b e a  women' s 
group."81 In  Ma y 1991 , afte r a  yea r o f "heated" 82 debate , North  Bi 
Northwest reporte d a  provisiona l polic y o f partia l membershi p fo r 
transsexuals; i f the y ha d bee n livin g full-tim e fo r a t leas t a  yea r a s 
women, the y woul d b e allowe d t o atten d larg e meeting s an d mixed -
gender meetings , bu t no t th e Newcomer s Grou p an d socia l gathering s 
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defined a s "women-born-wome n only. " On e yea r later , discussio n wa s 
reopened and , i n Ma y 1994 , transgende r an d transsexua l wome n wh o 
had bee n livin g a s wome n fo r on e yea r wer e welcome d withou t furthe r 
restrictions.83 

In summary , ideologica l discours e i n th e bisexua l pres s ha s intensi -
fied in recent years , and som e themes have emerged . In  general , bisexua l 
ideology celebrates diversity and challenges categorical thinking, particu -
larly the dichotomous constructio n o f gender an d sexuality . By challeng-
ing dichotomou s gende r an d sexuality , th e bisexua l movemen t under -
mines sexis m an d heterosexis m an d align s itsel f wit h feminis m an d 
lesbian/gay liberation . Bisexual s struggl e t o convinc e other s o f thei r 
feminism an d thei r gayness ; to d o so , they mus t reconcil e feminis m wit h 
the celebratio n o f gende r diversit y an d gai n recognitio n a s par t o f th e 
lesbian/gay movement . Amon g th e bisexua l movement' s goal s ar e th e 
education o f other s t o dispe l myth s abou t bisexualit y an d sexua l libera -
tion fo r everyone ; i t aim s t o achiev e thes e goal s primaril y throug h 
visibility. Bisexua l activist s generall y declin e t o establis h a  singl e defini -
tion fo r bisexualit y an d spen d littl e energ y o n constructin g a  bisexua l 
history; t o d o s o woul d construc t a  bisexua l ethnicity , thereb y un -
dermining th e celebratio n o f diversit y an d th e challeng e t o traditiona l 
categorical thinking . 

DEJA VU ? 

Many o f th e argument s tha t bisexual s ar e usin g t o politiciz e bisexualit y 
are very similar to arguments tha t lesbians used in the 1970 s to politiciz e 
lesbianism. Bu t ther e ar e als o som e importan t differences  betwee n th e 
two movements , because the political aren a i n which bisexual s are strug -
gling for recognition i s substantially differen t fro m th e one lesbians face d 
two decade s ago . To a  large extent , therefore , th e bisexua l movemen t i s 
another revolutio n o n th e same political wheel , but perhaps the bisexua l 
movement i s also a  revolution , period . To understan d bot h possibilities , 
we hav e t o loo k a t th e similaritie s an d th e difference s betwee n th e 
lesbian movemen t o f th e earl y 1970 s an d th e bisexua l movemen t o f th e 
early 1990s . 

The bisexua l movement' s root s i n th e lesbian/ga y movemen t ar e 
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analogous t o th e lesbia n movement' s root s i n th e feminis t an d ga y 
movements. Contemporar y bisexua l activist s concentrat e muc h o f thei r 
energy o n buildin g a  home withi n th e lesbian/gay movemen t b y arguin g 
that "b i liberatio n i s ga y liberation " an d demandin g tha t lesbian/ga y 
organizations an d event s nominally an d actuall y include bisexuals . Simi-
larly, early lesbia n feminist s initiall y struggle d t o find a  home within th e 
feminist an d ga y movements . Lik e earl y lesbia n feminist s wh o argue d 
that lesbian s ha d bee n i n th e feminis t movemen t al l alon g bu t remaine d 
hidden becaus e of feminists ' homophobia , bisexual s argu e that bisexual s 
have bee n i n th e lesbian/ga y movemen t al l alon g bu t remaine d hidde n 
because o f biphobia . 

Lesbian feminist s eventuall y los t patienc e wit h th e homophobi a o f 
feminists an d th e sexis m o f ga y men , an d establishe d a n independen t 
lesbian feminis t movement . Amon g bisexuals , th e visio n o f a n indepen -
dent bisexua l movemen t i s a  minority opinion ; th e separatis t BiCentris t 
Alliance i s considere d outsid e th e mainstrea m o f bisexua l politica l 
thought. Bu t a t th e sam e time , despit e mos t activists ' insistenc e tha t 
bisexuals rightfull y belon g i n th e lesbian/ga y movement , the y ar e build -
ing th e structur e o f a  separat e bisexua l movemen t complet e wit h a 
national bisexua l network an d internationa l conferences . Moreover , ide -
ology i s beginnin g t o follo w suit ; mos t o f th e bisexua l wome n wh o 
participated i n m y stud y i n 198 6 sa w thei r interest s a s flowin g fro m 
their gender s an d thei r "gayness, " no t fro m thei r bisexuality , wherea s 
the bisexua l activist s whos e opinion s appeare d i n bisexua l publication s 
of th e lat e 1980 s an d earl y 1990 s identifie d uniqu e bisexua l interests . 
Whether th e LesBiGa y mode l o f politica l organizin g wil l continu e t o 
dominate bisexua l politica l strategy , o r whethe r bisexua l ideolog y wil l 
continue t o develo p i n a n independen t directio n t o b e followe d eventu -
ally b y a  shif t i n politica l strateg y a s occurre d i n th e lesbia n movement , 
remains to be seen . 

One strateg y use d b y both lesbian s an d bisexual s t o politicize them -
selves is to presen t thei r movement s a s challenges t o establishe d way s of 
thinking. Lesbia n feminist s argue d tha t heterosexualit y i s a  politica l 
institution tha t uphold s patriarch y an d tha t lesbianism , a s an alternativ e 
to heterosexuality , i s therefore politica l an d feminist . Earl y lesbian femi -
nists als o argue d tha t lesbianis m i s feminis t becaus e i t challenge s gen -
der—specifically, th e mal e definitio n o f feminin e gende r tha t define s a 
"real woman" a s a female who has sex with men . Contrary t o the feelin g 
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of feminist s a t th e tim e tha t lesbian s wer e margina l constituent s o f th e 
feminist movemen t an d tha t th e movement shoul d focu s o n the needs of 
"women," no t "lesbians, " lesbians argued that they were the quintessen -
tial wome n an d tha t th e movemen t shoul d no t onl y addres s lesbians ' 
needs bu t recogniz e lesbian s a s the tru e feminists . Thus , lesbianis m wa s 
initially constructe d a s a  challeng e t o gender . Bu t onc e "woman " wa s 
reconstructed t o includ e "lesbian, " lesbian s becam e par t o f th e prevail -
ing gende r structure . In  effect , lesbianis m wa s co-opte d int o gende r an d 
ceased t o b e a  challenge to it . Furthermore, th e rise of cultura l feminis m 
reified rathe r tha n challenge d gender , maximize d rathe r tha n minimize d 
the differences  betwee n wome n an d men , an d create d a  concep t o f 
lesbianism tha t was dependen t o n the preservation o f gender . 

Similarly, bisexua l activist s argu e tha t categorica l Wester n thinkin g 
is oppressiv e becaus e i t limit s people' s options , an d tha t bisexualit y i s 
political becaus e i t challenge s categorica l thinking . Specifically , bisexu -
ality i s a  challeng e t o dichotomou s thinkin g abou t bot h gende r an d 
sexuality. Becaus e bisexualit y challenge s thes e dichotomies , i t under -
mines oppressio n base d o n them , i.e. , sexis m an d heterosexism . There -
fore, i f lesbianis m i s political an d feminist , bisexualit y i s political, femi -
nist, an d queer . I f lesbianis m undermine s th e heteropatriarchy , 
bisexuality undermine s no t only the heteropatriarchy bu t the fundamen -
tal structur e o f Western thought . 

Given lesbians ' initia l challeng e to gender , on e migh t expec t bisexu -
als' effort s t o brea k dow n gende r t o b e wel l receive d amon g lesbians . 
But becaus e o f th e chang e i n th e relationshi p o f lesbianis m t o gende r 
that occurre d wit h th e reconstructio n o f womanhoo d an d th e ris e o f 
cultural lesbia n feminism , bisexuals ' contemporar y challeng e t o gende r 
is als o a  threa t t o lesbianism . Lesbianis m i s no w par t o f th e gende r 
establishment tha t bisexual s see k to break down . Bisexuals ' challenge t o 
gender i s n o les s tha n a  challeng e t o th e ver y existenc e o f lesbianism , 
because of the dependence of lesbianism on gender for definition . Instea d 
of bein g allies  in the struggle agains t gender , because of the course take n 
by lesbia n feminis m i n th e tw o decade s befor e th e inceptio n o f th e 
bisexual movement , lesbian s an d bisexual s hav e emerge d wit h contrar y 
political goal s in reference t o gender . 

Bisexuality's challeng e t o dichotomou s sexualit y pose s a  threa t t o 
lesbianism tha t i s even more direct . Lesbians contributed t o the construc -
tion o f dichotomou s sexuality , primaril y throug h thei r effort s t o con -
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struct lesbian s a s a n ethni c group . T o becom e a n ethni c group , lesbian s 
had t o distinguis h themselve s fro m non-lesbian s an d creat e th e appear -
ance o f clea r an d fixed  boundarie s betwee n themselve s a s the oppresse d 
and heterosexual s a s the oppressor . Lesbian s ar e now par t o f th e societ y 
that i s based o n dichotomou s way s o f thinking . I f bisexual s ar e a  threa t 
to sexua l dichotomy , the y ar e a  threat t o lesbians . 

This threa t i s multiple . A t th e ver y least , bisexual s ar e a  materia l 
threat to lesbians because as the new category "bisexual " become s avail -
able a s a n alternativ e t o th e homosexual/heterosexua l dichotomy , som e 
women wh o woul d otherwis e hav e place d themselve s i n th e lesbia n 
category wil l plac e themselve s i n th e ne w bisexua l category . Lesbian s 
will therefore los e numbers. However, the rea l threat i s not to the size of 
the lesbian population , bu t t o the ethnicity o f lesbianism. By challenging 
and ultimatel y destroyin g th e sexua l dichotomy , bisexual s threate n t o 
undermine the clarity of the distinction between lesbians and heterosexu -
als. I f som e peopl e ar e bisexual—particularl y i f tha t bisexualit y i s con -
ceptualized i n hybri d terms—the n th e distinctio n betwee n homosexual -
ity an d heterosexualit y i s no t clea r a t all . I f som e peopl e ar e bot h 
homosexual an d heterosexual , the n lesbian s canno t b e clearl y distin -
guished fro m heterosexuals . I f lesbian s canno t b e clearl y distinguishe d 
from heterosexuals , then ho w ca n they clai m t o be oppressed b y hetero -
sexuals, an d ho w ca n the y struggl e t o wi n thei r liberatio n fro m hetero -
sexuals? I f th e sexua l dichotom y i s destroyed , lesbian s ar e deprive d o f 
their ethnicity , an d o f th e strategie s fo r liberatio n tha t flo w fro m eth -
nicity. 

If bisexual s wer e t o construc t themselve s a s a n ethni c group , the n 
the threa t t o lesbianis m woul d b e alleviated . Th e sexua l dichotom y 
would be replaced b y a sexual trichotomy, and the clarity of the categor y 
"lesbian" coul d b e restored . Bu t bisexual s sho w littl e indicatio n tha t 
they wil l take thi s path , a t leas t no t i n the nea r future . On e migh t argu e 
that th e bisexua l movemen t i s simply to o youn g to have yet constructe d 
itself a s a n ethni c movement , bu t th e lac k o f attentio n bisexual s ar e 
giving to th e questio n o f definin g bisexualit y stand s i n sharp contras t t o 
the lively debates tha t occurre d amon g lesbian s on thi s issue in the earl y 
1970s. Th e prevailin g messag e i n th e bisexua l pres s i s tha t bisexual s 
should avoi d establishin g a  singl e definitio n o f bisexualit y base d o n 
identifiable commo n characteristics , an d littl e effor t i s bein g mad e t o 
create bisexua l ancestor s o r a  bisexua l heritage . Bisexual s ar e no t con -
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structing themselve s a s a n ethni c group , precisel y becaus e the y wis h t o 
remain a  challeng e t o dichotomou s gende r an d dichotomou s sexuality . 
In so doing, they are not only refusing t o place themselves into the ethni c 
political tradition ; the y ar e threatenin g t o remov e al l o f sexua l identit y 
politics fro m th e real m o f ethni c politica l discourse , thereb y destroyin g 
other sexua l minorities ' abilitie s t o utiliz e the language o f ethni c politic s 
to make thei r politica l claims . 

Another strateg y lesbia n feminist s use d t o politiciz e lesbianis m wa s 
the desexualization o f lesbianism . Becaus e they were strugglin g t o find a 
political voice in a period when sexualit y was not recognized a s political, 
to presen t themselve s a s politica l the y ha d t o distanc e themselve s fro m 
sexuality. The ris e of cultura l feminis m facilitate d thi s effort b y recallin g 
the idea l o f asexua l womanl y purity . Bu t lesbians ' effort s t o politiciz e 
lesbianism contribute d t o th e developmen t o f a  sexua l politics , an d 
lesbians' effort s t o desexualiz e lesbianis m wa s on e impetu s fo r th e ris e 
of se x positivism. When bisexua l activist s appeare d i n the arena , sexual -
ity was alread y politicize d an d sex  positivism wa s i n ful l swing . Becaus e 
sex positivis m i s consisten t wit h th e bisexua l emphasi s o n diversity , 
it wa s easil y incorporate d int o th e developin g bisexua l ideology , an d 
because sexualit y wa s politicized , thi s mov e wa s no t antithetica l t o 
the proces s o f bisexua l politicization . Becaus e o f th e historica l perio d 
in whic h th e bisexua l movemen t ha s emerged , bisexual s ca n presen t 
themselves a s bot h sexua l an d political ; the y ca n an d d o celebrat e 
sexuality whil e simultaneousl y demandin g recognitio n o f thei r politica l 
voice. 

Although the y hav e largel y escape d th e desexualizin g influenc e o f 
lesbian feminism , bisexuals , especiall y bisexua l women , canno t ignor e 
the relationshi p tha t lesbia n feminis m constructe d betwee n lesbianis m 
and feminism . In  chapte r 6 , w e sa w ho w lesbia n feminist s first  con -
structed lesbianis m a s consisten t wit h feminism , an d the n argue d tha t 
lesbians ar e th e bes t feminist s becaus e the y ar e independen t o f me n an d 
have the vision and resource s to create women's space . According to thi s 
analysis, bisexua l wome n collaborat e wit h th e enem y (men ) an d are , i n 
some senses , eve n mor e detrimenta l t o th e feminis t movemen t tha n 
heterosexual wome n are . Contemporar y bisexua l activists , havin g 
claimed tha t bisexualit y i s feminist , hav e t o reconstruc t th e relationshi p 
between feminis m an d sexualit y t o suppor t thei r claim . Amon g th e 
specific problem s the y fac e ar e ho w t o buil d a  mixed-gender movemen t 
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that i s feminist , an d whethe r t o welcom e transgenderist s t o women' s 
space withi n tha t movement . Buildin g a  feminis t mixed-gende r move -
ment mean s challengin g th e argumen t tha t feminis m depend s o n 
women's spac e an d refutin g th e charg e tha t b y associatin g wit h me n 
bisexuals ar e collaboratin g wit h th e enemy . Welcomin g transgenderist s 
requires tha t bisexua l wome n rejec t th e reificatio n o f gende r tha t too k 
place wit h th e growt h o f cultura l feminism . Neithe r tas k wil l b e easy , 
but thei r importanc e t o bisexua l wome n i s eviden t i n th e numbe r o f 
authors wh o hav e addresse d th e tas k o f constructin g a  feminis t bisexu -
ality.84 

Another differenc e betwee n th e lesbia n an d bisexua l movement s 
that i s attributable t o th e differen t context s i n which the y develope d lie s 
in thei r willingnes s t o universaliz e thei r identitie s an d interests . Man y 
early lesbia n feminist s declare d tha t "al l wome n ar e lesbians. " Thi s 
claim serve d t o presen t th e lesbia n movemen t a s a  movemen t fo r al l 
women, an d wa s base d eithe r o n a  concep t o f universa l bisexuality , o n 
arguments abou t th e artificialit y o f culturall y impose d heterosexuality , 
or o n th e redefinitio n o f lesbianis m a s a  for m o f feminis t resistance . 
The concep t o f a  universa l bisexualit y seem s ready-mad e fo r a  bisexua l 
movement tha t migh t als o want t o emphasize it s broad applicabilit y an d 
large constituency , bu t surprisingly , thi s ide a ha s no t bee n picke d u p 
enthusiastically b y activist s writin g i n th e bisexua l press . I t wa s ex -
pressed b y man y o f th e bisexua l wome n wh o too k par t i n m y stud y i n 
1986, bu t th e fac t tha t i t doe s no t appea r consistentl y i n th e bisexua l 
press suggests that the bisexual women i n my study encountered th e idea 
within lesbia n feminis m an d foun d i t personall y gratifying . A s such , i t 
was evidence of the influence lesbia n ideology had on them, not evidenc e 
of th e beginning s o f a  bisexua l ideology . Instea d o f proclaimin g "every -
one is bisexual," activist s warn eac h othe r to respect the self-identities o f 
those wh o choos e no t t o identif y a s bisexual . Th e fac t tha t bisexual s 
advocate respec t fo r others ' self-identitie s reflect s th e fac t tha t th e bisex -
ual movemen t i s developing i n a  contex t i n whic h sexualit y ha s alread y 
been politicize d an d lesbian s an d ga y me n hav e alread y constitute d 
themselves a s interes t group s an d investe d heavil y i n thei r identities . A s 
Tucker pointe d out , "I f w e clai m self-definitio n fo r ourselves , the n w e 
must accor d tha t righ t t o others " (1991:246) . I n th e earl y 1970s , lesbi -
ans di d no t hav e to tak e int o accoun t othe r alread y establishe d identity -
based sexua l minorities . 
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This does no t impl y tha t lesbia n feminist s di d no t als o consider self -
identity important . The y did , bu t fo r ver y differen t reason s tha n bisexu -
als. At the height o f lesbian feminism, identit y wa s considered a  politica l 
statement, o r a  means toward a n end. Women should , therefore, identif y 
themselves a s lesbian s fo r politica l reason s regardles s o f wha t the y 
thought the y "really " wer e sexually . I n contrast , bisexual s conside r 
self-identity importan t becaus e self-determinatio n i s important; bisexua l 
identity is not an identity to be adopted fo r political reasons , but becaus e 
that i s how on e wishes to defin e onesel f fo r whateve r reason , an d other s 
should respec t tha t self-definition . Thi s migh t b e partiall y du e t o th e 
early stag e o f th e bisexua l movement ; afte r all , earl y lesbia n feminist s 
also advocate d th e righ t o f wome n t o sexua l self-determination . A s 
bisexual ideolog y develop s an d bisexualit y acquire s specifi c politica l 
meanings, i t i s quite possibl e tha t individual s wil l begi n t o adop t bisex -
ual identity fo r politica l reasons . In fact , i t appears that som e individual s 
already have ; Rache l Kapla n i s a  cas e i n point . Kapla n doe s no t clai m 
that sh e call s hersel f bisexua l fo r solel y politica l reasons ; i.e. , sh e doe s 
not suggest that bisexual identity is imposed or self-imposed o n individu -
als wh o don' t fee l the y ar e "really " bisexual . However , individual s lik e 
her might represent the beginning of a  new breed of "politica l bisexuals " 
analogous to "politica l lesbians. " 

Finally, the role of race and ethnicity within the lesbian an d bisexua l 
movements differs , largel y becaus e o f th e differen t historica l tim e peri -
ods i n whic h th e tw o movement s developed . Lesbia n feminis m began , 
and remained , primaril y a  whit e movement . Lesbian s wh o fel t tha t th e 
movement shoul d pa y attentio n t o racia l an d ethni c issue s shouldere d 
the burde n o f callin g othe r lesbians ' attentio n t o th e proble m an d con -
structing elaborat e argument s abou t th e relationship s amon g oppres -
sions in order to convince them of the importance o f the issue. Consider -
able debat e occurre d ove r th e exac t relationship s amon g differen t 
oppressions; fo r example , d o al l oppression s aris e fro m th e sam e root , 
or i s one oppressio n fundamental ? I f on e i s fundamental , i s i t classism , 
racism, o r sexism ? Contemporar y bisexua l activist s no t onl y inheri t 
these arguments, 85 bu t hav e com e fort h i n a  historica l perio d i n whic h 
the celebratio n o f racial/ethni c diversit y an d effort s t o eliminat e racial / 
ethnic oppressio n nee d n o justification . Therefore , the y d o no t spen d a 
great dea l o f energ y assertin g tha t th e bisexua l movemen t shoul d b e 
multicultural. From it s inception, bisexuals declared the movement to b e 
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multicultural; th e wor k tha t remain s i s the wor k o f makin g sur e tha t i t 
is in fac t multicultural . 

In summary , bisexuals , lik e lesbians , ar e face d wit h th e tas k o f 
politicizing a  sexua l identity , bu t bisexual s liv e in a  very differen t politi -
cal worl d tha n earl y lesbia n feminist s did . No t onl y hav e politic s i n 
general change d i n th e intervenin g tw o decades , bu t th e lesbian/ga y 
movement itsel f ha s create d a n entirel y ne w politica l tradition . A s a 
result o f th e lesbian/ga y movement , sexualit y ha s bee n politicized , an d 
lesbians an d gay s ar e establishe d politica l interes t groups . T o establis h 
their ow n politica l voice , bisexuals mus t inser t themselves into a n ongo -
ing discourse o f sexua l identit y politics . In a  very rea l sense , the lesbian / 
gay movemen t create d bisexual s a s a n oppresse d grou p b y creatin g a 
discourse i n whic h lesbians/gay s an d heterosexuals , bu t no t bisexuals , 
were define d int o politica l existence . Thus , th e lesbian/ga y movemen t 
not onl y altere d th e politica l aren a b y creating a  new politica l tradition ; 
it also created th e need fo r a  bisexual movement . 

To politiciz e bisexua l identity , bisexual s ar e using some o f th e sam e 
arguments an d strategie s tha t lesbian s use d t o politicize lesbia n identity . 
Just a s lesbian s initiall y challenge d traditiona l gende r an d recognize d 
that th e demis e o f gende r woul d rende r thei r ow n sexua l identitie s 
meaningless, bisexual s ar e presentin g bisexualit y a s a  challeng e t o di -
chotomous gende r an d dichotomou s sexuality . In  s o doing , bot h move -
ments challeng e establishe d way s o f thinkin g an d promis e t o contribut e 
to th e breakdow n o f oppressio n base d o n gende r an d sexuality . Fo r 
this reason , bot h movement s envisio n themselve s a s sexua l liberatio n 
movements, and bot h conside r themselves feminis t movements . 

But beyon d thes e similarities , ther e ar e differences  tha t reflec t th e 
different politica l contexts of the two movements . For example, to politi -
cize lesbianism , lesbian s ha d t o desexualiz e it , wherea s contemporar y 
bisexuals ca n clai m bot h thei r sexualit y an d thei r politica l voic e becaus e 
the sex-positiv e movemen t an d th e politicization o f sexualit y hav e mad e 
it possibl e t o hav e both . Lesbian s constructe d a  relationshi p betwee n 
lesbianism an d feminis m tha t establishe d lesbian s a s th e bes t feminist s 
and bisexual s a s traitors ; bisexual s mus t no w reconstruc t tha t relation -
ship t o suppor t thei r clai m tha t th e bisexua l movemen t i s a  feminis t 
movement. Lesbia n feminist s initiall y value d sexua l self-determinatio n 
for women , bu t afte r developin g a  clea r politica l ideolog y the y bega n t o 
see lesbia n identit y a s a n identit y ever y woma n ca n an d shoul d adopt . 
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Contemporary bisexua l activist s advocat e respec t fo r individuals ' sexua l 
self-definitions, bu t the y avoi d th e argumen t tha t al l peopl e ca n an d 
should become bisexual-identified becaus e they, unlike early lesbian fem -
inists, face a  political aren a i n which other s alread y hav e political sexua l 
self-identities tha t deman d respect . Finally , lesbia n feminist s spen t con -
siderable energ y discussin g th e relationship s betwee n sexism , hetero -
sexism, racism , an d classis m t o demonstrat e th e importanc e o f takin g 
race an d clas s int o account . Bisexual s tak e th e importanc e o f multicul -
turalism fo r granted , becaus e lesbia n feminis m ha s alread y mad e th e 
necessary connection s an d becaus e societ y i n genera l i s more cognizan t 
of th e pervasiv e importanc e o f race , class , ability , etc. , an d th e nee d t o 
actively struggle agains t al l forms o f oppression . 

Because bisexual s ar e attemptin g t o asser t themselves i n a n ongoin g 
political discours e i n which lesbian s have a  considerable stake , bisexual s 
pose a  challenge to lesbians . Lesbians have become investe d i n a  gender -
based definitio n o f lesbianism . Bisexuals , b y challengin g bot h dichoto -
mous gende r an d dichotomou s sexuality , challeng e th e very existence o f 
lesbianism. B y refusin g t o construc t themselve s a s a n ethni c group , 
bisexuals undermin e lesbia n ethnicit y an d threate n th e tenuou s legiti -
macy al l sexua l identity-base d minoritie s hav e gaine d i n th e real m o f 
ethnic politica l discourse . Define d ou t o f existenc e b y lesbia n feminism , 
bisexuals no w threate n th e existenc e o f lesbianis m an d th e futur e o f th e 
lesbian movemen t a s we know it . 

THE FUTUR E O F SEXUA L IDENTIT Y POLITIC S 

Both th e lesbia n an d th e bisexua l movement s ar e par t o f a  historica l 
dialectic process i n which eac h politica l cycl e sets the stag e fo r th e next . 
The feminis t an d ga y movement s se t the stag e for th e lesbian movemen t 
by providin g a  contex t fo r th e politicizatio n o f lesbian s an d eventuall y 
the establishmen t o f a  separat e movement . Likewise , lesbia n feminis m 
and ga y liberatio n se t th e stag e fo r th e emergenc e o f a  bisexua l move -
ment b y reifyin g th e concep t o f dichotomou s sexualit y an d thereb y 
politicizing bisexuals , wh o ar e currentl y i n th e proces s o f establishin g a 
movement. A s lesbia n feminis m matured , i t becam e independen t o f it s 
feminist an d gay parent movements , passed through the stage of ideolog -
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ical coalescence followed b y ideological rigidity, and eventually los t sigh t 
of it s original goals . The contemporar y bisexua l movemen t i s a younge r 
movement tha t i s stil l seekin g a  home i n th e lesbian/ga y movemen t an d 
has not yet had tim e to develop an d solidif y a n ideology . 

What remain s t o b e seen i s whether bisexual s wil l follo w th e trajec -
tory o f th e lesbia n movement . Wil l th e bisexua l movement , lik e th e 
lesbian movement , becom e independen t o f it s political parents , or wil l i t 
continue t o see k a  home i n th e lesbian/gay movement ? Wil l i t develop a 
party lin e tha t wil l then solidif y int o a  new for m o f politica l correctnes s 
and ideologica l hegemony? Wil l i t lose track o f it s focus o n diversity an d 
its goa l o f breakin g dow n limitin g gende r an d sexua l categories , 
allowing itsel f t o b e co-opted int o th e gende r syste m an d constructe d a s 
a ne w sexua l category ? Or , wil l i t kee p sigh t o f it s curren t goal s an d 
remain a  movemen t fo r sexua l self-determinatio n an d liberation ? I f i t 
does, i t migh t prov e t o b e th e fina l revolutio n o n th e whee l o f sexua l 
identity politics . 
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• APPENDI X B : TABLE S • 



Table 4.1 
LESBIANS' BELIEFS ABOUT THE PROPORTIONS OF BISEXUAL WOMEN AND 

LESBIANS WHOSE IDENTITIES ARE TRANSITIONAL 

310 

What proportion of women 
that they are lesbian? 

% 
(n) 

None 
0.31% 
(1) 

What proportion 
they are actually 

% 
(n) 

None 
6.17% 
(20) 

Few/ 
some 
17.59% 
(57) 

who say they 

Under 
half 
14.82% 
(48) 

of women who say they 
bisexual or straight? 

Few/ 
some 
85.8% 
(278) 

Under 
half 
6.48% 
(21) 

are bisexual do you think will eventually real 

Half 
18.52% 
(60) 

Over 
half 
30.25% 
(98) 

Most 
18.52% 
(60) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

ize 

Total 
100% 
(324) 

are lesbians do you believe will eventually realize that 

Half 
0.62% 
(2) 

Over 
half 
0.62% 
(2) 

Most 
0.31% 
(1) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(324) 

Note: Se e fig. 7.2 for a graph of lesbians' beliefs about the relative likelihood that bisexual 
women's and lesbians' identities are transitional, obtained by subtracting individual lesbians ' 
answers to these two questions. 

Table 4.2 
LESBIANS' BELIEFS ABOUT THE AUTHENTICITY O F 

BISEXUAL AND LESBIAN IDENTITIES 

"Society makes it difficult t o be a lesbian 
really lesbians who are afraid to admit it. 
statement? 

% 
(n) 

Disagree 
strongly 
3.38% 
(11) 

Disagree 
5.83% 
(19) 

Disagree 
slightly 
2.76% 
(9) 

i, so some women claim to be bisexual when they are 
" Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree with this 

Neutral 
4.91% 
(16) 

Agree 
slightly 
26.69% 
(87) 

Agree 
32.21% 
(105) 

Agree 
strongly 
24.23% 
(79) 

Total 
100% 
(326) 

"Some lesbians really are somewhat attracted to men, but they are afraid to express these feelings 
because other lesbians would not approve of them." Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree with 
this statement? 

% 
(n) 

Disagree 
strongly 
12.54% 
(41) 

Disagree 
8.26% 
(27) 

Disagree 
slightly 
4.89% 
(16) 

Neutral 
5.81% 
(19) 

Agree 
slightly 
28.75% 
(94) 

Agree 
28.75% 
(94) 

Agree 
strongly 
11.01% 
(36) 

Total 
100% 
(327) 

Note: Se e fig. 7.1 for a graph of lesbians' beliefs about the relative authenticity of bisexual an d 
lesbian identities , obtained by subtracting individual lesbians ' answers to these two questions. 



Table 4.3 
LESBIANS' BELIEFS ABOUT BISEXUAL WOMEN'S AND LESBIANS' 

ABILITIES TO PASS AS HETEROSEXUAL 

In general, if a bisexual woman wanted  to pretend that she was straight, how easy or difficul t 
do you think pretending to be straight would be? 

% 
(n) 

In general, if a lesbian/gay woma n wanted  to pretend that she was straight... do you think this 
would be easy or difficult fo r her to do? 

Very 
difficult 
1.23% 
(4) 

Relatively 
difficult 
2.46% 
(8) 

Somewhat 
difficult 
17.85% 
(58) 

Neither 
7.08% 
(23) 

Somewhat 
easy 
15.08% 
(49) 

Relatively Ver y 
easy eas y 
29.23% 27.08 % 
(95) (88 ) 

Total 
100% 
(325) 

% 
(n) 

Very 
difficult 
3.7% 
(12) 

Relatively 
difficult 
13.58% 
(44) 

Somewhat 
difficult 
14.2% 
(46) 

Neither 
5.56% 
(18) 

Somewhat 
easy 
25.0% 
(81) 

Relatively Ver y 
easy eas y 
20.99% 16.98 % 
(68) (55 ) 

Total 
100% 
(324) 

Note: Se e fig. 7.4 for a  graph of lesbians' beliefs abou t bisexual women' s and lesbians' relative 
abilities to pass as heterosexual, obtained by subtracting individual lesbians ' answers to these two 
questions. 

Table 4.4 
LESBIANS' BELIEFS ABOUT BISEXUAL WOMEN'S AND LESBIANS' 

DESIRES TO PASS AS HETEROSEXUAL 

Imagine that it is very easy for all bisexuals to pretend that they are heterosexual. Wha t 
proportion o f bisexual women do you think would want to pretend they're heterosexual? 

None 
2.78% 
(9) 

Few/ 
some 
10.19% 
(33) 

Under 
half 
11.73% 
(38) 

Half 
14.20% 
(46) 

Over 
half 
18.83% 
(61) 

Most 
38.27% 
(124) 

All 
4.01% 
(13) 

Total 
100% 
(324) 

% 
(n) 

Imagine that it is very easy for all lesbians/gay women to pretend that they are heterosexual. Wha t 
proportion o f lesbians/gay women do you believe would want to pretend they're heterosexual ? 

% 
(n) 

None 
6.15% 
(20) 

Few/ 
some 
26.77% 
(87) 

Under 
half 
21.54% 
(70) 

Half 
21.54% 
(70) 

Over 
half 
16.0% 
(52) 

Most 
8.0% 
(26) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(325) 

Note: Se e fig. 7.5 for a graph of lesbians' beliefs about the relative likelihood that bisexual women 
and lesbians desire to pass as heterosexual, obtained by subtracting individual lesbians ' answers to 
these two questions. 
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Table 4.5 
LESBIANS* BELIEFS ABOUT THE DEGREES OF PREJUDICE AND DISCRIMINATION 

EXPERIENCED BY BISEXUAL WOMEN AND LESBIANS 

How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population agains t bisexual 
women? 

None 
Almost 
none A bit Some 

Quite 
a bit 

Very 
great 
deal 

More 
than any 
other group Tota l 

% 
(n) 

0.62% 
(2) 

3.08% 
(10) 

6.77% 
(22) 

35.39% 
(115) 

34.46% 
(112) 

19.69% 
(64) 

0.0% 
(0) 

100% 
(325) 

How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population against lesbians/gay 
women? 

% 0.0 % 
(n) (0 ) 

0.30% 
(1) 

0.30% 
(1) 

1.82% 
(6) 

16.11% 
(53) 

70.52% 
(232) 

10.94% 
(36) 

Total 
100% 
(329) 

How much discrimination do you feel there is in the general U.S. population against bisexual 
women? 

% 
(n) 

1.54% 
(5) 

10.49% 
(34) 

12.96% 
(42) 

35.49% 
(115) 

24.69% 
(80) 

14.20% 
(46) 

0.62% 
(2) 

Total 
100% 
(324) 

How much discrimination do you feel there is in the general U.S. population agains t 
lesbians/gay women ? 

% 
(n) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.92% 
(3) 

5.51% 
(18) 

16.82% 
(55) 

65.44% 
(214) 

11.32% 
(37) 

Total 
100% 
(327) 

312 



Table 5.1 
EXCLUSIVITY OF LESBIANS' SEXUAL ATTRACTION TOWARD WOMEN AND 

BELIEFS ABOUT THE AUTHENTICITY OF BISEXUAL AND LESBIAN IDENTITIE S 

313 

"Society makes it difficult t o be a lesbian, so some women claim to be bisexual when they are 
really lesbians who are afraid t o admit it." Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree with this 
statement? 

Lesbians who 
are exclusively 
attracted to women 

Lesbians who have 
some heterosexual 
feelings 

Disagree 
strongly 

6.96% 
(8) 

1.47% 
(3) 

Disagree 
Disagree slightl y 

6.96% 3.48 % 
(8) (4 ) 

5.39% 2.45 % 
(ID (5 ) 

Neutral 

3.48% 
(4) 

5.88% 
(12) 

Agree 
slightly 

21.74% 
(25) 

28.43% 
(58) 

Agree 

28.7% 
(33) 

35.29% 
(72) 

Agree 
strongly 

28.7% 
(33) 

21.08% 
(43) 

Total 

100% 
(115) 

100% 
(204) 

Significance: Chi-squar e =  1  1.87 , d f = 6. p = .06; F = 0.96. df = (1, 317), n.s. 

"Some lesbians really are somewhat attracted to men, but they are afraid t o express these feelings 
because other lesbians would not approve of them." Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree 
with this statement? 

Lesbians who 
are exclusively 
attracted to women 

Lesbians who have 
some heterosexual 
feelings 

Disagree 
strongly 

22.61% 
(26) 

6.86% 
(14) 

Disagree 
Disagree slightl y 

9.57% 3.48 % 
(11) (4 ) 

7.84% 5.88 % 
(16) (12 ) 

Neutral 

8.7% 
(10) 

4.41% 
(9) 

Agree 
slightly 

30.43% 
(35) 

27.45% 
(56) 

Agree 

19.13% 
(22) 

33.82% 
(69) 

Agree 
strongly 

6.09% 
(7) 

13.73% 
(28) 

Total 

100% 
(115) 

100% 
(204) 

Significance: Chi-squar e = 27.62, df = 6, p = .0001; F = 20.69, df = (1, 317), p = .0001 . Th e 
chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the agree-
disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 



Table 5.2 
LESBIANS' IDENTITY HISTORIES AND BELIEFS ABOUT THE AUTHENTICITY 

OF BISEXUAL AND LESBIAN IDENTITIES 
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"Society makes it difficult t o be a lesbian, so some women claim to be bisexual when they are 
really lesbians who are afraid t o admit it." Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree with this 
statement? 

Lesbians who 
never identified 
as bisexual 

Lesbians for whom 
bisexual identity 
was transitional 

Disagree 
strongly 

4.12% 
(8) 

3.12% 
(2) 

Lesbians who identi-
fied a s bisexual since 1.96 % 
coming out lesbian (1 ) 

Disagree 

5.15% 
(10) 

7.81% 
(5) 

7.84% 
(4) 

Disagree 
slightly 

3.09% 
(6) 

3.12% 
(2) 

1.96% 
(1) 

Significance: Chi-squar e = 4.92, df =  12 , n.s.; F = 

Neutral 

5.15% 
(10) 

3.12% 
(2) 

7.84% 
(4) 

= .009 , d f 

Agree 
slightly 

27.84% 
(54) 

21.88% 
(14) 

25.49% 
(13) 

= (2, 306), 

Agree 

29.38% 
(57) 

37.5% 
(24) 

27.45% 
(14) 

n.s. 

"Some lesbians really are somewhat attracted to men, but they are afraid t o express 
because other lesbians would not approve of them." Ho w strongly do you agree or 
with this statement? 

Lesbians who 
never identified 
as bisexual 

Lesbians for whom 
bisexual identity 
was transitional 

Disagree 
strongly 

17.53% 
(34) 

7.81% 
(5) 

Lesbians who identi-
fied as bisexual since 0.0% 
coming out lesbian (0 ) 

Disagree 

8.25% 
(16) 

9.38% 
(6) 

5.88% 
(3) 

Disagree 
slightly 

4.64% 
(9) 

4.69% 
(3) 

5.88% 
(3) 

Neutral 

6.7% 
(13) 

6.25% 
(4) 

3.92% 
(2) 

Agree 
slightly 

29.9% 
(58) 

26.56% 
(17) 

29.41% 
(15) 

Agree 

25.26% 
(49) 

31.25% 
(20) 

39.22% 
(20) 

Agree 
strongly 

25.26% 
(49) 

23.44% 
(15) 

27.45% 
(14) 

Total 

100% 
(194) 

100% 
(64) 

100% 
(51) 

these feelings 
• disagree 

Agree 
strongly 

7.73% 
(15) 

14.06% 
(9) 

15.69% 
(8) 

Total 

100% 
(194) 

100% 
(64) 

100% 
(51) 

Significance: Chi-squar e = 19.02 , df = 12 , p = .09; F = 7.61, df = (2, 306), p = .0006. Th e 
chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the agree-
disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 



Table 7.1 
BISEXUALS* BELIEFS ABOUT THE AUTHENTICITY O F 

BISEXUAL AND LESBIAN IDENTITIES 

"Society makes it difficult t o be a lesbian, so some women claim to be bisexual when they are 
really lesbians who are afraid to admit it." Ho w strongly do you agree or disagree with this 
statement?a 

Significance, compared to lesbians (see table 4.2): 
a. Chi-squar e =  28.41, df = 6, p = .0001 ; F = 26.55, df = (1, 367), p = .0001 . 
b. Chi-squar e =  17.98 , df = 6, p = .006; F = 4.92, df = (1, 369), p = .03. 
The chi-square significance test is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the 
agree-disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 
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% 
(n) 

Disagree 
strongly 
16.28% 
(7) 

Disagree 
16.28% 
(7) 

Disagree 
slightly 
6.98% 
(3) 

Neutral 
9.3% 
(4) 

Agree 
slightly 
23.26% 
(10) 

Agree 
13.95% 
(6) 

Agree 
strongly 
13.95% 
(6) 

Total 
100% 
(43) 

% 
(n) 

Disagree 
strongly 
4.55% 
(2) 

Disagree 
9.09% 
(4) 

Disagree 
slightly 
2.27% 
(1) 

Neutral 
11.36% 
(5) 

Agree 
slightly 
13.64% 
(6) 

Agree 
29.55% 
(13) 

Agree 
strongly 
29.55% 
(13) 

Total 
100% 
(44) 

"Some lesbians really are somewhat attracted to men, but they are afraid to express these 
feelings because other lesbians would not approve of them." Ho w strongly do you agree or 
disagree with this statement?b 



Table 7.2 
BISEXUALS' BELIEFS ABOUT THE PROPORTIONS OF BISEXUAL WOMEN AN D 

LESBIANS WHOSE IDENTITIES ARE TRANSITIONAL 

What proportion of women who say they are bisexual do you think will eventually realiz e 
that they are lesbian?0 

What proportion of women who say they are lesbians do you believe will eventually realiz e 
that they are actually bisexual or straight?^ 

Significance, compared to lesbians (see table 4.1): 
c. Chi-squar e =  28.09, df =  5, p = .0001; F = 27.09, df =  (1, 363), p = .0001 . 
d. Chi-squar e =  20.09, df =  5, p = .001; F = 16.04 , df =  (1, 364), p = .0001 . 
The chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the 
agree-disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 
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% 
(n) 

None 
0.0% 
(0) 

Few/ 
some 
41.46% 
(17) 

Under 
half 
31.71% 
(13) 

Half 
12.2% 
(5) 

Over 
half 
14.63% 
(6) 

Most 
0.0% 
(0) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(41) 

% 
(n) 

None 
0.0% 
(0) 

Few/ 
some 
73.81% 
(31) 

Under 
half 
16.67% 
(7) 

Half 
4.76% 
(2) 

Over 
half 
4.76% 
(2) 

Most 
0.0% 
(0) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(42) 



Table 7.3 
BISEXUAL WOMEN'S BELIEFS ABOUT BISEXUAL WOMEN'S AND LESBIANS' 

ABILITIES TO PASS AS HETEROSEXUAL 

In general, if a bisexual woman wanted to pretend that she was straight, how easy or difficul t 
do you think pretending to be straight would be?e 

In general, if a lesbian/gay woman wanted to pretend that she was straight... d o you think 
this would be easy or difficult fo r her to do?f 

Significance, compared to lesbians (see table 4.3): 
e. Chi-squar e =  9.43, df =  6, n.s. ; F = 4.71, df = (1, 367), p = .03. 
f. Chi-squar e =  2.03, df =  6, n.s.; F = 0.05, df =  (1 , 366), n.s. 
The chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the 
agree-disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 
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% 
(n) 

Very 
difficult 
2.27% 
(1) 

Relatively 
difficult 
6.82% 
(3) 

Somewhat 
difficult Neithe r 
25.0% 2.27 % 
(ID (1 ) 

Somewhat 
easy 
22.73% 
(10) 

Relatively Ver y 
easy eas y 
27.27% 13.64 % 
(12) (6 ) 

Total 
100% 
(44) 

% 
(n) 

Very 
difficult 
11.36% 
(5) 

Relatively 
difficult 
27.27% 
(12) 

Somewhat 
difficult Neithe r 
22.73% 6.82 % 
(10) (3 ) 

Somewhat 
easy 
13.64% 
(6) 

Relatively Ver y 
easy eas y 
15.91% 2.27 % 
(7) (1 ) 

Total 
100% 
(44) 



Table 7.4 
BISEXUAL WOMEN'S BELIEFS ABOUT BISEXUAL WOMEN'S AND LESBIANS' 

DESIRES TO PASS AS HETEROSEXUAL 

Imagine that it is very easy for all bisexuals to pretend that they are heterosexual. Wha t 
proportion of bisexual women do you think would want to pretend they're heterosexual ?S 

Imagine that it is very easy for all lesbians/gay women to pretend that they are heterosexual. Wha t 
proportion of lesbians/gay women do you believe would want to pretend they're heterosexual?!1 

Significance, compared to lesbians (see table 4.4): 
g. Chi-squar e =  20.68, df = 6, p = .002; F = 8.77, df = (1, 365), p = .003. 
h. Chi-squar e =  8.26 , d f = 5 , n.s.; F= 1.43 , d f =  (1, 366), n.s. 
The chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the 
agree-disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 
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% 
(n) 

None 
4.65% 
(2) 

Few/ 
some 
18.6% 
(8) 

Under 
half 
9.3% 
(4) 

Half 
23.26% 
(10) 

Over 
half 
34.88% 
(15) 

Most 
9.3% 
(4) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(43) 

% 
(n) 

None 
13.95% 
(6) 

Few/ 
some 
18.6% 
(8) 

Under 
half 
25.58% 
(11) 

Half 
25.58% 
(10 

Over 
half 
16.28% 
(7) 

Most 
0.0% 
(0) 

All 
0.0% 
(0) 

Total 
100% 
(43) 



Table 7.5 
BISEXUAL WOMEN'S BELIEFS ABOUT THE DEGREES OF PREJUDICE AND 
DISCRIMINATION EXPERIENCED BY BISEXUAL WOMEN AND LESBIANS 
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How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population agains t bisexual 
won 

% 
(n) 

ien?i 

None 

0.0% 
(0) 

Almost 
* non e 

2.33% 
(1) 

A bit 

6.98% 
(3) 

Some 

13.95% 
(6) 

Quite 
a bit 

32.56% 
(14) 

Very 
great 
deal 

41.86% 
(18) 

More 
than any 
other group 

2.33% 
(1) 

Total 

100% 
(43) 

How much prejudice do you feel there is in the general U.S. population agains t lesbians/ga y 
won 

% 
(n) 

ien?K 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

4.44% 
(2) 

22.22% 
(10) 

68.89% 
(31) 

4.44% 
(2) 

100% 
(45) 

How much discrimination d o you feel ther e is in the general U.S. population agains t bisexual 
women ?m 

% 
(n) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

4.76% 
(2) 

21.43% 
(9) 

28.57% 
(12) 

42.86% 
(18) 

2.38% 
(1) 

100% 
(42) 

How much discrimination d o you feel ther e is in the general U.S. population agains t 
lesbians/gay women? " 

% 
(n) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

0.0% 
(0) 

15.56% 
(7) 

17.78% 
(8) 

57.78% 
(26) 

8.89% 
(4) 

100% 
(45) 

Significance, compared to lesbians (see table 4.5): 
i. Chi-squar e =  21.62, df = 6, p = .001; F = 10.02 , df = (1, 366), p = .002. 
k. n.s . 
m. Chi-squar e =  28.41, d f =  6, p = .0001 ; F = 25.49, df = (1, 364), p = .0001 . 
n. n.s . 
The chi-square significance tes t is given in addition to the F-test because, strictly speaking, the 
agree-disagree scale is an ordinal, not an interval, scale. 





• NOTE S • 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Thi s organizatio n ha s sinc e bee n rename d th e "Bisexua l Networ k o f th e 
USA" or"BiNetUSA. " 

CHAPTER 1 

1. I  also collected article s an d letter s abou t bisexualit y fro m almos t two doze n 
other nationa l an d loca l lesbia n an d ga y magazines , newspapers , an d news -
letters, includin g Lesbian  Connection,  Outweek,  QW,  Genre,  Deneuve, 
Lavender Reader,  Gaybook  Magazine,  Lesbian  and  Gay  Socialist,  Open 
Hands, Lesbian  Ethics,  The  Lavender  Network,  Rites,  Gay  Community 
News, Bay  Windows,  The  Village  Voice,  San  Francisco  Bay  Times,  The 
Washington Blade,  New  York  Native,  Seattle  Gay  News,  The  Gay  News-
Telegraph, The  Guardian,  The  Empty  Closet,  Pink  Triangle,  an d Outlines. 
Because o f spac e limitations , I  cannot describ e th e treatmen t o f bisexualit y 
in al l thes e publications . I n general , th e publication s describe d represen t 
the rang e an d variet y o f treatment s o f bisexualit y foun d i n lesbia n an d 
gay publications . 

2. Subscriptio n an d othe r circulatio n informatio n wa s obtaine d fro m Kare n 
Troshynski-Thomas an d Debora h M . Burek , eds. , The  Gale  Directory  of 
Publications and  Broadcast  Media  (Detroit , MI: Gale Research, Inc. , 1994) . 

3. Debr a Chasnof f (outgoin g executive editor) , Out/Look  (Fal l 1990) . 
4. 10  Percent,  no . 6 . 
5. 10  Percent,  no . 5 . 
6. 10  Percent,  no . 2. 
7. Readers ' gender s an d biologica l sexe s are assume d o n th e basi s o f thei r first 

names an d an y pertinen t reference s mad e i n thei r letter s t o th e editor . I n 
many cases , thes e assumption s wer e confirme d wit h independen t infor -
mation. 

8. Lee , The Advocate,  no . 375. 
9. Letter s b y Kurka, Harrell , an d Griffis , The  Advocate,  no . 453. 

10. Young , The  Advocate,  no . 412. 
11. Goodkin , The  Advocate,  no . 412. 
12. The  Advocate,  no . 523 (Apri l 1989) . 
13. The  Advocate,  no . 564 . 
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14. The  Advocate,  no . 578. 
15. Kevi n Koffler , " A New Sandr a Bernhard? " The  Advocate,  no . 554. 
16. Loui s Chunovic , "Th e Worl d Turn s fo r Dac k Rambo, " The  Advocate, 

no. 595. 
17. Richar d Laermer , "Non a Hendryx , Bot h Side s Now, " The  Advocate,  no . 

596. 
18. Wit h th e exceptio n o f a  brie f clas h betwee n tw o reader s followin g th e 

Rambo article . (Chrysler , The  Advocate,  no . 598 , an d Neville , The  Advo-
cate, no . 601) . 

19. Out/Look,  no . 7  (Winte r 1990) . 
20. Letter s fro m Shaw , Zylan , Mennis , Sadowsk i i n Out/Look,  no . 8  (Sprin g 

1990). 
21. Letter s fro m Ochs , Tingwald , Higgins , anonymous , Conforti , Pearlman , 

"S.C." i n Out/Look,  no . 9 (Summe r 1990) . 
22. Stone , Out/Look,  no . 1 0 (Fal l 1990) . 
23. 10  Percent,  no . 2. 
24. Marcus , 10  Percent,  no . 5. 
25. Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 2 (Sprin g 1983) . 
26. Fay , Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 6  (Spring 1984) . 
27. Paz , Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 21 (Winte r 1988) ; Sugars, Lesbian Contra-

diction, no . 26 (Sprin g 1989) ; Dwinell, Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 27 (Sum -
mer 1989) . 

28. Pekarsky , Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 25 (Winte r 1989) . 
29. Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 25 (Winte r 1989) . 
30. Letter s b y Dashu , Murphy , Louise , Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 2 8 (Fal l 

1989). 
31. Murph y an d Weiss , Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 1 7 (Winte r 1987) . 
32. Brt , Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 1 8 (Sprin g 1987) . 
33. Anonymous , Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 1 8 (Sprin g 1987) . 
34. Dajenya , "Sisterhoo d crosse s gende r preferenc e lines, " Lesbian  Contradic-

tion, no . 2 9 (Winte r 1990) . Marily n Murphy , "Th e Gay-Straigh t Spli t Re -
visited," Lesbian  Contradiction,  no . 28 (Fal l 1989) . 

35. Jan e Litwoman , "Som e thought s o n bisexuality, " Lesbian  Contradiction, 
no. 29 (Winte r 1990) . 

36. Alen a Smith , "Head s o r Tails, " Lesbian Contradiction,  no . 44 (Fal l 1993) . 

CHAPTER 2 

1. Althoug h Benkert , wh o wrot e unde r th e pseudony m "Kertbeny, " coine d th e 
word "homosexual " i n 1869 , historians debat e th e origin s o f th e concep t o f 
a typ e o f person wh o i s sexually oriente d towar d member s o f he r o r hi s ow n 
sex. The concep t i s a t leas t a  fe w year s older ; Ulrich s name d th e "Uranian, " 
later "urning, " i n 1864 , an d Trumbac h (1977 ) argue d tha t th e 18th-centur y 
concept o f the "sodomite " a s a man who ha s a  preference fo r member s o f hi s 
own se x wa s als o a n essentialis t concep t aki n t o th e moder n concep t o f th e 
"homosexual." Se e also Bullough (1990) . 
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2. Th e debat e betwee n essentialis m an d constructionis m i s not th e sam e a s th e 
debate over whether sexua l orientatio n i s a result of biology , socialization, o r 
choice. Eve n i f ou r desire s hav e a  biologica l basis , constructionist s woul d 
argue tha t w e give meaning to thes e desires in a  cultural context . Conversely , 
even i f we becom e lesbian/ga y o r heterosexua l a s a  resul t o f lif e experiences , 
this doe s no t mea n tha t ou r lesbianism/gaynes s o r heterosexualit y canno t b e 
essential. Fo r discussio n o f essentialis m and/o r constructionis m a s applie d t o 
sexuality, se e Boswel l (1990) , Capla n (1987) , Epstei n (1987) , Foucaul t 
(1978), Har t (1984) , Kitzinge r (1987) , Richardso n (1983/84) , Rus t (1993a) , 
Trumbach (1977) , and Weeks (1986) . 

3. Othe r author s hav e writte n comprehensiv e an d detaile d account s o f th e 
history o f sexology . See , fo r example , Irvin e (1990) , Kitzinge r (1987) , an d 
Weeks (1981 , 1986) . 

4. Th e dichotomou s mode l o f sexualit y ha s bee n discusse d i n detai l b y Ros s 
(1984). Several author s hav e traced th e historical origin s an d developmen t o f 
this model , includin g Bulloug h an d Bulloug h (1977) , DeCecc o an d Shivel y 
(1983/84), Foucaul t (1979) , Hoffma n (1983/84) , Pau l (1985) , an d Richard -
son (1983/84) . I n he r ow n revie w o f th e literature , Richardso n cite s th e 
historical treatment s o f Mcintos h (1968) , Plumme r (1975 , 1981a , 1981b) , 
and Weeks (1981 , 1982) . 

5. Th e Kinsey  e t al . data ar e the sourc e o f th e oft-quoted figure,  "te n percen t o f 
the population i s gay." The ten-percent figure was not reported in the origina l 
1948 an d 195 3 volumes ; i t resulted fro m a  later calculation . Peopl e wh o us e 
the ten-percen t figure  shoul d kee p i n min d tha t Kinse y e t al . studie d eroti c 
experiences an d responsiveness , no t identity . Man y peopl e engag e i n homo -
sexual se x withou t considerin g themselve s homosexual . Th e ten-percen t fig-
ure i s ofte n use d t o impres s heterosexual s wit h th e siz e o f th e ga y constitu -
ency, bu t i n trut h th e figure  tell s u s nothin g abou t th e percentag e o f peopl e 
who conside r themselve s gay , no r abou t th e percentag e o f peopl e wh o ar e 
politically aligne d with th e gay movement . 

6. Sex  Life  of  the  American  Woman  and  the  Kinsey  Report,  edite d b y Alber t 
Ellis, was listed unde r "lesbianism " i n 1954 ; otherwise, "lesbianism " di d no t 
appear i n the Sociologica l Abstract s a s a  separate heading unti l 1968 . 

7. Thes e figures  refe r t o article s liste d unde r th e indicate d heading s only ; ther e 
were additiona l article s durin g thes e year s whos e abstract s include d th e 
words "homosexual " o r "lesbian " bu t whic h wer e no t liste d unde r thes e 
headings. 

8. Fo r example , thi s suggestio n wa s mad e b y Blumstei n an d Schwart z (1977b) , 
Kaplan an d Roger s (1984) , Money (1987) , Ross (1984) , and Zini k (1985) . 

CHAPTER 3 

1. Mor e accurately , representativ e samplin g method s guarante e tha t eac h mem -
ber of a  population ha s a  known  chanc e of being selected. For man y reasons , 
researchers sometime s choos e t o giv e certai n member s o f a  populatio n a 
greater chance of bein g selected than others . 
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2. Th e self-administere d questionnair e wa s base d o n th e result s o f preliminar y 
pilot an d pre-tes t studies . I  bega n th e researc h wit h a  pilo t stud y o f nin e 
unstructured face-to-fac e interview s wit h self-identifie d lesbia n an d bisexua l 
women. Th e purpos e o f th e pilo t stud y wa s t o find  ou t wha t issue s wer e 
important t o lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n an d wha t th e range s o f opinio n 
on thes e issue s were . A  roug h draf t o f th e questionnair e i n partiall y self -
administered for m wa s writte n base d o n thes e interviews , an d th e question -
naire was pre-tested durin g face-to-face interview s with 26 more women. Th e 
questionnaire wa s the n converte d t o a n entirel y self-administere d instrumen t 
and pre-teste d o n a  ne w sampl e o f 1 0 women . Si x traine d lesbia n an d 
bisexual femal e interviewer s an d I  conducte d th e interview s durin g th e first 
pre-test, an d comment s fro m thes e interviewer s an d fro m th e wome n wh o 
participated i n th e secon d pre-tes t wer e solicite d an d use d t o revis e th e 
questionnaire onc e more . 

3. I n socia l psychology , "self-identity " i s th e wa y a  perso n perceive s herself . 
Presented identit y i s th e wa y sh e present s hersel f t o others , an d perceive d 
identity i s how other s perceiv e her . Man y o f u s thin k o f ourselve s on e way , 
but sometime s presen t ourselve s differentl y t o differen t peopl e dependin g o n 
how comfortabl e w e ar e wit h the m an d ho w muc h w e wan t t o revea l abou t 
our sexuality . Fo r th e purpos e o f thi s study , i t wa s importan t t o kno w ho w 
women perceive d themselves,  withou t th e filters  the y migh t us e fo r othe r 
people. I f I  ha d aske d simply , "Ar e yo u a  lesbian , o r bisexual , o r . . . " I 
might hav e gotte n answer s tha t reflecte d presente d o r perceive d identity , 
rather tha n self-identity . 

4. I n othe r publication s base d o n thi s study , I  hav e include d a s lesbian s som e 
respondents wh o initiall y hesitate d t o identify themselve s a s lesbians, but di d 
so when aske d a  second time . Hence, the sample size varies slightly fro m tha t 
reported elsewhere . 

5. Tabl e 3 2 "Residen t populatio n b y race , 1990, " i n Statistical  Abstract  of  the 
United States  1993,  produce d b y th e U.S . Department o f Commerc e Burea u 
of the Census . 

6. Respondents ' feeling s o f sexua l attractio n wer e measure d b y askin g respon -
dents t o plac e themselve s o n a  singl e 11—poin t scal e rangin g fro m "100 % 
sexually attracte d t o women/0% attracte d t o men" through "0 % attracted t o 
women/100% attracte d t o men. " Th e us e o f a  singl e bipola r scal e wa s no t 
meant t o impl y tha t homosexua l an d heterosexua l feeling s ar e opposit e o r 
contrary experiences , nor that gender is the sole criterion o f sexua l attraction , 
nor that respondent s d o not differ o n other dimension s of sexua l feeling , suc h 
as libido strength. Ideally , gender-directed sexua l feelings shoul d be measured 
with separat e scale s representin g homosexua l an d heterosexua l feeling s a s 
suggested b y Shively and DeCecco (1977) , and by separate scales representin g 
past, present , an d idea l feeling s a s suggeste d b y Klein , Sepekoff , an d Wol f 
(1985). However , I  wa s primaril y intereste d i n participants ' feeling s a t th e 
time o f th e survey , an d give n constraint s o n questionnair e length , I  judge d 
the singl e scal e sufficien t fo r th e purpose s o f th e curren t research . Thi s 
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compromise wa s mad e wit h respec t t o th e measuremen t o f sexua l feeling s 
only; participants ' pas t an d presen t sexua l an d romanti c behavior s wer e 
assessed mor e extensively . 

7. On e migh t expec t tha t wome n wit h mor e "radical " lesbia n identitie s (e.g. , 
Dyke or Lesbian as opposed to Gay or Homosexual) would be more exclusiv e 
in thei r attraction s t o women . Thi s wa s no t th e case ; ther e wer e n o differ -
ences i n th e degre e o f heterosexua l attractio n expresse d b y Lesbians , Dykes , 
Gay women, an d Homosexua l women . 

8. Man y lesbian s who had neve r identified themselve s as bisexual had wondere d 
if the y wer e bisexual . Fo r a  detaile d discussio n o f th e identit y historie s an d 
coming ou t experience s o f th e lesbia n an d bisexua l wome n i n thi s study , 
including th e age s a t whic h the y experience d variou s mileston e events , se e 
Rust (1993a) . 

CHAPTER 4 

1. Throughou t thi s book , al l respondents ' name s ar e pseudonyms . Whe n a 
respondent i s quoted mor e than once , the same pseudonym i s used each time . 

2. Lesbian s wh o define d bisexualit y i n term s o f feeling s wer e 20 % mor e likel y 
than lesbian s wh o define d i t i n term s o f behavio r t o answe r th e questio n 
"What i s your opinio n abou t bisexuality? " b y statin g explicitl y tha t bisexu -
ality exists . 

3. Becaus e the magnitudes o f th e increments i n this seven-point scal e are neithe r 
known no r quantifiable , subtractin g on e scor e fro m th e othe r produce s a 
rough estimat e o f th e degre e of differenc e perceived , no t a n exac t measur e o f 
this degree . 

CHAPTER 5 

1. Becaus e respondents ' definition s o f bisexualit y an d conceptualization s o f 
sexuality wer e inferre d fro m thei r answer s t o th e questio n "Wha t i s you r 
opinion o f bisexuality? " an d inferenc e wa s no t possibl e i n al l cases , th e 
number o f Lesbian s o f Colo r o n whic h thes e findings  ar e base d i s onl y 15 . 
The finding  tha t ther e ar e n o racia l difference s is , therefore , suggestiv e a t 
best. Finding s abou t th e prevalenc e o f differen t conception s o f sexualit y 
among lesbians ar e not presented becaus e of spac e limitations . The intereste d 
reader i s referred t o Rus t (1992a) . 

2. I n additio n t o comparin g th e attitude s o f lesbian s o f differen t chronologica l 
ages, I  compare d th e attitude s o f lesbian s wh o cam e ou t durin g differen t 
historical periods , regardles s o f thei r ag e a t th e tim e the y cam e out . N o 
differences i n attitude s wer e found . Thi s finding  suggest s tha t lesbians ' atti -
tudes reflec t th e historical circumstance s tha t existe d a t the time most o f thei r 
age peer s cam e out , rathe r tha n th e historica l circumstance s tha t existe d a t 
the tim e the y themselve s cam e out . Thi s migh t b e explained b y th e fac t tha t 
most women , whe n the y begi n t o com e out , see k lesbian s o f thei r ow n ag e 
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for support . The y therefor e lear n th e attitude s an d definition s tha t ar e perti -
nent t o lesbian s o f thei r ow n ag e cohort , eve n thoug h th e historica l circum -
stances tha t wer e originall y responsibl e fo r th e formatio n o f thes e attitude s 
and definitions hav e since changed, and even though younger lesbians comin g 
out a t the same time might be learning very different attitude s and definitions . 

3. Ther e i s n o evidenc e tha t th e differenc e i n belief s abou t th e existenc e o f 
bisexuality stem s fro m a  differenc e i n th e wa y lesbian s wit h varyin g degree s 
of heterosexua l attractio n defin e bisexuality . Lesbian s wit h varyin g degree s 
of heterosexua l attractio n ar e equall y likel y t o defin e bisexualit y i n term s o f 
attractions a s opposed t o behaviors . 

CHAPTER 6 

1. Th e phras e "Pin k an d Blu e Herring " combine s tw o subcultura l symbols . 
"Pink an d blue " refer s t o th e color s i n a  popula r "bisexua l pride " butto n 
that display s overlappin g pin k an d blu e triangles . Th e are a o f overla p i s 
lavender, th e colo r tha t symbolize s th e "Lesbia n an d Gay " movement . 
"Herring" i s taken fro m "lavende r herring, " a  term tha t wa s applie d t o th e 
lesbian issu e within th e feminis t movemen t i n 197 0 t o indicate tha t i t was a 
trivial issu e tha t woul d distrac t feminist s fro m th e rea l issue s (Radicalesbi -
ans 1970) . Marott a (1981:236n ) attribute d th e phras e "lavende r herring " 
to Susa n Brownmiller , wh o referre d t o lesbian s a s " a lavende r herring, 
perhaps, bu t surel y n o clea r an d presen t danger " i n "Sisterhoo d i s Power -
ful!" New  York  Times  Magazine,  Marc h 15 , 1970, p. 140 . 

2. Thi s story , whic h assume s th e perspectiv e o f lesbian s withi n th e feminis t 
movement, i s tol d i n greate r detai l b y man y author s includin g Abbot t an d 
Love (1971 , 1972) , Adam (1987) , Brown (1976) , Dixon (1988) , Goodma n 
et al . (1983) , an d Penelop e (1984/1991) . Se e als o Weit z (1984) , wh o use s 
the Daughter s o f Biliti s publicatio n The  Ladder  t o tel l th e stor y o f th e 
growth o f lesbia n feminis m fro m a  different perspective . 

3. I  use the term "Black " instea d o f "African-American " her e because i t is the 
term thes e activist s chos e t o us e themselves , an d becaus e i t reflect s th e 
politics o f th e tim e period . Th e ter m i s no t synonymou s wit h African -
American, eithe r politicall y o r demographically . 

4. Thes e work s includ e Ada m (1987) , Can t an d Hemming s (1988) , Echol s 
(1984), Faderma n (1991) , Goodma n e t al . (1983) , Kin g (1986) , an d Ma -
rotta (1981) . I n thi s chapter , I  use th e ter m "lesbia n feminism " broadl y t o 
refer t o al l these strain s o f though t collectively , i.e. , to identify an y ideolog y 
that include s bot h lesbia n an d feminis t elements , o r an y feminis t argumen t 
made o n behal f o f o r b y lesbians . Thi s i s simila r t o th e post-mid-1970 s 
meaning o f th e term a s described b y Hess et al. (1981/1991) . 

5. Th e grou p adopte d th e nam e Radicalesbian s afte r th e presentatio n o f "Th e 
Woman-Identified Woman " (Abbot t an d Lov e 1972 ) bu t th e pape r i s usu -
ally attribute d t o th e Radicalesbian s an d sometime s erroneousl y t o Rit a 
Mae Brown individually . 
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6. Se e also Abbott an d Lov e (1971) . 
7. Se e also Goodman e t al . (1983) . 
8. Se e als o Berson' s 197 2 essa y articulatin g Th e Furies ' ideology . Fo r a n 

articulation o f th e Leeds Revolutionary Feminis t Group' s position , se e thei r 
essay "Politica l lesbianism : Th e cas e agains t heterosexuality " i n Love  Your 
Enemyf I n thi s essay , they wrot e "Th e heterosexua l coupl e i s the basic uni t 
of th e politica l structur e o f mal e supremacy . I n i t eac h individua l woma n 
comes unde r th e contro l o f a n individua l man " (Leed s 1979/1981:6) . A 
more recen t statemen t o f th e argumen t tha t heterosexualit y i s a  politica l 
institution i s Rich' s "Compulsor y heterosexualit y an d lesbia n existence " 
(1980/1983). Compar e t o Jones' analysi s o f marriag e a s a n institutio n tha t 
oppresses an d divide s women (1970 ) an d Millett' s analysi s o f the politics of 
"patriarchal marriage " (1970) . 

9. Lillia n Faderman , wh o characterize d lesbia n feminist s a s hopin g tha t the y 
will chang e th e socia l structur e throug h havin g persona l relationship s wit h 
women (1981) , observed tha t th e seeds of thi s idea appeare d i n The  Ladder 
before th e adven t o f moder n lesbia n feminism . Commentin g o n Bett y Frie -
dan's The  Feminine  Mystique,  a n autho r i n The  Ladder  wrot e tha t the boo k 
suggested tha t lesbianis m permit s "a n escap e fro m bein g cas t int o a  socia l 
stereotype whic h degrade s thei r individualit y an d limit s thei r activit y t o th e 
point wher e i t ma y begi n t o mak e a n impac t o n th e worl d outsid e th e 
home" (Faderma n 1981:381 , quote d fro m a  "Revie w o f The  Feminine 
Mystique/* i n The  Ladder,  vol . 7 , no. 6 , p. 9, March 1963) . 

10. Quote d i n Adam (1987:89) . 
11. Atkinson' s ow n attitude s illustrat e thi s change . I n a  speec h give n i n Febru -

ary 1969 , Atkinson said , "Th e lesbia n solutio n t o th e problem o f women i s 
to evad e it , tha t is , to op t fo r a n apolitica l solution . Feminis m is , of course , 
a political position" (1969/1974:25) . 

12. Els a Gidlow, "Lesbianis m a s a liberating force," Heresies:  A  Feminist  Publi-
cation on  Art  and  Politics,  vol . 1 , no. 2 , pp. 94-9 5 (Ma y 1977) , quoted i n 
Faderman (1981:385) . 

13. Faderma n foun d thi s argumen t i n The  Ladder  a s early a s 1965 . She quote d 
a lette r fro m pp . 25-26 o f The  Ladder,  vol . 9 , no. 9  (Jun e 1965) , in whic h 
a reade r commente d tha t man y wome n woul d "lik e t o find  th e kin d o f 
emotional satisfactio n tha t i s possibl e onl y o n a  sustaine d basi s betwee n 
equal partners " bu t tha t "[i] n today' s worl d thi s kind o f lif e i s open onl y t o 
the lesbian" (1981:381) . Johnston (1973 ) an d Abbot t an d Lov e (1971 ) als o 
characterized lesbia n relationship s a s egalitarian . 

14. Loi s Hart , remark s mad e o n WBA I radi o progra m "Womankind, " quote d 
by Marott a (1981:233-234 ) wh o cite s pp . 350-35 1 o f a  transcrip t o f th e 
program tha t appear s i n Lesli e B. Tanner, Voices  from Women's  Liberation 
(New York : Ne w American Library , 1970) , pp. 349-361 . 

15. "Reader s respond, " The  Ladder,  no . 13 , p. 4 3 (April-Ma y 1969) , quote d 
in Marott a (1981:233) . Se e als o Weit z (1984 ) fo r documentatio n o f th e 
emergence o f feminis t an d lesbia n feminis t idea s in The  Ladder. 
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16. Shelley' s invitatio n t o lesbian s t o b e prou d o f thei r lesbianis m shoul d b e 
compared t o th e sentimen t expresse d b y the staf f o f Purple  September,  wh o 
wrote, "sinc e we ourselves reject the straight norm we are able to experienc e 
our lesbianis m a s a  (relative ) give n tha t integrate s ou r feminis m wit h ou r 
personal experience " (1975:83) . In this sentence, the authors manag e to pa t 
themselves o n th e bac k fo r th e feminis m o f thei r lifestyl e withou t assertin g 
that the y chos e thi s lifestyle . The y d o thi s b y congratulating themselve s fo r 
rejecting th e straigh t norm , no t fo r choosin g lesbianism . Thei r rejectio n o f 
the straigh t nor m allow s the m t o appreciat e th e compatibilit y o f thei r 
lesbian lifestyle , which the y did not choose , with thei r feminism . 

17. Fry e cite d Hoaglan d a s a  sourc e o f th e ide a tha t th e categor y lesbia n doe s 
not exis t i n phallocratic conceptua l schemes . Hoagland ha d argue d tha t th e 
lesbian exist s outsid e a  realit y tha t doe s no t includ e her , an d tha t sh e i s 
therefore fre e fro m th e constraint s o f thi s realit y an d ha s "acces s t o knowl -
edge whic h i s inaccessible t o thos e whos e existenc e is  countenanced b y th e 
system" (Hoaglan d 1978 , cited by Frye 1983c : 152-153). 

18. Se e als o Marott a (1981 ) an d Faderma n fo r a  discussio n o f th e proces s b y 
which lesbianis m "cam e t o b e regarde d a s th e quintessenc e o f feminism " 
(1991:206). 

19. Th e succes s o f thi s transformatio n i s demonstrate d b y a  quot e fro m a 
heterosexual woma n approximatel y on e decad e later . Apparentl y obliviou s 
to th e debate s tha t occurre d i n th e earl y 1970 s ove r th e feminis t privatiza -
tion o f lesbianism , Angel a Hambli n wrot e tha t heterosexua l feminist s hav e 
to "grappl e with mal e definitions , mal e assumptions an d mal e power i n on e 
of th e mos t intimat e area s o f ou r lives " an d tha t "ove r th e pas t decad e a n 
increasing numbe r o f feminis t wome n hav e bee n involve d i n transformin g 
the basi s upo n whic h w e ar e prepare d t o shar e ou r sexualit y wit h men . I t 
has been , fo r th e mos t part , a  ver y privat e struggl e which , despit e th e 
support whic h man y individua l wome n hav e give n eac h other , ha s no t a s 
yet bee n validate d b y th e women' s liberatio n movemen t a s a  whole. " Sh e 
felt tha t heterosexua l feminist s wer e "throw n bac k int o definin g ou r rela -
tionships with me n a s belonging to the 'personal ' spher e of ou r lives , cut of f 
from ou r 'political ' concerns, " exactl y th e sam e complain t voice d b y lesbi -
ans a  decade earlie r (1983:105) . 

20. O n thi s point , th e Leed s Revolutionar y Feminis t Grou p an d th e Gorgon s 
agreed with Th e Furies . The Leeds group wrote tha t women i n heterosexua l 
couples hel p suppor t mal e supremac y b y strengthenin g it s foundation , an d 
analogized heterosexua l feminist s t o resistor s i n Nazi-occupied Europ e wh o 
blow u p bridge s i n th e daytim e an d the n repai r the m a t nigh t (1979/1981) . 
In othe r words , heterosexua l feminist s undermin e thei r ow n feminis t work . 
The Gorgons argue d tha t heterosexua l wome n "collaborat e with patriarch y 
by puttin g tim e an d energ y int o men " (1978/1991:395) . Alice , Gordon , 
Debbie, an d Mary , whos e essay  appeare d i n th e sam e lesbia n separatis t 
anthology a s the Gorgons' , were less condemnatory bu t equally exclusive of 
heterosexual women : "Whil e w e d o no t se e straight wome n a s our oppres -
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sors o r a s ou r enemy , thei r interest s ar e ofte n opposit e t o ours , and , a s th e 
agents o f men , thei r behavio r i s sometime s oppressiv e t o us . Therefore , 
our primar y wor k an d grou p association s wil l b e wit h othe r lesbians " 
(1973/1991a:33). 

The Leed s grou p als o agree d wit h Solomo n tha t heterosexua l wome n 
drain lesbians ' feminis t energ y b y divertin g i t t o need s create d b y thei r 
heterosexual relationships . 

21. Th e transformatio n o f th e meanin g o f th e phrase "th e persona l i s political" 
is explore d b y Echol s (1984) , wh o point s ou t tha t th e phrase' s origina l 
descriptive meanin g evolve d int o a  prescriptive meaning . I n fact , th e phras e 
underwent man y transformations . Th e argument s presente d i n thi s chapte r 
alone illustrat e th e followin g meanings : Th e persona l reflect s th e politica l 
status qu o (wit h th e implicatio n tha t th e persona l shoul d b e examine d t o 
provide insigh t int o th e political) ; th e persona l serve s th e politica l statu s 
quo; on e ca n mak e persona l choice s i n respons e t o o r protes t agains t th e 
political statu s quo ; one' s persona l lif e influence s one' s persona l politic s o r 
determines th e limit s o f one' s understandin g o f th e politica l statu s quo ; th e 
personal i s a personal politica l statement ; persona l choice s can influence th e 
political statu s quo ; one' s persona l choice s revea l o r reflec t one' s persona l 
politics; on e shoul d mak e persona l choice s tha t ar e consisten t wit h one' s 
personal politics ; persona l lif e an d persona l politic s ar e indistinguishable ; 
personal lif e an d persona l politic s ar e unrelated . Th e transformatio n o f th e 
relationship betwee n th e personal an d th e political i s partially illustrate d b y 
the histor y o f th e phrase , "Feminis m i s th e theory , lesbianis m i s th e prac -
tice," recounted b y King (1986) . 

22. Compar e Dixon' s opinio n tha t lesbianis m an d feminis m ar e synonymous b y 
definition t o th e opinio n expresse d b y Shelley , wh o perceive d a  causa l 
relationship i n whic h Lesbianis m allowe d o r encourage d a  woma n t o be -
come feminist , " I have met many, many feminist s wh o were not Lesbians — 
but I  hav e neve r me t a  Lesbia n wh o wa s no t a  feminis t . . . . Lesbians , 
because they ar e not afrai d o f being abandoned b y men, are less reluctant t o 
express hostility toward th e male class" (1969/1970:345-6) . 

23. Similarly , Mar y Dal y (1978 ) distinguishe d betwee n "lesbians, " wh o ar e 
woman-identified, an d "ga y women," wh o relate to women sexuall y bu t ar e 
male-identified an d collaborat e wit h ga y men . 

24. Thes e include letters written t o the Leeds feminists themselves , to Wires,  th e 
internal nationa l newslette r o f th e women' s liberatio n movemen t i n whic h 
the "Politica l lesbianism " essa y had bee n published originally , an d t o Only -
women Press , whic h publishe d Love  Your  Enemy?,  a s wel l a s statement s 
from th e members o f Onlywome n Press . 

25. Se e als o Koed t (1971/1973 ) an d Ferguso n (1981) , neithe r o f who m wer e 
responding directl y t o th e Leeds ' "Politica l lesbianism " paper , fo r mor e 
extensive argument s criticizin g th e ide a tha t wome n ca n undermin e mal e 
supremacy simpl y b y having se x with wome n instea d o f men . Fo r example , 
pointing ou t tha t i t i s a  persona l solutio n t o a  politica l problem , Koed t 
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argued tha t th e mora l imperativ e t o b e a  lesbia n wa s a  perversio n o f th e 
phrase "th e persona l i s political" an d tha t advocatin g exclusiv e heterosexu -
ality i s antithetica l t o th e lesbia n an d ga y movement' s origina l argumen t 
that wit h who m on e sleeps does not matter . 

26. Politica l lesbianis m me t with th e approval o f man y lesbian feminist s outsid e 
the Leed s Revolutionar y Feminis t Group . Fo r example , Atkinso n wrote , 
"There ar e wome n i n th e Movemen t wh o engag e i n sexua l relation s wit h 
other women, bu t who ar e married t o men; these women ar e not lesbians in 
the politica l sense . Thes e wome n clai m th e righ t t o privat e lives ; the y ar e 
collaborators. Ther e ar e othe r wome n wh o hav e neve r ha d sexua l relation s 
with othe r women , bu t wh o hav e mad e an d liv e a  total commitmen t t o thi s 
Movement; thes e wome n ar e lesbian s i n th e politica l sense " (1972 / 
1973:12). Emphasizing th e importance o f politic s ove r sexua l behavior , sh e 
declared a t th e openin g o f th e ne w headquarter s o f DOB-Ne w Yor k tha t 
"I'm enormousl y les s interested i n who m yo u slee p wit h tha n I  am i n wit h 
whom you'r e prepare d t o die " (quote d i n Marott a 1981:262) . Julia Penel -
ope agreed wit h Atkinso n tha t rea l allie s were define d b y their political , no t 
their sexual , loyalties , bu t argue d tha t "[u]nfortunately , w e frequentl y 
choose what  we'r e willing to di e for o n th e basi s of who  w e sleep with, an d 
that's th e 'grai n o f truth ' tha t make s th e reductio n t o 'sexua l preference ' 
sound plausible" (Penelop e 1984/1991:527) . 

27. Th e woma n wa s a n interviewe e quote d o n p . 14 0 o f Angel a Stewart-Par k 
and Jule s Cassidy , We're  Here:  Conversations  with  Lesbian  Women  (Lon -
don: Quarte t Books , 1977) . 

28. Echol s tied th e reconciliation betwee n heterosexua l an d lesbia n feminist s t o 
the ris e o f cultura l feminism , whic h package d femal e separatis m i n a  for m 
that coul d appea l t o a  broade r (read : heterosexual ) audience . Sh e als o 
pointed ou t tha t th e reconciliatio n wa s superficia l becaus e heterosexua l 
women's feminis m wa s stil l perceived a s inferior. Heterosexua l wome n wer e 
no longer perceived a s traitors, but i n exchange they had bee n given the rol e 
of victim (Echol s 1984) . 

29. A s earl y a s 1972 , Abbot t an d Lov e describe d "Lesbians ' "  warines s o f 
"Political Lesbians. " Se e Ga y Revolutio n Part y Women' s Caucu s (1971 / 
1972) fo r a  discussio n o f feminis t realesbians ' mora l an d politica l concern s 
about politicalesbianism . Th e Caucu s argue d tha t politicalesbian s shoul d 
become realesbians b y having sex with women bu t that politicalesbians wh o 
seek se x wit h realesbian s la y a  "mal e trip " o n realesbian s b y sexuall y 
objectifying them . Therefore , politicalesbian s shoul d brin g eac h othe r out . 
Snitow, Stansell , and Thompson (1983 ) discusse d the fact tha t the advent of 
the desexualized , o r political , lesbia n seeme d t o eras e th e difference s be -
tween heterosexua l an d lesbia n feminists , bu t tha t i n realit y i t merel y sup -
pressed rathe r tha n eliminate d th e tensions tha t existed betwee n them . 

30. Th e member s o f th e Gutte r Dyk e Collectiv e foun d "celibat e straigh t 
women" burdensom e eve n whe n the y di d acknowledg e th e difficultie s rea l 
lesbians had t o face . I n thei r experience , heterosexual wome n wh o chos e t o 
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be celibat e fo r feminis t reason s an d accepte d "th e fac t tha t tru e feminis m 
should ultimatel y lea d t o lesbianism " (1973/1991:28 ) tende d t o vie w rea l 
lesbians a s mor e perfec t tha n themselves . Thi s impose d th e burde n o f re -
sponsibility o n th e lesbia n an d allowe d celibat e heterosexua l wome n t o us e 
lesbians a s confessor s fo r th e purpos e o f unburdenin g themselve s o f thei r 
own failing s a s feminists . 

31. Thi s proces s ha s bee n constructe d b y historian s o f lesbianis m a s a  proces s 
of "desexualization, " bu t Ric h offere d a n alternativ e construction . Sh e ar -
gued tha t lesbian s wer e discoverin g "th e eroti c i n femal e terms : a s tha t 
which i s unconfine d t o an y singl e par t o f th e bod y o r solel y t o th e bod y 
itself, a s a n energ y no t onl y diffus e but , a s Audr e Lord e ha s describe d it , 
omnipresent" (Ric h 1980/1983:193 , citin g Lord e 1979) . I n othe r words , i t 
is no t a  proces s o f desexualization , bu t a  proces s o f th e demasculinizatio n 
of sexuality . Se e Richardson (1992 ) fo r a  critiqu e o f th e languag e o f "sex " 
as male-define d an d a n analysi s o f th e 1970 s "desexualization " o f th e 
lesbian within feminis t discours e an d o f th e "resexualization " o f the lesbia n 
in the 1980s . 

32. Se e Vicinus (1992 ) fo r a  discussio n o f th e problems o f constructin g lesbia n 
history base d o n moder n concept s o f th e lesbian . See Ferguson (1981 ) fo r a 
critique o f effort s t o creat e a  transhistorica l definitio n o f lesbianis m a s 
ignoring the historical specificit y o f modern lesbia n consciousness . 

33. Vicinu s (1982:147-148 ) cite s Coo k (1977:48 ) a s th e sourc e o f th e quote , 
"Women wh o love women, who choos e women t o nurture an d suppor t an d 
to creat e a  livin g environmen t i n whic h t o wor k creativel y an d indepen -
dently ar e lesbians. " 

34. Stron g women i n histor y coul d als o b e claimed a s lesbian ancestor s eve n i n 
spite of evidence of heterosexual behavior , which coul d alway s be explaine d 
away a s th e resul t o f th e socia l constraint s o f th e tim e o r dismisse d a s 
irrelevant t o th e definitio n o f lesbianism . A n exampl e o f thi s i s Rich (1980 / 
1983), wh o refer s t o th e "doubl e life " o f ancestra l lesbians , b y whic h sh e 
means the fac t tha t the y (also ) had heterosexua l relationships . 

A mor e recen t exampl e o f th e reconstructio n o f wome n t o creat e les -
bian ancestor s vi a th e dismissa l o f contrar y evidenc e i s th e stor y o f Kat e 
Millet. A n articl e i n Time  magazin e o n Dec . 8 , 1970 , reporte d statement s 
Millet had mad e regarding her own sexuality . In subsequent retelling s of th e 
story, Millet t i s sometimes reporte d a s havin g reveale d he r bisexuality , an d 
othertimes reporte d a s having revealed he r lesbianism . Se e Abbott an d Lov e 
(1972) fo r a n accoun t o f the actual events . 

35. "Gen e Damon " als o claime d spinster s a s th e ancestor s o f th e moder n les -
bian. Sh e argue d tha t "I n thi s sam e male-oriente d society , wit h it s doubl e 
standards wavin g proudl y i n ever y arena , w e stil l 'accept ' th e erroneou s 
premise tha t ther e ar e million s o f wome n wh o hav e n o sexua l interest s i n 
life. Thes e ar e th e wome n wh o mak e u p ou r vas t se a o f lifelon g spinster s 
whose outward mannerism s and behavio r quit e rightly lead to the erroneou s 
assumption tha t the y ar e 'sexless ' beings . Mos t o f th e leader s o f th e DO B 
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agree tha t countles s hundred s o f thousand s o f wome n wh o ca n neve r con -
form t o Kinse y statistics , ar e still , whethe r expresse d o r not , Lesbians . 
We ar e als o quic k t o agre e tha t mos t o f thes e women , face d wit h thi s 
announcement, woul d di e o f shoc k o n th e spot " (1970:337) . I n othe r 
words, these spinster s ar e the ancestor s o f th e modern Lesbia n eve n thoug h 
they migh t neve r hav e ha d lesbia n sex , an d eve n thoug h the y woul d hav e 
been shocke d a t th e thought . Thei r apparen t sexlessnes s wa s a  resul t o f th e 
male-oriented societ y i n whic h the y lived ; the y were , regardles s o f th e lac k 
of evidence , "really " lesbians . Here , "Damon " i s arguin g tha t t o b e a n 
ancestor o f th e moder n lesbian , a  woma n nee d no t onl y no t hav e ha d 
lesbian sex ; she also need no t eve n be aware o f he r feeling s fo r women . Th e 
lesbian i s a n essential , historica l creatur e wh o existe d eve n thoug h sh e di d 
not kno w sh e existed ; th e tas k fo r th e moder n lesbia n i s merel y t o loo k 
back a t histor y t o find  her . "Gen e Damon " i s a n alia s o f Barbar a Grie r 
(Weitz 1984) . 

36. Fo r additiona l discussio n o f nineteenth-centur y romanti c friendship s an d 
their constructio n a s th e predecessor s o f moder n lesbia n relationships , se e 
Smith-Rosenberg (1975 ) an d Jeffreys (1985) . 

37. I t wa s thi s "fundamenta l departure " fro m origina l lesbia n feminis t princi -
ples tha t motivate d Alic e Echol s t o distinguis h th e ne w philosoph y b y 
renaming i t "cultura l feminism " (Echol s 1984) . The transformation o f radi -
cal feminis m int o cultura l feminis m i s illustrate d i n th e persona l stor y o f 
Liza Cowan . I n a n essa y written i n 1978 , she explained tha t "[w]he n I  firs t 
became a  feminist , I  rejected th e notio n tha t ther e was an y basi c differenc e 
between me n an d women " (1978/1991:223) . Bu t later , sh e came t o believ e 
that th e notio n o f "humanism " kep t me n i n contro l an d tha t me n wer e 
responsible fo r th e creatio n o f pollution , racism , an d othe r evil s tha t ha d 
developed durin g thei r domination . 

38. Se e Echol s (1983 , 1984 ) fo r a  discussio n o f th e transformatio n o f feminis t 
thinking abou t gende r with th e ris e of cultura l feminis m an d th e difference s 
between radica l feminis m an d cultura l feminism , particularl y th e difference s 
in th e way s i n whic h radica l feminist s an d cultura l feminist s though t abou t 
sexuality an d th e relationship betwee n sexua l liberatio n an d women' s liber -
ation. 

39. Se e als o Kat z (1983 ) fo r a  discussio n o f th e us e o f th e concep t o f innat e 
differences betwee n me n and women b y feminists o f the early 1900s . 

40. Se e Faderma n (1991 ) fo r a  discussio n o f th e conflic t betwee n lesbia n cul -
tural feminist s an d lesbian sex  radicals. See Richardson (1992 ) fo r documen -
tation o f the growth o f lesbian se x culture . 

41. Th e contras t betwee n pleasur e an d dange r i s take n fro m th e titl e o f th e 
book Pleasure  and  Danger:  Exploring  Female  Sexuality,  Carol e S . Vance , 
ed. (Ne w York : William Morrow an d Company , 1984) . 

42. Fo r othe r discussion s o f th e rol e o f gende r i n variou s feminist , lesbian , an d 
gay ideologies , se e Ada m (1987) , Echol s (1984) , Evan s (1993) , Faderma n 
(1991), and Seidma n (1993) . 
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43. Shelle y wrote , "Mayb e afte r th e revolution , peopl e wil l be able to lov e eac h 
other regardles s o f ski n color , ethni c origin , occupation , o r typ e of genitals . 
But i f that' s goin g t o happen , i t wil l onl y happe n becaus e w e mak e i t 
happen—starting righ t now" (1969/1970:348) . 

44. Som e theorists, including Johnston an d Brown who ar e cited in the text, di d 
not refe r t o a  "bisexua l potential " pe r se , bu t rathe r t o a  homosexua l o r 
lesbian potentia l tha t exist s in al l women, including those whose behavior i s 
heterosexual. Thei r argument s wer e simila r t o thos e o f lesbian s wh o di d 
posit a  bisexua l potential . Fo r example , Abbot t an d Lov e invoke d Simon e 
de Beauvoi r t o argu e tha t "al l wome n ar e naturall y homosexual " (Abbot t 
and Lov e 1971:609 , quotin g fro m Simon e d e Beauvoir , The  Second  Sex, 
New York : Banta m Books , 1961 : 382). 

45. Thi s ide a wa s pu t fort h ver y earl y i n th e formatio n o f lesbia n feminis t 
ideology b y th e Radicalesbians , wh o wrot e i n th e firs t paragrap h o f "Th e 
Woman-Identified Woman " tha t th e lesbia n "ma y no t b e fully consciou s o f 
the political implications o f what fo r he r began a s personal necessity , but o n 
some leve l sh e ha s no t bee n abl e t o accep t th e limitation s an d oppressio n 
laid o n he r b y th e mos t basi c rol e o f he r society—th e femal e role " 
(1970:49). 

46. Statemen t mad e on "Womankind, " quote d i n Marotta (1981:233) . 
47. Marott a describe d th e Redstocking s an d Th e Feminist s a s cultura l radicals , 

and th e New Yor k Radica l Women an d WITCH a s interested i n a  combina -
tion o f revolutionar y an d radica l ideologie s (1981) . WITC H an d th e Re -
dstockings were offshoots o f New Yor k Radica l Women, an d The Feminist s 
was an offshoo t o f NOW . 

48. A s note d b y Marott a (1981 ) an d Ada m (1987) , th e consciousnes s raisin g 
group i s a  strateg y tha t wa s borrowe d b y feminist s fro m th e Ne w Lef t 
movement. Th e cultura l radica l perspectiv e o f th e New Lef t viewe d oppres -
sion a s th e resul t o f cultura l sexism , racism , classism , etc. , rathe r tha n a 
simple consequence of prejudice an d discrimination . The solution, therefore , 
was t o transfor m th e cultur e itself . Consciousnes s raisin g group s wer e th e 
technique use d t o develo p vision s o f th e ne w nonracist , nonsexist , nonclas -
sist culture . Bu t despit e th e radica l origin s o f th e consciousnes s raisin g 
group, the consequence of it s use in the feminis t movemen t was the develop-
ment o f women' s cultur e tha t transforme d wome n int o a n ethnic group an d 
ultimately permitted feminist s t o avai l themselves o f nationalisti c strategies . 

49. Weit z (1984) , i n he r examinatio n o f etiologica l view s expresse d i n The 
Ladder, suggest s tha t lesbian s accepte d th e medica l mode l i n whic h lesbi -
anism wa s see n a s a  proces s o f development , no t a  choice , becaus e the y 
could thereb y construc t themselve s a s victim s deservin g toleratio n instea d 
of evi l peopl e deservin g condemnation . Th e argumen t tha t essentialis m i s 
consistent wit h th e interest s o f sexua l minoritie s i s als o supporte d b y th e 
fact that , unlik e the lesbia n feminis t movemen t an d despit e the strides mad e 
in prid e an d autonom y i n th e 1980 s an d 1990s , th e contemporar y ga y 
men's movemen t retain s a  primaril y essentialis t ideology . Contemporar y 
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essentialist view s amon g ga y me n canno t b e attribute d t o internalize d het -
erosexism; 1990 s ga y ideolog y clearl y reflect s th e experience s an d interest s 
of gay men themselves . The reaction t o research o n the biologica l correlate s 
of sexua l orientation , fo r example , LeVay' s (1991 ) stud y o f th e hypothala -
mus an d mor e recen t geneti c studies , clearl y demonstrate s tha t th e ga y 
movement ha s a n interes t i n promoting th e opinio n tha t sexua l orientatio n 
is biologicall y determined . Se e Adam (1987 ) an d Epstei n (1987 ) fo r a  dis -
cussion o f ga y ethnicit y an d th e fac t tha t th e ga y movemen t borrowe d 
concepts an d strategie s fro m racia l an d ethni c politica l movements . Fo r a 
discussion o f th e essentialis m o f "ga y women " versu s th e lesbia n feminis t 
argument tha t lesbianis m i s chosen, see also Faderman (1991) . 

50. Faderma n provide d evidenc e tha t lesbia n an d ga y activist s consciousl y bor -
rowed ethni c political tactics . For example , she reported tha t article s in The 
Ladder i n th e mi d t o lat e 1960 s compare d lesbian s t o othe r oppresse d 
minorities, and tha t th e Homophile Leagu e explicitly advocated copyin g th e 
tactics use d b y othe r protestin g minoritie s (1991) . Also , Abbot t an d Lov e 
observed in 197 1 that lesbians were emulating the tactics of women's libera -
tion, whic h i n tur n ha d emulate d Blac k liberation . "Gen e Damon " note d 
that lesbians ' effort s t o construc t themselve s a s a n ethni c grou p wer e no t 
welcomed b y traditional ethni c minorities, and describe d som e of the differ -
ences betwee n lesbian s an d traditiona l ethni c minorities : "W e hav e a n 
unusual minorit y position . Som e o f th e 'true ' ethni c minoritie s resen t ou r 
considering ourselve s a  minority . Fo r example , w e d o no t shar e a  commo n 
racial o r a  commo n religiou s background , nor , indeed , an y commo n back -
ground excep t ou r on e difference : w e prefe r ou r ow n sex , sexuall y an d i n 
every other way" (1970:335-336) . 

51. Statemen t mad e on "Womankind, " quote d b y Marotta (1981:233) . 
52. Th e quot e i s fro m Marott a (1981:259) , wh o reporte d tha t Kenned y mad e 

this argument t o DOB-New Yor k a t it s August, 197 0 membership meetings . 
53. Johnsto n als o saw sexism a s the mos t basi c form o f oppression . Sh e focuse d 

in particula r o n th e relationshi p o f sexis m t o heterosexism , arguin g tha t 
prejudice agains t ga y men i s based o n prejudice agains t women becaus e ga y 
men ar e perceive d a s bein g lik e women . Sexis m is , therefore , th e direc t 
parent o f heterosexism , an d th e lesbian , a s th e figur e wh o unite s thes e tw o 
forms o f oppression , i s th e "ke y figure  i n th e socia l revolutio n t o en d th e 
sexual caste system" (1973:183) . 

54. Se e also Alice et al . (1973/1991a,b) . 
55. Althoug h Brow n argue d tha t sexis m i s th e mos t basi c for m o f oppression , 

she an d Shelle y fel t tha t activel y fighting  racis m an d classis m i s jus t a s 
important a s fighting  sexis m an d heterosexism. They criticized more moder -
ate lesbia n activist s fo r focussin g exclusivel y o n sexis m an d heterosexism , 
and for incorporatin g middl e class values into their goals and strategies . See, 
for example , Adam (1987 ) an d Marotta (1981) . 

56. Som e lesbia n feminis t theorist s discusse d th e implication s o f thei r ow n 
arguments fo r bisexuality . Usually thes e discussions were brie f (e.g. , Abbot t 
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and Lov e 1972 ; Brow n 1972/1975) , bu t th e intereste d reade r ca n fin d 
fairly detaile d discussion s i n Alic e e t al . (1973/1991a:38n2) , th e C.L.I.T . 
Collective's "C.L.I.T . Statemen t No . 2 " (1974/1991) , Goodma n e t al . 
(1983), Johnston (1973) , and Ulmschneide r (1973/1975) . 

57. A s th e Leed s Revolutionar y Feminis t Grou p pu t it , "th e valu e o f callin g 
yourself a  politica l lesbia n i s to stat e tha t yo u ar e no t sexuall y availabl e t o 
men" (1981:68) . 

58. B y thi s logic , th e celibat e non-lesbian , o n th e othe r hand , i s politicall y 
acceptable becaus e sh e refuse s t o relat e t o men , eve n thoug h sh e doe s no t 
relate t o women . Thi s positio n wa s expresse d b y th e lesbia n separatis t 
Gutter Dyk e Collective , which wrot e i n 1973 , "women wh o conside r them -
selves celibate , no t lesbian , fightin g fo r a  loving femal e worl d an d recogniz -
ing that ther e is no reconciliation wit h men , are our allies " (1973/1991:28 — 
29). Th e operativ e conditio n her e i s "n o reconciliation; " Th e Gutte r Dyk e 
Collective wa s no t sanctionin g wome n wh o woul d abstai n fro m relation s 
with me n simpl y a s a  mean s towar d a n end , afte r whic h the y woul d retur n 
to men . The y wer e welcomin g wome n who , lik e lesbians , ha d forswor n 
relations wit h me n forever . Alic e e t al . als o expresse d thei r willingnes s t o 
form alliance s wit h non-lesbia n "feminis t separatists " (1973/1991a:37) . 
Not al l lesbian separatist s wh o placed th e emphasis o n a  refusal o f relation s 
with me n welcome d non-lesbia n celibates , however , a  positio n tha t wa s 
acknowledged b y The Gutter Dyk e Collective even a s they argued it s unten -
ability i n ligh t o f th e fac t tha t man y lesbian s ar e themselve s ofte n celibat e 
and tha t therefor e th e differenc e betwee n th e non-lesbia n celibat e an d th e 
lesbian was of no political import . 

59. Myro n an d Bunc h wrot e "Som e ne w bond s ar e beginnin g t o emerg e be -
tween lesbian s an d singl e women . W e shar e a  commo n economi c an d 
psychological reality : w e ar e solel y responsibl e fo r ou r lives—al l o f ou r 
lifetime. .  . . We mus t provid e fo r ourselve s .  . . This economi c an d psycho -
logical realit y develop s mor e strengt h an d spiri t i n individua l women " 
(1975:13). 

60. Thi s positio n i s als o describe d b y Faderma n (1991) , wh o present s i t a s th e 
lesbian feminis t positio n o n bisexuality . 

61. Se e Koedt (1971/1973 ) fo r a n articulatio n o f thi s position . 
62. Compar e m y interpretation o f th e implication s o f Rich' s lesbia n continuu m 

for bisexual s to Kaplan' s (1992) . 
63. Atkinso n (1972/1973:12) , quote d earlie r i n this chapter . 
64. Othe r author s hav e als o constructe d bisexualit y a s a  threa t t o lesbia n an d 

gay ethnicity. See , for example , Seidman (1993 ) an d Udis-Kessle r (1990) . 

CHAPTER 7 

1. Althoug h a  tota l o f 59  respondent s classifie d themselve s a s bisexual , onl y 4 0 
of thes e women di d s o unhesitatingly an d unqualifiedl y an d als o provided a n 
answer t o th e questio n "Wha t i s your opinio n o f bisexuality? " Th e quote s i n 
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this chapte r ar e al l draw n fro m thes e latte r 4 0 women , an d al l percentage s 
are calculated o n a  base that include s only these 40 women . 

2. Thes e number s represen t fiftee n bisexua l respondent s o r 37.5 % o f bisexua l 
respondents, and forty-seve n lesbia n respondents o r 15.2 % of lesbian respon -
dents. 

3. Thi s 28 % i s base d o n th e 2 5 bisexua l wome n wh o provide d implici t o r 
explicit definition s o f bisexualit y i n thei r answer s t o th e questio n "Wha t i s 
your opinio n o f bisexuality? " 

4. Th e negativ e image s tha t wer e not  spontaneousl y mentione d b y an y bisexua l 
respondents are : Bisexual s ar e i n a  transitio n phas e t o lesbianism ; bisexual s 
spread disease s t o lesbians ; bisexual s ar e oversexed ; bisexual s ar e merel y 
experimenting wit h lesbia n sexuality ; an d bisexual s ar e unaware o f o r unde -
cided abou t (a s oppose d t o confuse d about ) thei r sexuality . Excep t fo r th e 
first, al l o f thes e image s wer e fairl y rar e amon g lesbians , s o thei r complet e 
absence amon g bisexua l respondents—wh o ar e muc h fewe r i n numbe r tha n 
lesbian respondents—migh t b e a  matte r o f chance , an d doe s no t negat e th e 
statement tha t mos t o f lesbians ' negativ e attitude s abou t bisexual s wer e 
echoed b y bisexuals themselves . 

5. Som e pattern s wer e found , althoug h the y wer e no t consisten t o r significan t 
enough t o repor t i n th e text , the y ar e reporte d i n this footnote i n the interes t 
of completeness . 

Bisexuals who identifie d themselve s a s lesbians in the past—particularl y 
if the y switche d bac k an d fort h betwee n bisexua l an d lesbia n identitie s tw o 
or mor e times—ten d t o agre e mor e strongl y tha t som e bisexual s ar e reall y 
lesbians tha n bisexual s wh o neve r identifie d themselve s a s lesbian s do . Thi s 
makes sense ; those who previously identifie d themselve s a s lesbians ar e mor e 
likely t o hav e associate d wit h lesbian s an d thereb y adopte d lesbians ' belie f 
that wome n wh o cal l themselve s bisexua l ar e reall y lesbian s wh o ar e afrai d 
to admi t it . However , thi s i s th e onl y belie f tha t i s significantl y correlate d 
with bisexuals ' identit y histories , and i t is therefore probabl y a  false positive . 

Bisexuals wh o neve r identifie d themselve s a s lesbian s sho w consistentl y 
stronger socia l preference s fo r bisexua l wome n ove r lesbian s tha n bisexual s 
with a  history o f lesbia n identification , an d bisexual s who switche d identitie s 
two o r mor e time s sho w n o preferenc e fo r bisexual s a t all . Th e larges t 
difference i s i n th e contex t o f dating ; bisexual s wh o neve r identifie d them -
selves a s lesbia n ar e mor e likel y t o prefe r t o dat e bisexua l wome n (60 % o f 
those wit h a  preference) , wherea s bisexual s wh o identifie d themselve s a s 
lesbian i n th e pas t ar e mor e likel y t o prefe r t o dat e lesbian s (57 % o f thos e 
with a  preference) . Non e o f thes e relationship s ar e statisticall y significant , 
but thi s migh t b e du e t o th e smal l numbe r o f bisexual s wh o hav e neve r 
identified themselve s a s lesbian ( n =  7) . In a larger sample , this pattern migh t 
achieve statistical significance . 

6. Ther e was one bisexua l woma n wh o was a  notable exceptio n t o thi s pattern ; 
she describe d hersel f a s 80 % attracte d t o men , bu t unlik e othe r bisexual s 
with predominantl y heterosexua l feelings , sh e reporte d tha t sh e strongl y 
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preferred t o associat e wit h lesbians . Sh e cam e ou t a s a  lesbia n i n th e mi d 
1970s an d retain s a  stron g politica l identificatio n wit h lesbians , sayin g tha t 
she expect s whateve r happen s t o lesbian s t o affec t he r " a lot, " wherea s 
whatever happen s t o bisexual s wil l affec t he r "jus t a  little. " I f thi s on e 
woman i s excluded fro m th e bisexua l subsample , correlations betwee n bisex -
uals' feeling s o f heterosexua l attractio n an d th e fou r measure s o f socia l 
preference rang e fro m r  =  .34 7 to r  =  .553 , with p-value s rangin g fro m .0 1 
to .0001 , indicatin g a  moderatel y stron g an d significan t correlatio n betwee n 
the strengt h o f bisexua l women' s heterosexua l feeling s an d thei r preference s 
for associatin g with othe r bisexua l women . 

7. Finding s regardin g th e impac t o f th e seriousnes s o f bisexuals ' relationship s 
with wome n an d wit h me n o n thei r preference s fo r associatio n ar e no t 
presented becaus e few ar e statistically significant . Th e relationship mentione d 
in the text i s significant, wit h p  =  .03 . 

8. Thi s specifi c finding  i s no t statisticall y significant ; al l other s reporte d i n th e 
text are . 

9. Kee p i n min d tha t thes e findings  ar e base d o n cross-sectiona l data ; neithe r 
actual change s i n respondents ' relationshi p statuse s no r th e effect s o f suc h 
changes o n bisexuals ' socia l an d politica l preference s hav e bee n observed . 
There migh t wel l b e som e individual s i n th e stud y whos e socia l an d politica l 
preferences woul d no t chang e i f thei r relationshi p statuse s changed . How -
ever, th e fac t tha t individual s wit h differen t relationshi p statuse s hav e differ -
ent socia l an d politica l preference s suggest s that , i n th e aggregate , bisexuals ' 
preferences ar e base d o n thei r curren t relationshi p statu s rathe r tha n thei r 
bisexual identity . 
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Anything That  Moves,  no . 2, p. 21, Spring 1991) . 
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335 n . 60 , 343 n . 84 ; pressure t o 
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Polymorphous perversity , 33 , 53, 204. See 

also Freud , Sigmun d 
Pornography: movemen t against , 156 ; 

controversy about , 157 , 15 8 

Queer: movement , 18 ; politics, 221; 
liberation, 240 , 246; straights , 19 ; 
people, 246, 249; to be , 234, 239, 24 0 

Queer Nation , 106,23 4 

Race/ethnicity, 38 , 144 , 171-172 , 333 n . 
43; o f sample , 5, 37; diversity o f i n 
lesbian communities , 8 ; multiculturalis m 
in bisexual communities , 236—237, 
256-258, 33 8 nn . 22-23, 34 3 n . 85; 
attitudes o f lesbians of varying, 1 0 3 -
104, 111 , 121, 325 n . 1 ; attitudes of 
bisexuals o f varying , 221; racial/ethnic 
political movements , 154 , 162 , 174 , 
334 n . 49; biracialism, 91 ; Black o r 
African-American, 7 , 42, 72, 103-104 , 
127, 147 , 162 , 171 , 173, 174, 178 , 180 , 
181, 33 4 n . 50 ; White o r European -
American, 7 , 39, 40, 42, 45, 72, 1 0 3 -
104, 156 , 181 , 237, 256; Asian -
American, 7 ; Latina , 7 ; Indian o r 
Indian-American, 42 , 104 ; Arab-
American, 236 ; Women o f Color , 39 , 
40, 42, 45, 103-104 , 237 ; Lesbians of 
Color, 181 , 325 n . 1 ; People of Color , 
174, 181 . See also Ethnic politica l 
tradition 

Racism, 71 , 137, 332 n . 37 , 333 n . 48; 
relationship t o sexism an d classism , 
178-182,256,258 

Radicalesbians, 126 , 127 , 128 , 132 , 136 , 
137, 144 , 159 , 326 n . 1 , 326 n . 5 , 
333 n . 4 5 

Real lesbianism. See  Lesbian, rea l 
Redstockings, 177 , 333 n . 4 7 
Rubin, Gayle , 15 7 

Sadomasochism, 157 , 158 , 236, 24 3 
Samois collective , 157 . See also 

Sadomasochism 
Sappho, 154 , 17 7 
Seattle Bisexual Women's Networ k 

(SBWN), 237, 249 
Sexism, 71 , 161, 247, 333 n . 48; as 

suppressing bisexuality , 70 ; of gay men , 
110, 251; dismantling a s goal o f feminis t 
movement, 128 , 177 ; relationship t o 
heterosexuality, 130 , 160 ; in 
heterosexual compare d t o lesbia n 
relationships, 133-134 , 138 , 190; 
understanding o f by heterosexua l 
women, 138 ; lesbian oppressio n a s a 
form of , 136 , 334 n . 53; relationship t o 
racism an d classism , 137 , 178-182, 256 , 
258, 334 n . 55,  33 8 n . 16 ; dismantlin g 
as goal of bisexua l movement , 240-242 , 
250, 25 2 

Sex positivism, 157 , 191 , 196, 197 , 198 , 
234, 236, 254, 257, 332 n . 40. See also 
Sex wars 

Sex radicals. See Sex positivism 
Sex roles. See Gender role s 
Sex wars, 158-159 . See also Sex positivism 
Sexual desire . See Attractions, sexua l 
Socialism, 18 0 
Socialization: sexual , 54, 116 , 203, 323 n . 

2; heterosexual , 129 , 142 , 166 , 204, 
205, 223 ; gender, 129 , 159 , 248 

Stonewall riot , 30, 105-10 6 
Supremacy, male . See Patriarch y 

10 Percent,  9 , 11 , 19, 22, 321 nn . 4 - 6 , 
322 nn . 23-2 4 

Transgender, 19 , 248-250, 25 5 
Transsexual, 19 , 249-250. See  also 

Transgender 
Transvestite, 19 . See also Transgende r 

WITCH, 174 , 333 n . 4 7 
Woman-defined woman . See  Woman -

identified woma n 



SUBJECT INDE X 363 

Woman-identified woman , 17 , 68, 98, 
126, 132 , 137 , 141 , 142, 143 , 147, 149 , 
153, 154 , 158 , 159 , 166 , 187 , 329 n . 
23. See  also Lesbianism , desexualizatio n 
of; Lesbians , politica l 

Women's liberation , 110 , 124 , 128 , 131, 

135, 136 , 137 , 139-140 , 145 , 151, 158, 
168, 170 , 188 , 192 , 240, 328 n . 19 , 
329 n . 24, 332 n . 38 , 334 n . 50. See also 
Feminism 

Women's Movement . See  Feminism; 
Women's liberatio n 





• AUTHO R INDE X • 

Abbott, S. , 132 , 135 , 326 nn . 2 , 5, 327 nn . 
6, 13 , 330 n . 29, 331 n . 34, 333 n . 44, 
334 nn. 50 , 56 

Adam, B. D., 155 , 157 , 174 , 177 , 326 nn . 
2, 4 , 327 n. 10 , 332 n . 42, 333 n . 48, 
334 nn. 49, 55 

Alice, 151 , 161, 184, 328 n . 20, 334 n . 54 , 
335 nn . 56,  5 8 

Allen, V. L., 21 9 
Anapol, D. , 234, 338 n . 9 
Atkinson, T., 131 , 137, 139 , 140 , 164 , 

165, 169-170 , 327 n . 11 , 330 n . 26, 
335 n . 63 

Aubut, B., 238, 339 n . 30 , 340 n . 3 5 
Avery, E., 236, 239, 338 n . 18 , 339 n . 30 , 

340 nn . 34 , 3 6 

Baker, K. , 240, 340 nn . 39 , 43 
Barnett, E. , 240, 340 nn . 33 , 42 
Beal, F. M., 14 7 
Bechdel, A., 17 8 
Bell, A. P., 31 ,3 2 
Benkert, K . M., 27 , 322 n . 1 
Bennett, K. , 234, 236, 337 n . 8 , 338 n . 15 , 

339 n . 27, 341 n . 4 8 
Berger, S., 248, 337 n . 3 , 343 n . 7 7 
Bernhard, S. , 1 5 
Berson, G., 32 7 n . 8 
Bettykay, 243, 341 n . 5 2 
Billig, M., 21 9 
Blumstein, P., 31, 107, 323 n . 8 
Bornstein, K. , 1 9 
Boswell, J., 32 3 n . 2 
Braindrop, L. , 1 5 
Brenner, E., 238, 244, 339 n . 30, 341 n . 56 
Brierley, H., 3 3 

Brown, R . M. , 129 , 130 , 132 , 136 , 137 , 
138, 139 , 140 , 141 , 142, 143 , 147, 150 , 
151, 153 , 154, 160 , 163 , 164, 166 , 
167-168,169,178,179-180,182, 
326 nn . 2 , 5, 333 n . 44, 334 n . 55, 
335 n . 5 6 

Brownmiller, S. , 326 n . 1 
Bullough, B., 323 n . 4 
Bullough, V., 322 n . 1 , 323 n . 4 
Bunch, C, 129 , 130 , 131 , 132, 138 , 140 , 

141, 142 , 143 , 147, 148 , 179 , 335 n . 5 9 
Burek, D. M., 321 n . 2 

Califia, P. , 12-13 , 1 4 
Cant, B. , 326 n . 4 
Caplan, P. , 323 n . 2 
Carpenter, V. , 138 , 149 , 154 , 17 7 
Cattolico, P. , 239, 340 n . 3 7 
Chasnoff, D. , 321 n . 3 
Chunovic, L. , 15 , 322 n . 1 6 
Clausen, J., 16-17 , 1 8 
Cloutte, P. , 14 5 
Cook, B . W., 154 , 331 n . 3 3 
Courtney, A. , 236, 338 n . 16 , 341 n . 5 4 
Cowan, L. , 161 , 332 n . 3 7 

Dajenya, 22 , 322 n . 34, 343 n . 8 4 
Daly, M., 329 n . 2 3 
Damon, G. , 331 n . 35, 334 n . 5 0 
Danyliw, H. L. , 245, 342 n . 6 0 
DeCecco, J. P. , 33, 323 n . 4, 324 n . 6 
Deihl, M., 340 n . 3 5 
Diamond, M. , 3 1 
Dixon, J., 140 , 141 , 143, 326 n . 2, 329 n . 

22 
Durgahdas, G. , 24 5 
Dwinell, J., 20 , 322 n . 2 7 

365 



366 A U T H O R INDE X 

Echols, A., 156 , 157 , 326 n . 4, 329 n . 21, 
330 n . 28, 332 nn . 37-38, 4 2 

Elliot, B., 343 n . 8 4 
Ellis, A., 323 n . 6 
Ellis, P. , 247, 343 nn . 72 , 7 4 
Epstein, S., 323 n . 2, 334 n . 4 9 
Evans, M. C , 12-13 , 332 n . 4 2 

factory, b . e., 337 n . 4 
Faderman, L. , 150 , 155 , 166, 167 , 176 , 

177, 327 nn . 9 , 12-13 , 328 n . 18 , 
332 nn . 40, 42, 334 n . 49-50, 33 5 n . 6 0 

Farajaje-Jones, E. , 237, 338 n . 22, 339 n . 
26 

Fay, G. , 20 , 322 n . 2 6 
Feldman, M. P. , 32 
Ferguson, A., 329 n . 25, 331 n . 3 2 
Foucault, M. , 323 nn . 2 , 4 
Frazin, J., 249 , 343 n . 7 8 
Freimuth, M. J., 3 3 
Friedland, L. , 239, 337  n . 1 , 339 n . 2 7 
Frye, M., 130 , 135 , 150 , 164 , 169 , 170 , 

328 n . 1 7 

Gildea, R. , 238 , 240, 340 nn . 31, 41 
Gonsalves, S. , 235, 245, 338 n . 1 3 
Goodman, G. , 129 , 130 , 132-133 , 136 , 

142, 149 , 150-151 , 158, 160 , 177 , 
326 nn . 2 , 4, 327 n . 7 , 335 n . 56 

Gregory, D. , 146 , 15 2 
Grier, B., 332 n . 3 5 
Grimsditch, D. , 145 , 146 , 14 7 

Hamblin, A. , 328 n . 1 9 
Harrison, H. , 240 , 340 n . 3 9 
Hart, J., 32 3 n . 2 
Hart, L. , 133 , 134, 160 , 327 n . 1 4 
Hemmings, S. , 326 n . 4 
Heron, G. , 14 6 
Hess, K. , 326 n . 4 
Highleyman, L. , 239, 339 n . 27, 341 n . 45 
Hoagland, S. , 328 n . 1 7 
Hoffman, R . J., 323 n . 4 
Hollibaugh, A. , 134 , 142 , 15 7 
Hooker, E. , 3 0 
Hornstein, G . A. , 3 3 
Hunt, M. , 3 1 
Hutchins, L. , 14-1 5 

Irvine, J. M. , 323 n . 3 

Janus, C . L. , 3 1 
Janus, S . S., 3 1 
Jeffreys, S. , 332 n . 3 6 
Johnston, J., 129 , 131 , 136, 138 , 140 , 142 , 

166, 327 n . 13 , 333 n . 44, 334 n . 53, 
335 n . 56 

Jones, B., 327 n . 8 
Jones, J., 14 5 

Ka'ahumanu, L. , 14-15 , 246, 339 n . 24, 
342 nn . 58 , 61, 68 , 343 n . 7 6 

Kaplan, G. T., 33-34, 32 3 n . 8 
Kaplan, Rachel , 242, 256, 339 n . 28, 

341 n . 5 0 
Kaplan, Rebecca , 335 n . 62 , 343 n . 7 4 
Katz, J. N. , 28, 332 n . 3 9 
King, K. , 125 , 130 , 131 , 165, 177 , 182 , 

326 n . 4, 329 n . 2 1 
Kinsey,A.C., 29-30 , 31,23 8 
Kitzinger, C., 323 nn . 2 - 3 
Klein, F., 32, 33, 32 4 n . 6 
Koedt, A., 329 n . 25, 335 n . 6 1 
Koffler, K. , 322 n . 1 5 
Krouskoff, P. , 236 

Laermer, R. , 32 2 n . 1 7 
Laine, H., 12-1 3 
Laumann, E . O., 3 1 
Laws, S. , 14 5 
LeVay, S., 334 n . 4 9 
Lewis, S. G., 13 3 
Litwoman, J., 22 , 322 n . 3 5 
Lorde, A., 127 , 128 , 180 , 181 , 331 n . 3 1 
Love, B., 132, 135 , 326 nn . 2, 5, 327 nn . 

6, 13 , 330 n . 29, 331 n . 34, 333 n . 44 , 
334 n . 50, 335 n . 56 

MacCulloch, M. J., 3 2 
MacDonald Jr., A. P., 32, 34 
Maniscalco, P. , 14 6 
Manning, E . S., 237, 338 n . 2 1 
Marcus, E. , 1 9 
Marotta, T. , 136 , 137 , 160 , 174 , 177 , 

326 nn . 1 , 4, 327 n . 14-15 , 328 n . 18 , 
330 n . 26, 333 n . 46-48, 334 nn . 5 1-
52,55 

Mcintosh, M. , 323 n . 4 
Miller, B., 14 
Millett, K. ,327n . 8 ,331n . 3 4 



AUTHOR INDE X 367 

Money, J., 32 3 n . 8 
Moraga, C , 134 , 142 , 15 7 
Murphy, M. , 21 , 22, 322 nn . 31 , 34 
Murray, S. , 1 8 
Myron, N., 129 , 131 , 132, 148 , 335 n . 5 9 

Norrgard, L. , 242, 249, 339 n . 30, 341 nn . 
49, 52 , 343 n . 8 1 

North, G. , 34 2 n . 6 2 

Ochs, R. , 234 , 247, 322 n . 21, 339 n . 30 , 
340 n . 35 , 342 n . 69 , 343 nn . 72 , 7 4 

Packwood, M., 13 5 
Paul, J. P. , 34, 323 n . 4 
Paz, J. M. , 20 , 322 n . 2 7 
Penelope, J., 161 , 326 n . 2, 330 n . 2 6 
Perez, L. M., 33 8 n . 16 , 342 n . 6 9 
Pettitt, A., 14 5 
Pitman, J., 151 , 158 
Plummer, K. , 323 n . 4 

Queen, C . A. , 246, 342 n . 66 

Radicalesbians, 126 , 127 , 128 , 132 , 136 , 
137, 144 , 159 , 326 nn . 1 , 5, 333 n . 4 5 

Raymond, B., 338 n . 16 , 342 n . 6 9 
Reid, C, 129 , 130 , 131 , 135, 138, 163, 

164 
Rich, A., 130 , 141 , 168, 193 , 327 n . 8 , 

331 nn . 31,34 , 33 5 n . 6 2 
Richardson, D. , 323 nn . 2 , 4, 331 n . 31, 

332 n . 4 0 
Rickford, F. , 14 5 
Rogers, L. J., 33-3 4 
Rogers, S. M., 31 , 323 n . 8 
Ross, M. W. , 33-34, 32 3 nn . 4, 8 
Rossi, K. , 342 n . 65 
Rust, P . C, 44 , 74, 76, 84 , 86, 229, 323 n . 

2, 325 n . 1 , 339 n . 2 7 
Rust-Rodriguez, P. , 206 

Schneider, A., 343 n . 8 4 
Schwartz, P. , 31, 107, 323 n . 8 
Seidman, S., 332 n . 42, 335 n . 6 4 
Sepekoff, B. , 32, 324 n . 6 
Shelley, M., 130 , 134 , 160 , 164 , 167 , 170 , 

178, 328 n . 16 , 329 n . 22, 333 n . 43, 
334 n . 5 5 

Shively, M. G. , 33 , 323 n . 4, 324 n . 6 
Siegel, T. S. , 236 
Smith, A., 22, 322 n . 3 6 
Smith, B., 180-18 1 
Smith, P. , 234, 237, 238, 240, 244, 246, 

338 n . 10 , 339 n . 25, 340 nn . 32, 38, 
341 n . 55, 342 nn . 67 , 70 

Smith, T.W., 3 1 
Smith-Rosenberg, C. , 332 n . 3 6 
Snitow, A., 330 n . 2 9 
Solomon, B., 139, 140 , 141 , 142, 166 -

167, 329 n . 2 0 
Stevens, R. , 1 0 
Stewart, C. , 237, 339 n . 2 3 
Stone, A., 14 5 
Sugars, S. , 20, 322 n . 2 7 

Tajfel, H. , 21 9 
Troshynski-Thomas, K. , 321 n . 2 
Trumbach, R. , 32 2 n . 1 , 323 n . 2 
Tucker, N. , 235, 239, 240, 242, 249, 255, 

343 n . 7 9 
Turner, C . R. , 3 1 

Udis-Kessler, A., 18 , 235, 335 n . 64 , 
338 n . 14 , 342 n . 5 9 

Ulmschneider, L. , 160 , 166 , 335 n . 56 
Ulrichs, K. H., 322 n . 1 

Vicinus, M., 331 nn . 32—33 

Wedin, W., 1 4 
Weeks, J., 323 nn . 2 - 4 
Weinberg, M. S. , 31, 32 
Weise, E. R. , 18 , 234, 241, 337 n . 7 , 

340 n . 40, 341 nn . 46, 53, 343 nn . 82 , 
84-85 

Weiss, I. , 21, 322 n . 3 1 
Weitz, R. , 32 6 n . 2, 327 n . 15 , 332 n . 35, 

333 n . 4 9 
Wilder, D. A., 21 9 
Wilkie, L. , 16 0 
Wilson, A., 14 8 
Wittig, M. , 13 0 
Wolf, T. J., 32 , 324 n . 6 
Wolff, C. , 3 3 
Wood, J., 13 2 
Wright, J., 14 6 

Zinik, G. , 28-29 , 33 , 323 n . 8 






	Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	CONTENTS
	FOREWORD
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	1 DEBATE IN THE LESBIAN PRESS: INTRODUCING THE ISSUES
	THE PUBLICATIONS
	COVERAGE OF BISEXUALITY IN THE LESBIAN AND GAY PRESS

	2 "EXPERTS'" VOICES: LESBIANISM, BISEXUALITY, AND THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
	WHAT IS A MODEL?
	THE GREAT DEBATE—ESSENTIALISM VERSUS CONSTRUCTIONISM
	A BRIEF HISTORY OF SEXOLOGY IN THE UNITED STATES

	3 BEHIND THE SCENES: HOW THE STUDY WAS DONE AND WHO PARTICIPATED IN IT
	A BRIEF AND NONTECHNICAL LESSON IN SAMPLING THEORY FOR NONACADEMIC READERS
	HOW LESBIAN AND BISEXUAL WOMEN WERE RECRUITED TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY
	THE WOMEN WHO PARTICIPATED—WHO WERE THEY?

	4 LESBIANS' VOICES: WHAT DO LESBIANS THINK ABOUT BISEXUALITY AND ITS ROLE IN SEXUAL POLITICS?
	DOES BISEXUALITY EXIST?
	WHAT ARE BISEXUALS LIKE?
	HOW DO LESBIANS FEEL ABOUT BISEXUAL WOMEN?

	5 WHO BELIEVES WHAT? THE IMPACT OF LESBIANS' PERSONAL POLITICS AND EXPERIENCES ON THEIR ATTITUDES TOWARD BISEXUALITY
	RACE, EDUCATION, CLASS, AND OTHER DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES
	POLITICAL DIFFERENCES: DO POLITICAL LESBIANS SPEAK FOR US ALL?
	PERSONAL EXPERIENCES—THE ROLE OF EMPATHY
	SUMMARY

	6 THE PINK AND BLUE HERRING: THE ISSUE IS LESBIANISM, NOT BISEXUALITY
	THE PERSONAL AND THE POLITICAL: CONSTRUCTING LESBIANISM AS A FEMINIST ISSUE
	DEBATE OVER THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LESBIANISM AND FEMINISM
	BISEXUALITY: THE ISSUE THAT EXPOSES CONTROVERSIES AND CONTRADICTIONS IN LESBIAN IDEOLOGY
	SUMMARY

	7 BISEXUAL WOMEN'S VOICES: WHAT DO BISEXUAL WOMEN THINK ABOUT BISEXUALITY AND THE ROLE OF BISEXUALS IN SEXUAL POLITICS?
	DOES BISEXUALITY EXIST?
	WHAT IS BISEXUALITY? OR, WHY IS EVERYONE STANDING UP?
	BISEXUALS' IMAGES AND FEELINGS ABOUT THEMSELVES
	THE IMPACT OF BISEXUAL WOMEN'S PERSONAL POLITICS AND EXPERIENCES ON THEIR ATTITUDES TOWARD BISEXUALITY
	SUMMARY

	8 ANOTHER REVOLUTION ON THE POLITICAL WHEEL: THE POLITICIZATION OF BISEXUALITY
	THE BISEXUAL PRESS: FORUM FOR THE DISCUSSION OF BISEXUAL IDENTITY, COMMUNITY, AND IDEOLOGY
	DÉJÀ VU?
	THE FUTURE OF SEXUAL IDENTITY POLITICS

	APPENDIX A: FIGURES
	APPENDIX B: TABLES
	NOTES
	BIBLIOGRAPHY
	SUBJECT INDEX
	AUTHOR INDEX



