chapter six

<CHAP NUM="6" ID="C006"><READ><TTL></NUM>Sexuality</TTL>
<PARA>The feminist analysis of sexuality joins together with the feminist struggle for reproductive control (Chapter 5) in several important ways. Until the early twentieth century, women’s sexuality was firmly equated with reproduction; this ideological linkage was challenged with the sex reform and birth control movement beginning in the early twentieth century. This challenge intensified in the 1960s in the midst of what has been called the sexual revolution, during which “sexual repression” was refuted by the fledgling gay and lesbian movement and by the New Left. But a specifically feminist interrogation of sexuality did not emerge until the beginnings of second wave feminism. With the rallying cry “the personal is political” feminists of many different perspectives challenged both the connections between reproduction and women’s sexuality and the power relations embedded in both.</PARA>
<PARA>Like the feminist literature on new reproductive technologies, Canadian feminist contributions to sexuality studies are diverse; Canadian feminists speak in many and sometimes oppositional voices. Indeed, as Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott (1996, p. 1) comment, “ . . . sexuality has been a contested terrain amongst feminists since the nineteenth century. No sooner had it been identified as a major area of concern by the modern movement, than significant disagreements began to emerge.” Writings on sexuality represent a burgeoning field in Canadian Women’s Studies. Although constrained by space available, we have tried to reproduce material that is reflective of the diversity of contemporary Canadian feminist thinking.</PARA>
<PARA>If there is one unifying theme in this set of readings it is the construction of a challenge to the compulsory nature of heterosexuality. Together with gay scholarship and queer theory, feminist theory has been a central voice in gaining recognition of the socially constructed character of sexuality. Wresting sexuality away from its framing as natural and biological has been a formidable challenge, but it has opened the way for an interrogation of dominant sexual norms. Several of the readings in this chapter draw upon Adrienne Rich’s groundbreaking theorization of heterosexuality as an institution (“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” 1986). Rich analyses heterosexuality as a means of ensuring male right of physical, economic and emotional access to women and suggests that heterosexuality is institutionalized, constructed through ideology and physical coercion. The coercion inherent in dominant heterosexuality has been identified most clearly by feminists working on gender violence (see Chapter 4). In this chapter, we represent a range of feminist efforts to theorize sexual identity categories and to analyze their interrelation, their regulation and their consequences.</PARA>
<H1>The Social Construction of Sexuality:

Reaction to the Lesbian Continuum</H1>
<PARA>In the selection from Un/popular Culture: Lesbian Writing after the Sex Wars (<E1>“The Making of an Un/popular Culture: From Lesbian Feminism to Lesbian Postmodernism”</E1>), the late <E1>Kathleen Martindale</E1> outlines the trajectory of lesbian theory since the 1970s. The first phase of lesbian theorizing, she argues, was defined by Rich (1986). Writing in response to mainstream feminism’s efforts to purge itself of lesbians and deny any association between lesbianism and feminism, Rich contended that any “woman identified woman” could find her place on a “lesbian continuum.” Through the lesbian continuum, lesbianism was equated with resistance to patriarchy. In this way, Rich created a respectable lesbian and made lesbianism synonymous with feminism; but in so doing, as Martindale stresses, the specificity of lesbian identity was erased.</PARA>
<PARA><E1>Mariana Valverde</E1>’s critical book Sex, Power and Pleasure (1987) remains to this date the most successful publication of the Toronto Women’s Press, and it could be seen as a reaction to the ahistorical and desexualized lesbian of lesbian feminism. In the chapter included here (<E1>“Lesbianism: A Country That Has No Language”</E1>), she outlines a social constructionist perspective on sexuality, refuting the view of lesbianism as essence. Against the characterization of the lesbian as a freedom fighter against patriarchy, Valverde resexualizes lesbian identity. She contends that lesbianism as a specifically sexual identity came into being with turn of the century sexology; lesbian cultural and political movements have, over the course of the twentieth century, mobilized on the basis of this identity, challenging its construction as deviant and pathological. Despite this mobilization, lesbianism remains silenced within a culture that continues to define heterosexuality as natural and paradigmatic. Valverde contends that the struggle against compulsory heterosexuality is a struggle for all women, not only lesbians.</PARA>
<H1>The Social Construction of Heterosexuality</H1>
<PARA>If Rich’s polemic equated lesbianism with feminism in order to legitimize lesbianism, many radical and lesbian feminists carried this association further. For some lesbian feminists, heterosexual feminism became oxymoronic. To engage in heterosexuality, as Andrea Dworkin (1987) insisted, was to quite literally sleep with the enemy. <E1>Christine Overall</E1>’s piece in this chapter (<E1>“Heterosexuality and Feminist Theory”</E1>) is a reaction to the castigation of heterosexual feminists as “dupes of patriarchy.” Overall engages in a social constructionist analysis of heterosexuality, refuting the claim made by some lesbian and radical feminists that heterosexuality is both unchangeable and incompatible with feminism. While defining heterosexuality as an institution that is enforced and arguing that heterosexual privilege must be acknowledged, she contends that choosing lesbianism means the corollary possibility of choosing heterosexuality. In drawing an important distinction between heterosexual practice and the institution of heterosexuality, she suggests that to pose heterosexuality as a choice undermines the compulsory nature of heterosexuality. Resistant heterosexual practices may work to alter the oppressiveness of institutionalized heterosexuality.</PARA>
<H1>Racializing Sexuality</H1>
<PARA>Feminist efforts to interrogate sexuality using social constructionism have, until recently, failed to explore the complex relationships between race and sexuality. The “lesbian” of lesbian feminism was an ahistorical and abstracted figure, and quite often feminist efforts to contextualize sexuality left the lesbian’s whiteness untouched. The unstated whiteness of sexual identity categories and the analytic separation of sexuality from race have been critiqued by anti-racist, Native and third wave Canadian feminist scholars. <E1>Lee Maracle (“Isn’t Love a Given”)</E1> and <E1>Cassandra Lord (“The Silencing of Sexuality”)</E1> challenge us to move beyond essentialist frameworks and to consider the always interconnected nature of race and sexuality.</PARA>
<PARA>Maracle’s essay seeks to value lesbian sexuality from the perspective of heterosexuality, taking up Valverde’s call for common feminist front against compulsory heterosexuality. Maracle is an important Canadian novelist; her fictional and theoretical writings have been central contributions to a developing Native feminist literature. Maracle situates the negation of Native women’s sexuality in racism, colonization and the resulting destruction of native cultures and communities. In this context, she argues, sex becomes little more than physical release. Native women are constructed as less than fully human, as mere vessels for male gratification. As she writes, “[I]n our society it is loving women that is prohibited,” so naturally “we are going to hate women who love women.” The struggle against compulsory heterosexuality is crucial, she insists, in order reclaim the “sacred right of women to love and be loved.”</PARA>
<PARA>Lord’s contribution takes up the particular difficulties in “coming out” faced by young black lesbians. Lord is a self-defined third wave feminist, and her article engages in third wave themes of difference, the disruption of identity categories and the importance of theorizing from personal experience. Like Maracle, Lord situates the specific silencing of black lesbians within broader, historical processes rendering black women’s sexuality simultaneously invisible, colonized and, as a legacy of slavery, completely commodified. She critiques both the use of the term “lesbian” without racial specificity within white lesbian culture and also the black community’s erasure and closeting of lesbianism. Living a divided and separated existence means that the “closet” is a complex space for black lesbians. Lord emphasizes the crucial importance of alternative communities for black lesbians as a means of support and as sites for resisting this politics of silencing.</PARA>
<H1>From Lesbian to Queer: Feminist Reflections</H1>
<PARA>If feminist social constructionist approaches to sexuality have succeeded in denaturalizing heterosexuality, in tracing the historical evolution of lesbian identities, and, in some cases, in racializing sexuality, recent shifts in sexuality studies have pushed the agenda of social constructionism even further. <E1>Martindale (“The Making of an Un/popular Culture: From Lesbian Feminism to Lesbian Postmodernism”)</E1> labels this turn in lesbian theory as “lesbian postmodernism”; others define this theoretical turn as “queer theory.” Martindale sees this development in relation to the feminist sex wars that occurred in the 1980s. This was an intense battle fought between radical feminists who embraced “political lesbianism” and rejected what they saw as male-defined forms of sexuality (including pornography and S/M) and sex radicals, concerned with the regulatory implications of lesbian feminism. Sex radical Gayle Rubin’s polemic essay, “Thinking Sex” (1984), critiqued the sexual hierarchies implicit in lesbian feminism, advocated sexual libertarianism and argued that feminist theory as a theory of gender relations was of limited use in the analyses of sexuality. Martindale draws attention to the role of Rubin’s essay in “decentering lesbian feminism,” just as she highlights the crucial importance of theorists like Judith Butler in inaugurating lesbian postmoderism and queer theory. Martindale emphasizes the analytical complexity of lesbian postmodernism and queer theory, just as others have critiqued this diverse body of work as “high theory.” While she acknowledges the difficulty of her own text, she points out the necessity of Women’s Studies scholars dealing with and interrogating this complex theoretical turn.</PARA>
<PARA>Queer theory takes as its central object of critique the enduring and foundational hierarchical binaries of male/female and heterosexual/homosexual (see Jagose, 1996). Mobilizing on the basis of coherent sexual identity categories—for example, gay and lesbian—fails to unhinge these binaries and, in fact, reinforces the privilege and norm of heterosexuality. Judith Butler (1990), for example, has argued powerfully that to assume the identity “lesbian” is both an essentialist move and one that fails to challenge a heteronormativity that is dependent upon the maintenance of stable boundaries between man and woman, heterosexual and homosexual. For Butler, sex, gender and sexual identity are discursively constructed; heterosexuality and masculine and feminine gender identities appear permanent but are the effect of repetitive performances. Rather than reinforcing the apparent stability of gender and sexual identities, queer theorists advocate a politics of deconstruction and sexual diversity. Through resistant performances (for example, through drag, butch/femme), the identities that hold heteronormativity in place can be subverted.</PARA>
<PARA>Martindale examines the implications of the shift to queer theory and advances a cautious feminist stance. Martindale acknowledges the importance of lesbian postmodernism in displacing older feminist notions of lesbian as victim and respectable deviant; yet she warns that the shift to queer may sever lesbianism from feminism and separate sexuality from politics. Similarly, she worries that cultural activism and, in particular, the celebration of perverse sexual practices displaces the political activism of 1980s lesbian feminism. Her unease with postmodern lesbianism as a “marketing strategy meaning all things to all people” links up with concerns about the commodification of queer. As other scholars have argued, dominant expressions of queer work to homogenize and universalize, erasing the political, the economic and the local. White “made in the USA” gay male culture comes to stand in for queer. Martindale is concerned with how lesbian specificities and localities are obscured when queer is conceptualized outside of gendered power dynamics. For this reason she advocates a cautious and critical relationship between queer and lesbian politics and theory.</PARA>
<H1>Transgender and Feminism</H1>
<PARA>Eleanor MacDonald’s piece (“Critical Identities: Rethinking Feminism Through Transgender Politics”) expresses the possibilities of a productive yet cautious alliance between feminist analyses of sexuality and the deconstructive thrust of queer theory. MacDonald’s thinking moves us beyond the binary of heterosexual/lesbian to engage with debates about transgender, a diverse category of sexual expression and identity that occupies the spaces in between. MacDonald contests the lesbian feminist dismissal of transgendered peoples and illustrates the rigid and exclusionary conception of identity that underlies the claim that transgender is but a patriarchal plot. Yet, at the same time, she challenges the queer theory/postmodern celebration of transgender as an expression of diversity that breaks down foundational binaries of man/woman and hetero/homo. Both positions, she argues, operate to deny the validity of transgendered people’s experience. MacDonald, like Heyes (Chapter 1), suggests that feminism can benefit from an engagement with transgender theory—a theory that sheds productive insights on the meanings of man and woman, straight and gay. In particular, she suggests that feminism must re-theorize its conception of identity in light of the questions raised by transgender theory. This article is a complex piece demonstrating the proliferation of new sexuality literature within Canadian feminism and the challenging directions that are now being pursued as feminists seek to problematize gender in multiple ways.</PARA></READ>
<READ><TTL>The Making of an Un/Popular Culture: From Lesbian Feminism to Lesbian Postmodernism</TTL>
<AU>Kathleen Martindale</AU>
<ABA>Kathleen Martindale passed away in February 1995, while an Associate Professor of English and Coordinator of the Women’s Studies Program in the Faculty of Arts at York University. During her academic career, Kathleen published widely on feminist and lesbian ethics and lesbian literary theory.</ABA>
<PARA>Recent work in lesbian and gay studies recycles the same story about how the American feminist sex wars over sexual representation in the early 1980s created lesbian category trouble, broke up the feminist cultural consensus, realigned lesbians with gay men and then brought forth the newest kid on the block: lesbian postmodernism . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>The simplest version of the transformation of the category “lesbian” goes like this: thesis—lesbian-feminism—antithesis—the feminist sex wars—synthesis—lesbian postmodernism. The chain reaction is summed up in one recent and typically provocative title, a collection of essays edited by Arlene Stein—Sisters, Sexperts, Queers: Beyond the Lesbian Nation.<ENIND/>1 It’s a story, a myth of origins about a generational changing of the guards, marking and almost always celebrating a shift from the alleged inclusivity of the boast that “any woman can be a lesbian” to the much more exclusive and unabashed elitism of lesbian (cultural, theoretical, and most of all, sexual) chic. The project of accessibility shifted to a more disturbing one of excessibility.</PARA>
<H1>Theorizing Accessibility to Excessibility</H1>
<PARA>Three intellectual events shaped this shift: the publication in 1980 of the powerful polemical essay by the poet-critic Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” which theorized lesbianism as not only inside but central to feminism; the sex wars within feminism from 1982 on, which displaced lesbianism either above or below feminism as a set of sex-cultural practices not necessarily bounded by the realm of “the political”; and then, from the late 1980s on, the emergence of lesbian postmodernism, which destabilized, disjoined, and deconstructed the relationship between lesbianism and feminism. In the process, both lost their coherence, uniqueness, and authenticity. The new hybrid, however, has achieved a greater degree of theoretical and cultural prestige—as a sexy new avant-garde at a time too “post” to believe in the possibility or usefulness of either lesbianism or feminism.</PARA>
<PARA>Rich’s text shows lesbian and feminist theoretical practices at a moment of consolidation and legitimation. If one article has achieved canonical status both in the literature of women’s studies and lesbian and gay studies, it is this classic. Still widely anthologized, Rich wrote her poetic polemic with women’s studies students and faculty as her intended audience. She wrote to change minds: to decrease heterosexism in the women’s movement and its scholarship, and to build bridges between heterosexual and lesbian feminists. Rich successfully used the ideological work of 1970s feminist culture which had transformed the image of lesbians from sexual outlaws to respectable citizens. Her chief stroke of brilliance in this rhetorical takeover was to make lesbianism inherently natural, womanly, and feminist.</PARA>
<PARA>Legitimizing lesbianism this way is tricky. Obviously, it requires rewriting all the myths, popular and scholarly, about ugly man-hating lesbians. Less obviously, it requires rewriting the twentieth-century history of relationships among feminists, lesbians, and gay men. Given the revolutionary task she set herself, it’s not surprising that Rich’s argument is frequently contradictory, unsupported by evidence, or simply incredible at key points. Rich argues that lesbianism is a choice and, therefore, any woman can become a lesbian. Lesbians are made, not born. In making this choice, women aren’t choosing a sexuality so much as they are choosing to reject patriarchy. Heterosexuality isn’t a choice for women but collaboration with the enemy in the interests of survival. While any resisting woman is entitled to take a spot on the “lesbian continuum,” the patriarchy will try to destroy her if she does so. Therefore, feminists make the best lesbians; lesbian/feminism is industrial strength feminism (unlike earlier pre-feminist lesbians who were sex-crazed and therefore not really political). If all women became lesbians, the patriarchy would crumble . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Rich’s insight that heterosexuality should be considered by all women as an institution, a frequently violent and always coercive social construction, rather than as a natural state, has had some acceptance in other academic disciplines such as literature, psychology, sociology, and cultural studies, and has even made its way into the larger world outside the academy. For many feminist readers, who typically encounter this text as the token lesbian reading in an otherwise heterosexist women’s studies syllabus, Rich is lesbian theory. Lesbian theorists, however, have largely rejected her arguments. It’s important to recall that the most significant and most immediate critiques of Rich anticipate the sex wars and their aftermath . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Rich’s article holds this pride of place because it creates an appealing myth of the lesbian/feminist as a present-day freedom fighter against patriarchy who has a mystical connection to all the heroic women who have ever lived. In its scope and imaginative grandeur, Rich’s article is a manifesto of lesbian modernism. Sharing the bonds of women-identification with non-lesbians rather than isolated as a pervert because she performs deviant sex acts, Rich’s lesbian is a romantic though respectable figure. Naturalizing the lesbian, freeing her to float free from historical impurities and taints, linking her oppression to the oppression of all women, Rich makes lesbianism intelligible and seductive in normative heterosexual terms. That is, she desexualizes lesbianism.</PARA>
<PARA>In the Signs 1981 issue, Ferguson includes a section in the “Viewpoint” essay, “On ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’: Defining the Issues.” Entitled “Patriarchy, Sexual Identity, and the Sexual Revolution,” Ferguson’s critique is a response to Rich that pricks the romantic bubble by finding Rich’s vision ahistoric, exclusionary, and utopian.<ENIND/>2 . . . </PARA>
<PARA>The major difference between Rich and Ferguson is that Ferguson reestablishes the importance of the creation of “an explicit lesbian identity connected to genital sexuality,” though she admits that no one definition fits all cases.<ENIND/>3 . . . Ferguson asks who is excluded from or devalued by Rich’s redefinition of lesbian existence. In contrast to Rich, Ferguson observes:</PARA>
<QUO>[A]ny definitional strategy which seeks to drop the sexual component of “lesbian” in favor of an emotional commitment to, or preference for, women tends to lead feminists to downplay the historical importance of the movement for sexual liberation. The negative results of that movement . . . do not justify dismissal of the real advances that were made for women, not the least being the possibility of a lesbian identity in the sexual sense of the term.<ENIND/>4</QUO>
<PARA>In its rejection of the political vanguardism of lesbian-feminism and acknowledgement of sexual diversity within the lesbian community, Ferguson’s essay prefigures not only the sex wars, but the emergence of lesbianism in a postmodern mode.</PARA>
<H1>From the Sex Wars to the Text Wars</H1>
<PARA>Every scholar who has discussed this period agrees that “The Scholar and the Feminist IX” conference in April, 1982 at Barnard College in New York on the subject “Towards a Politics of Sexuality” marked the official outbreak of the sex wars . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>What were the sex wars about? The immediate catalyst was the picketing and leafletting at the conference by what Lillian Faderman called “cultural feminists”<ENIND/>5 (this descriptor is generally used derogatorily, but Faderman’s usage is neutral to positive) who were offended by the presence of lesbian sex radicals at a feminist event. By attempting to stop the conference, since they regarded the radicals’ presence as part of the backlash against feminism, the demonstrators made it legendary . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Looked at in larger terms, the sex wars are only the latest round in a two-hundred-year-long struggle over the boundaries between normalcy and sexual deviance, in which feminists have tended to play the role of regulators as well as the regulated.<ENIND/>6 Critiquing feminism’s historic role as sexual regulator drives lesbian sex radical and anthropologist Gayle Rubin’s article, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” the most cited and important piece in the influential anthology of papers from the Barnard conference, Pleasure and Danger. If Adrienne Rich’s essay, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” is the first contemporary classic of lesbian culture, then Gayle Rubin’s article is the second. Using a Foucauldian analysis of modern sexual history, Rubin argues that the sex wars should be studied as a symbolic contest between feminists and sex radicals over a stratified and unitary sexual system.</PARA>
<PARA>Like Rich before her, Rubin is a powerful polemicist who is trying to legitimize and naturalize her preferred form of lesbian identity, namely lesbian sado-masochism. Unlike Rich, who tried to valorize hers by blurring the boundaries between heterosexuality and lesbianism, Rubin privileges hers by attacking the very notion of sexual hierarchy.<ENIND/>7 Calling lesbian-feminists on their habit of legitimizing themselves by demonizing the sexual practices of other sexual minorities, Rubin knocked lesbian-feminism off the throne of transcendental signifier and the pedestal of sexual purity. Now that some historical distance has been put on the most inflammatory aspects of these rhetorical battles, this part of Rubin’s argument has come to be regarded as more significant than her sexual libertarianism.<ENIND/>8 . . . </PARA>
<PARA>For many feminists, Rubin’s article makes uncomfortable reading. Not only does she resexualize lesbians, removing the halo of respectability that 1970s feminism had worked so hard to create, she also unties feminism as a theory of gender oppression from lesbianism as a sexual identity and practice. By prying apart the categories of gender and sexuality, Rubin laid the theoretical groundwork for a new disciplinary formation, lesbian studies, which parallels but does not overlap with women’s studies.</PARA>
<PARA>Rubin makes a compelling argument that feminism should no longer be seen as the “privileged site of a theory of sexuality”<ENIND/>9 and that it is of limited usefulness for lesbians and other sexual minorities:</PARA>
<QUO>Feminist conceptual tools were developed to detect and analyze gender-based hierarchies. To the extent that these overlap with erotic stratifications, feminist theory has some explanatory power. But as issues become less those of gender and more those of sexuality, feminist analysis becomes irrelevant and often misleading. Feminist thought simply lacks angles of vision which can encompass the social organization of sexuality. The criteria of relevance in feminist thought do not allow it to see or assess critical power relations in the area of sexuality.<ENIND/>10</QUO>
<PARA>. . . “Thinking Sex” helped to rupture the fragile theoretical unity between heterosexual and lesbian feminists. By providing the theoretical foundations and justifications for another “gay/straight” split within feminism, Rubin’s essay should be seen as the opening round in a still ongoing legitimation crisis over sexuality . . . . </PARA>
<H1>Lesbian Postmodernism:

Category Trouble or Troubling Category?</H1>
<PARA>. . . It’s important to acknowledge that the category “lesbian” was in trouble both before and after the sex wars for cultural and political reasons that were only loosely linked to those debates. One of the chief reasons “lesbian” is a troubled category is that as a name and a notion it’s so limited and limiting. The lesbian philosopher Marilyn Frye has ruefully analyzed its baffling etymology, its negating ontology, and its implicit ethnocentrism. When the word is uninflected, it can be taken to mean white, EuroAmerican, and middle-class.<ENIND/>11 Because it seems disembodied and euphemistic, some of those it names reject “lesbian” as not only racially and culturally exclusive, but as inappropriately cerebral, preferring instead the more visceral and down to earth “dyke” or “queer.”<ENIND/>12 While one solution to such category trouble is to choose a name to fit the occasion, whatever will keep its critical edge critical, the disease around the category underscores the cultural and political reality that there is no such thing as a monolithic or international lesbian culture . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>By the beginning of the 1990s, when lesbian-feminism was thought by some feminists and lesbians to have gone the way of the dodo, observers of American feminist communities voiced yet other reasons why the category of the lesbian was in trouble. Some were delighted, others were perplexed or worried. Was the category “lesbian” empty or ineffective as a descriptive or discursive tool, on the one hand, or too totalizing, on the other?<ENIND/>13 If lesbianism, by the mid-1980s, had lost the political aura it had just barely managed to achieve as feminism’s “magical sign,” what had a decade’s worth of theoretical elaboration turned it into? In a little over ten years, lesbianism may have refigured itself from being the “rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion,” to its lust.<ENIND/>14 . . . By the 1990s, the lesbian had imploded into a subject position, a performance, a space, a metaphor, or an instability in the system of signification.<ENIND/>15 As a consequence of this theoretical efflorescence, all of it undertaken during the longest period of economic depression and political reaction in the western world since the 1930s, it’s unclear whether “lesbian” should be understood now primarily in political, sexual, or cultural terms. “Lesbian” has gone from something any and all women supposedly could be, to a politicized sexual identity, to something wild and recherché that perhaps only an outlaw elite with the right clothes, sex toys, and reading lists could fantasize being. Currently, the category is undergoing a shift as dramatic, as seismic, and as controversial in terms of its potential cultural and political consequences as the one attributed to the nineteenth-century sexologists. Though this shift as yet directly involves only a minority of a minority, its manifestations and consequences will be of interest not only to lesbians but to all those following the debates about postmodernism, feminism, and the development of lesbian and gay studies . . . . </PARA>
<H1>”Without You (Lesbian/Feminism),

I’m (Lesbian Postmodernism) Nothing”</H1>
<PARA>Postmodern lesbianism is at once a marketing strategy, a legitimizing tool, and a necessary fiction emerging from the current crisis in representation, in particular the identity crises and border disputes within 1980s feminism and lesbianism. It both creates and assuages anxieties about lesbian identities, sexual practices, and cultural productions.<ENIND/>16 It is perhaps most useful and illuminating to consider postmodern lesbianism as a complicitous critique of lesbian-feminism. As the comedian Sandra Bernhard, herself an extremely complicitous and not so critical postmodern lesbian, remarked in another context, “Without you, I’m nothing.”<ENIND/>17 . . . </PARA>
<PARA>In spite of the claim that postmodernism is supposed to display incredulity toward metanarratives, it’s tempting to tell the tale of the development of lesbian postmodernism as the narrative of the evolution of a subculture in which lesbian-feminism, a political perspective, is not only decentered but frequently demonized. The political and cultural accomplishments of lesbian-feminism in the 1980s, including the creation of alternative institutions ranging from battered women’s shelters to women’s centers and bookstores, and their promotion of more inclusive women’s studies programs, “women’s” music festivals, and publishing houses, tend to drop out of the picture. Instead, there’s a fascination with the lesbian and gay cultures of the pre-feminist 1950s or the campier aspects of the gay liberationist 1970s. The hyphen connecting lesbianism and feminism then comes undone. Lesbianism next reemerges not merely as a resexualized identity, but as a set of increasingly perverse and avant-garde sexual practices, which in turn are promoted, theorized, and linked to the hypersignifying aestheticizing category of postmodernism which can mean all things to all people. Consider the marketing possibilities!</PARA>
<PARA>Though lesbian theorists who’ve taken the postmodern turn agree that it is crucial for feminists to deconstruct binary models of female sexuality, they differ in the ways they relate lesbianism and other sexual minorities to feminism, in the degrees to which their work is enabled by feminist thought, and on whether their emphasis falls more on the intellectual or political effects on feminists and lesbians of binary thinking. For example, though they generally agree that binary thinking fueled the sex wars and kept feminists at an impasse, some believe that out of the impasse over these debates came a more complex way of imagining sexual differences, such as the proliferation of sexualities beyond the simple “gay/straight” split.<ENIND/>18 In “Producing Sex, Theory, and Culture: Gay/Straight Remappings in Contemporary Feminism,” Katie King suggests that:</PARA>
<PARA>Situationally other differences that cannot be imagined as opposites may be as salient or more salient: race, class, nationality, language, religion, ability. All suggest that sexualities are too plural, too politically granulated to be named in a gay/straight division, as women have too many genders, sexes to be seen simply across such a “gay/straight” divide; indeed, any such centering of a gay/straight divide is in itself deeply divisive: mystifying the power dynamics feminists play with each other, and our accountabilities to each other.<ENIND/>19</PARA>
<PARA>King’s suggestion provides a point of entry for understanding postmodern lesbian theory, especially with respect to how lesbianism and sexuality in general have been theorized in the emerging disciplines of lesbian (and gay) studies and in “queer theory.” Though what to call this theoretical enterprise is itself controversial, there is no doubt that lesbian theorists such as Teresa de Lauretis and Judith Butler are among its originators, along with the non-lesbian, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Though their work uses feminist, poststructuralist and psychoanalytic analyses, they differ on whether theorizing lesbianism is central to their project and in how relevant feminism is to it.</PARA>
<PARA>To recap what I take to be their most important insights, here are capsule summaries as they relate to what follows . . . . Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick is the most celebrated of queer theorists, perhaps because she argues in her book, Epistemology of the Closet, that the binary opposition “homosexual/heterosexual” is central to every other important binary relation of knowledge and ignorance in Western twentieth-century culture.<ENIND/>20 Because her analysis is more focused on sexuality than on gender, Sedgwick calls it “antihomophobic” and indicates that it shouldn’t be taken as coextensive with feminism.<ENIND/>21 Sedgwick calls attention to what is enabled and made more difficult in minoritizing views of homosexuality (that lesbian and gay issues are of interest only to a minority) as well as universalizing views (that the production of the category of the homosexual minority is interesting to everybody because it constructs and normalizes the heterosexual majority, which wouldn’t make sense without it). Sedgwick prefers to identify herself as a queer or a pervert.<ENIND/>22 By making queerness a theoretical perspective that is open to anyone regardless of their sexual experience or identity, she seems to have found a way of transcending the gay/straight splits within feminism. Sedgwick’s writing has received a lot of critical attention and has for many readers a great appeal because she rejects the boundary-keeping preoccupations and “normalizing/deviantizing” discourses that have driven feminist as well as most earlier lesbian and gay theory.</PARA>
<PARA>Judith Butler’s book, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, has played a similar role in “queering” and que(e)rying the identity of lesbian and gay studies. Butler argues that constructing the lesbian as the vanguard position of feminism is a mistake which actually reinforces compulsory heterosexuality. Lesbian theorizing based on essentialist notions of identity is nothing more than a theoretically naive and politically disastrous reverse discourse. Butler solves the problems created for lesbian theorists by the binary oppositions of sex and gender by “denaturalizing” gendered and sexed identities and encouraging them to be seen as performances.<ENIND/>23 Queer theorists can further subvert identities, under some but not all conditions, through the exploration of practices such as drag, butch-femme, cross-dressing, transsexuality, and the proliferation of erotic minorities, performed as self-conscious and voluntary parodies.<ENIND/>24 . . . </PARA>
<H1>From Vanguard to Avant-Garde</H1>
<PARA>In the intellectually formidable texts of Butler . . . among others, lesbian-feminism, a political vanguard which was unpopular not because it wanted to be but because it had apparently failed, transformed itself into lesbian postmodernism, a sex-cultural avant-garde, which was unpopular because it wanted and needed to be, because that was a hallmark of success. Around 1990, critics began calling the new cultural formation “lesbian postmodernism.” By the time more cautious critics caught up with the phenomenon, the name had stuck and it was too late for reasoned arguments about its appropriateness or accuracy.<ENIND/>25 Reworking the defiant yet ambiguous claim Jill Johnston had made in 1973 that lesbians were going to legitimize themselves as criminals, lesbian postmodernism appears determined to acquire the status and visibility of an un/popular culture.</PARA>
<PARA>Trading in their Birkenstocks for Doc Martens or stilettos, postmodern lesbians have created a microculture that is re-imagining lesbianism by making it once again, as it was during modernism, edgy, difficult, and stylish, without apology. This microculture, or subculture of a counterculture, has already achieved some measure of visibility and notoriety in academic circles as well as in the mass media through its preoccupation with written, visual, and film and performance erotica and pornography.<ENIND/>26 In the “critic-as-fan” spirit of cultural studies, lesbian-generated trends in fashion and pornography—from lesbian chic haircuts and high end clothing to state of the art dildos, harnesses and body piercings—have been analyzed as serious fun on the queer conference circuit. As such technologies of the self lose shock value, they have become more available for reading as outrageous parodies,<ENIND/>27 or have been replaced by potentially more disturbing phenomena, such as the growth in popularity of female-to-male transsexualism and a lesbian postmodernist take on it as cosmetic surgery rather than as an ethico-political crisis of and for lesbian survival.<ENIND/>28</PARA>
<PARA>Intellectually influential out of proportion with its size and its possession of cultural capital, these forms of postmodern lesbian culture have attracted attention as a provocative mix of high theory and low culture. So far what has received little attention are the written texts of lesbian postmodernism: (both elite and low) lesbian theory, fiction, and autobiography, particularly those that self-consciously treat the development of this new cultural formation and critically engage with and against it . . . . </PARA>
<H1>Coming Attractions,

Distractions and Refractions</H1>
<PARA> . . . In response to an earlier version of a part of what became this chapter, a piece intended as a chapter in a book about feminist theory, readers who identified themselves in their reports as women’s studies academics indicated that, while they thought the argument important, the overview useful and original, and the writing clear, they were not familiar with most of the material and could not understand it. Admitting that they had to re-read sections several times before they could understand the issues being discussed by lesbian theorists post–Adrienne Rich, they argued that their having difficulties proved that their women’s studies students could never hope to follow my argument. One might compare this response to feminist philosopher Susan Bordo’s similar remarks in a book review about why she cannot imagine teaching Butler’s Gender Trouble.<ENIND/>29</PARA>
<PARA>Could I rewrite the article, my reviewers asked, leaving out or at least shortening the discussions of poststructuralist, psychoanalytic, and queer theories? Chagrined, even angry, I realized how these academics were defining “lesbian” writing in their classrooms: important, but too difficult—for themselves as well as their students—and therefore untaught and unteachable. If in previous generations lesbianism was considered too disturbing to be suitable for public discussion, now, apparently by becoming postmodern, lesbianism has become “too difficult.”</PARA>
<PARA>It is urgent, when queer theory and the institutionalization of (lesbian and) gay studies at elite American universities threaten to marginalize contemporary lesbian culture, that this writing, as well as that of post-gay theorists such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler, be studied as a theoretically sophisticated discourse in women’s studies, English, and cultural studies courses, among others. Postmodern lesbianism needs to be acknowledged as the next stage in a far more inclusive history of lesbian culture than the one we already know, the one which skips from Sappho to Gertrude Stein and then concludes at gay liberation and the women’s movement.</PARA>
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<PARA>. . . Lesbianism is not a disease. It is not even a natural physiological or psychological condition. It is a complex social fact. Sex between women may have taken place for thousands of years, but the formation of a distinct lesbian identity—perceived as inherent, persisting even in the absence of sexual activity—is a relatively recent event. We cannot understand the position of lesbians in today’s society without knowing some of the history of when and how this distinct sexual identity was formed.</PARA>
<H1>A Bit of History</H1>
<PARA>Historian Lillian Faderman has pointed out in her ground-breaking book Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendships and Love between Women<ENIND/>1 that both sex and love between women were part of European and American culture from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, while strictly speaking there were no lesbians until the turn of the twentieth century . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>. . . The “romantic friendship” of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was an accepted feature of a social life that did not assume the women involved were in any way deviant or anti-heterosexual. Historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg was the first to uncover a whole tradition of such long-lasting bonds of love between American women in the nineteenth century. She discovered many cases of women friends who would even displace the husband from the marital bed when visiting one another.<ENIND/>2 Sometimes the women did not marry and lived together as a couple, an arrangement known as a “Boston marriage.” This was more common in the late nineteenth century, and only in urban settings since pioneer women tended to marry.</PARA>
<PARA>Faderman suggests that these passionate and sensual relationships that involved all the earmarks of passionate love, as we can see in surviving letters and other documents, were not usually based on genital sexual contact. The women might have slept in the same bed, hugged and kissed each other, and experienced all the signs of falling in love, but they probably did not think of their kisses or their racing pulses as indicators of a specifically genital desire. After all, in this era women were supposed to have only emotional desires, and there is evidence to show that most if not all women internalized this idea. For most, “sex” probably meant less-than-satisfying contact with overbearing husbands, or simply reproduction. When “in love” with another woman, they would not associate those feelings with either reproduction or with “base” desires . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>It was only after the 1880s that love between women began to be regarded with suspicion and investigated for signs of perversion. Havelock Ellis in Britain, Richard von Krafft-Ebing in Germany, and other doctors and scientists began to take an interest in classifying human sexual behaviour according to “types.” They established criteria for distinguishing the various types, especially the normal and the abnormal. Some of these types were the fetishist, the sado-masochist and the necrophiliac. But foremost among the abnormal sexual types was the “invert” or homosexual . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>For women, the impact of the new sexology was mixed. On the one hand, women who felt sexual urges toward other women could now put a name to their feelings, and argue, as did Radclyffe Hall’s heroine, that they could not help being what they were, and hence need not be ashamed. But on the other hand, the new homosexual identity was not on par with heterosexuality. To be a lesbian was to be abnormal, and as the heroine of The Well of Loneliness also said, to be something other than a real woman. By adopting the sexologists’ categories one might achieve inner peace knowing that one’s feelings and experiences had a name and were shared by other women. However, one could never be at peace with the world since lesbianism was so stigmatized that even speaking about it was not allowed . . . . </PARA>
<H1>Making Heterosexuality Compulsory</H1>
<PARA>With women increasingly defined and evaluated according to their heterosexual market value, and with marriage viewed neither as an economic partnership nor a parenting project but as a glorious romance, the stage was set for the social institution that had come to be known as “compulsory heterosexuality.”<ENIND/>3 This institution is not located in any downtown skyscraper or in any government department, but it is so pervasive in today’s society that it resembles the proverbial water of which fish are unaware.</PARA>
<PARA>Sexism creates femininity and masculinity as we know them, since our gendered egos are constituted by psycho-social conditioning. Compulsory heterosexuality refers to the ideology and social practice that pushes properly gendered women and men into couples and makes them believe this is a free choice. It must be emphasized that compulsory heterosexuality need not rely on extreme bigotry against homosexuality in order to achieve its goal of instituting the heterosexual couple as the sine qua non of personal success and social stability.</PARA>
<PARA>Heterosexism is not only present when someone actively discriminates against or harasses a gay person. It is also present in many places where gay people are not involved, for example in bridal industry ads that portray diamonds and white wedding dresses, and indirectly traditional marriage, as universally desirable. In this sense, heterosexism oppresses not only homosexuals but anyone who is either celibate or is in a casual sexual relationship. It is even oppressive to coupled heterosexuals who enjoy its privileges, since the whole weight of a social institution is imposed upon their individual shoulders. Bridal industry ads are offensive to married women who are happy in their marriage but do not derive their identity from it. Women who want to take a job in a different city and feel guilty about commuting between job and husband are also oppressed by heterosexism. The relationship is supposed to be more important to them than to the husband, who would not be expected to have to make those choices.</PARA>
<PARA>Although heterosexism oppresses gay men and all men who do not fit “the norm,” it weighs particularly heavily on women. Women suffer more pressure to “find a man” than men do to find a wife. Women are the ones who are constantly being told—by the advertising industry, movies and novels, and by family and friends—that they have to work at improving their appearance and their cuisine in order to get a man, or if they have one, to keep him. Men gain extra social status from having a woman at their beck and call, and can be stigmatized as “queers” if they fail to produce a woman for the appropriate social occasions. However men do not need female validation for their very identity. They change neither their name nor their social class upon marriage. A garbageman married to a schoolteacher is still a garbageman; a university-educated woman who marries a farmer becomes “the farmer’s wife.” We see then that because women are denied an autonomous identity, the consequences of being in or out of a heterosexual couple are greater for them . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>. . . [W]e are surrounded by heterosexist ideology; we enter heterosexual relationships accompanied by a whole series of expectations and ideals about what “it” is supposed to be like. Whether our fantasy entails being swept off our feet by a tall millionaire, or whether we sigh after a non-sexist man in a crumpled shirt, we all have expectations and hopes and we are all more or less affected by the stories of “great loves” we have read about or seen in movies. From Romeo and Juliet to the soaps there is a constant stream of ideology about what heterosexuality is like or should be like.</PARA>
<PARA>By contrast, the almost complete dearth of images of lesbianism in our culture means that when a woman begins to feel attracted to other women she has no preconceived notion of what “it” is supposed to look or feel like. The few lesbian enclaves in large cities have created some ideal conceptions of what love between women is or could be about. But these ideals are not part of the general culture, and to seek them out one has to visit feminist or gay bookstores, listen to hard-to-get lesbian songs, or attend the few and not widely publicized events the community organizes. Even for those lesbians living in large cities where lesbian communities do exist, one has to make a real effort to go out and find the like-minded women and the culture that speaks to us. The culture of heterosexism, of course, washes over us constantly.</PARA>
<PARA>When I began to fall in love with a woman, I was completely unacquainted with any depictions of lesbianism. The descriptions and ideals produced by lesbian feminism had never come to my attention, and I did not become aware of them until I was already deep into the most intense love relationship of my life. I thus did not expect or hope or fantasize: I simply explored with great wonder everything that happened in those early months of our love, all the feelings and thoughts that seemed to be arising out of the blue in my previously “normal” heart . . . . </PARA>
<H1>Lesbians, the State, and Society</H1>
<PARA>Most people think we live in enlightened times, and that outright persecution of lesbians and other unpopular minorities is confined to outposts of bigotry. Most people are unaware that divorced women are routinely deprived of custody of their children if ex-husbands bring evidence of lesbianism into the courtroom. Few people know that as late as the seventies there were cases in Canada of women being committed to psychiatric hospitals and subjected to heavy drugs and electroshock because their parents or husbands convinced doctors that lesbianism was a sign of madness. And today, many young lesbians are forced out of their homes by irate fathers.</PARA>
<PARA>It is important to understand that lesbians are not only subjected to occasional persecutions but also to the everyday grind of societal oppression. Constant tension and stress is felt even by those lesbians living in relatively privileged settings. Every day we have to decide how we will appear before the world. Should I, in a coffee-break conversation with coworkers, speak about “my lover” the way other women talk about their boyfriends? Will I hide all the tell-tale lesbian books and posters in my home because an aunt is visiting? . . . </PARA>
<PARA>However lesbians choose to respond to specific situations—and there is not a lesbian alive who can possibly be “out of the closet” in all circumstances—they are not free to simply live their lives without making an “issue” of their lesbianism. If they try to avoid the stress of going public they will succeed only in internalizing the conflict, and making themselves unhappy by the constant self-censorship which alone can keep the closet door shut. On the other hand, if one tells one’s family and friends about one’s sexual choices, one is not then exempt from future dilemmas. Many lesbians struggle for years with the difficult question of telling one’s parents, only to discover that after the “big talk” silence once more descends upon them . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Social prejudice and heterosexist attitudes are certainly one big obstacle preventing lesbians from living freely. However, the mechanisms of the state (laws, courts, police, school systems) are not at all neutral with respect to lesbians. For instance, in Canada it is illegal to engage in gay sex until one is twenty-one years old, while the heterosexual age of consent is fourteen or sixteen depending on the province . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>The police and the bureaucracy are not the only agencies of the state that exercise their power in such a way as to reinforce lesbian oppression. Lesbians are also often deprived of custody of their children by the courts. Furthermore, lesbian couples are not allowed to adopt children under the rules of Children’s Aid, and a lesbian who wants to be artificially inseminated will find it virtually impossible to find a sympathetic doctor who will help her. Fortunately new networks have developed to allow lesbians who want to have children to get in touch with volunteer gay men, but these networks are almost underground . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>But legal changes must go hand in hand with changes in the public perception of homosexuality. Just as one of the first tasks of the post-1968 women’s movement was to challenge the media stereotypes of women and to project new, positive images of women’s strength and capabilities, so one of the key tasks of lesbian communities is to present an alternative image of who we are . . . . </PARA>
<H1>The Women’s Movement:

Lesbianism Is an Issue for All Feminists</H1>
<PARA>If we look at lesbianism as a social category identifying women who are permanently independent from men and look to each other for love, sex, and day-to-day support, then it is clearly in the interest of all feminists to defend lesbianism as a positive choice. Conversely, when lesbians are sneered at for being “too ugly to get a man” or for “aping men,” heterosexual feminism is also being attacked. All women are kept down and prevented from freely choosing if and how they will relate to men or conform to male standards of femininity. Thus, defending lesbian rights and supporting lesbian culture is not something that heterosexual feminists ought to do as a matter of charity; rather defending lesbianism is an integral part of the struggle for women’s independence. Attacks on lesbians are implicitly attacks on all women who deviate from the traditional pattern. If heterosexual feminists expect to increase the social space for women, they have to defend the right of all women to choose lesbianism if they so desire.</PARA>
<PARA>Unfortunately, not all feminists see the issue this way, because not all have grappled with internalized homophobia and heterosexism. Many heterosexual feminists are uneasy about lesbians speaking publicly for the women’s movement, because they fear people will get “the wrong impression” and dismiss all feminists as man-hating lesbians. Instead of challenging this prejudice, many heterosexual feminists run away from it and give in to it. In the early seventies, the American National Organization for Women (NOW) carried out a witch-hunt against lesbians precisely because it did not want to “create the wrong impression” and ruin its public image. The irony of this purge was that the divisions and hard feelings it caused were probably far worse for the organization’s morale and cohesion than anything male attacks on lesbian feminism might have caused. Today, mainstream women’s organizations would probably not undertake the same kind of divisive marginalization of lesbians. But nevertheless, lesbians are often perceived within the mainstream women’s movements as “uncomfortably sexual,” as Lorna Weir has put it.<ENIND/>4</PARA>
<PARA>Heterosexual feminists tend to have a certain split between their private erotic life with men and their political activities with women. But for lesbian feminists “the personal is political” in a much more direct way. Often, political coworkers are also lovers (or ex-lovers, or the ex-lovers of one’s present lover!). There is an unmistakable erotic energy that sometimes surfaces not just in social gatherings but even in meetings or more formal settings. Grassroots feminist organizations often accept this, but more “respectable” organizations frown on any manifestations of lesbian erotic energy or even on women who talk about lesbian sexuality . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>. . . The politics of the women’s movement are often set by articulate, well-educated women who are usually middle-class, white, and heterosexual (publicly at least). Their point of view is presented as being that of women in general. By contrast, lesbians, women of colour and other “minority” women are seen as representing only women like themselves and not women in general. Lesbian issues are constructed as “particularistic,” “special-interest” issues. Women who are known to be lesbians are treated, by the media and even by many feminists, as unable to speak about anything but lesbian issues, as though lesbians did not need equal pay and indeed pensions as much as anyone else. This is heterosexism at work. To be heterosexual is regarded as average, normal, and non-problematic. But to be anything else is instantly problematic and relegates one to the status of “minority.” And if no vocal members of that minority group are present to voice their views, then their concerns will be routinely forgotten. A feminist movement that claims to speak for all women must make sure that it does in fact include the concerns and views of all sectors, without falling into the trap of dividing women into “normal” or “average” on the one hand, and “fringe” groups on the other.</PARA>
<PARA>Seen from this perspective, it becomes clear that lesbianism is an issue for all feminists, just as child care and child rearing is an issue for all feminists regardless of whether or not they are mothers. For example, almost all feminist organizations have a clear position on women’s right to abortion, and many lesbians have worked long and hard to defend this right even though they do not personally need abortion facilities. This is because it has become clear that what is at stake is not just abortion itself, but the larger right of all women to make their choices around childbearing and sexuality free from state and church coercion. Similarly then, when lesbians fight to gain access to the media or other public spaces, what is really at stake is the right of all women to define their own sexual identity and have access to cultural resources in order to create positive images of their eroticism and their lifestyle. All women who long for a woman-centred sexuality will find it in their best interests to take an active interest in the development of lesbian culture. To fight for lesbian rights and against heterosexism is to fight against male-defined feminine roles, and for autonomy. Active support for lesbian cultural and political initiatives is hence an integral part of being a feminist.</PARA>
<PARA>When heterosexual feminists fail to support lesbian initiatives, it is not only through incorrect political ideas. It is also because certain emotional reactions and gut feelings prevent them from thinking clearly. Lesbians by their very presence often make heterosexual women uncomfortable and anxious. These anxieties have to be examined one by one and dealt with in a calm manner, always remembering they are not individual failings. Rather they are the inevitable result of having grown up with homophobia and having had homophobia repeatedly used to undermine the women’s movement. Sometimes lesbians do not remember this and turn on individual heterosexual feminists with such cheap shots as “You shouldn’t sleep with men, they are the enemy.” This is designed only to produce guilt and divisiveness, and to overcompensate for lesbian invisibility by turning the tables on heterosexual feminists and telling them they cannot be real feminists. These oversimplifications are explosions of anger and have no place in political discussions. Feminism asserts the right of all women to make their erotic choices, and this includes choosing men exclusively. Feminism also rejects the hierarchy of sexual practices, and so does not seek to substitute a lesbian priority for heterosexism. The goal of feminism in the area of sexuality is to establish true sexual pluralism, where no one choice is presented as “the norm.”</PARA>
<PARA>However, having once or twice been faced by dogmatic lesbian chauvinism, sometimes heterosexual feminists retreat and refuse to ask any critical questions about their own views and practices. Being attracted to men is definitely neither unfeminist nor oppressive to lesbians, but since it necessarily fits into the institution of heterosexuality certain questions are helpful. Here are examples of what seem to me to be possible critical questions for heterosexual feminists:</PARA>
<BL>•
<ITEM>Do I, even though I am heterosexual, have a “lesbian streak”?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>If so, am I panicked about releasing that energy, and wish lesbians would go away so that I don’t have to deal with it?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Or do I have absolutely no attraction to other women, and think any woman who does must be bizarre?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Am I afraid a lesbian will try to seduce me?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Am I secretly hoping a lesbian will seduce me?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Do I have stereotyped views about lesbian role-playing in relationships? If so, where do those views come from? From actual experience, from the media, from one or two novels or movies?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Do I assume that all women I meet are heterosexual? Do I think I don’t know any lesbians just because none of my friends have explicitly told me they are lesbians?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>If my daughter, sister, or mother came out as a lesbian, would I be embarrassed? If so (and this is only to be expected), do I have any way to develop a more positive attitude and get over my initial anxiety?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Do I think that having lesbians in the women’s movement is a public embarrassment? If so (and this is only to be expected), do I and my heterosexual friends have ways to deal with this? Do we fear guilt by association?</ITEM>
•
<ITEM>Can I talk to a lesbian about my fears and concerns? Can I talk to anybody about all these questions?</ITEM></BL>
<PARA>All these questions are legitimate. Everyone has to struggle with them at some point or another, and this takes time. Heterosexism is so deeply ingrained in us that it takes a concerted effort to overcome it. Being lesbian-positive is not easy, and does not come automatically on joining a women’s group, or for that matter on becoming a lesbian.</PARA>
<PARA>This means that dialogue is crucial, not just between lesbians and heterosexual women, but among heterosexual women as well. During this dialogue one will probably be faced with questions that have never been asked before, such as “Why am I heterosexual anyway?” Or for lesbians, “Do I secretly think feminists who are not lesbians are second-class feminists?”</PARA>
<PARA>The first precondition of dialogue is mutual respect. But the second condition is an awareness that not all sexual choices are created equal. Lesbians are oppressed because of their sexual preference, while heterosexual women acquire certain privileges from society as a result of their sexual preference. Thus, even if we find a lot of common ground and discover that sexual relationships tend to have the same problems, we should not end our investigation with a bland “It’s really all the same anyway.” Lesbian oppression is not experienced by heterosexual women, and they need to educate themselves about it by talking with lesbians, by reading, and by any other available means.</PARA>
<PARA>Once we have mutual respect as well as an awareness of both lesbian oppression and heterosexual privilege, we can move on to discuss our personal concerns and our views about how the women’s movement can best fight against heterosexism, which oppresses all independent women, and against the specific oppression of lesbians. This discussion is already taking place in small groups, but it needs to take place more publicly and on a larger scale.</PARA>
<PARA>The final goal is a strong women’s movement which represents the interests of women of all sexual orientations, and which vocally defends the right of lesbians not only to have private relationships but also to build a visible and public lesbian culture. This culture will of course be of more direct benefit to lesbians. But all women can gain inspiration from seeing the tremendous possibilities that are released when we begin to think about woman-centred eroticism, about woman-oriented culture, about woman-positive politics.</PARA>
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<PARA>Heterosexuality, which I define as a romantic and sexual orientation toward persons not of one’s own sex, is apparently a very general, though not entirely universal, characteristic of the human condition. In fact, it is so ubiquitous a part of human interactions and relations as to be almost invisible, and so natural-seeming as to appear unquestionable. Indeed, the 1970 edition of The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines “heterosexual” as “pertaining to or characterized by the normal relation of the sexes”<ENIND/>1 . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>This is, then, the first of what I shall refer to as the paradoxes of heterosexuality: As an expected, supposedly normal characteristic of adult and even pre-adult life, it is so pervasive that it melts into our individual lives; its invisibility as a social condition makes it seem to be just a matter of what is personal, private, and inevitable. Heterosexuality is simultaneously the only “real” form of sexuality, and yet (for that very reason) very difficult to perceive. Heterosexuality is transparent, in the way that a piece of plastic wrap is transparent. Yet, like plastic wrap, it has the ability to hold things in place, to keep things down, and to provide a barrier to prevent other things from coming in contact with that which it seems to be protecting . . . . </PARA>
<H1>The Institution of Heterosexuality</H1>
<PARA>. . . By the institution of heterosexuality, or what I shall call for short the heterosexual institution, what I mean is the systematized set of social standards, customs, and expected practices which both regulate and restrict romantic and sexual relationships between persons of different sexes in late twentieth-century western culture . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>In referring to heterosexuality as an institution, I am rejecting an essentialist or reified view of sexual orientations. Human sexuality is culturally constructed, that is, it is “a social,” not [only] a biological phenomenon.<ENIND/>2 There is no reason to suppose that sexual activity and expression are more immune to the effects of enculturation than are other apparently “natural” human activities such as caring for children, or eating. Of course, the fact that sexuality is culturally constructed does not entirely preclude the possibility that some form of sexual expression is innate or “natural,” or that we have “biological inclinations” toward some form of sexual activity. But it does imply both that the evidence for such a natural sexuality will be virtually impossible to detect, and that the stronger hypothesis is that there is no such natural sexuality. One cannot even refer to primordial feelings or irresistible passions as natural, since enculturation processes, including the heterosexual institution, help to define what feelings we do and do not, or ought and ought not to have . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>. . . [F]or, whatever our inherent proclivities may or may not be, there is undeniably tremendous social pressure toward heterosexuality. This pressure is a part of the heterosexual institution. Indeed, I wonder why, if heterosexuality is innate, there are so many social voices telling us, ad nauseum, that that is what we should be. These voices include the ideology that surrounds heterosexual romance, dating, and marriage; the mythology of falling in (and out of) heterosexual love, of flings, crushes, affairs, passions, and helpless attractions; the cultural apparatus that purports to assist women to be heterosexually attractive, to be coy, alluring, “sexy,” and flirtatious, in order to “find true love” or to “catch a man,” and then to maintain his interest once he’s caught; the psychotherapies and medical treatments, together with literature ranging from self-help manuals to scholarly treatises, that claim to prescribe the nature and forms of and adjustment to healthy female heterosexuality and the cures or panaceas for its disfunctions; the cultural images, in popular music, paintings, dance crazes, novels, stories, advice columns, films, videos, plays, and advertising, that interpret human sexuality and love exclusively in terms of two by two heterosexual pairing; and the predominant instruments of western social life—the bars, dances, parties, clubs—that recognize only the heterosexual couple. Why is there so much insistence, via these intensive socialization mechanisms, that all women be heterosexual and learn to be heterosexual, if that is what we are all naturally inclined to be anyway? So the presence of that strong social insistence upon heterosexuality is, to my mind, one very large piece of evidence that heterosexuality is not innate. But, whether it is or it is not, it is the heterosexual institution that is the subject of discussion in this paper . . . . </PARA>
<H1>The Politics of Heterosexuality</H1>
<PARA> . . . My question about the object of the heterosexual institution is akin to questions about the object of other institutions such as the state, the family, the educational system, or religion. And one way of starting to answer such questions is by looking to see what individuals or groups of individuals benefit from the institution, what the benefits are, how those benefits are created and distributed, and at whose cost the benefits are acquired.</PARA>
<PARA>For the past two decades, radical feminists have offered disturbing answers to these questions. They have argued, first, that the heterosexual institution primarily benefits men, not women; and that it affords men easy sexual gratification and material possession of women, as well as reproduction of themselves and their offspring. Second, these benefits are created and distributed through what Adrienne Rich and others have described as the compulsory nature of heterosexuality: female heterosexual desire and activity must be enforced and coerced, through a myriad of social practices in the family, in culture, in religion, education, and law.<ENIND/>3 This process has been described as the deliberate recruitment of women into active participation in heterosexuality.<ENIND/>4 Mariana Valverde states:</PARA>
<QUO>[G]iven the enormous social weight of heterosexism, one cannot accurately describe heterosexuality as merely a personal preference, as though there were not countless social forces pushing one to be heterosexual. People do not generally choose heterosexuality out of a number of equally valid, equally respected lifestyles . . . . As long as certain choices are punished while others are presented as natural, as the norm, it is naive to describe the complicated process of the construction of conformity and/or deviance by reference to a consumer-type notion of personal preference.<ENIND/>5</QUO>
<PARA>Third, whatever its rewards may be (and they are more than amply celebrated in romantic fiction, films, songs, and everyday mythology) the costs for women of providing the benefits of female heterosexuality for men are of two types: First, violence, degradation, and exploitation of women’s bodies and women’s sexuality, through such practices as prostitution, rape and other forms of sexual assault, woman battering, pornography, and incest; and second, the deliberately cultivated separation of women from their allies, each other. The operation of the heterosexual institution is a very successful demonstration of the political maxim that to keep a subject group down, it is important to keep its members divided, to prevent them from developing loyalties to each other, and to direct their trust and commitment to members of the oppressor group. In short, the heterosexual institution is the strongest arm and most powerful manifestation of patriarchy; and therefore one of its most important objects is the oppression of women.</PARA>
<PARA>As an agent of patriarchal oppression, the heterosexual institution generates a second paradox in heterosexuality: the conjunction of heterosexual privilege and heterosexism. On the one hand, the heterosexual institution grants a certain privilege to heterosexual women that is not possessed by non-heterosexual women. A heterosexual woman is validated for having (or at least wanting) men in her life: the presence of a boyfriend or husband—or even the search for a male partner—confirms that the woman is a “real woman”; that (some) men (sometimes) find her attractive; that, whatever else she might be or feel or think, she is not (so the assumption goes) a “manhater” and therefore beyond the moral pale (even though woman hating is considered a fairly normal part of human civilization). A woman’s heterosexuality, visibly demonstrated, shields her from the vicious attacks reserved for non-heterosexual women.</PARA>
<PARA>At the same time, heterosexual privilege is coupled with heterosexism, that is, discrimination on grounds of non-heterosexual orientation. Hence, heterosexual privilege has its price: strict conformity to the standards and requirements of heterosexual behaviour and appearance. On the one hand, deviations, even apparent ones, are usually noticed and punished, through verbal and even physical violence, ostracism, and the threatened loss of employment, reputation, peace and safety, home, children, or financial security. In many instances to be a feminist (regardless of one’s sexual activities) is to invite heterosexist vituperation; many people, including some feminists as well as non-feminists, are inclined to regard the word “lesbian” as a dangerous term whose application to oneself undermines one’s credibility and acceptability. Yet on the other hand, successful conformity to heterosexual standards of behaviour and appearance may also be painful, and necessitate contortions, self-abasement, and continual self- observation in order to regulate one’s feelings, speech and behaviour to fit the image of the heterosexual woman. Hence, not only are there tremendous costs for the person who is non-heterosexual, but also the heterosexual woman is in a classic double-bind situation: to avoid the damages of non-conformity, she must incur the damages of conformity . . . . </PARA>
<H1>Heterosexuality and Choice</H1>
<PARA>In one of my favourite cartoons, a young woman asks her tough and savvy feminist mother, “Ma, can I be a feminist and still like men?” “Sure,” replies the mother, “Just like you can be a vegetarian and like fried chicken.” When l recounted this joke in an introduction to feminism course, my young female students were disturbed rather than amused. And this is not surprising. To some, the mother’s reply may seem to be a reductio ad absurdum of combining feminism and heterosexuality. A good vegetarian, one might think, just does not like fried chicken; or she certainly ought not to like it. And if, in a moment of weakness, she does consume fried chicken, then she is either not a good, moral, consistent vegetarian, or, worse still, she is not a vegetarian at all. So also with the feminist. While many of my students hoped that it would be both logically and empirically possible to be a feminist and still like men, or even love them, they also saw considerable tension in being both heterosexual and feminist. Some feminists who love men have expressed both doubt and guilt about the legitimacy of their lives, and some non-heterosexual feminists have encouraged those feelings . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Is, then, a “feminist heterosexuality” possible?<ENIND/>6 To answer that question, it is necessary first to consider the nature of choice. If, as some feminists have argued, heterosexuality in women is coerced, it would seem that no woman chooses to be heterosexual. When there are not several recognized and legitimate options, when there are so many pressures to be heterosexual, and when failure to conform is so heavily punished, it is difficult to regard heterosexuality as the genuine expression of a preference. In fact, as one (heterosexual) woman remarked to me, given the damning indictment of heterosexuality which has been presented by some feminists, it might seem that any woman would be heterosexual only if it were not a choice.</PARA>
<PARA>But this is not all that can be said about the possibility of choosing heterosexuality. For, first, a single-minded focus on the coercive aspects of the heterosexual institution absolves heterosexual women of any responsibility for their sexual practice in a way that seems inappropriate, at least in the case of feminist women, who have had some opportunities to reflect upon the role of heterosexuality in patriarchal oppression. The idea that all heterosexual women (unlike non-heterosexual women) just can’t help themselves and are somehow doomed to love and be attracted to men gives too much weight to the view of women as victims, and too little credit to the idea that women can act and make decisions on their own behalf. Moreover, it implicitly imputes to all heterosexual women a sort of false consciousness. Most such women will not see themselves as victims of coercion. Although they may not think of heterosexual practice as a choice they have made, they also do not necessarily feel like helpless victims of the heterosexual institution. But if no woman can choose to be heterosexual, then all heterosexual women either fail to correctly understand their own sexuality, or they can correctly understand their sexuality only by seeing themselves as helpless victims.</PARA>
<PARA>On the contrary, I would argue, it is a mistake to summarily dismiss all heterosexual women’s experience as a failure to understand their own sexuality. Indeed, it is possible that some such women may have actively chosen, rather than fallen into, a life of heterosexual marriage and children . . . and that in their heterosexual relationships, they have control over their own sexuality and share equally in the enjoyment of and participation in their sexual relationships.<ENIND/>7</PARA>
<PARA>I am not saying here only that some heterosexual women may lead exceptional lives in the sense that their relationship with their man (or men) is experienced as egalitarian and uncoercive; I am saying that there is an important sense in which a woman can genuinely and even sanely choose to be heterosexual, although the conditions and opportunities for that choice may be fairly rare. Beyond the claim that heterosexuality is innate (which seems to be an insufficiently grounded essentialist claim) and the claim that heterosexuality is coerced (which seems true in regard to the heterosexual institution as a whole) there is a third possibility: that heterosexuality is or can be chosen, even—or especially—by feminists.</PARA>
<PARA>If it is possible to choose not to be heterosexual—and most radical feminists have argued that it is—then it is possible to actively choose to be heterosexual. To some degree, each of us is able to make ourselves into the kinds of sexual beings we are, through a process of interpretation and reinterpretation of our past and present experiences and of our feelings and emotions, and through active interaction with other persons, not just passive receptivity to their influence. By choosing one’s heterosexuality I mean not merely acquiescing in it, or benefiting from heterosexual privilege, but actively taking responsibility for being heterosexual. Admittedly, most apparently heterosexual women never make, and never have an opportunity to make, such an active conscious choice. In what cases, then, might it be correct to say that a woman has genuinely chosen her heterosexuality? The following remark by Charlotte Bunch provides a crucial insight into the paradoxical answer to that question:</PARA>
<QUO>Basically, heterosexuality means men first. That’s what it’s all about. It assumes that every woman is heterosexual; that every woman is defined by and is the property of men. Her body, her services, her children belong to men. If you don’t accept that definition, you’re a queer—no matter who you sleep with . . . . <ENIND/>8</QUO>
<PARA>For a heterosexual woman, to start to understand the institution of heterosexuality and the ideology of heterosexism is already to start to leave standard heterosexuality behind. For part of what is customarily meant by the ascription of heterosexuality is its unconscious “perfectly natural” character. Persons who are non-heterosexual never have the luxury of accepting their sexuality in this way . . . . </PARA>
<PARA> . . . Marilyn Frye has pointed out that in discussions of sexual prejudice and discrimination one may often hear a statement such as “I don’t think of myself as heterosexual”—presumably said by a person who engages in heterosexual activity.<ENIND/>9 Heterosexuals ordinarily extend to others the somewhat dubious privilege of assuming that everyone is like them; since to be sexual is to be heterosexual, “[t]he question often must be made to arise, blatantly and explicitly, before the heterosexual person will consider the thought that one is lesbian or homosexual.”<ENIND/>10 On the other hand, such persons often perceive non-heterosexuals as being unnecessarily preoccupied with their sexuality, unable to stop talking about it and “flaunting” it to the world. But, Frye suggests:</PARA>
<QUO>Heterosexual critics of queers’ “role-playing” ought to look at themselves in the mirror on their way out for a night on the town to see who’s in drag. The answer is, everybody is. Perhaps the main difference between heterosexuals and queers is that when queers go forth in drag, they know they are engaged in theater—they are playing and they know they are playing, heterosexuals usually are taking it all perfectly seriously, thinking they are in the real world, thinking they are the real world.<ENIND/>11</QUO>
<PARA>The person whose sexual practice is heterosexual and who honestly and innocently states that she does not think of herself as heterosexual shows herself most clearly to be heterosexual in the standard sense. Paradoxically, then, for a woman to firmly and unambiguously affirm her heterosexuality may already begin to leave it behind, that is, to cease to be heterosexual in the unthinking unconscious way she once was: she ceases to participate wholeheartedly in the heterosexual institution, and begins the process of disaffiliation from it.<ENIND/>12 When that sort of reflection takes place, I believe, the woman is beginning genuinely to choose her heterosexuality; and she is choosing heterosexual practice without a concomitant endorsement of the heterosexual institution.</PARA>
<PARA>Of course, for such a woman, heterosexuality is still something which is enforced, in Rich’s sense; that is, persistent cultural pressures strive to ensure her conformity, and deviance from heterosexuality is penalized, often severely. No amount of awareness of the heterosexual institution can, by itself, change the compulsory nature of heterosexuality, and disaffiliation by one woman will not rock the institution.</PARA>
<PARA>Nevertheless, that awareness can make a difference, for the previously unawarely heterosexual woman, in the dimensions of her own sexuality: she can begin the process of shaping her own sexuality, by making decisions and choices based upon an understanding of the power and the limits of the heterosexual institution. For she can explore her own personal history and determine how and when her sense of the erotic became separated from women and connected to men.<ENIND/>13 In so doing, she can no longer regard her heterosexual orientation as something over which she has no power or control, as something which just dominates her sexual feelings and practices. Instead, she can distinguish between sexual passion and attraction, on the one hand, and dependence, need, fear, and insecurity on the other. She can become aware of her feelings about women’s and men’s bodies, and discover whether and/or to what degree she has internalized a socially validated revulsion toward the female body. She can genuinely ask herself whether sexual activity with men is something she wants, or merely something in which she engages. (For, of course, we cannot assume that all women whose sexual practice is heterosexual also enjoy their sexual activities.)</PARA>
<PARA>If the answer is no, it is not something she wants, she then has the prospect of choosing to be non-heterosexual. On the other hand, if the answer is yes, she can, in a way, begin to come out as a heterosexual: Not in the heterosexist fashion by which almost all heterosexuals, male and female, ordinarily mark their heterosexuality, but rather in terms of an informed and self-aware feminist evaluation of her life as a heterosexual,<ENIND/>14 renouncing as far as possible the privilege accorded by heterosexuality,<ENIND/>15 and recognizing both the different varieties of oppression non-heterosexuals undergo and also the affinities she shares with non-heterosexual women. She can support non-heterosexual women, validate their relationships, and refuse any longer to be complicitous in the erasures they often undergo. She thereby chooses to be heterosexual as a matter of sexual practice, but not as a matter of the exclusive heterosexist alignment or orientation of her life.</PARA>
<PARA>Nevertheless, although it may now seem that heterosexuality can be genuinely chosen by women, for some feminists the question may still remain whether it ought to be chosen, whether it is ever a good choice, a choice a feminist could responsibly make. Although some heterosexual feminists pride themselves on their “exceptional” heterosexual relationships, relationships which are, apparently, non-oppressive and egalitarian, still, whatever the particular relationship is like, it nonetheless remains possible for the man to take advantage of his potential power. All that stands in the way of his using that power is his own good will, while he is not similarly dependent on the woman’s good will. And he still benefits, however indirectly, from male hegemony, and “even the advantages that he is in a position to refuse are waiting for him if he changes his mind.”<ENIND/>16</PARA>
<PARA>[C]hanging our expectations will [not] by itself change the unequal power relationship. It does not, for instance, change the expectations and behaviour of the man. Neither does it remove the institutional power vested in the male in heterosexual relationships.<ENIND/>17</PARA>
<PARA>Moreover, the woman in such a relationship is still giving her energies very largely to a man, consorting intimately with a member of an oppressor group, and hence, indirectly withholding her energies from a woman. For any woman, heterosexual orientation seems to mean putting men, or at least a man, first. And even while rejecting the heterosexual institution, such a woman also still benefits from heterosexual privilege. Thus, no matter how idyllic her relationship, it seems to fail of its very nature to challenge the status quo, and to reinforce the apparent exclusive loyalty of a woman to her man. Together, the two persons in the relationship still appear to participate in and contribute to the perpetuation of an institution which is oppressive of women, particularly of non-heterosexual women and unattached women of any orientation, as well as of heterosexual women in abusive relationships.<ENIND/>18 And of course having an exceptional relationship does not in any way spare a woman from the worst excesses of the heterosexual institution as they may be visited upon her by men other than her immediate sexual partner(s).</PARA>
<PARA>The foregoing observations appear to call into question the legitimacy of a woman’s deliberately deciding to be heterosexual, and I have only very tentative responses to them. The first involves taking seriously the distinction between the institution of heterosexuality on the one hand, and on the other hand, specific heterosexual relations and the persons who become involved in them. This is the same sort of distinction made by Adrienne Rich in her discussion of motherhood. Rich has urged us to recognize that while motherhood itself is an oppressive institution, mothering particular children may be a delightful, worthwhile, valuable human activity.<ENIND/>19 Similarly, while heterosexuality is an oppressive institution, not all heterosexual relationships are valueless as a result. Glimpsing this possibility might also encourage feminists to make a distinction between what could be called the institution of manhood on the one hand and individual men on the other . . . . </PARA>
<PARA> . . . [T]his answer, by itself, has of course all the weaknesses of any “individual solution” to problems of oppression. For it depends upon a commitment of the man in the relationship not to avail himself of the power of his position. And so, it must be said, for a woman to actively choose to be heterosexual is an act of faith—faith first of all in the fundamental humanity of the men whom she chooses to love. By actively choosing to be heterosexual, a feminist woman is rejecting the view that male sexuality is inevitably and innately violent and exploitive, and that men are hopelessly fated to engage only in aggressive and oppressive relationships. Although members of the two sexes acquire very different roles, men just as much as women learn to participate in the heterosexual institution. And it is a lesson which men can reject. The heterosexual institution is a social artifact that can be changed, and men themselves may be the allies of women in changing it.</PARA>
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<PARA>I am appalled by the fact that I have been asked on numerous occasions to state my position on the question of women and lesbianism. What really appalls me is that the person thinks that I ought to take a position on the sacred right of women to love and be loved. Isn’t love a given?</PARA>
<PARA>But if I am appalled at being asked, I am doubly appalled and shamed by the fact that the question needs to be answered. We have not come a long way, baby. The prohibition of women’s right to choose is all-encompassing in North America. It is the most deep-seated bias in the history of class society. Racism is recent; patriarchy is old.</PARA>
<PARA>Colonization for Native women signifies the absence of beauty, the negation of our sexuality. We are the females of the species: “Native,” undesirable, non-sensuous beings that never go away. Our wombs bear fruit but are not sweet. For us intercourse is not marked by white, middle-class, patriarchal dominant-submissive tenderness. It is more a physical release from the pressure and pain of colonialism—mutual rape. Sex becomes one more of the horrors of enslavement, driving us to celibacy. The greater the intellectual paralysis, the more sex is required and the more celibacy is desired.</PARA>
<PARA>Does this seem incongruous? Yes, but so are paralysis and movement.</PARA>
<PARA>Our life is lived out schizophrenically. Our community desires emancipation. The greater the desire, the more surely do we leap like lemmings into the abyss of alcoholism, violence and suicide. We cannot see our enemy, but we know we must have one. We are standing at the precipice of national destruction.</PARA>
<PARA>Women kid themselves that traditionally we were this way or that way. In the name of tradition we consent to all kinds of oppressive behaviour from our men. How often have we stood in a circle, the only female Native, and our contributions to the goings-on are not acknowledged?—as though we were invisible. We are the majority of the membership of almost every Native organization at the lowest level, the least heard and never the leaders. It is not for want of our ability to articulate our goals or lead folks, either. We have been erased from the blackboard of our own lives.</PARA>
<PARA>What pains me is that I never saw this before. How often do we read in the newspaper about the death or murder of a Native man, and in the same paper about the victimization of a female Native, as though we were a species of sub-human animal life? A female horse, a female Native, but everyone else gets to be called a man or a woman. (I will qualify this by saying that I do not recall the death of a black woman ever being reported. Gawd, Cj, let’s hope it is because no black woman ever died on skid row. But we know different, don’t we?)</PARA>
<PARA>I have been to hundreds of meetings where the male members demand written submissions from female members while giving themselves the benefit of collective discussion and team development prior to any attempt to write it up, thus helping male speakers to sharpen their ideas. Worse, I have watched the chairperson sit and listen to an endless exchange between two male colleagues while a patient woman holds her hand in the air, waiting to be recognized.</PARA>
<PARA>It doesn’t stop there. This anti-woman attitude by Native males seems to be reserved for Native women. The really big crime is that our men-folk rise when a white woman walks into the room. Native men go to great lengths to recognize her, and of course, where there is controversy, her word is very often the respected one.</PARA>
<PARA>We must and will have women leaders among us. Native women are going to raise the roof and decry the dirty house which patriarchy and racism have built on our backs. But first we must see ourselves as women: powerful, sensuous beings in need of compassion and tenderness.</PARA>
<PARA>Please bear with me while I try to unravel the tangled roots this bias against love and choice. We must try to look at why women reject women’s rights to choose, and understand why women treat the love between women as some sort of leprous disease that is contagious. I cannot write for women who love women; so far, the only lovers in my life have been men. I can address the feelings of homophobia which preclude our ability to accept lesbians among us.</PARA>
<PARA>Homosexuality has been named abnormal. If love were a matter of mathematics, averages and so forth, then that would be a fitting way to look at it, since the majority of us are heterosexual. However, love is a thing of the spirit. It finds its major expression through the heart and body. Since contemporary society is based largely on the economics of class and power, norms and mathematics usually prevail. The nature of love, its spiritual, emotional and physical origins are never considered in the white, male point of view.</PARA>
<PARA>When men talk about love between people of the same sex as abnormal, they are not referring to love at all, but to sex. Since we are speaking about love, we will have to ignore the male viewpoint. When women refer to women who love women as unnatural, what they really mean—and this is pathetic—is that it is almost unheard of, and, they agree, it is not allowed. Men loving women is almost unheard of: does its scarceness make it abnormal, unnatural? Any love women can garner for themselves will appear unnatural if women are generally unloved.</PARA>
<PARA>Nowhere in the white, male conception of history has love been a motive for getting things done. That is unnatural. They can’t see love as the force which could be used to move mountains, change history or judge the actions of people. Love/spirit is seen as a womanly thing and thus is scorned. Women love their sons but men influence, direct and control them. Women love their husbands; men provide for women in exchange for a stable home and conjugal rights and that ever-nurturing womanly love. Men scorn love. We are expected not only to accept this scorn in place of love, but to bear untold suffering at the hands of men. That there is violence in North American homes is taken for granted: “Everyone knocks the wife around once in a while.” And does anyone want to admit that very often after a beating on a drunken Friday, a woman is expected to open up to further scorn by moaning and groaning happy sounds while the man who beat her helps himself to her body?</PARA>
<PARA>Have you ever heard a man honestly admit that a woman’s fear, her surrendering as a result of having been intimidated, excites and arouses him? Rape, ladies and gentlemen, is commonplace in the home. In the home, it is not a crime. What is worse, in our desperate fear of being unloved, a good many women plea for mercy and accept responsibility for the beating and beg forgiveness for imaginary transgressions. Could this be where men get the idea that women “like it, ask for it” when the subject of rape is discussed?</PARA>
<PARA>To be quite frank, my friends, if that is how we feel about ourselves, then it is quite likely that we are going to be vitriolic about women who are not victimized in the same way. A woman who has found love apart from men is seen as a traitor, just as a woman who has found the love of a gentle man is seen as undeserving. He, of course, must be a wimp—pussy-whipped. In our society it is loving women that is prohibited.</PARA>
<PARA>Sexuality is promoted as the end-all and be-all of womanhood, yet perversely it is often a form of voluntary rape: self-deprecation and the transformation of women into vessels of biological release for men. Our bodies become vessels for male gratification, not the means by which we experience our own sexual wonderment. Any other sexuality is considered abnormal and to be derided. White women spend a lifetime striving for the beauty of large breasts, a small waist, clear skin and that practiced look of submissive stupidity that indicates they will quietly acquiesce to brutal sex.</PARA>
<PARA>A woman close to myself and my lover left her husband not too long ago. He beat her on a regular basis for some fifteen years. Between beatings, she told us that he would get on top of her and without ever looking at her, relieve himself of sexual tension. Over the years, she was never sure if, every time he had sex, she had volunteered herself for rape. That is the kind of story I have heard over and over again just too frequently. It is the kind of sex that is going on in too many homes of the nation.</PARA>
<PARA>How many women on Saturday night face beer-breathed husbands in the darkness of their rooms, saying, “Please, no,” to men who carry on without their consent? They don’t scream because they would awaken their own children. Marriages end over a woman’s right to say no in her own bedroom. The law says she must allow her husband conjugal rights. This amounts to reducing women’s bodies to soft knots in deformed trees.</PARA>
<PARA>Divorce alone gives a woman the right to deny her husband rutting privileges on his terms. We certainly cannot go beating our husbands as they do us. We are not usually their physical equals. Before the shame of colonization caught up to us and our men-folk started behaving like lesser white men (the more brutish type), Native men used to respond to flirting from women. Some still do. We used to believe that men responded to women, naturally. We also believed that choice was sacred, and that women were sexually passionate beings. We had better get back to some of the traditions that kept us human.</PARA>
<PARA>Nearly every woman in North America, particularly if she is a woman of colour, knows that vacant look of a man who is “getting his rocks off,” that phrase unspoken in polite company. Men say it to each other more often than anyone cares to face. The very thing we never bring up in mixed company is that basically men take great pride in referring to sex in just that way: “getting your rocks off,” “changing your oil,” etc. For those of you who think that feminism or women’s liberation has brought about a change in this attitude, just go to a leftist social event and bring up the subject of fucking. There is no way to clear a room more quickly than to ask a man if he “got his rocks off much in high school.” He will squirm and deny that he ever put it quite that way. If he merely squirms, like as not he was one of the boys who listened to other boys talking like that on the high school football field and laughed. If he squirms and turns red, he is lying.</PARA>
<PARA>Homophobes are quick to vilify love between women because the idea of women loving each other is diametrically opposed to volunteering yourself up for rape. The danger of women who love women, in the decrepit minds of patriarchal males, is that men may be challenged to love women too. No more “getting your rocks off.” No more venting your frustrations on your wife. If you’ve got a problem you’ll have to solve it.</PARA>
<PARA>What else is there? Some man will have to answer that question. I am not about to help you to be more human; I have enough trouble doing that for myself. It is hard enough to reach inside myself and find my own humanity without carrying your load too.</PARA>
<PARA>I didn’t always feel that way, as my friend Cj commented:</PARA>
<PO>The Servant
Lee, you make me hysterical

yes, you do

this white man wants to be served

and you trot out your daisy apron

and serve him

in his own language!</PO>
<PARA>Listen to the tone of the women who curse “Damn dyke!” It is filled with resentment and laced with a very mysterious kind of awe. You just know that “Who does she think she is?” follows closely on the heels of that first epithet. If we accept brutal sex as the best we can get, the norm, then naturally we are going to hate women who love women and don’t have to put up with the violence that degrades most women in North America. Hate is itself perverse and so of course we get even by referring to dykes and faggots as diseased or mind-sick individuals.</PARA>
<PARA>Even the feminist movement has a hard time with love. I have heard it said that lesbianism is “women identifying with women.” I admit I am at a loss for words that would embrace the very intimate love between two people who happen to be women. I am at a loss as to how to describe it as anything other than love between Sue and Carol, or whoever they happen to be. But calling it “women identifying with women” feels like a misnomer. Sex, love, intimacy are not about identification, they are bigger, deeper and broader than that. I am at a greater loss to describe the phenomenon here in North America where lesbianism has become a liberating force, as though it were an alternative to love. Having the freedom [to] love, be loved, determine the nature of the physical expression of that love, the power to name it, govern it, is liberating, whether the person you enjoy this freedom with is the same sex as you or different from you. It is just as powerful to enjoy the freedom to love with a man as it is with a woman. What is lacking for all women is the absolute right to be cherished and the absolute freedom to govern our love’s expression.</PARA>
<PARA>All of our conversations about women who have women lovers are couched in terminology which escapes my comprehension: homosexuality, heterosexuality, lesbianism, homophobia . . . . I have a very simple and straightforward philosophy, learned from my grandmother: “In the end, granddaughter, our body is the only house we will ever truly own. It is the one thing we truly own . . . . What is more, in the end, command of it will only amount to the sacred right of choice.”</PARA>
<PARA>From my grandmother’s words I understand that there is human sexuality, a biological need for sex, and there is love. (All those who are easily embarrassed can put the book down.) Sex is sex. Sex and love are not the same thing and they are not equal. Sex is the one thing that we can enjoy completely on our own. (I suspect that good many women do just that.) Few other animals have the wherewithal to gratify themselves sexually quite like we do. We do not need a partner or lover to have sex. When you up-grade sex to the level of love, you erase love completely.</PARA>
<PARA>When someone says she is a lesbian she is saying that her sexual preference is toward women. She is not saying that she does not like or love men. I have heard from women that so-and-so was bitter about her marriage so she went gay. It sounds so dangerously logical and absurd at the same time. It’s as though “gay” were some place women go as opposed to, say, “shopping,” and that there are only two attitudes women can have toward men, bitter and not bitter. Those who are bitter go gay and those who are not go shopping. The danger of the logic is that rather than respecting women as beings, it consigns them to going toward men or away from the men. It accepts that men and our attitudes toward them determine our sexual being. We get all tangled up in the web of our own misunderstanding and then ascribe that colossal ignorance to someone else.</PARA>
<PARA>Sex can sometimes go hand-in-hand with love. If it does, so much the better. But it is not necessary to be in love to enjoy sex. When I first said that in public, an indignant, uncoupled woman said, “Well, sex and love have to go together.” I responded brutally:

“Yes, I am going to fuck my mother, my father, my sister, my daughters and all my friends.” She didn’t mean that.</PARA>
<PARA>What she thought is that women cannot have sex without love. Nonsense. I once went to a bar, looked around the room, saw a nice smile with a reasonable male body attached to it, walked over to the table and sat down. After a beer I grabbed hold of the gentleman’s arm and let him know that any more of that stuff might impair his performance. To which he responded, “Are you interested in my performance?” I had hold of his hand already so I just nodded. “Why are we still here then?”</PARA>
<PARA>We left. The sex was not bad. There was no love, no illusions whatsoever, just the two of us rutting and being gratified.</PARA>
<PARA>Sex is good but love is precious. It is our passion and compassion. Love defines our humanity. Focussed, love binds two people together in a relationship that can be lifelong. If we truly loved ourselves as women, the question of who we choose to engage with sexually would be irrelevant. Let us stop elevating rutting to the position of defining our humanity. Despite the pressure of sexually oriented billboards and TV ads, let us stop placing fucking on a plane alongside moral principles which confine women to being sexual vehicles rather than sexual beings.</PARA>
<PARA>The result of telling young women that they cannot have sex until they are married and in love is that the shame of desiring sexual gratification will mis-define their lives from pubescence onward. My daughters know, as all girls do, that if they want sex no one can stop them from getting it. It is one of the most available commodities on the market, if you don’t mind my cynicism. It is mis-defining their lives around sex that is degrading, and it usually comes from mothers at the behest of fathers. Some mothers, in the interest of equality, try to convince their sons that they should also abstain from sex until marriage.</PARA>
<PARA>Pardon my heresy. I taught my children not to confuse love with sex, just as my mother taught me. I wanted them to learn about love from birth on. Surely we do not expect our babies to begin enjoying sex at birth. Is it love then that we seek to deny them? I am convinced that equating sex with love is what is behind all the perversity of child sexual abuse. Some people have taken the bullshit seriously.</PARA>
<PARA>The last little note I want to make on sex and sons is a curious one. We are dichotomous in the rearing of our sons and daughters. In order that our sons not grow up to be faggots, we teach them to be macho and to hate girls, loathe all that is gentle, loving and tender. We teach them to pursue sex with girls, who have been taught that sex without love is evil and immoral. We are ashamed when our daughters are discovered to be sexually active, but proud of our sons’ sexual proclivity. “He is a real lady-killer.” Listen to that: a killer, and we say it with pride.</PARA>
<PARA>Love is both a social and personal phenomenon. The dictates of individualism in North America put social love somewhere in the ashcans of the mind. I love men, but I choose one lifelong partner. I love women but sexually I prefer men, so the women I love will be enjoyed at the spiritual level and not the physical. Or the converse, I love men but prefer women sexually, therefore it is men who will be enjoyed on the spiritual level. Sound simple?</PARA>
<PARA>Love presumes the right to choose. That means it is no one’s business but my own what goes on in my bedroom. Neither my children, my friends, my neighbours nor the world at large has the right to choose my partner. In fact, we don’t practise that: our friends and families are notorious for pressuring us into choosing a “suitable” mate. Women influence their children to choose a partner that is compatible with them as mothers. Men extort from their sons the right to direct their choice of a life-long partner. And yet we make loud noises about our freedom of choice compared to people in places like Africa and India, where arranged marriage is still a reality. In practice, there is little choice in partner selection, right here.</PARA>
<PARA>The right to choice is as false in this society as the right to be free. Feminists are fond of analyzing the practices of societies in Africa and pointing out the horrible roles of women in such places. Pointing fingers at the oppression of women elsewhere changes not a damn thing for women here.</PARA>
<PARA>Before we force women who love women to parade their intimate affection for all to examine, we should talk about rape—the kind that goes on in the home between partners. Before we ask women to justify themselves, we had better talk about why we hate each other. And before we bestow the right on society to judge women who love women, we had better demand that society rectify itself.</PARA>
<PARA>The next time a woman asks me what my position on lesbianism is, I am going to ask her what her position is on her husband “getting his rocks off.” If she gives me a straight answer, I am going to tell her that I am absolutely opposed to rape and that forcing a woman to accept my definition of who she may love amounts to rape.</PARA>
<PARA>To be raped is to be sexually violated. For society to force someone, through shame and ostracism, to comply with love and sex that it defines, is nothing but organized rape. That is what homophobia is all about. Organized rape.</PARA></READ>
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<PARA>There are many times I have felt silenced in talking about my sexuality, which is often the result of the negative responses I have received from friends, family, community, and also from society, when the term “lesbian” is mentioned. Depending on my location, it becomes even more distressing when I have to constantly negotiate my sexual identity with my race and class position. The silencing of black lesbian sexualities continues to exist outside as well as inside various black communities, and in many ways is influenced by race, class and gender stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. These factors, along with social and cultural factors, contribute to this silencing.</PARA>
<PARA>In her essay “Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality,” Evelynn Hammonds points out that “black women’s sexuality is often described in metaphors of speechlessness, space, or vision, as a ‘void’ or empty space that is simultaneously ever visible (exposed) and invisible and where Black women’s bodies are always already colonized.”<ENIND/>1 Through the historical legacy of slavery, black women’s bodies were exposed on auction blocks and viewed as commodities that could be bought and sold at the slave master’s request. As a result, black women’s bodies, even more than white women’s, were constructed as sexual commodities, with no intrinsic non-commercial value. This distorted view continues to reinforce negative stereotypes about black women’s sexuality. Black lesbians have shared in this history, with the added oppression of being forced into denying our sexual orientation. This denial has forced some of us to remain in hiding, not only from our families but also from ourselves.</PARA>
<PARA>The well-known “closet” often functions in ambiguous ways: it acts as a protective skin from society at large, but at the same time contributes to the multiple oppressions we face as black lesbians. We are sometimes forced into the “closet” by white lesbians, who focus on their sexual oppressions but fail to recognize how these oppressions, as well as how racism, operates in the lives of lesbians of colour. This is made evident by black lesbian theorist Ekua Omosupe in “Black/Lesbian/Bulldagger” when she writes that “the term ‘lesbian’ without racial specificity, focuses on and refers to white lesbian culture.”<ENIND/>2 . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Race also functions as a factor in the relationships we choose to form with other lesbians . . . . If black lesbians choose to have relationships with white women, we are viewed as committing a double act of betrayal: becoming traitors to the black race and at the same time preventing its continuity.</PARA>
<PARA>As a black lesbian, I am very familiar with the term “double life,” as this is how I have existed for most of my adult life. Leading two separate lives is a difficult thing, as you have to negotiate your sexuality based on whether you live at home or on your own. As a friend told me, “If you live at home it is even more difficult, telephone calls are censored, ‘she’ is replaced by ‘he,’ you also have to make sure at all times that your personal space is made lesbian free.” Family and community gatherings are also the places where you are expected to leave the other part of you behind. On one occasion, before my family headed off to my aunt B’s house for a celebration, I was warned by my mother to not bring up issues concerning feminism or lesbianism, as the family will not understand. Audre Lorde best describes the dilemma we feel as lesbians in Sister Outsider: “Being an open lesbian in the Black community is not easy . . . being closeted is even harder.”<ENIND/>3</PARA>
<PARA>The most difficult thing about coming out as lesbian is your parents’ denial of your sexuality. My mother’s denial of my lesbianism is exemplified by responses such as “don’t worry, you’ll grow out of it; it’s just another phase.” I think that by ignoring this part of me, she is trying to find a way of accepting my lesbianism. She does not understand that I am almost thirty and I don’t expect or want to grow out of this. Donna Allegra writes in “Lavender Sheep in the Fold,” that her parents’ denial of her sexuality was also coupled with the hope that she would also grow out of this phase. It was an experience akin to her vegatarianism: “After 10 years of my being a vegetarian, my mother had asked . . . but wouldn’t you like some meat, dear? An’ after 20 years, my father says you still on that no meat-eating kick?”<ENIND/>4 The lack of acceptance of our sexual orientation by our families is influenced by how lesbianism is viewed in black communities. bell hooks speaks to this issue when she states, “Black communities may seem more homophobic than other communities because there is a tendency for individuals in black communities to verbally express in an outspoken way anti-gay sentiments.”<ENIND/>5</PARA>
<PARA>The creation of alternative communities helps black lesbians develop support and, at the same time, reinforce positive affirmations of sexual identity. The importance of such communities is stressed by Audre Lorde in Zami: A New Spelling of My Name: “We tried to create a community . . . [to] survive within a world we correctly perceived to be hostile to us.”<ENIND/>6 In these communities, friendships as well as relationships were formed, and this acted as a wider social network for meeting new people.</PARA>
<PARA>Lesbian communities were also established across racial boundaries in the 1950s, which is described in the book Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold. “Black and white lesbians,” the authors write, “began to interact on a regular basis and to participate in a shared culture.”<ENIND/>7 Although communities based on shared experiences continue to exist, there is also the need for subcommunities within these groups to be formed, as the larger community in which they are located may not be able to address certain concerns. In “Man Royals and Sodomites: Some Thoughts on the Invisibility of Afro-Caribbean Lesbians,” Makeda Silvera writes: “The white lesbian organisations/groups have barely (some not at all) begun to deal with or acknowledge their own racism, prejudice, and biases.”<ENIND/>8 I have experienced feeling marginalized in certain women’s collectives, where I may be the only woman of colour within the group who is also lesbian. There is the problem that, when issues are raised about black women or black lesbians, I am placed in a position where I am looked upon as being the voice for all black women. As a result, it is sometimes easier to be part of a group of similar racial histories because you are able to speak for yourself.</PARA>
<PARA>The function of the “closet” and the reasons many black lesbians are afraid of coming out is an area where critical attention must be placed in order to understand how “silencing” functions within black communities. We will only be able to break this silence when we are able to speak freely about our experiences as black lesbians, wherever we are.</PARA>
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<H1>Introduction</H1>
<PARA>Feminist theorists have responded to the emerging political movement of transgendered people and the corresponding theorization of transgendered identities in a variety of ways, all of them disquieting.<ENIND/>1 By turns, feminists have denounced transgendered people as dangerous to feminism, depoliticized the experiences of transgendered people, or celebrated the transgendered identity as emblematic of the subversive character of feminist postmodern theory. None of these positions is adequate for the real challenges that transgendered people offer to the categories of both identity-based and postmodern feminist theorizing.</PARA>
<PARA>All too frequently feminism’s relationship to transgender politics has been expressed as one of direct hostility and exclusion. The classic (and until quite recently, nearly the exclusive) feminist statement on the issue of transsexualism was Janice Raymond’s book, Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male. Raymond’s dramatic opposition of feminism to transgendered people and politics is made clear throughout; it is perhaps most evident when she likens the transsexual woman to a rapist:</PARA>
<QUO>All transsexuals rape women’s bodies by reducing the real female form to an artifact, appropriating this body for themselves. However, the transsexually constructed lesbian-feminist violates women’s sexuality and spirit, as well. Rape, although it is usually done by force, can also be accomplished by deception. (1979, 104)</QUO>
<PARA>This reasoning has regularly been used to justify the exclusion of transgendered women from women-only services, events, gatherings.<ENIND/>2 And, while transgendered women are portrayed as utilizing a Trojan Horse style of infiltration and violation of the “safe space” of the women’s community, transgendered men are, in turn, often treated as dupes of the patriarchy and as traitors to their sex, as women who might have been “sisters in the struggle,” but who instead joined the ranks of (presumably always anti-feminist) men. Raymond, in fact, treats transgendered men not as choosing their transition, but as having it inflicted upon them as patriarchy’s way of destroying women who challenge femininity . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>While Raymond’s position seems extreme in its gender determinism, it reflects a deep ambivalence in the relationship of feminism to the question of gender. We find simultaneously the contradictory positions that gender is an inherently patriarchal structure that women can, indeed must, defeat to transcend, and that gendered femininity is itself an expression of feminism. This latter position is expressed in terms of, for example, the belief in an inherent strength, spirituality, sexuality, and/or creativity that women can draw upon. Gender is viewed as mutable and socially constructed while, in the same breath, it is contradictorily presented as determined immutably by one’s assigned sex at birth and upbringing. No thought is given to the unique perspectives that transgendered people might have to contribute to the understanding of gender experience, gender relations or of women’s oppression.</PARA>
<PARA>Perhaps the more common but less vocal attitude of most feminists has been to sidestep transgender issues as inherently apolitical. The assumption has been, by feminists and by society more generally, that transsexualism is a medical or psychiatric problem, and therefore the private concern of rare individuals. Again, with this attitude, transgender experience is effectively eliminated from political concern; the gender concerns raised by transgendered individuals are not incorporated into feminist theories of gender at all.<ENIND/>3</PARA>
<PARA>More recently, postmodern feminist theory has begun to embrace transgender as an expression of diversity and difference, and as playing a strategic role in breaking down the binary dualisms of Western metaphysical thought. The new pluralist celebration of diversity is certainly vastly preferable to the hostility or dismissiveness expressed in other models of feminism. Nevertheless, it may run the same risks as liberal tolerance of difference, which in the end does little to recognize the specificity of particular subject positions. In its promotion of transgender identity as a transcendence of identity, postmodern theory assimilates transgender to its own intellectual project through presenting transgendered experience as chimera, play, performance or strategy. It does so at the expense of investigating the actual lives, political demands, or feelings expressed by transgendered people of having an identity that is often experienced as “authentic” or “integral” and that is considered to be neither “chosen” originally nor “performed” strategically . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>It is my argument that transgender politics and transgendered people’s experiences must be taken seriously by both more traditional gender identity-based feminism and contemporary postmodern feminism. In addressing transgender politics’ challenge to the boundaries of gender identity, traditional feminist approaches need to critique their own exclusionary practices, and challenge their own understanding of gender and sexuality. In the direct and visceral terms in which transgendered people experience the boundaries and instability of identity that are celebrated in the postmodern feminist theoretical approach, the latter must take seriously the demand for a more programmatic agenda for postmodern feminist thought.</PARA>
<PARA>In what follows, my arguments are based on the insights that may be gained from examining transgender as an “identity.” It is my hope that out of examining the distinctive contributions of transgender identity to identity politics, new grounds may be found for alliances among varied social movements. These grounds would be based not in identity as much as in understanding and in a recognition of the power of exclusion.</PARA>
<H1>Transgender Identity Politics</H1>
<PARA>The growth of new social movements, organized around the salient experiences of oppression of different identity groups, has engendered a corresponding intellectual study of identities, of how we come to acquire an identity, of what an identity means, and of how identities become socially recognized, defined, and politicized. Each identity-based social movement has made unique contributions to these debates.</PARA>
<PARA>The transgender political movement has only recently gained public recognition. Alongside this newfound political status, new ways of conceptualizing and defining what transgender means are also emerging. And, as with other identity-based movements, transgender politics is providing singular challenges to how we think about identities and their politicization. In what follows, I argue that what transgender identity specifically problematizes is identity itself. Transgender identity is about identity experienced as problematic; the experience of being transgender problematizes the relationship of the self to the body, and the self to others. In doing so, it also problematizes issues of identity boundaries, stability and coherence.</PARA>
<PARA>I also intend that, as with the study of other identity groups, the insights that can be gained from an exploration of transgender identity do not apply only to transgendered people, but can be extended to other identities as well.</PARA>
<H1>Identity as Problem</H1>
<PARA>The term “transgender” has only very recently come into popular and political use, and its definition is critical to the politics that it engenders. The term, as I use it, includes all those people whose internally felt sense of core gender identity does not correspond to their assigned sex at birth or in which they were raised. This includes people who identify with the gender other than that assigned at birth as well as those who do not identify with any gender at all. It includes those who present themselves in their originally assigned sex, as well as those who present themselves in the sex which coheres with their actual identity (and therefore may include non- and pre- and post-operative transsexual people) and those who move back and forth between self-presentation as women and as men. I also include those whose gender presentation is ambiguous in ways which don’t permit them to present as either gendered male or female. In this usage, the term does not include those who are both physically and emotionally comfortable in their assigned sex and gender, even while they are challenging the social meanings that have been traditionally assigned to that sex and gender. What is radical, then, to the definition of “transgender” is its origin in problem, a disjunction between one’s feelings of who one is or is not, and how one is (or has once been) perceived, recognized, and understood by others.</PARA>
<PARA>Gender and sex are both complex terms, whose complexity is not acknowledged in their daily usage. Sex includes, at a minimum, chromosomal sex, gonadal sex, hormonal sex, internal reproductive organs, external genitals, assigned sex, and gender role (Natal 1996, 14). Much scientific evidence not only points to the non-congruence of all these variables in all cases, but also to their non-binary nature. Despite this, it is customary to presume the presence of two and only two fully congruent and “opposite” sexes, male and female. Moreover, external genitalia remain the primary factor in attributing sex (O’Donovan, cited in Natal, 14; Kessler in Nelson and Robinson 1995, 13).</PARA>
<PARA>Gender, in turn, is expected to cohere unproblematically with sex. But gender too involves a rich complex of variables, including: gender assignment (which generally takes place at birth, after which it is considered immutable); roles (specific social activities which are assigned masculine and feminine status); identity (one’s internally felt or experienced sense of being either male or female); status (social rank which is accorded to males or females or those performing masculine or feminine roles); relations (socially appropriate behaviours evinced by males or females in relation to other males and females); attribution (perception by others of one’s sex that takes place in all social interaction); behaviour (use of the gestures, mannerisms, language, clothing, comportment considered appropriate to one’s biological sex); and biology (genetic or sexual-physical predeterminants of any of the above).</PARA>
<PARA>What transgender identity is about is identity as the incoherence of these elements, as the felt incoherence of self and body; it is identity as non-identity of the self, according to one of the principal means by which the coherence of the self is supposed to be unconsciously achieved. For some transgendered people, the experience of a non-coherence of body and self is a permanent condition; for others, this coherence is achieved through a conscious, very often medicalized process.</PARA>
<PARA>Much of what is unique about transgender identity, as an identity, is this reference to the identity as, in itself, problematic, as based in the profound sense of gender “dysphoria,” of a disruption between one’s sense of one’s own gender and one’s body. It is therefore simultaneously a problem of the relationship of self to self (mind/body) and self to others (the individual to culture, society, etc.). Transgender politics points to the refusal of this problem to be exclusively resolved either at the individual level or at the societal level.</PARA>
<PARA>The individual solutions (self-denial, passing, surgical sex re-assignment) are, to many, unacceptable. As Kate Bornstein remarks, regarding the advice given to post-operative transsexuals to “invent” a new childhood, and a new past for oneself, and to destroy evidence of one’s previous sex: “Transsexuality is the only condition for which the therapy is to lie” (1994, 62). Non-recognition, or discontinuity between one’s felt self and the perception of others, merely continues in a new guise. These solutions also ignore the voices of those who feel that their gender cannot be recognized within the binary categories of male and female, and who wish to create a space for recognition of themselves as transgender, third sex, two-spirited, intersex, epicene, or androgyne.<ENIND/>4</PARA>
<PARA>While individual solutions seem inadequate in their repetition of the denial, incoherence, or intransigence of the transgender condition, solutions at the societal level are frankly insensitive to the specific needs of transgendered people, and not infrequently utopian in their goals. The desire to move to a point where “gender doesn’t matter,” either through the abolition of gender (one of the goals of many versions of feminist politics), or through the proliferation of gender in performance and play (the postmodern feminist take on the problem) has wide appeal and credibility (including within the transgendered community), but too often is used as an excuse either to criticize or deny the experiences of transgendered people.</PARA>
<PARA>In light of this, I must remark upon how the pronouncement that “gender shouldn’t matter” is used by many feminists to portray transgendered people as inherently gender conformists, and consequently anti-feminist in their politics. First, it is necessary to acknowledge that the use (both playful and serious) of stereotypes and gender conformity may be a very real pleasure for those who have long desired recognition in their gender. And, aside from the strong likelihood that some transgendered people will feel relief and pleasure in a new gender role, this unfair criticism serves to stereotype transgendered people and denies the existence of those—and they are many—who also challenge those stereotypes. As well, it should be emphasized that stereotypically gendered behaviour and attitudes are often a prerequisite for being taken seriously as transgendered, especially by the medical community, on whom transgendered people are entirely reliant for receiving hormones or surgery. And, further to all of this, an appropriate rejoinder to the critic might be, simply, that one way of being gender-nonconformist is to refuse to accept the mandatory congruence of sex and gender.</PARA>
<PARA>Further to this, there has been insufficient recognition among feminists who do not experience a core sense of gender-incongruity, of their own participation in maintaining a rigid binary sex/gender system. With the goal of ending women’s oppression, feminists have themselves often maintained gender systems, albeit “alternative” ones, designed to stand in direct opposition to those of the dominant society. These are manifest throughout feminist writing and organizing. One sees them in the continued assignment of femininity and masculinity to specific behaviours, in the differential treatment of women and men, in the celebration of specific aspects of femininity (often, and justifiably, to redress the common social repudiation of these human qualities and characteristics by mainstream society). Similarly, the gay and lesbian communities, while clearly challenging the heterosexual norms that are corollary to the sex/gender system, and while often creating welcoming space for androgynous people, for passing men and women, and for a range of gender expression, have nonetheless not questioned deeply what it means to be attracted to a particular “sex.” Far too often, transgendered people are criticized for changing or desiring to change their sex, for not having “transcended” the link of body to gender expressed as “sex,” by others who readily and comfortably desire a “sex,” an embodied gender. From both the feminist and the gay and lesbian communities, the critique of traditional gender systems has stayed at the level of criticizing the attribution of specific gender behaviours to specific sexes, and not moved beyond this to consider the implications of having a gender at the level of personal identity. It needs to be said that few among the non-transgendered have pondered for long the luxury of living in a body that feels at ease and consonant with the self.</PARA>
<PARA>The criticism that transgendered people have too great an investment in gender finds a strong opponent in the now postmodern celebration of transgender as transcending gender. But this postmodern reading of transgender, too, unfortunately effaces much of the transgender experience. When Kate Bornstein (1994), a transgender performance artist, comments in distinctly postmodern tones on the fluidity she has found in her expression of identity, she writes:</PARA>
<QUO>I love the idea of being without an identity, it gives me a lot of room to play around; but it makes me dizzy, having nowhere to hang my hat. When I get too tired of not having an identity, I take one on: it doesn’t really matter what identity I take on, as long as it’s recognizable. I can be a writer, a lover, a confidante, a femme, a top, or a woman. I retreat into definition as a way of demarcating my space, a way of saying “Step back, I’m getting crowded here.” (39)</QUO>
<PARA>Yet what is significant about Bornstein’s list of chosen identities is its limitations, as much as its freedom. Despite what she says, it does indeed matter to her what identity she takes on; it matters that it be “recognizable.” . . . </PARA>
<PARA>Bornstein is among the most postmodern-influenced of current transgender activists. This is evident in her discussion of the fluidity of identity, the problem of categorization. And yet even in this celebration of difference and non-identity, Bornstein’s work reflects something which the postmodern advocation of the proliferation of all identities and all categories cannot explain—the sense of authenticity of a particular identity or closed set of identities. Bornstein is representative of, as Califia argues, the more recent political transgender activists who have been influenced by feminism, postmodernism, and sexual liberation politics. So it is striking the degree to which, even while arguing for postmodern post-identity, she continues to adhere to the “truth” of certain experiences and identities.</PARA>
<PARA>Much of what is published about transgender identity takes autobiographical form, and throughout these autobiographies, the authors deal with the problem of how to describe to others the need for an integrated and authentic sense of self and the relief that comes through attaining this in sex reassignment. To take only one example, Max Wolf Valerio explains:</PARA>
<QUO>I think most people don’t understand how transsexuals feel about our original biological selves. Everyone experiences this discontinuity between identity and body slightly differently, but there’s a commonality. For me, it wasn’t so much that I hated my body or hated being a woman. First of all, even as I say that I was a woman, that feels as though somehow, it really wasn’t true. At some point, I realized that my deepest, most abiding sense of myself was male. When I saw that there was an alternative, that the hormones really work, I knew that I would rather live my life as a man. As a man, a more integrated sense of myself began to emerge. (Feinberg 1996, 142)</QUO>
<PARA>Perhaps, in responding to the postmodern challenge to the fixity or stability of identity, what we discover is that there is a range of identities within which one can “manoeuvre” but the transgender experience suggests that there are limitations, too, on one’s sense of who one is, outside of which one feels oneself harmed, mis-recognized, mis-taken. To extend this challenge beyond transgender is to suggest to other identity politics movements that it is still necessary to discover the problematic aspect of an identity that is too readily overlooked in the claiming of, for example, lesbian, gay or bisexual pride, or of feminist consciousness.</PARA>
<H1>Identity As Contested</H1>
<PARA>Transgendered people’s experience of gender identity as inherently problematic is compounded by the experience of it as both contested and contestable. One’s gender is, of course, not one’s own decision. Typically assigned at birth, it is, happily, one supposes, experienced by most people as unproblematic. When issues arise over it, they usually regard the content socially accorded to gender (of socially appropriate femininity or masculinity, for example, and these in turn are often further specified within class or race dynamics), not the assignment of gender itself. Feminists, for example, and rightly, struggle over changing the meaning of what it is to be a woman, expanding the boundaries of possibilities to allow for greater freedom in women’s (and men’s) lives. Transgender politics, on the other hand, is often about how the categories of, and the boundary between, male and female, or masculine and feminine, are set at all.</PARA>
<PARA>There are at least two sites in which the contestation over transgender identity takes place. The more obvious is, of course, the entire social sphere of the transgendered person’s life. Virtually no social spaces exist in which the existence of transgendered people is recognized and accepted. The lesbian, gay and bisexual movement protests the presumption of heterosexuality; the transgender movement protests the even more common presumption of sex/gender identity congruity. For transgendered people, to “come out” as transgendered means frequently to have one’s gender identity disputed, contested, disbelieved, or fully denied. Having to prove to others that you really are who you say you are is a task which might appear surreal if it weren’t also, for many transgendered people, quotidian.</PARA>
<PARA>Transgendered people are faced with a limited range of options for living with an identity that is both felt within as problematic and continuously contested by the society without. Many choose medical intervention and surgical sex reassignment. But doing so requires confronting another site in which one’s transgender identity is contested, in which further “proof” is required. Transgender identity is eligible for medical intervention in accordance with its status as a psychiatric condition, currently listed as “gender dysphoria” for which the diagnosis is based on a fixed set of diagnostic criteria. Transgendered people seeking sex reassignment must prove to a committee of medical authorities that they indeed meet these criteria. More than one author has noted the conservative effect of these measures—individuals seeking medical assistance are usually both aware of, and fully prepared to conform to, whatever criteria they understand will provide them with the medical diagnosis needed for sex-reassignment surgery and hormone treatment to be offered. Thus, the diagnostic tools are repeatedly confirmed in this process.</PARA>
<PARA>Aside from the considerable social stigma of claiming an identity which is also considered a psychiatric disorder, the medicalization of transgendered people also may be experienced as disempowering; one’s own identity can be disputed or overturned by a panel of medical personnel. The Standards of Care: The Hormonal and Surgical Sex Reassignment of Gender Dysphoria Persons<ENIND/>5 also leaves little room for individual variations or preferences of transgendered people in determining the course of any medical assistance they may seek. A rigid binary gender system remains the basis for evaluating and reassigning sex.</PARA>
<PARA>Despite all the difficulties presented in the medical treatment of transgendered people, there is very real concern and debate in the transgendered community that the demedicalization of “gender dysphoria” would put an end to all insurance coverage of drugs or surgery, effectively putting surgical options out of reach for all but the most wealthy. Ironically, the very site of contestation of an identity also serves societally, in many respects, as its validation and support.</PARA>
<H1>Identity As Liminal</H1>
<PARA>Postmodern theory has introduced the concept of “liminality” as critical to our understanding of identities. What is liminal is on the threshold, the edge, or the border, the “no-man’s” land that exists in places between borders, where no rules hold, where contests over authority sometimes take place. The concept of the liminal is valuable for critical thinking, for asking questions about what establishes the boundary limits of the categories we use, and for considering how these categories can be destabilized, or how these boundaries are transgressed. At times, however, postmodern theorists risk romanticizing this concept of liminality.</PARA>
<PARA>Transgender identity is useful in giving flesh to this postmodern conceptualization of “liminality” in identity. Because transgender identity is experienced as exclusion from or harm by the existing categories of “gender,” it provokes the question of how those categories are established. How are they maintained? How are the boundaries of what is normal “policed?” How can they be transgressed? Transgendered people often experience, and frequently painfully so, living on these borders, and the costs of transgressing them.</PARA>
<PARA>To the degree that the categories themselves, and the social investment in maintaining them, are politicized, transgender politics raise questions of how one disrupts and destabilizes existing category boundaries. In doing so, transgender politics directly challenge the stabilization of category boundaries that has become part of the quest of many other identity-based movements (i.e. who qualifies as gay or lesbian, who can be a feminist, who is a woman, etc.).</PARA>
<PARA>The category of “transgender” also rapidly proliferates in interesting ways suggesting that there may be unique aspects to the creation of any sort of solidarity within the transgendered movement. Consider the range of MTF, FTM, non-op, pre-op, post-op, third sex, androgyne, epicene, two-spirited, and intersexed identities. When one considers as well that transgendered people frequently go through transitions which move them from one of these categories into another, one gets a sense too of the fluidity of identifications that transgendered people may experience. Transgendered people may also experience leaving the identity of “transgendered” behind, as they, through surgery or hormones, come to experience a sense of mind/body and societal/self congruity more typical of the non-transgendered. Add to this that all of the categories are, of course, made infinitely more complex by the necessary intersection of all transgendered identities with the full range of class, race, sexual orientation, cultural and other identities (and that all of these have an effect on how gender, and with it, transgender, will be experienced).</PARA>
<H1>Conclusions</H1>
<PARA>. . . Transgender politics is not (and, I would argue, cannot be) based on identities that are experienced as solid, permanent, exclusionary, whole. Rather it is in the nature of the identity itself to be problematic, contested, transgressive, and liminal . . . . </PARA>
<PARA>To a very large degree, these aspects of transgender identity have appeared to align it most closely with postmodern theory in its celebration of fluidity, dispersal, liminality, and so forth. But I argue that what characterizes transgender identity can also serve to indicate some of the limitations of the postmodern theoretical approach. Too often postmodern approaches validate difference at a linguistic level without considering the lived experience of difference. Outside of concrete proposals for social change, such an approach seriously risks minimizing the experience of really living on borderlines, of the incoherence that often accompanies shifts in identity, of the difficulty in establishing a self that can withstand its contestation, and thus risk taking an attitude of indifference or complacency toward these experiences. To postmodern theory, transgender argues, then, for the reality of difference, and the need to investigate the social structures which enforce sex/gender identity congruity and stability at every level.</PARA>
<PARA>To identity-based feminist theory, on the other hand, transgender politics argues for a destabilization of the categories of woman and man, of lesbian, gay and bisexual. Instead, I argue that what transgendered identity politics generates is new motivation to move beyond identity as the basis of social movement politics and into new exploration of the ethical bases of alliances and formation of communities. As well, and critically, it demands an exploration of the structural and systemic production of “contested” and “liminal” sites within every political community, including feminism, and the responsibility for breaking down the exclusionary and limiting effects that these boundaries have on us all.</PARA>
<ENSET><HD>Endnotes</HD>
<EN>1. 
The term “transgender” was first brought into use by Virginia Prince in her book, The Transvestite and His Wife. While the term has the narrower definition (intended by Prince) of non-operative transsexual, I have chosen, following current usage in the transgendered community, to use it in its broader sense which is meant to include “transgendered men” and “transgendered women” so that gender attribution refers to the identity claimed by the person concerned, regardless of their sex assignment at birth or status as pre- or post-operative transsexual. This is at odds with medical convention which generally continues to refer to people according to their birth-sex up until, and even after sex-reassignment.</EN>
<EN>2. 
One of the more notable instances of this has been the Michigan Women’s Festival’s institutions of a “womyn-born-womyn only” policy created to exclude transgendered women from the site. See Califia, 277–279. Another instance was the threatened boycott of Olivia Records, a feminist recording label, in the wake of the publication of Raymond’s book, in which Raymond criticized Olivia for having Sandy Stone, a transgendered woman, as a member of their collective. After several months of receiving hate mail, death threats and threats of assault, and fearing the financial collapse of the business, Stone was asked to leave the collective. See Califia, pp. 106–7, and Sandy Stone, “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” in Julia Epstein and Kristina Straub, eds., Body Guards: The Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity, (New York and London: Routledge), 280–304.</EN>
<EN>3. 
The exception to this might be, again, where the transsexual experience is then appropriated to the feminist demand to change the attributions of specific gender characteristics to a particular sex. This approach assumes that gender attributes or roles always equal gender identity. Transsexuals who undergo sex change are thereby understood as lost to the feminist project. Margrit Eichler, for example, argues that “transsexuals are people who suffer so deeply from the sex structure that they are willing to endure terrible pain and loneliness in order to reduce their suffering. This group of people could—potentially—be the most potent group of people pressing for changes in the sex structure, because their aversion to ‘sex appropriate’ roles is apparently insurmountable. By declaring them, by surgical fiat, as members of the other sex, this change potential is diverted and becomes as conservative as it could have been revolutionary.” (Eichler, “Sex Change Operations: The Last Bulwark of the Double Standard” in E.D. Nelson and B.W. Robinson (eds.) Gender in the 1990’s, 36).</EN>
<EN>4. 
“Third sex” refers to people who define themselves as neither male nor female, but instead as belonging to another gender group. There are historical instances of societies which have a third gender group, such as the hijra in India. For this and other examples, see Ramet, 1996, and Feinberg, 1996. “Two-spirited” is a term used by some native North American cultures to refer to people understood to have both male and female qualities. Some transgendered people have adopted this self-definition. “Intersex” refers to those whose sex at birth is not readily defined as either male or female, usually because the baby had full or partial genitals of both sexes. Typically, these children receive surgery and/or hormonal treatment to conform to either male or female anatomy. “Androgyne” refers to someone whose sex is not readily apparent, often someone who combines both male and female gender characteristics, or who avoids gender presentation altogether. “Epicene” is the least familiar of these terms, but gaining popularity. It is both adjective and noun, and means “partaking of the characteristics of both sexes; common to both sexes; worn or inhabited by both sexes.”</EN>
<EN>5. 
The Standard of Care: The Hormonal and Surgical Sex Reassignment of Gender Dysphoric Persons [was] developed by the founding committee of the Harry Benjamin International Gender Dysphoria Association in 1979 (Walker et al., 1979). Pat Califia offers some insightful commentary on the historical shaping of medical conventions in the “treatment” of transgendered people in Sex Changes (Califia 1996, Ch. 2 especially).</EN></ENSET></READ></CHAP>
