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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

An individual's sexuality is a definitive aspect of that individual" s identity. How 

one views her- or himself sexually, how one expresses that sexualitv. with whom one"s 

sexuality is expressed, and how one's sexuality is viewed by societv go to the v ery core 

of one's concept of self An individual's sexualitv can. in itself be her or his identity. 

This is no more ev ident. perhaps, than among individuals who define themselv es as 

homosexual. For women, homosexual women in particular, referred to as "lesbians" in 

this stud)', sexuality forms the basis for how one exists in the world. Regardless of the 

quantity or qualit) of roles a lesbian plays in her life, whether thev be mother, daughter, 

sister, friend, or lover, society identifies her first and foremost as a lesbian if she has 

publicly identified herself as such. How a woman identifies herself as lesbian and the 

effects of this identification on her other roles is the focus of this examination. 

Research of sexuality and identity has focused primarilv on homosexuals in temis 

of how they ""come out."" or disclose their sexual orientation, to famil). friends, and 

society. Identity, in these cases, is an endpoint. the culmination of determining and then 

accepting one"s sexuality and presenting one's self to the world. A great deal of literature 

and much of the existing research focuses on homosexual, or 'gay.' males, their history, 

experiences, lifestvles. and self-identification as homosexual. A smaller body of literature 

and research exists on lesbians, and often lesbians are merelv grouped with gav males 

under the heading "homosexual' as if their experiences and histories are congruent with 



that of gay males'. This examination is an attempt to understand the significance of 

sexual identity in the lives of lesbians and how a lesbian identit) affects other identities 

or roles lesbians play in their lives. 

No review of identity development, for homosexuals or otherwise, w ould be 

complete without the inclusion of Erik Erikson and his psychosocial developmental 

theory. Erikson conceptualizes identity as a process that occurs over time in the 

individual, as well as in the culture of that individual. An indiv idual's identitv is based on 

a structure or typology that is significant to society, and the individual develops her or his 

own sense of identity upon reflecting and observing how society identifies her or him 

(Erikson. 1968). and by adopting social roles and categories (Stryker. 1981). Erikson 

based his work on Freud's psychoanalytic theories, and he developed an eight-stage 

model of ego development. The eight stages involve critical periods in which the 

individual must resolve psychosocial conflicts, leading to the integration and formation of 

one's identity (Erikson. 1968). If a particular conflict is not resolved during its specific 

stage, the residue of that conflict will be carried throughout the individual's life c)cle. It 

is during the fifth stage, which occurs during adolescence, that the quest for identit) 

reaches a climax. Individuals are faced with the task of forming an identit), both as a 

social and cultural imperative and a personal need for '"continuit) and sameness" 

(Erikson. p. 128). Adolescents must integrate the various roles and identifications 

previously held into a complete identity that is acceptable to the self and society or 

identitv crisis occurs (Cote & Levine. 2001: Erikson. 1968: Lerner. 1997: Miller. 199."). 



Identity is also a product, an organized set of characteristics that an individual 

perceives as representing her- or himself in relation to social situations (Troiden, 1988). 

A person has a sense of her or his identity based on adopted social roles, so identity is 

formed in relation to one's society or culture and is necessarily changing with and as 

society changes. Individuals answer the question ""Who am I?" at each stage of 

development with the adoption of an identit) that is continual!) changing throughout the 

life span. Identity then is a process and product, one's sense of self as a continuous emit) 

over time that is affected by and affects various contexts (Cote & Lev ine. 2001: Dien. 

2000: Erikson. 1968: Jagose. 1996: Josselson. 1996: Miller. 1993: Peplau & Garnets. 

2000). 

One cannot understand the meaning of homosexuality without first understanding 

how sexuality has been defined in Western history and culture. Sexualit). whatever it 

means for an individual, is a construction of society that serves as a principle of social 

organization or a way of defining, regulating, and organizing bodies, selves, identities, 

and relationships (Foucault. 1978: Peplau & Garnets. 2000: Seidman. 1997: Terr). 1999). 

Homosexuality has been constructed throughout history as everv thing from a normal 

sexual activity in Greek civilizations of the third century B.C.. to a dev iant behav ior. to a 

political and social identity in modem culture in order to serv e particular needs of the 

society in which the behavior exists (Cleningen & Nagoumy. 1999: Foucault. 1985). 

Beginning with the period of "sexual science" of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, indiv iduals were categorized using a two-sex s) stem, male and female, fhe 

two sexes were considered two halves of a whole, culminating in heterosexual sex for 



reproduction (Terry, 1999). Under the assumpfion of a dichotomous sex gender system, 

individuals attracted to members of the same sex were presumed to be inverted ""with 

bodies, conduct, attitudes, tastes, and personalities characteristic of the "opposite" sex"" 

(Ten-), p. 35: Herek, 2000). During the late 1800s, sexual behavior with members of the 

same sex was considered a deviant behavior called sodomy, but no categorv' of 

'homosexual' yet existed. This was a crucial time for idenfifying or constructing sexual 

deviants, as there was a great concern for the welfare and health of the working class 

during the Industrial Age. Social purity campaigns that focused on marriage and the 

regulation of "'male lusf produced laws dealing with prostitution and same-sex sexual 

acts (Marshall. 1981). In England, sodomy was punishable by death until 1861. AND was 

replaced by a punishment of life-imprisonment in 1885 (Nardi. 1998). 

The term homosexual was constructed in turn-of-the-centur) Europe, and credit 

for the term has been given to a number of individuals, including Karl Heinrich Ulrichs. 

Havelock Ellis. Magnus Hirschfeld. and Karoly Benkert. For much of the twentieth 

century, the term homosexual did not necessarih refer to same-sex sexual activ it). 

Individuals were often deemed homosexual based on gender nonconformity alone, 

regardless of sexual attraction or activity. B) the 1930s, the term homosexual still had a 

common reference to one's gender identity, not necessarih one's sexual preferences. 

Arrests of individuals who performed same-sex sexual acts during this time showed the 

public's distaste for what was considered a sex offense, but not for homosexuals 

themselves (Terr). 1999). In the 1960s, sex researcher Alfred Kinse) introduced the 

concept of the sexual continuum, as opposed to sexual dichotomy, on which one might 



identify with a particular sexual orientation. A homosexual, one of the possible 

orientations, was defined as a person who has sexual relations with members of her or his 

own biological sex (LaTorre, 1979). Another researcher includes sexual attraction in that 

defimtion (Muscarella, 1999). 

The extension of the meaning of homosexuality to include a social and political 

identity—in fact, the construction of a new identit)—has led to something that goes 

beyond sexual acts to new movements for social and political change. Society, and 

homosexuals themselves, constructed this new identit) with the ga) liberation movement 

of the 1970s. From a socio-historical perspective, one can only understand homosexualit) 

in terms of the cultural influences of a particular societ) during a particular time, rather 

than as a universal phenomenon of human nature. Sexual identit) is therefore a product 

and a process. Specifically, homosexual identity can be defined as the self-perception of 

being homosexual in relafion to society (Peplau & Garnets. 2000: Troiden. 1988). 

For the purposes of this study, a lesbian identit) is defined as a set of 

characteristics a woman perceives as representing herself in relation to society. It is a 

socially constructed label based on same-sex sexual attraction or behavior: and for some 

women, the lesbian identity is based on a political and ideological preference garnered 

from life experiences. 

The feminist movement and feminist theory have had a significant impact on the 

identification of lesbian women. Feminism is part of the context and culture in which 

lesbians exist today, and one's identit) cannot be removed from one's context. Feminist 

analysis challenges traditional political concepts by viewing social reality as an 



expression of male-dominated experience and ideolog). Patriarch) is fundamental to 

feminist anal) sis. for under patriarchy women cannot make sense of their "feelings, 

motivations, desires, ambitions, actions and reactions without taking into account the 

forces which maintain the subordination of women to men" (Fr)e. 1983. p. xi). Feminist 

theory identifies those forces and their applications to women as a group, and thereby as 

individuals. Under patriarchy, women are ""unequal to men because men create the 

meanings of equality" (Humm, 1992, p. 13). In this way. feminist theory postulates that 

our self-conceptions, our identities, cannot be removed from the culture in which the) are 

constructed. All of society's language, rituals, ideolog). and individual and group 

identifies are a construcfion of society: our society's constructions exist in a patriarchal 

world in which women are personally and politically subordinated. 

In such a society, those in power—males—construct an unambiguous, either/or 

world, and sex-disfincfion is an important aspect of that world. Sex-distinction allows for 

a sex-duality that appears undoubtedh true, resulting in onl\ two sexes, male and female. 

This feminist analysis corresponds with the ideolog) of sexuality during the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, in which males and females were seen as two halves of one 

whole (Terry. 1999). "Woman' is a social construction defined by males, and women as 

that construct lack full personhood (Frye. 1983). To be a woman in sociel)—to ""do"" the 

female gender role—is to be feminine, which in a patriarchal societ) means being 

attractive to men and sexually av ailable to men. Thus a woman's identit) is 

fundamentally tied to men and, as a result, is often interpreted as relational. This 

perspective of a woman's relational identity, inherently different from a man's, is based 



on her level of competence at fulfilling the social imperatives placed upon her. as well as 

the quanfity and quality of her connections with others (Josselson. 1987. 1996). 

Affirming this difference is considered imperative, by some female researchers of 

women's identity, to the liberation of women (Belenky et al.. 1997: Chodorow. 1978: 

Gilligan, 1982: Josselson, 1987, 1996). Cote and Levine (2001) described this relational 

model of feminists like Josselson as a dichofimizafion of female and male identity 

development that basically stereotypes women and men (p. 42). 

Radical feminism sees woman's identity not as fundamentalh relational, nor as 

naturally or inherently different from the identity of man. If women are relational, and if 

they are somehow different from men. it is only because women's roles and identities 

have been defined by men for the service and support of men. Maggie Humm (1992) 

states, ""It is not that 'difference' is an intrinsic part of our gender identity so much as that 

difference is an intrinsic effect of that identity's construction" (p. 13). Women cannot 

understand their own sexuality as independently theirs because it is constructed b) men. 

From a feminist perspective, to be a woman in society is to be the object of male desire, a 

thing that can be dominated and controlled by men. A woman's consciousness of herself 

her relationships, her identity, her very place in the world, is seen b) some feminists as a 

"false consciousness' due to the pervasiveness of male dominance and control 

(MacKinnon. 1989). Women must obtain knowledge about their existence as woweii. not 

the male-reality that has become synonymous with truth. 

Just as sex and gender are seen as dichotomous in Western culture, sexuality is 

split into heterosexual and homosexual categories, again a\ oiding ambiguity. 



Heterosexualit) then becomes the "naturar' or normal sexuality for all of society—the 

reaht)' of societ)—and those who do not identif) as heterosexuals are considered 

unnatural and abnormal (Gordon, 1999: Hyde & Jaffee. 2000). A radical feminist 

perspective states that women do not ""choose" to be heterosexual: because women's 

circumstances and options are limited under patriarchy, women enter and remain in 

heterosexuality as a result of coercion (Frye, 1983). Women are coerced into 

heterosexuality in order to survive economicalh. to care for their children, and to fulfill 

what is the woman's role in society. Heterosexualit) that is coerced becomes 

"compulsory heterosexuality' and is the focal point of male dominance (Rich. 1989). 

Under heterosexuality. male dominance and female submission are institutionalized 

(Humm. 1992: MacKinnon. 1989: Osmond & Thome. 1993). MacKinnon defines 

heterosexuality as the eroticization of dominance and submission—males are sexual 1) 

dominant as they penetrate females who submissiveh accept the penis. Ev en indiv iduals 

who engage in same-sex sexual behav ior are heterosexualized as taking on masculine or 

feminine, dominant or submissive, roles. ""The acted upon is feminized, is the "girl' 

regardless of sex. the actor correspondingly masculinized" (MacKinnon, p. 178). 

If heterosexualit) is not a choice for women, according to this feminist 

perspective, is homosexuality a choice? According to lesbian feminists, lesbianism is not 

a matter of sexual preference but a ""matter of orientation of attention" (Frve. p. 172). 

Women who identify as lesbian feminists reject a compulsoi) \va) of life in which the) 

are sexualized and dominated by men in a patriarchal society and make a conscious 

choice to den) male access to women (Rich. 1989: Tong. 1989). Frye (1983) defined 
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"awakening women' as those who choose lesbianism to separate themselv es from male-

dominated institutions, relationships, and roles. 

From a radical feminist perspective, lesbianism can be viewed as based in 

ideological and political preferences as much as by sexual preferences (Humm. 1992: 

Peplau & Garnets, 2000: Tong. 1989). Lesbianism therefore cannot be equated with male 

homosexuality, though, as previously stated, many individuals continue to combine the 

two in both theory and research. A homosexual idenfity for both females and males is 

undeniably a stigmatized existence that goes against society's norms, but homosexualit) 

for women is a uniquely female experience because of the subordinate position of women 

in society. Sexual prejudice against homosexuals is perhaps founded in the gender 

nonconformity, or inversion, stereotypes in which homosexual males are considered 

feminine, and lesbians are perceived as trying to be men (Peplau & Garnets. 2000). In 

both instances, the feminine gender, and the stereotypes it emcompasses. are considered 

deviant and subordinate to males. To join homosexual males and lesbians, in lifestyle, 

motivation, or pursuit of a common cause, is to again ignore women and place them in 

yet another position of subordination (Rich. 1989). 

So how does a self-identified heterosexual feminist woman become interested in 

the study of lesbian idenfity, and how does she reconcile her own values and beliefs with 

those of lesbian feminism? The question is a valid one, considering that 1 do not share the 

experiences of lesbians, nor do I choose a lifestyle that separates me from men sexualh 

or otherwise. As a woman, however. 1 experience on a daily basis the impact of 

patriarch) in my own life, and as a feminist 1 understand the societal structures and 



institutions that act on m) personal agency and attempt to construct meaning for me. 

Being raised by my father from the age of six in a household of males. I had little concept 

of the ""appropriateness" of my behavior as a female. The female gender role was not 

present in my home, and I adopted many of the characteristics associated with the male 

gender role. I was often called down in school for being too verbal, for speaking m) 

mind too often, for not being ""ladylike"—I had no understanding of the term because I 

had no frame of reference. It was not until 1 reached adolescence and was bombarded 

with representations of the female gender role that I began to lose m) v oice and attempt 

to conform to society's rules for m) gender. It was a painful and demeaning experience. 

Even in my attempt at conformity. I maintained an iconoclastic attitude and. in small 

ways, denied much of what societv told me was appropriate as a woman. As 1 entered 

higher education, my perception of society as skewed was validated b) other women I 

came to know, in art and literature and scientific research 1 explored, and b) m) exposure 

to a larger, more complex world. I became much more demonstrativ e in ni) relationships 

with both men and women: I changed m) appearance b) preferring a short hairstyle, 

wearing v ery little makeup, and focusing less on m) physical attractiveness to men. 

Because I do not. in many ways, reflect much of the female gender stereotypes, mv 

sexuality has been questioned. At a recent high school reunion. 1 w as asked. ""So. are ) ou 

a dyke now?" Subjective as it is to m) own personal experience, patriarch) in every 

aspect of society cannot be denied by me or. in m) thinking, b) any other woman to 

whom the inv isible is made visible. 
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My interest in homosexuality began in college when m) oldest and dearest friend 

admitted to me that he was homosexual. As I spent hours w ith m) friend discussing his 

experiences, both personal and social, the institution of heterosexualit) became more 

visible to me. I began reading about sexuality and observing the behavior and attitudes of 

myself and others in terms of what was acceptable and what was not. and wh) such 

judgments were made. I was curious at m) own lack of moral judgment when it came to 

homosexuality, considering the pervasiveness of anti-gay sentiment in society. Though 

my original intention when beginning this project was to stud) homosexual males, as a 

result of the close friendship and my interest in his life experiences. I came to understand 

that a focus on male sexuality meant, for me. placing the experiences of men above those 

of women. I decided to read about, learn from, and focus on lesbians from a feminist 

perspective. 1 have, as Adrienne Rich (1989) would say. a "'woman-identified experience" 

that allows me to share with and support other women, allowing lesbianism to become 

part of an emotional experience even when lesbian sexual activ it)' is not present (p. 134). 

That experience and understanding allows me to stand in the face of social imperatives of 

the female gender role and male dominance and live w ithout what feminist Iv) Bottini 

calls the ""fear of being called a lesbian" (Cleninden & Nagourney. 1999. p. 100). 

The purpose of this study is to examine the lives and experiences of lesbians to 

better understand how their sexual identit) affects the man) roles the) play. This 

examination is a search for ideas and concepts through these women"s own words in an 

attempt to find consistenc) and congruency in their experiences (Creswell. 1997). 

Obtaining such information will hopefulh clarity our understanding of what it means to 
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be lesbian, personalh and socialh, and what is important about that sexual identit) for 

those who possess and construct it. By rev iewing the lives of individual women, "we deal 

with a process "located" in the core of the individual and ) et also in the core of his [sic] 

communal cuhure. a process which establishes, in fact, the identit) of those two 

identifies" [emphasis in original] (Erikson. 1968. p. 22). The phenomenological approach 

utilized by this researcher focuses on the lived experience of indiv iduals in an attempt to 

explore the meanings of that experience (Creswell. 1997: Denzin, 1970). 

The following research questions were used to guide this study to that end: How 

do lesbians define their sexuality?. What is important about being a lesbian?. How is 

identifying as lesbian related to a woman's self-concept?, and How is the role of lesbian 

related to the other roles lesbians play? In learning more about the experience of lesbians, 

it is my hope that women, regardless of their sexuality, may learn more about their own 

experiences and find greater understanding of their own lives and choices. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Framework 

Human development is complex and muhi-dimensional and cannot be examined 

through the lens of a single theory. Though several theories exist that claim to sufficiently 

describe and explain the development of human beings, particular!) in reference to 

human sexuality, only a few theories can be used to shape this examination. The 

theoretical approaches within this investigation are not arbitrarih' chosen, but refiect this 

investigator's perceptions of society based upon the cultural and historical contexts in 

which I participate as a woman. The process of selecting these theoretical approaches is a 

subjective one. as is their interpretation and analysis of existing research. In presenting 

specific theoretical approaches, it is necessary, too. to present information from historical 

records that sheds light on their basis as well as the experiences of lesbians over time. 

Such a comprehensive framework will serve in guiding this exploration and anal) zing the 

discoveries. Three primary theoretical approaches deemed necessary for this stud) are 

feminism, symbolic interacfionism, and psychosocial developmentalism. Though each 

approach is different from the others in some respects, their predominant assumptions are 

compatible. All three theoretical approaches view identit) as both a product and a 

process: recognize society as responsible for the construction of roles that serve to 

maintain social norms: and see the individual as perpetuall) acting on. and being acted 

upon by, society. In addition, the theoretical approaches presented purport that the best 
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wa) to understand the experiences of another is to be part of their experience or to 

observe it closely (Blumer. 1969: Longmore. 1998: Williams. 1993). This examination 

attempts to fill in the gaps in our knowledge of the lives and identities of lesbians. 

Feminist Theory 

Any examination into a lesbian identit) would be incomplete and misguided 

without the adoption of a feminist perspective and anal) sis based in feminist theorv. But 

does "feminism' mean the pursuance of equal civil rights, or does it mean adoption of a 

new worldview that rejects male-dominance altogether? Which feminist theory should be 

used? What, in fact, does it mean to be feminist? Today feminists ma) choose either 

liberal feminism or radical feminism from which to view their lives and the world around 

them. Both perspectives recognize the oppression of females in a patriarchal world, and 

either perspective is useful in the study of women's lives. Much of the existing research 

on female identity development, including lesbian identit) development, utilizes a liberal 

perspective: and this researcher believ es liberalism to be the more practical approach to 

daily living. For the purposes of this examinafion. however, a radical feminist perspective 

is taken to explore the lives of lesbians because radicalism is an uncommon, and for this 

researcher, a fascinating approach that is useful from an analytical perspective. 

Liberal feminism focuses primarilv on materialism, bringing attention to the 

condition of women living within a patriarchal system in which they are not allowed to 

enjoy the benefits of professional, economic, and political equalities (Humm, 1992: 

Osmond & Thorne, 1993). The strugtzle for women's voting rights, contraception, and 
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abortion have characterized liberalism throughout the 20 '̂' centur). The goal of liberal 

feminism is women's equal social and political status—equal citizenrv —with men. Such 

struggles are often centered in the belief that women are inherenth different from men. 

and that women's abilities to conceive, bear children, and mother create much different 

needs and experiences from those of men. Motherhood, in fact, is often considered a key 

part of the identity of women in liberalism, and many of the political and personal battles 

fought have involved the material inequalities that exist between the sexes (Schreiner. 

1978). Sfill other liberal feminists argue that the focus on motherhood maintains the 

victim status of women, the ""second sex."" who are reduced to their biological differences 

from men and therefore alienated from the social institutions that benefit men (de 

Beauvoir. 1972). Within most writings of liberal feminists, however, is the contention 

that the experiences of men and women are different, regardless of an) biological 

distinctions, because society has constructed them to he so (de Beauvoir. 1972: Foster. 

1999; Woolf 1957). This is not a deterministic view, in which females and males are 

seen as inherenth different as a result of biology or ""divine intervention."" Feminism 

purports that females and males are different and have different experiences because 

society has constructed different gender roles, and has very different expectations, for 

females and males. These gender roles serve as imperativ e guidelines for female and 

male existence in our society and subsequenth create inequalities between females and 

males. The social inequalities that liberal feminists initialh recognized between women 

and men are a result of gender inequality that actual!) begins at birth and is perpetrated 

through patriarchal institutions. 
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Within liberal feminism exists a sexual difference perspective. which many 

contemporary feminists support and which many researchers ufilize (Belenk) et al.. 1997: 

Chodorow. 1978: Gilligan, 1982: Josselson, 1987. 1996). A sexual difference perspective 

asserts that the sexual differences between women and men are a positive force and a 

means of empowering women by affirming femininity (Foster. 1999). "Feminine" and 

•female' are interchangeable to sexual difference theorists, in that females are seen to 

possess femininity. ""Imaginative processes of returning to a female v oice are necessarily 

connected to the' female body and to women's lived experiences in wa) s that are said to 

be allegorical or mythical rather than biological" [emphasis in original] (p. 435). While 

understanding that women's identities are constructed within a patriarchal societv. sexual 

difference theorists purport a conceptual focus on "woman" rather than "gender" to 

emphasize the unique meanings of female experience. A sexual difference perspective 

claims that focusing on women and affirming their unique voice and life experience are 

the best ways to motivate women political 1) to rise abov e subordination and 

discrimination. 

Ruthellen Josselson's (1987. 1996) work is conducted through a sexual difference 

lens using psychosocial developmentalism. and it attempts to better understand the liv ed 

experiences of women. Josselson recognized that, while extremeh valuable for the studv 

of identity development. Erikson's theory focused primarily on the development of men. 

as if only male experience was worth analyzing. Josselson believed that Erikson's theory 

could not adequately describe or explain the developmental path of women in their search 

for identitv. Through a lon^itudinal studv of coUetze-aged women, .losselson aimed to 
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discover how women deal with relationships and the maintenance of their own identit). 

as well as the meanings of women's experiences, over the life span. Josselson claimed 

that women construct their identities in relationship terms through connections with 

significant others. ""A woman's identity rests on her sense of how she is effectiv e in the 

world and how she is linked to others" (1996. p. 179). Competence and connection, 

according to Josselson. are the most important elements in identit) formation for 

women—the feeling that one is doing something meaningful in the world, and the qualit) 

of the connections one makes. Josselson views women" s identity formation as different 

from men's, whose focus is primarily on competence within the work force. And unlike 

Erikson. Josselson claims that there are no definable stages for the identity development 

of women: each woman undertakes the process in her own wa). while still being united 

with other women in their search. 

In liberal feminism, the personal is distinguished from the coUectiv e experience of 

women. Liberalism recognizes that society is patriarchal and women are kept ""in 

bondage" socially, economically, and politically (MacKinnon, p. 42). MacKinnon 

explains how liberalism views gender roles: ""To liberal feminism, gender differentiation 

defines sexual politics: undercutting, blurring, or trading gender roles seen as imposed 

differences changes i f (p. 41). Reason and logic are seen as the solution for the social 

problem of sexism, and the individual is seen as effective in bringing about social change. 

One critique of liberalism is that it does not recognize or take serioush enough the 

realities of power (MacKinnon, 1989). Another criticism is that liberalism is ethnocentric 

and individualistic: only middle-class white women have the capabilit) to elYect 
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economic and political change in our society, and liberalism speaks directly to this 

socioeconomic group (Rich, 1989: MacKinnon, 1989). 

Radical feminism strives for equal citizenry, just as liberalism does, but its means 

of interpreting the gender inequalities of the world are expanded from that of liberalism. 

The radical feminist viewpoint emerged in the mid-twentieth century almost exclusiv el) 

as an academic theory, and it challenges our traditional understandings of sex. gender, 

and politics by shining a light on the invisible behaviors and meanings in societ). 

Inequalities between women and men that exist on the surface are merel)' s)mptoms of a 

greater underlying problem in society. If liberal feminism is bent on changing the 

institutions of the State in an attempt for equal rights for women, radical feminism is 

determined, in addition, to change the perspective of women who exist within these 

institutions. 

Radical feminism analyzes the experiences of women as a collective, not 

individually: it views gender hierarchy as the defining agent of sexual politics and the 

family as a unit of male dominance (MacKinnon. 1989). To these feminists, ""the personal 

is the political," so consciousness raising is both the goal, and the means of achieving that 

goal, of radical feminism (MacKinnon. 1989. p. 95: Millett. 1977). Radical feminism 

purports that the patriarchy of our social systems is existent in our daih personal lives as 

well as in the larger structures of politics and social organization, explaining how the 

personal is polifical (Humm. 1992: Osmond & Thome. 1993). The primary area in which 

patriarchy affects women is in their very sexualit). According to radical feminism, 

women are oppressed through reproduction because it is seen as the biological fate o\' 
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women as a group, and it thereby limits the economic and social gains of all women by 

restricfing their entry into the working world (Humm. 1992: MacKinnon, 1989: Osmond 

& Thome, 1993). This concept is an expansion of some liberal feminists' contention that 

the role of mother reduces women to their biology, focusing on their physiological 

differences from men and thereby making women subordinate. Radical feminism has 

expanded from liberalism to not only include the productive rights of women—their 

political, economic, and social rights—but the rights of women to their own bodies, their 

reproductive rights. 

Another way women are limited by men is that, indiv idualh and as a group, they 

are sexually objectified by men. Reduced to mere objects, women are vulnerable to 

sexual violence, and the reality of this fact shapes the daily life of every woman. For 

example, women know not to walk alone after dark, they learn to protect themselves in 

some physical way, or most commonly to depend on a man to protect them. Men do not 

experience these effects on daily life because it is they w ho are the perpetrators of sexual 

violence. Literature of radical feminism focuses on the indoctrination of women into 

patriarchal society, how women internalize and act out their own subordination to men. 

as well as the economic and political inequalities between women and men (Millett. 

1977). The acceptance of society's ideology as "'truth" expands the concept of the social 

construction of gender, and gender inequalifies. that began in first wave feminism. 

Radical feminism focuses on sexuality and reproduction as the foundations of women's 

oppression and the threat of rape and other forms of sexual violence and exploitation as 
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the means by which men control women (Brownmiller. 1975: Dworkin, 1981: Firestone. 

1979: MacKinnon. 1989). 

An important element of radical feminist ideolog) is the awareness of the power 

of naming. Male-defined society places males in the powerful position of naming, and 

therefore what is named is considered real. Lesbian feminism, a branch of radical 

feminism, is particularly concerned with the power of naming because if there is no name 

for the type of sexual acfivity that lesbians participate in, then that sexual activ it) is not 

•"real sex" to society. By naming and defining what is real or unreal, men create a sexual 

world in which women are dependent upon men for their v erv identit). Richardson 

(1996) emphasized that sexuality in our culture has historically meant heterosexuality. or 

vaginal penetration by a penis, so sex is actualh dependent upon body parts ""fitting 

together"" (p. 7). Lesbianism, then, is viewed in a patriarchal and heterosexist societ) as 

not involving real sex; lesbians just need a "'good man"" to change their sexual identity to 

one that enjoys real sex. Lesbian feminism defies conventional beliefs by purporting that 

lesbianism is characterized as much by ideological and political preferences as it is b) 

sexual preferences. Those ideological and political preferences are predicated b) a belief 

that heterosexuality is a patriarchal institution as much as our political and economic 

systems are (Dworkin, 1981: Firestone. 1979: Frye. 1983: MacKinnon. 1989: Rich. 1989: 

Tong. 1989). ""Heterosexuality... insfitutionalizes male sexual dominance and female 

sexual submission. If this is true, sexualit) is the linchpin of gender inequalit)"" 

(MacKinnon, p. 113). Marilyn Frye (1983) stated that, fundamentalh. heterosexuality 

enslaves women to the sexual serv ice of men. 
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Women's choices to enter and remain within the institutions of heterosexuality. 
marriage and motherhood are free choices...But choice and action obviously 
can take place under coercion...Given opfions and the vicfim's judgments and 
priorities, she chooses and acts. The elements of coercion lie not in her person, 
mind or body, but in the manipulafion of the circumstances and manipulation of 
the opfions. (pp. 55-56) 

Because their entry into heterosexualit) is coerced b) the apparent normalcy of it. 

because heterosexualit) appears to be, through manipulation, the least unattractiv e of 

options presented to women, they have no real choices and thereb) lose their personal 

agency. 

Lesbian feminism supports the concept of separation—separation from men and 

all male-defined, male-dominated institutions, relationships, roles and activ ities—as a 

means of refusing the oppression of heterosexuality. Frye stated these "awakening 

women' consciously choose lesbianism as an ideological and political action (p. 102). 

The lesbian feminist ideology is necessarily incongruent with the patriarchal ideology of 

our society. Lesbians do not love men: they do not hate women. Lesbians believe in the 

equality of the male and female bodies, and they have no interest in the penis. Lesbians 

claim civil rights for women without turning women into men, and lesbians do not v iew 

themselves as male sexual objects (p. 144). The goals of lesbian feminism are to 

dismantle male privilege and dominance: to erase the concept of masculinit) from 

society: and to deny access of the penis unless it is specifically permitted (p. 145). The 

common understanding of a lesbian identity, as dependent solely upon same-sex sexual 

attraction or sexual activ it), is incomplete to lesbian feminists. A lesbian identit) is a 

social 1) constructed label or category under which an individual identifies herself based 

not only upon her sexual attraction to or sexual activ it) with a member of the same sex— 
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as society most common!) defines her—but on an ideologv of separation from patriarchy 

(Tong. 1989). 

Adrienne Rich (1989) denied the limitafion of "lesbianism" to sexual activ it\ 

altogether and proposed the terms "lesbian existence' and "lesbian continuum'. Lesbian 

existence describes the sexual component of a lesbian identity and the resistance of 

patriarchy. Lesbian continuum describes a ""woman-identified experience: not simph' the 

fact that a woman has had or consciously desired genital sexual experience w ith another 

woman"" (p. 134). It includes ""intensity between and among women, including the 

sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the giving and receiv ing of 

practical and political support...not onh women self-described as heterosexual but also 

of self-described lesbians" (pp. 134-135). The acceptance of the lesbian continuum by 

heterosexual women, then, allows lesbianism to become a part of every woman's 

emotional experience. 

Marilyn Frye (1983) stated. ""The experience of oppressed people is that the living of 

one's life is confined and shaped by forces and barriers which are not accidental or occasional 

and hence avoidable, but are systematically related to each other in such a w a) as to catch one 

between and among them and restrict or penalize motion in an) direction"" (p. 4). Women are 

systematically confined to a socialh constructed feminine gender role that makes them 

subordinate to men. The daily lives of women and all of women's choices, therefore, are limited 

to the proscriptions of society. How much truer is this of lesbians, who experience the double 

bind of gender and sexuality in a male-dominant and heterosexual-dominant societ)? 
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Radical feminism provided the foundation for this research in which the participants' 

views of their own. and others, gender roles and sexualities was so important. From a radical 

feminist perspective, the participants, by the very social definition of lesbian, rejected patriarchy 

in their own lives whether their lesbianism was a conscious choice or not. It is assumed b) this 

researcher, then, that this rejection of patriarchy informed the development of their v er) 

identities. 

Symbolic Interactionism Theory 

According to the principles of symbolic interactionism, humans live in a s)mbolic 

environment, and they acquire complex sets of s) mbols, such as words or ideas, that have 

meaning (Burr et al.. 1979). Humans make evaluative distinctions about these s)mbols 

and learn the importance of various symbols through their interaction with others. 

Behavior is influenced by these symbols. Humans define self through introspection and 

undergo a differentiation process in which the) determine their ow n tendencies and traits, 

and the self is made up of these many parts. As such, the self is a dynamic process rather 

a fixed or static object (Mead. 1962). which places symbolic interactionism in 

congruence with Erikson's (1968) psychosocial developmentalism. Symbolic 

interacfionism purports that there is the physical or biological self the body and its 

properties, and the social self what one is in relation to society. There are also the "me' 

and the "I". The me includes the self one is aware of and the social roles learned through 

interaction (Mead. 1962: Turner. 1974). The I initiates the response to the attitudes of 

others and is the impulsive, spontaneous, and unorganized part of the self (Cle & Lev inc. 

2"̂  



2001: Mead. 1962: Turner. 1974). An example of the me is the female gender role 

prescribed by societ) that a woman leams as a child and then adopts. For the woman who 

identifies as lesbian, not by conscious choice but because her awareness of self and her 

learned social role include same-sex desire, the me includes a homosexual orientation and 

lesbian role. The I might be the part of the self that desires another lifestyle or sets of 

behavior not deemed appropriate by society, so a woman consciously choosing 

lesbianism is acfing from the I part of self The symbols presented in society do not solely 

dictate one's behavior or idenfit). as if the indiv idual is passive and unaware of her or his 

environment: rather the human is an actor and a reactor. Humans can create their own 

symbols, produce their own stimuli, and therefore can construct their identity. It is 

important to remember, however, that humans are bom into societies that exist before 

their arrival: and they learn a given culture and become that culture. As societ) changes, 

or the individual changes her or his environment, and new meanings are acquired, old 

meanings are not lost. Newh acquired meanings are integrated with existing ones, and 

there is a continual modification of meanings. From a radical feminist perspective, a 

woman choosing lesbianism in response to a patriarchal society develops or constructs 

meaning of what it is to be lesbian. Previous ideologies of homosexualit) that she 

internalized are still present within her. and though she has adopted new meanings, she 

still compares those with prev ious meanings. 

Mead said. ""The behavior of an individual can be understood onh in terms of the 

behav ior of the whole social group of which he [sic] is a member, since his [sic] 

individual acts are involved in lamer, social acts which go beyond himself [sic] and 
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which implicate the other members of that group"' (Turner. 1974. pp. 6-7). Thus begins 

Mead's explanation of the interrelafionship between mind, self and society that makes up 

the theory of symbolic interactionism. Mead's definifion of mind is the ""human process 

of thinking by means of symbols" (Turner, p. 121). So the mind is not an object, but an 

ever-changing process. This process of thought involves the importation of s) mbols that 

have meaning for the individual (Strauss. 1962). More specifically, a symbol is a gesture 

that invokes an idea behind it. A gesture stands for something within a gi\ en culture, for 

example, the way a kiss between two men may stand for an act of homosexualit) in our 

culture. The symbol becomes significant when the gesture arouses the idea not onh in the 

person making the gesture, but in the person receiving or witnessing the gesture (Mead. 

1962). The two men kissing are conscious of the social meaning of homosexualit) behind 

the gesture, just as the person witnessing the kiss is thinking of homosexuality. Once the 

gesture (the kiss) has called out meaning (homosexualit)) and has become a significant 

symbol, it can be considered a language, which Mead considered the most important tool 

of a society. Meaning is present before the actual awareness of the meaning occurs. 

Thomas (1931) stated that definifions of a situafion precede individuals' behavior, and 

that behavior is determined by how indiv iduals define themselv es and their situations. 

Thomas' Dictum states that if individuals define situations as real, the) are real in their 

consequences (Longmore, 1998). The men who kiss each other are evoking a response 

that was present in the mind of the witness prior to the actual kiss, and thus the witness 

has the meaning of the men's act in his or her own experience ahead). This, according to 

Mead, is the mind. 
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The self develops in the process of social experience and interaction with other 

indiv iduals in the process. The self becomes an object to itself through the interactions 

with others, and it is through this objectification that behavior is motivated. The self hears 

itself in its conversafions with others, and it responds to the self it talks and replies to the 

self as truly as another person replies to it. It is easy to see. then, how behavior is 

controlled in society. The "generalized other' is a term Mead used to refer to a single 

attitude toward the self made up of attitudes of members of society. If the individual 

assumes the same attitude toward her- or himself that the communit) assumes tow ard her 

or him. then the person will typically behave in the wa) s societ) deems appropriate 

(Strauss. 1962). If a woman views her own sexualit) through the eyes of societ). the 

generalized other, she will view her sexualit) as dependent upon men. She will see 

heterosexuality. as well as the female gender role that is prescribed bv societ). as 

"natural". She will, therefore, behave in accordance with social rules and norms, thereb) 

perpetuating this lifestyle as ""real". Though not clearly stated in his works, which often 

depict humans as compelled to follow the social order. Mead believ ed it possible for an 

individual to go against society's rules of conduct. He stated. ""The onh wa) in which we 

can react against the disapproval of the entire communit) is b) setting up a higher sort of 

community which in a certain sense out-votes the one we find" (Mead. pp. 167-168). 

Mead believed that humans are able to change society through their interactions with 

others. The individual ""brings up the attitude of the group toward himself | sic |. responds 

to it. and through that response changes the attitude of the group" (p. 180). If a 

heterosexual woman, who has adopted the views of the generalized other, discovers the 
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invisible manifestations of patriarchy, changes her paradigm and chooses lesbianism, she 

can create a more valuable society, in her own mind, in which women are separate from 

men. Though she will face oppression and discrimination from societ) for going against 

the norm, her newfound ideology will prove more real and more important than that of 

the patriarchal society. This is an example of the contextual nature of symbolic 

interactionism, in which the individual and the environment are constant!) interacting 

with and thereby affecting each other. 

Mead (1962) defined society as an organized set of responses to certain situations. 

He stated that all humans are bound together in social environments or situations that 

involve complex social interactions, and their continued existence is dependent upon such 

interactions. What is particularly important is what Mead sa) s about confiict in society 

and behavior that goes against social norms. First, behavior that is considered dev iant in 

the individual is behavior that runs counter to the pattern organized b) society. Most 

commonly, when individuals find it most difficult to integrate their own behavior with 

that of others, it is because two or more different socially functional groups have social 

interests that are conflicting with each other. When indiv iduals of one social group find 

themselves in conflict with members of another social group. Mead states that the 

situation is so complex that the individuals cannot be brought into common social 

relations with one another or can only do so after great social adjustment. 1 he reason for 

the difficulty is that the groups have no common social purpose serv ing to unite their 

interactions. Homosexuals are considered some of the most deviant individuals in 

society, and as a result of their socialization they often view themselves as dev iant. 1 his 
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is manifested in stress, self-worth issues, and internalized homophobia (fear or intense 

dislike of one's own homosexuality) often experienced b) homosexuals (Vincke et al.. 

1999). These manifestafions occur because, in society, homosexuals and heterosexuals 

are ideologicalh at odds with one another. Perhaps because no common ground can be 

found between the two groups, or because heterosexuals have denied homosexuals an) 

common ground in social and political w a) s. the two social groups ma) not be united. 

The process of socialization is a v er) important one for understanding the 

behavior of humans. Primary socialization occurs in childhood as the indiv idual becomes 

a member of societ). and secondary socialization is a subsequent process that inducts an 

alread) socialized individual into new substructures or sectors of society (Berger & 

Luckmann. 1966). During primary socialization, the definitions of a child's situation are 

provided by the significant others in her or his life. The definitions provided are based not 

only upon the society in which the child and all significant others live. but on the filters 

of the significant others. The child internalizes, or accepts, the meanings provided b) the 

significant others as her or his own during this process. Hence, a child comes to 

understand appropriate gender roles and sexualit) through internalization of the views of 

significant others. As a result of the process, the child forms her or his identit) by 

""refiecting the attitudes first taken b) significant others toward it" (p. 132). This new 

identity incorporates all the roles and attitudes associated with the identity, as defined b) 

the significant others and internalized by the child. Significant others w ill continue to 

serve as the primary agents for the maintenance of the indiv idual's subjective reality 

throughout her or his life. 

28 



Secondar) socialization picks up where primary socialization leav es off. and 

involves the internalization of role-specific knowledge. Typically indiv iduals may remain 

much more detached during secondary socialization than during primary socialization, as 

this process does not require the emotionalitv of primary socialization. When the 

adoption of a social role outside the norm takes place, however, the effect of the 

socialization process is consequenth greater. An indiv idual identifv ing as homosexual 

will experience a great deal of emotionality in an attempt to ""come out"" and fit in to this 

new social group (Vincke et al.. 1999). A transformation of an indiv idual's subjective 

realit) can occur when the reality of primary socialization is dismantled and a 

""resocialization" occurs (Berger & Luckmann. p. 157). The new significant others, with 

whom the individual develops strong ties, must be guides into the new realit). This is true 

in the homosexual communit). where the association with other homosexuals helps the 

newly idenfified homosexual have a feeling of ""fitting in." Though socialization is a 

major part of symbolic interactionism, it is important to note that society does not in itself 

determine one's identity. It provides resources from which people choose (Cote & 

Levine. 2001). and it attempts to control or reinforce identities and behav iors through the 

process of socialization. 

Symbolic interactionism has become a theoretical perspectriv e central to ga) 

activism since the late 1970s, according to Dynes and Donaldson (1992). In terms of 

sexuality, the focus of symbolic interacfionism is on the process by which societ) "s 

members interpret their sexual selv es by scanning their past bodies, feelings, behav iors. 

and relationships and connecting them to the meanings available in their contemporar) 
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worlds through their significant others (Plummer. 1981). The construction of the sexual 

idenfit) occurs as a process throughout the individual"s life through significant 

encounters. For example, if significant others interpret a boy"s behavior as falling into a 

homosexual category, they will treat the boy as if he were homosexual. (Society's 

identification of boys as homosexual is much more common than that of girls, which is 

why 1 choose this illustration.) By recognizing the conception of his significant others, 

the boy will learn who or what he is—a homosexual—internalize that part of self and the 

behavior will become a defining feature of his identity. 

Erikson's (1968) psychosocial developmental theory supports the symbolic 

interactionist concept of sexual identity. To Erikson. identity is formed and dev eloped as 

a result of the individual's interactions with her or his context, and as those contexts 

change the individual incorporates successive changes into her or his identit) while 

maintaining a continual core of identity. Like contemporary symbolic interactionists. 

psychosocial developmentalists emphasize that the individual perceives her- or himself as 

a causal agent in her or his environment (Plummer. 1981). 

Following in the footsteps of Mead. Kenneth Plummer (1975) used the theoretical 

perspective of symbolic interactionism to focus on the issue of sexuality. Plummer 

explained that one could not simply describe the context and thereby explain an 

individual's behavior or identity because the two—society and the indiv idual—are 

constantly interacting, and the individual is always renegotiating her or his identit). In 

regard to the development of a sexual identit). Plummer states that an individual is born 

with a var) ing biological capacity for sexual experience. The indiv idual is born into a 
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historically created "objective reality", which contains a socially constructed series of 

sexual meanings seen as natural, and one must learn to become sexual. Sexual meanings 

are built up in interactions with significant others and through abstract meanings lodged 

in the objective reality that exists in society. Finally, stable sexualit) is possible because 

of the emergence of attachments, the development of perspectives and commitments, and 

the formulafion of worldviews (Plummer. 1975). 

The work of Judith L. Laws and Pepper Schwarz (1977) has been instrumental in 

explaining, through a radical feminist interpretation of symbolic interactionism, how 

females identify as sexual beings. Their work is based on that of Gagnon and Simon 

(1973) who believed all sexual behavior is scripted by society, as well as the individual. 

It is through these "sexual scripts' that individuals construct their sexual identities. Laws 

and Schwarz define sexual scripts as a repertoire of acts and statuses that are recognized 

by a social group, together with the rules, expectations, and sanctions gov erning those 

acts and statuses. The two mechanisms for maintaining the subjective realit) of the social 

construction of sexuality are the community and the language bv which the communit) 

reaffirms the dominant reality on which it is based and by which it discredits competing 

social constructions that emerge. Western society, as previously illustrated, maintains the 

structure of the heterosexual norm through the availabilit) of the predominant 

heterosexual community and the language used to ""prove" the normalit) of 

heterosexuality and the abnormality of homosexualit). S)mbolic interactionism states it 

is through the development of the self through the generalized other and the process of 

socialization that individuals develop their sexual identity. The individual observes her 
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own behavior, judges it as she judges the behavior of others (using sexual scripts 

provided by society), and the idenfity arises out of this self-consciousness. Specifically in 

regards to female sexualit). sexual scripts become av ailable at pubert) and inv oh e onh 

the opfions of heterosexuality. marriage, and motherhood. Sexual scripts in Western 

culture socialize females to be submissive, emotional, and relational, and males to be 

dominant, aggressive, and goal-oriented (Troiden. 1988). A woman in our societ). who 

chooses an unscripted sexual lifestyle is either ""bad." because she denies the rules of 

society by having sex outside of marriage: asexual, because she is without any sexual 

feelings and therefore "'sick": or homosexual, and therefore sexually deviant. The power 

of naming plays an important role in sexual scripting, in that what is named is considered 

real and what is not named is not real. Real sex. as defined b) a patriarchal societ). 

necessarily involves penetrafion by a penis, either vaginalh. oralh. or analh. Therefore, 

the sexual activity of lesbians is not considered real sex to societ). and men. w ho hav e 

the power of naming in a patriarchal society, have not given a name to lesbian sex. 

Building on the concept of sexual scripting and symbolic interactionism. Richard 

R. Troiden (1988) saw humans as capable of "polymorphous perversit).' ""the relative!) 

fluid capacity for bodily pleasure seeking that may attach itself to an) of the objects, 

people, or events that exist in the immediate culture'" (p. 5). Referring to the sexual 

scripts utilized by males and females. Troiden stated. "Patterns laid down during sex-role 

socialization explain why lesbians define themselv es in emotional contexts, gay males in 

social/sexual contexts"" (p. 50). Troiden indicates that, unlike the sexual scripts Laws and 

Schwarz describe as available for females, males are scripted toward aggressive. 
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genitally-focused sexual activity that is not necessarih part of an emotional relationship. 

Males are scripted to focus on their genitals because of their sheer availabilit). and their 

sexuality thus becomes personally focused and objecfified. Troiden"s statements echo 

what previous symbolic interactionists have claimed: 

People are not bom with percepfions of themselves as homosexual, bisexual, 
or heterosexual. Before they can identify themselv es in terms of a social 
category, they must learn that a social category representing the activ it) or 
feelings exists: discover that other people occupy the social categorv: and 
perceive that their own socially constructed needs and interests are more 
similar to those of persons who occupy that social category than thev are 
different, (pp. 1-2) 

In our particular society, these symbols or sexual scripts denote heterosexualit) as 

the normal or desirable sexuality and homosexualit) as the abnormal or undesirable 

sexuality. But from the perspective of the symbolic interactionist. homosexualit) is only 

"'one particular manifestation among the range of sexual categories and behaviors that 

display historical and cultural variability over fime" (Scott. 1998. p. 821). There are those 

individuals whose personal experience does not fit w ith the dominant or alternativ e 

sexual scripts. These experiences, according to Laws and Schwarz (1977). can be ""the 

organizing point for transformations of sexual identity" (p. 222). B) finding the 

uniqueness in these individuals, we find a collectiv it) of meaning that informs our 

knowledge and understanding of a historically and cuhuralh subordinate group. 

In utilizing a symbolic interactionism perspectiv e. this researcher attempted to 

learn how the generalized other was related to the construction of the participants' 

identities, as well as how the generalized other was related to the participants' own 

understanding of their sexualitv. 



Psychosocial Developmental Theory 

To understand how an indiv idual dev elops an identit}'. one must understand what 

development is as it relates to humans. Ford and Lerner (1992) defined individual human 

development as involv ing 

incremental and transformational processes that, through a flow of inter
actions among current characteristics of the person and his or her current 
contexts, produces a succession of relafively enduring changes that elabor
ate or increase the diversit) of the person's structural and functional 
characteristics and the pattems of their environmental interactions while 
maintaining coherent organization and structural-functional unity of the 
person as a whole, (p. 49) 

Development involv es change, but not all change represents development. Dev elopment 

is marked by meaningful and ordered changes rather than random, unsystematic, or 

unmeaningful changes (pp. 37-38). Such ordered change occurs within socio-historic 

contexts that themselves are changing. Development is then ""multidimensional and 

multidirectional"' (p. 50). 

Erik Erikson's (1968) psychosocial theory of identit) development is critical for 

the understanding of sexual identity, and it provides useful insight into the possibilities of 

the formation of a homosexual identity. It is Erikson's insistence that individuals are 

embedded within their context-—echoing the ideology of both feminist theory and 

symbolic interactionist theory—that is particularl) significant for this study. In Erikson's 

psychosocial view, the individual and society are constant!) interacting with each other. 

Founded in the epigenetic principle, the theory posits that the indiv idual ""unfolds" within 

her or his environment, becoming increasingly differentiated and hierarchical!) organized 
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throughout her or his lifetime (Miller. 1993). Identity involves dynamic interactionism. in 

which the individual 

interacts with environmental influences composed of other organisms... 
and of physical variables, which also show individual change over time... 
The timing of interactions among variables within and across all tiers not 
only provides a distinct experiential context impacting on the developing 
organism, but this disfincfiveness is itself shaped by the individually 
different organism. (Lemer. 1986. pp. 175-176) 

Erikson. a psychoanalytically oriented neo-Freudian theorist, developed an eight-

stage model of identity development across the life span, with each stage focusing on a 

particular emotional crisis that must be resolved. Erikson's primary focus is on the ego— 

the link between the individual's psychology and the societ) in which she or he lives— 

and its implications in the formation of identity. The primary function of the ego is to 

adapt to society's reality and survive both physically and psychologically (Lemer. 1997: 

Miller. 1993). As the individual unfolds in childhood, then adolescence, and final!) 

adulthood, she or he faces a total of eight crises, created b) the relationship between the 

maturing individual and society's demands, which must be resolved. Each stage has its 

own specific crisis, and negativ e or positiv e outcomes are possible at each stage. The 

resolution of a particular crisis is considered a posifive outcome, and a negativ e outcome 

results in continual battles with that particular issue across the life span. For example, a 

child in the first stage, "trust versus mistrust.' should ideally develop a somewhat but not 

totally trusting attitude. If the child is unable to resolve this crisis in a positive wa). due 

to. perhaps, a neglectful parent, a negative outcome will result, and the child will not 

learn how to trust self or others throughout life. 
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Erikson (1968) described three processes the individual goes through when 

dev eloping an idenfity. The first is the biological process in which the indiv idual becomes 

""a hierarchic organization of organ systems living out its life c)cle" (p. 73). The second 

process is social, in which ""organisms come to be organized in groups which are 

geographically, historically, and culturally defined" (p. 73). The third is the ego, or 

psychological, process, whereby the ""individual maintains himself [sic] as a coherent 

personality with a sameness and continuity both in his [sic] self-experience and in his 

[sic] actuality for others" (p. 73). Erikson claimed that all three processes occur 

simultaneously and are embedded in each other. To focus on onh one process at the 

exclusion of the others gives an incomplete and inaccurate picture of development. While 

these processes are occurring simultaneously across the life span, the eight stages occur 

in sequential and hierarchical order within these processes. 

It is during the fifth stage that numerous changes occur in the adolescent, 

culminafing in the formation of idenfity. Stage five, ""identit) versus identit) confusion." 

includes rapid physiological changes and changed expectations by society for the )outh 

to integrate previous roles into a new and complete identity (Erikson. 1968: Miller. 

1993). The quesfion ""Who am I?" is asked and. hopefully, answered during the fifth 

stage. The adolescent experiments with various roles and attempts to find a niche in 

society. Society demands to know what specific roles—socialh prescribed sets of 

behaviors that function for the adaptive maintenance of society—the adolescent will 

adopt (Lemer. 1997). The social roles the adolescent adopts must synthesize biological. 

ps)chological. and social demands to be successful. Thus the three processes of the egĉ  
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previously described, biological, psychological, and social, are necessarih ev ident 

throughout the formation of the idenfity. If role identification does not occur, the 

adolescent suffers role confusion and ""counterpoints rather than s) nthesizes" the 

available sexual and occupational alternafives. for example (Erikson. 1968. p. 87). 

Idenfity formation is only foreground in adolescence: it is a continuous process occurring 

across the life span as the individual interacts with her or his environment. 

Like symbolic interactionism, psychosocial developmentalism states that the 

product of identity results from all the identifications the adolescent made during 

childhood in combination with present contextual influences. Typicalh. the 

identifications formed during childhood are the ones imposed upon the indiv idual b) her 

or his significant others. At each stage, the individual transforms her or his identit) and 

takes those identifications on to the next stage where they are affected b) the context 

again (Ford & Lerner, 1992). The adolescent then formally develops an identity based on 

social roles during adolescence. Whatever role is adopted b) the indiv idual. she or he 

must accept the ideology—attitudes, beliefs, and values—that goes along with the role 

and remain committed to it. "Identity crisis' resuhs if the indiv idual either cannot accept a 

specific ideolog) or cannot commit to it. The individual facing an identity crisis, unable 

to synthesize idenfifications into a new identit). ""is often driv en to decide definitely and 

totally for one side or the other" in order to appease society (Erikson. p. 87). The 

vulnerable adolescent, if unable to choose an orientation to life that is not ""self-

destructive or socialh disapproved," may then construct a negative identity in which the 

roles offered b) societ) as proper and desirable are rejected (Lerner, p. 314). fhe 
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individual with a negative, and socially unacceptable, identity commits to that identity, 

and society perpetuates it, seeing it as the individual's ""natural" identit). Those who 

adopt a negative identity make up the ""out-groups"" in societ). and those indiv iduals often 

experience monumental change in their identities and self-concepts because of the 

salience of the issues they face in a discriminafing society (Cote & Levine. 2001: 

Erikson, 1968). In contrast, members of the majority ""in-groups."" those who successfull) 

form an identity that is compatible with the roles of society, experience only incremental 

change because of their acceptance by society. 

Erikson"s work depicts a homosexual identity as a negative identit) (1968. pp. 88. 

172-173). Being homosexual was the undesirable, even abhorred, side of Erikson"s ""one 

side or the other" (p. 87). For those individuals who adopt a negativ e identit). an essential 

part of their self-defining is in defining what they are not (Cote & Levine. 2001: 

Josselson. 1996) and thereby placing themselves in the out-group, which is threatening to 

society (Cote & Levine, 2001). Erikson viewed the negative identity, in this case 

homosexuality, as representative of the adolescent" s hostility and contempt for the 

""appropriate" roles presented by society. The negativ e identit) is seen as a false truth, a 

deliberate reconstruction of the childhood idenfifications one made that ends in identit) 

crisis. Erikson states that homosexuals have an underlying motivation: the) are reall) 

individuals who are searching for relief from their inability to form an acceptable 

identity. Becoming homosexual represents ""a desperate attempt at regaining some 

mastery in a situation in which the available positiv e identit) elements cancel each other 

out": and it is easier for the adolescent to identifv "with that which he [sic] is least 
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supposed to be than to struggle for a feeling of reality in acceptable roles which are 

unattainable with his [sic] inner means" (Erikson. p. 176). 

Through psychoanalytic methods. Erikson reported on v arious case studies that 

appear to support his theory of the negative identity. Such case studies place 

responsibility for the negative identity on the individual's relationship to parents, 

siblings, history, and culture: but the primary responsibilit) seems to fall on relationships 

with mothers who dominate their children's lives, ""love desperately and intrusiv eh." and 

burden their children with their own needs (p. 177). In many cases, these desperate 

mothers are angry at their husbands" lack of participation in their lives and so look to 

their children (presumably male) to fill the void. The children respond with intolerance of 

the mothers, withdrawal from the relationship and denial of the mothers' directiv es—in 

other words, adoption of a negative identity. Erikson's theory v lews ego. the link between 

psychology and society, as the most important part of one's ps)chological structure in the 

development of a sexual identity (Cote & Levine. 2001). Because of this. Erikson sees 

the significance of relationships between parents and children not as inherent 

determinants of sexual identity, but as part of a larger context in which the individuals 

themselves are active participants in their development. Erikson recognizes the influence 

of society upon individuals, and the resulting influence of individuals upon society, in the 

formation of one's identity, which places his theory in line with symbolic interactionism. 

Feminist theory and psychosocial developmental theor) intersect where Erikson 

distinguishes between the identity development of males and females. Eichler (1988) 

defines "androcentric' as a view of the world from a male perspective, and Erikson is 
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often V ievved as androcentric. His theory focuses almost entirely on males and assumes 

identity development for females must follow the same path. When he does recognize 

female identity development, it is presented as inherenth different from that of males, an 

example of the influence of biology in Erikson's work. Sorell and Montgomery (2001) 

described Erikson's theory as "'constructed from a perspective that excludes the lived 

realities of women's lives and the lives of other marginalized groups to which Erikson 

and his theory-building colleagues did not belong"" (p. 99). Erikson"s theory deriv es from 

his own personal experiences during a specific time period, one in which capitalism was 

booming and in which Erikson faced a variety of possibilities for his own life. His theor) 

is a description of identity development for white, middle-class. European and American 

males: on its surface it is not generalizable to marginalized groups, including women 

(Sorell & Montgomery. 2001). 

The focus on biological difference, rather than the social interpretations of 

biological difference, is a definite weakness in Erikson"s theor) (Sorell & Montgomer). 

2001). Erikson (1965) attempted to address the generalizability of his theory to women 

by focusing on the relationship between biologv. nameh the reproductive anatomy, and 

identity formation. Women, Erikson says, are caring, maternal, and committed to 

heterosexual love relationships, whereas men are more focused on occupational and 

social competence. These psychosocial differences between women and men. Erikson 

claims, are polarized at adolescence when the biological differences are most ev ident and 

women are able to bear offspring. The importance of the "inner space'—the uterus—of 

women is kc) to Erikson's understanding of the identit) development of women, because 
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women are forever driven by ""a biological, psychological, and ethical commitment to 

take care of human infancy" (p. 5). Whether or not a woman enters into a heterosexual 

relationship or bears children. Erikson claims the inner space is a principal factor in the 

development of her identity and therefore makes her inherenth different from a man. 

Erikson's androcentricism is again evident in his explanation of the transition between 

stages five and six. According to Erikson. a well-formed identit) is necessary before an 

infimate relationship can be fulfilling and successful. This contradicts Erikson's previous 

explanation of women as identified by their intimate relationships. Therefore it appears 

that Erikson's eight-stage model is explicatory of only the male experience, because the 

male gender role requires independence from others in the formation of identit). 

Considering Erikson's claims, it is not difficult to see how a feminist perspectiv e 

can view his work as biologically deterministic and disempowering for women. 

However, when the socio-historical context in which Erikson developed his theory is 

considered, it seems unavoidable for Erikson to hav e formulated anything other than an 

androcentric viewpoint. Likewise, one must understand Erikson's vlew of homosexualit) 

as a negafive idenfity as infiuenced by the times in which he lived. With the importance 

of context and the focus on the constant interaction between the individual and societ) 

that are found in Erikson's work, it is reasonable to think that Erikson himself would 

admit to his own biases today and would recognize the influence of context on his own 

work. One cannot ""throw out the baby with the bathwater" when reviewing ps)chosocial 

developmental theory, regardless of its weaknesses or seeming incompatibility with 

feminist theory. ""Erikson's theory provides a grand idea in its focus on contextualh 
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bound identity development across the lifespan"" and. combined with feminist concepts 

and absent of the focus on biological functions, it is ""rich and beautiful and useful to our 

continuing quest for understanding human lives'" (Sorell & Montgomery, p. 117). 

Psychosocial developmentalism provides a framework for understanding how the 

participants" identities were formed and how they confinue to be affected by the contexts 

in which they live. It informs the researcher's viewpoint of the out-groups of societ). the 

groups that are made up by lesbians in this case, and how the context of such groups 

themselves are related to the continual construction of a lesbian identitv. 

A History of Homosexualitv 

To understand how a homosexual identity develops, it is imperative to know the 

history of homosexuality. Radical feminist theory, symbolic interactionism theory, and 

psychosocial developmental theory all purport that identity is formed within a socio-

historical context, and an understanding of the contexts in which lesbians are identified 

and identify themselv es is necessary. Radical feminism la) s the foundation for an 

understanding of women and their sexualit) bv recognizing the patriarchial and 

heterosexist contexts in which women exist. Radical feminism combines w ith s) mbolic 

interactionism to focus on the adoption of a compulsory heterosexual role and the 

socialization process whereby this occurs. Context is a central feature of psychosocial 

developmentalism, as the individual and her or his context are continualh interacting in 

the development of identit). Patriarch) and heterosexism within a socio-historical context 



are fundamental to understanding a lesbian identity in particular. It is with this theoretical 

foundation in mind that the history of homosexualit) for women is reviewed. 

The social category of "homosexual' typically includes both ga) men and lesbians 

because homosexual orientation, lifestyle, and experience are assumed to be the same for 

women and men. The patriarchy that defines our society is just as pervasive in the 

homosexual community as it is in the predominantly heterosexual world. To ""do" the 

history of homosexuality means to discover how the term was constmcted to define 

males, not necessarily females, who did not conform to their gender role or have a 

heterosexual lifestyle. It is in defining what one is not. rather than what one is. that the 

category of homosexual was created. 

Same-sex sexual behavior has historicalh been considered an act that ""inverted" 

males—males who possess feminine characteristics—engage in. and such behavior is 

considered deviant and abnormal. Prior to the creation of the term homosexual, 

individuals (males) who engaged in this deviant behavior were called sodomites, those 

who practice sodomy (Clendinen & Nagourney. 1999: Nardi. 1998). According to 

Webster's Ninth Ne\\' Collegiate Dictionary (1989). the term sodomy comes from the 

Book of Genesis, and it refers to ""the homosexual proclivities of the men of the cit) 

(Sodom)." In the Book of Leviticus. God was said to have prohibited sexual relations 

with various kinds of partners, namely the sex men had with men which was associated 

with the story of Sodom and Gomorrah (Clendinen & Nagourney. 1999). Webster v 

defines sodomy as ""copulafion with a member of the same sex." Copulation is defined by 

Webster's as "sexual intercourse." and sexual intercourse is defined as ""heterosexual 
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intercourse involving penetration of the vagina b) the penis." Considering the common 

definitions of these terms, sodomites must be defined as individuals with a penis— 

males—who penetrated members of the same sex. Even this explanation is a stretch, 

considering that "sexual intercourse,' as defined b) Webster's, is a heterosexual act and 

therefore impossible to engage in with a member of the same sex. This illustrates the 

proclivity of societ) to place males in a posifion of dominance, for on!) male same-sex 

sexual behavior is described or defined: same-sex sexual behavior among females is. 

according to common definition, indefinable. If lesbian sex lacks definition, it is not real 

sex (Frye. 1983: MacKinnon, 1989). 

The mid- to late-twentieth century brought about a common understanding of a 

homosexual as a person who is sexually attracted to and has sexual relations w ith 

members of her or his own biological sex (LaTorre, 1979: Muscarella. 1999). Granted, 

the inclusion of inversion, or some adaptation of the concept, still remained for 

homosexuals, but as a group they were classified primarily b) sexual preference. Such a 

classification seemingly includes lesbians with homosexual males, but many feminist 

lesbians like Charlotte Bunch saw it differently. ""Male society defines lesbianism as a 

sexual act. which reflects men's limited view of women. They think of us onh in terms 

of sex... We say that a lesbian is a woman whose sense of self and energies, including 

sexual energies, center around women—she is women-identified" (Clendinen & 

Nagourne). 1999. p. 103). In the late 1960s and earh 1970s, when a social movement 

began in which homosexuals began struggling for civ 11 rights, lesbians found themselv es 

the marginal group within a marginal group. 
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Seidman (1997). in explaining the necessit) of construcfing sexuality as a social 

means to a social end. states. ""Framing "sex' as social unavoidably makes it a political 

fact. Which sensations or acts are defined as sexual and what moral boundaries demarcate 

legitimate and illegifimate sex and who sfipulates this is polifical" (p. 81). 

Homosexuality, beginning in the late 1960s, became a poHtical identity, and thus the 

construction of a new identity occurred—a construct jointly created b) societv' and 

homosexuals themselves (Troiden. 1988). Homosexuals at last recognized themselves as 

a class of people and had a new identity: and through their new political identity and 

social movement, the culture recognized them as a class as well. Homosexual identit) 

finally meant more than gender inversion and included more than just sexual behavior. It 

included an entire lifestyle that could now be recognized as such, not simph deviant or 

perverted behavior. But it was primarih homosexual males who illustrated this new 

identity and lifestyle, and lesbians could not find a place w ithin the new Gay Liberation 

Movement (GEM) occurring in the early 1970s (Clendinen & Nagourney. 1999). 

Relations between gay men and lesbians were turning out to be even more 
difficult than relations between straight men and women. The lack of sexual 
attraction between gay men and lesbians hadn't eased tensions at all...Gay 
men and lesbians did not hav e the same motivation as straight men and women 
to negotiate a peace since, as a rule, they had no desire to sleep together... 
Many lesbians were convinced that ga) men were misog)nist. (pp. 86-87) 

Jeanne Cordova, a leader of the lesbian movement, explained the rift between ga) men 

and lesbians, stating. ""Gender is a stronger behavior determination than sexual 

orientation. Most gay men don't understand lesbian women any better than most 

husbands really understand their wives...We have little in common but the societ) which 

mislabeled us" (p. 87). 
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The outrage lesbians felt against gay men and the GEM w as based on a number of 

factors.- Lesbians perceived ga) men as promiscuous and interested only in the sex act, 

but lesbians perceived themselves as interested in sexual relationships. Peplau and 

Garnets (2000) stated that several researchers have suggested "'lov e and intimacy are 

more important for understanding women's sexuality than for understanding men's 

sexuality," even in homosexual relationships (p. 338). (Again the relational identity 

ascribed to women is present, though it appeared in a curious place—lesbian feminist 

ideolog).) Lesbians were offended by males' references to each other as ""she"" or ""girl" 

that was often used as a put-down. Transvestites, usually associated with the homosexual 

community during this time, were offensive to lesbians as well, because the men draped 

themselves in the very clothing that represented male domination and sexual 

objectification of women. Lesbians also felt slighted as women when the media focused 

on men to discuss the issues of homosexuality and the GEM. rareh including lesbians 

(Cleninden & Nagourney. 1999: Frye. 1983). According to the theories presented in this 

study, it is eas) to understand that homosexual men were still men who had been shaped 

by their patriarchal society: and they viewed lesbians as secondary, subordinate, and 

inferior to themselves in the same wa) that heterosexual men v iewed heterosexual 

women. Lesbians were not only discriminated against b) society because they were 

homosexual, they were discriminated against by societ) and within the homosexual 

community because the) were women. 

The Women's Liberation Movement (WLM) that was occurring simultaneoush 

w ith the Gav Liberation Movement appeared to be the last chance for inclusion for 
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lesbians. But even feminists at this time viewed lesbians as a threat to their movement, in 

which the) were simply looking for equal economic and political rights with men (liberal 

feminism). To these feminists, lesbianism was an example of the very stereotypes that 

were being used to characterize and paralyze the WLM. Lesbians called on feminists to 

separate from men completely and bond with women to redefine their role in societ). 

Lesbians "urged feminists to shed their fear of lesbianism, the label that for decades had 

been used to discredit independent women and was now being used to bludgeon the 

women's liberation movement (Cleninden & Nagourne). p. 91). Iv y Bottini added: 

When a woman hears this word [lesbian] tossed her wa). she knows she 
is stepping out of line. She knows that she has crossed the terrible boundary 
of her sex role. She recoils, she protests, she reshapes her action to gain 
approval. Lesbian is a label invented by the Man to throw at an) woman 
who dares to be equal, who dares to challenge his prerogativ es. (Cleninden & 
Nagourney, p. 91) 

These homosexual women chose the moniker "Radicalesbians' to differentiate 

themselves from gay men as well as liberal feminists. Radicalesbian ideolog) produced 

the lesbian feminist theory previously discussed, in which women were called upon to no 

longer see themselves in relation to men as wives, mothers, or sexual partners. 

Radicalesbians saw "woman' as, in reality, a male-defined idenfity based on male values. 

and heterosexuality was the last basfion of male dominance. Because of this, the 

Radicalesbians of the day were intolerant of heterosexual society and any women who 

did not cut their ties with it. Still, there were lesbians who recognized that man) women 

who called themselves feminists would remain in heterosexual unions. To those women. 

lesbian feminists like Ivv Bottini said. ""You don't have to be a lesbian, but if )ou have a 
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fear of being called a lesbian, you could never be free as a woman. You will always be 

able to be controlled" (Cleninden & Nagourney. p. 100). 

For feminists today, the question is no longer, "Should lesbian relationships be 

condemned?" For lesbian feminists, the question is no longer. ""Should heterosexual 

relationships be condemned?" Both questions are inappropriate because they remain 

focused on the dichotom) of sex/gender and sexuality in our society, and they perpetuate 

society's discomfort of ambiguity. They deny the ""qualitative differences of experience"" 

for all women (Cleninden & Nagoumey. p. 135). Adrienne Rich addresses the oppression 

of women by focusing on the insfitution of heterosexualit) as compulsory. Her focus 

brings the more appropriate question for the women of today, regardless of sexual 

identity: "'Shouldn't women have a choice!" 

"The absence of choice remains the great unacknowledged reality, and in the 

absence of choice, women will remain dependent upon the chance or luck of particular 

relationships and will have no collective power to determine the meaning and place of 

sexuality in their lives" (p. 135). 

Foundational Models of Lesbian Identitv Dev elopment 

Psychosocial developmental theory informs this researcher's anahsis of existing 

research on lesbian identity. Sexual identity development involv es meaningful and 

ordered change that occurs within particular contexts that are themselv es changing. From 

a psychosocial developmentalist perspectiv e. sexual identit) is not fixed and stable, but is 

fluid and continuous: much of the existing research on sexual identitv is inadequate 
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because it depicts idenfity as an endpoint of the developmental process. Some studies of 

the past two years have attempted to address the issue of context and its influence on 

sexual idenfity (Degges-White, Rice, & Myers, 2000: Diamond & Savin-Williams. 2000: 

Dube. 2000: McCarthy. 2000). recognizing that context is a necessary component in the 

continuous process of idenfity development. 

Existing research on sexual identity focuses primarily on male homosexualit): 

""subjects" are typically gay men. but results are often generalized to lesbians as if their 

experiences and identit) development are the same. Such research fails to describe or 

explain the experiences of women in their development of a sexual identity and is 

therefore inadequate. Howev er. more research ov er the past decade has begun to focus on 

the social construction of sexual identification, utilizing v arious mixed-method 

techniques and both liberal and radical feminist perspectives. The bulk of homosexual 

identity research is concerned primarih' with the ""coming out" process and factors that 

affect one's public identification as homosexual. While this research is important for an 

understanding of the ps)chological and social processes that occur during sexual 

identification, it presents identity as the endpoint or culmination of accepting an identity 

and presenting it to the world. The three theories from which this researcher examines the 

experiences of lesbians make explicit the belief that identity is both product and process 

and can therefore not be viewed with finalit). The ""coming out" research assumes that 

once a lesbian reveals herself to the world, her identification process is complete: but this 

does not address questions about how identit) is alwa) s in flux or how the identity as 

product and process affects other roles a lesbian plav s. Most importanth to this 
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researcher, ""coming out" research does not examine the meaning of lesbianism to the 

women it studies but defines lesbianism for the women prior to examination of their 

identification processes. There is much to leam about the meaning and salience of 

lesbianism to those who identify themselv es as such, and few studies hav e explored those 

underhing issues of identification. 

In order to begin an exploration of lesbian identity, it is important to recognize 

significant research efforts that are prominent in the lesbian identit) development 

literature. Cass' (1979) work is perhaps the most well-known in the study of lesbian 

identity. Her psychosocial model of homosexual identity development is the most wideh 

utilized model for lesbians, though it is based on studies of ga) males (Degges-White et 

al.. 2000). Cass (1984) later reported support for her linear model for both ga) males and 

lesbians after she studied 109 males and 69 females using questionnaires and self-rating 

data. The homosexual identity development model explains how one comes to adopt a 

homosexual identity—implied in Cass" model as a stable product of a developmental 

process involving ongoing interactions between the indiv idual and society. While Cass 

would agree with Erikson in her conceptualization of identit)—it is comprised of sets of 

characteristics that an indiv idual perceives as representing the self in relation to societ) — 

the fixedness and stability of the identity as product is incompatible with Erikson's 

theory. The Cass model has six stages beginning at puberty that are considered univ ersal 

for homosexuals, but occur at different times for different people. Much like Erikson's 

theor) of identit) development. Cass' model purports that individuals face a different 

task within each staee that must be resolved if the individual is to move forward and 
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successfully and finally form a homosexual identit). The six stages are "identity 

confusion.' "idenfity comparison.' "identity tolerance." "idenfity acceptance." "identitv 

pride.' and "identity synthesis' (Cass. 1979: Degges-White et al.. 2000: Troiden. 1988). 

An indiv idual in the first stage is confused about her sexual identit)'. and her task 

is to answer the quesfion "Who am I sexually?"' This is similar to Erikson's fifth stage in 

which the individual is forced to choose an identit) during adolescence. During Cass' 

identity confusion stage a woman may either accept, deny, or reject homosexual feelings 

or tendencies by exploring internal poshive and negative judgments. This exploration 

often brings about feelings of inner turmoil and personal alienation (Cass. 1979). Women 

in this stage often experience deep relationships with other women, though the) inhibit 

themselves sexually. If the woman does not rule out the possibility of a homosexual 

identity, she will move into the next stage in the development of her sexual identitv. 

In the second stage, identity comparison, a woman begins to accept the possibilit) 

that she is emotionally and sexualh attracted to other women and after tentative!) 

committing to that identity, she attempts to deal with the social alienation that will 

undoubtedly occur as a result. Some women ma) vlew a homosexual identit) as 

temporary, and they may blame any previous or current sexual activ it) on the other 

female participants (Cass. 1979). Individuals in this stage ma) also attempt to change 

their feelings and behaviors because of the social stigma of homosexualit). The woman 

in this stage seeks out information on homosexualit). compares herself to other lesbians, 

and attempts to maintain a heterosexual identit) for v arious social roles. 
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Tolerance for a lesbian identity occurs during the third stage, in which the 

individual acfiveh seeks out members of the homosexual community. The emotional 

qualit) of the relationships with other homosexuals is the crifical factor in the identity 

tolerance stage (Cass, 1979). If a woman believes a homosexual identity is undesirable, a 

fulfilling emotional and/or sexual interaction with a lesbian can lead her to a more 

posifive view of homosexuality. A negafive interaction, such as rejection from a lesbian, 

can cause her to devalue the homosexual culture and den) a homosexual identit). 

The fourth stage, identity acceptance, involves the individual's abilit) to bring 

congruence between her private and public roles as she defines herself as a lesbian. The 

third and fourth stages highlight the woman's significant others, which is a critical aspect 

of symbolic interactionism and its concept of resocialization. Contact with other lesbians 

increases, and contact with heterosexuals decreases as the newly-identified lesbian 

attempts to 'Tit in" within the gay and lesbian communhy. The indiv idual is not) et ""out"" 

to everyone, but is making decisions about where, when, and to w horn she discloses her 

sexual identity. 

Stage five, identity pride, occurs when the individual immerses herself in the 

lesbian culture and becomes less inv oh ed with the heterosexual community following an 

acute understanding of society's rejecfion of homosexuals (Cass. 1979). An ""us vs. them"" 

attitude may result in the face of political and social issues, whereby the lesbian ma) split 

the world into "gay' and "straight"—congruent with what Cote & Lev ine (2001) call the 

out-group and the in-group—meaning "good' and 'bad' respectiveh. This stage is 
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characterized by social and polifical activism, as the indiv idual's homosexual identit) 

becomes her primary identity. 

Identity synthesis is the final stage during which the indiv idual comes to define 

herself in a holistic way and must integrate her lesbian idenfit) with other social 

identities. She may move outside of the homosexual communit) without feelings of 

contempt, though she still recognizes the heterosexism of societ): and she may increase 

contact with supportive heterosexuals (Cass. 1979: Degges-White et al.. 2000). 

Limited empirical support exists for Cass' model of homosexual identity 

development, though it continues to be the most prominent model after 22 ) ears. 

However, societal changes in awareness and acceptance hav e changed the context in 

which homosexuals form their identities, and this change in context is presumed to hav e 

some effect on identity development. Degges-White. Rice, and M)ers (2000) attempted 

to find the relevancy of Cass' model for lesbians in today's society, as well as discover 

whether or not identity development is predictably linear or unique for each indiv idual. 

They conducted a study of Cass' model using an interview method for twelve self-

identified lesbians—all Caucasian, but with great diversit) in education lev el and 

socioeconomic status. 

The results of the Degges-White et al. stud) indicate that first awareness of 

""difference" for the women spanned from age 6 to 18. disputing Cass' claim that the 

awareness that occurs during the first stage begins at pubert)'. The researchers found that 

all the women had experienced identit) confusion and therefore passed through the flrst 

stage. Fen of the women passed through the second stage during adolescence: the two 
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who did not experience this stage w ere ages 6 and 8 w hen the) had their first awareness 

of being somehow ""different" from other girls. None of the lesbians experienced Cass' 

third stage, identit) tolerance, in the same order presented by Cass. The interv iewees did 

not seek out other lesbians until first accepting their own sexual identity. During the time 

that Cass developed her theory, homosexuals might hav e felt the need to seek out others 

before accepting their idenfity because of intense personal alienation and the invisibility 

of lesbian culture. The stigma of homosexualit) over the past twentv years has 

significantly decreased in comparison to the 1970s, which might explain the lack of 

congruency with Cass" model. Lesbian culture provides resources toda) that were not in 

existence two decades ago. and individuals may identify w ithout necessaril) connecting 

w ith other lesbians. 

All the lesbians interviewed experienced the fourth stage, identity acceptance. 

Each woman expressed feeling a discrepancy between her view of herself and others" 

views of who she was or should be. Some of the interviewees did not arrive at the fourth 

stage b) way of the third stage, but had identit) acceptance following identit) 

comparison. None of the women reported experiencing Cass" fifth stage, identity pride, in 

that the) did not see their lesbian identit) as their main identity and did not participate in 

political or social activism. This discrepanc)" again reflects the context in which Cass 

developed her model, when coming out was a different process and activism was an 

important social process. In addition, those lesbians who participated in Cass" study were 

ahead) ""out"" and perhaps activists themselv es. which causes this researcher to question 

the eeneralizabilitv of Cass' model even to other lesbians during the 1970s. Fhe lesbians 
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of today hav e most likely not experienced that level of t)pe of confrontation with the 

establishment. The context of their idenfification is changed. The majorit) of the lesbians 

in the study showed signs of Cass' final stage, idenfit) synthesis. Again, these women did 

not follow the same linear path proposed by Cass, in that the) arrived at the final stage 

following acceptance of their lesbian identity during the fourth stage. 

Degges-White et al. (2000) reported that their findings provide evidence that a 

mufti-stage process is involved in the formafion of a lesbian identity, though it does not 

necessarily follow the path presented by Cass. Within each stage exists significant 

variation of experiences by the lesbians studied, indicating that the process of 

identification is much more complex than Cass reports and is unique to each indiv idual. 

The value of Cass' model is not lost on the researchers, who state "Developmental 

theories offer a sense of normalcy for the individual going through the processes of 

development...a sense that...what one is experiencing in a given stage is "normal"" (p. 

331). What Cass offers, perhaps, is a framework for the homosexual identification 

process that was the social nomi coming on the heels of great social upheaval. The 

feminist activism that was prevalent in the 1970s provided a context within which 

lesbians identified that is imperative to understanding Cass" model. How successfull) a 

lesbian self-identified was determined b) how closely she followed the social norm 

prescribed for homosexuals b) their social context. Erikson"s life span model of identity 

development is similar in its prescriptions, which are representative of the context in 

which he wrote. Crises are presented b) societv and must be resolv ed by the indiv idual if 

a holistic identitv is to result. The indiv idual must identifv with and commit to the 
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ideologies of relevant social groups, and the lack of such commitment and integration of 

identities results in an inability to formulate a holistic identity. Symbolic interactionism 

adds to these prescriptions the assumption that such identities are formed onh through 

the interactions with significant others, which echoes Cass' theory of seeking out and 

identifying with other members of a social group. Degges-White et al. provide an up-to-

date and significant critique of Cass' model that speaks loudly in support of context and 

interaction in the formation of identity. 

Troiden (1988) used Cass' model, as well as the theories of Plummer (1975) and 

Ponse (1978), in his own developmental model of homosexual identity. Both Plummer 

and Ponse present psychosocial stage models based in theory more than empirical 

ev idence. and they are quite similar to Cass' model. Troiden tested his model w ith a 

study of 150 homosexual men and felt his research provided the empirical support to 

previous models. Like Cass, Troiden believed his model was generalizable to lesbians. 

To Troiden the four stages of his model were less rigid than Cass' and were onh ""general 

patterns encountered by committed homosexuals" (p. 35). Troiden deviates from Cass in 

that awareness of difference and sexual or relational experiences occur prior to puberty. 

This first stage, "sensitization', brings about feelings of marginalit) within the individual. 

The second stage, "dissociation and signification.' occurs during adolescence when the 

individual begins to speculate that she may be homosexual. This leads to anxiety and 

confusion, which are characteristic of Cass' first and second stages. The individual 

identifies as a homosexual in the "coming out' stage that occurs in mid- to late 

adolescence and is characterized b) acceptance and relationships with other 
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homosexuals. The fourth and final stage, "commitment" occurs when the individual will 

no longer deny her homosexuality and is committed to a homosexual lifestyle. Troiden's 

four stages correspond with the first, second, fourth, and sixth stages of Cass" model. 

The examination of the Cass model b) Degges-White et al. (2000) indicates that 

Troiden's stages are more generalizable to lesbians. As puiported by Degges-White et al.. 

Troiden recognizes that context plays a large role in an individual's homosexual 

identification. Troiden's model is more applicable to this researcher in its recognition that 

stages are only general patterns and deviation from these pattems is common. Such 

recognition implies that individual experience cannot alwa) s be charted predictably. 

Construction of a Lesbian Identity: Context and Variabilitv 

Diamond and Savin-Williams (2000) offered evidence of the variabilit) of 

homosexual identity development and the significance of interaction between the 

individual and her or his context in this process. The researchers examined data from two 

independent, ongoing studies of "sexual-minority'—lesbian and bisexual—and 

heterosexual women. Both studies employ qualitative methods in their examinations of 

sexual attraction, behavior, and identities of 167 sexual-minority women. 11 heterosexual 

women, and 86 sexual-minorit) men. all between the ages of 16 and 25. One of the 

studies was longitudinal and involved interviews that took place in 1995 and again in 

1997. with a third round of interviewing taking place current!). Of the participants in the 

two studies, a total of 34% of women identified as lesbian. 31% of women identified as 

bisexual, and 19% of women identified as ""unlabeled" or ""questioning"" (p. 299). 
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(Diamond and Sav in-Williams did not report results for males in this study.) Both studies 

overrepresent educated, middle-class Caucasian women, which is typical of many studies 

of homosexuals due to the difficult) of obtaining large, representative groups. 

Diamond and Savin-Williams' findings support the concept of identity as fluid 

and unstable and the belief that identity is impacted by individual experiences and 

contexts. Two-thirds of the self-idenfified lesbians reported experiencing occasional 

sexual attractions to men. and approximately 25% of lesbians pursued sexual activit) 

with men between the first and second interviews. Approximate!) 50% of the 

respondents reported a change in their identit) label more than once since first denying a 

heterosexual identity. In addition. Diamond and Sav in-Williams found no association 

between age of first same-sex attraction and sexual minorit) identification. This 

contradicts much of homosexual identity development literature that presumes females 

who have same-sex attractions at an earh age are 'primary' lesbians, and those whose 

first attracfions emerge in adulthood are "elective' lesbians (p. 304). These findings 

indicate that the formation of a sexual identity does not necessaril) coincide with 

awareness of same-sex sexual attraction at puberty, nor does the process culminate in the 

acceptance or synthesis of a homosexual identity that is fixed or unchanging. These 

participants, if examined from the perspective of Cass' model, would not follow the 

linear path: they would have completed the identification process once they came out as 

lesbians, and no further study would be needed. 

Diamond and Savin-Williams used a coding system for the sexual-minority 

women's descriptions of their first same-sex attraction, categorizing the women into 
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•sexual', "emotional', or 'ambiguous' groups. The sexual group was made up of women 

who described their first experience as ""involving explicit sexual thoughts or sexual 

activ ity" (p. 307). The emotional group included women whose first attractions 

involved only emotional feelings: and the ambiguous group was characterized b) an 

inability to tease apart the sexual from the emotional. Almost 70% of women in the 

emotional group experienced their first same-sex sexual contact within an established 

same-sex romantic relationship, and these women tended to soon thereafter self-identifv 

as lesbian. In this case it appears some lesbians ""undergo a compressed version of sexual 

identity development" in that they move quickly through stages as presented b) Cass and 

Troiden (p. 308). These findings support the importance of exploring individual 

differences in women's experiences, because it appears women who identity as lesbian 

do not follow a particular predetermined trajectory within a specific time period. 

The significance of context on the developmental sequences of lesbians' identities is 

reflective, in part, of the sexual scripts they are offered by their socio-historical context. 

Dube (2000) studied 166 gay and bisexual males between the ages of 16 and 39 to 

determine whether developmental sequence is a significant predictor of later adjustment 

to sexual identity. Though not a stated intention of his study. Dube also illustrates the 

significance of context on how homosexuals identify. Dube did not include women in his 

study, and therefore generalizability to lesbians does not necessarily result. The value of 

his study to this researcher lies in its focus on context as influential for the dev elopment 

of a sexual identity, similarly to the Degges-White et al. (2000) study, and the Diamond 

and Savin-Williams (2000) stud) which do stud) lesbians. 
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In his study on homosexual identity development. Dube identified two 

developmental sequences: sex-centered and identity-centered. In the sex-centered 

developmental sequence, same-sex sexual behavior is used to label same-sex attractions. 

In identity-centered development, one's sexual identity is defined prior to same-sex 

sexual behavior. Participants' development and relationship involvement were assessed 

through the use of a questionnaire and several quantitative measures, and the men were 

categorized into three age cohorts. Dube found that most males in the older and middle 

cohorts—69%) of 30- to 39-year-olds and 62% of 22- to 29-year-olds—followed a sex-

centered developmental sequence. Males in the younger cohort—56" o of 16 to 21 ) ear-

olds—were more likely to follow an identity-centered developmental sequence. It is 

important to note that in similar studies. D'Augelli (1991) reported half of his sample 

followed an identity-centered developmental sequence, while the majorit) of Weinberg's 

(1978) sample followed a sex-centered developmental sequence. 

Dube's findings led him to pronounce that for the younger cohort, who hav e come 

of age in a more tolerant society with greater access to information on homosexuality. 

perhaps the sexual component of gay identity is less important than the ""cognitive, 

political, emotional, and interpersonal aspects" (Dube. p. 126). The older cohorts were no 

doubt provided sexual scripts that interpreted same-sex sexual behavior as the behav ior of 

a homosexual. At the time in which these individuals ma) have participated in same-sex 

sexual activit). no other options were available for them through which thev could 

interpret their behavior or make choices in the formation of an identit). For the younger 

cohort, the homosexual identitv now means something more than just same-sex sexual 
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behavior. A study by Morris and Rothblum (1999) )ielded results similar to Dube's and 

indicated that sexual identification may have different meanings for younger and older 

cohorts because of cultural and political differences between generations. As prev ioush 

mentioned, in today's society the homosexual identit) encompasses a social and political 

identity, as well as an emotional and relational one. Younger individuals ma) hav e 

different, or at least a wider range of. sexual scripts av ailable to them through which they 

might interpret their feelings, thoughts, and behaviors, and thereb) choose to self-identify 

as homosexual. 

McCarthy (2000) explores the lives of rural lesbians in her qualitafive stud) often 

lesbians, ranging in age from 18 to 52. McCarthy's research question is a unique one that 

focuses on context and culture: ""Given that gay and lesbian identit) has as its basis a 

social reference group, how might rural lesbians develop and sustain their sense of 

personal and group lesbian idenfity?" (p. 75). Findings from McCarthy's study indicate 

that lesbians in rural areas experience isolation and invisibility, prior to becoming part of 

a formal or informal network of lesbians. One respondent stated, ""being a lesbian, which 

just involves so much of m) identity, it helps to have that reflected in other people" (p. 

87). The response indicates that the social group and interactions w ith significant others 

within that group are imperative in her definition of self and the maintenance of her 

identity. Lesbians living in urban or suburban areas have almost unlimited access to 

resources on homosexualit). as well as opportunities to meet other lesbians and feel 

connected to the lesbian communit). Rural areas do not provide the v isibilit) that is 

assumed necessar) for identit) development. When a rural lesbian does come out. she is 

61 



often perceived as the only lesbian in the community, and this creates significant pressure 

for lesbians to remain "closeted." McCarthy's study emphasizes the importance of 

context, and the individual" s interaction with that context, for the development of a 

lesbian identity. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to understand the meaning of homosexuality for 

women who identify as lesbians. As stated by Creswell (1998). qualitative research is 

appropriate when the researcher is searching ""for the meaning of the participants' 

experiences" (p. 31). In order to induce meaning from a lesbian experience, ""the 

investigator writes research questions that explore the meaning of that experience for 

individuals and asks individuals to describe their everyday lived experiences" (p. 54). 

Much of the current research on homosexuality reviewed b) this investigator 

utilizes qualitafive methodolog). specifically interviewing techniques, to collect and 

analyze data (Degges-White et al.. 2000: Diamond .& Savin-Williams. 2000: McCarthy. 

2000). Such methodology has yielded richer and more comprehensive information than 

the use of questionnaires did for Cass (1979, 1984) in the development of her 

homosexual identity model. Paper and pencil measures, while helpful in obtaining 

answers to specific questions, are insufficient when asking ""how" and "'what" questions 

to understand meaning. 

While this investigation will use qualitativ e methodolog) to achiev e its purpose, 

as have other recent studies of homosexualit). the aim and specific means of this 
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investigation are different from previous studies. Cass (1979) dev eloped the most 

commonly used model for lesbian identity, though the model is based primarily on data 

collected from gay males. The radical feminist perspective that guides this study makes 

the need for investigating women imperative to understanding lesbianism—a necessaril) 

female experience. Radical feminism recognizes that women exist within a patriarchal 

and heterosexist society and therefore define themselves, and are defined, within the 

special circumstances of that society. By focusing on women to better understand their 

homosexual experience, this investigator aims to tease apart the socialh -defined, or 

male-defined, meanings from those of women. 

The work of Cass (1979. 1984). Degges-White. Rice, and Myers (2000). Troiden 

(1988). Plummer (1975), and Ponse (1978) claims to focus on homosexual identity 

development—seemingly following the path of Erikson (1968) and his psychosocial 

developmental theory. All of the studies, however, define identity as a place one arriv es 

at—a culmination of a "coming ouf process when one publicly idenfifies as homosexual. 

Erikson's psychosocial developmentalism, in contrast, views identity as fluid across the 

life span, continually interacting with the context one finds one's self in. Diamond and 

Savin-Williams (2000) are more closely aligned with Erikson's concept of identit): 

however, their study investigates homosexual identity development in relation to Cass' 

(1979) model. 

This investigation has at its foundation the individual-in-context, viewing identity 

as both process and product, and purposefully acknowledging its fluidity. With such a 

foundation, this study does not seek to understand how lesbians ""came out," as if once 
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their sexual identity was made public it became real. Rather, this investigation seeks to 

discover the meaning and significance of the sexual identities of lesbians. 

Dube (2000) and McCarthy (2000) perhaps come closest to the goals of this 

investigation, in that both of their studies touch on the meaning of homosexualit) at some 

level. As in much of the existing literature on homosexuality, Dube onl) included males 

in his study. McCarthy focuses only on females for her qualitativ e stud). which, as 

previously stated, is necessary to understand lesbian experiences. She is not particularl) 

interested in the meaning of lesbianism per se, but in the differences between lesbian 

experience in rural versus urban and suburban locales and how those differences affect 

idenfity development. Both studies are significant to this researcher because of their 

emphasis on context and its influence on identity. The symbolic interactionist theory that 

provides the framework for this investigation counts context as key: context is, in fact, 

the core of the theory from which all of its numerous concepts on identity emerge. 

Out of existing studies that have been conducted on issues of homosexuality, 

numerous questions have been answered regarding specific experiences and/or specific 

demographic groups of homosexuals. We have models for homosexual identit) 

development that serve as guides for ""coming out." We have an understanding of the 

significance of context in shaping identity, and we have specific data on the influence of 

societal attitudes at certain times in history, as well as geographical infiuences. on how 

homosexuals self-identify. What we do not have is a foundational understanding of what 

it means to be homosexual and female, from the viewpoint of lesbians themselves. It is 

this researcher's belief that, until we have a ureater understanding of lesbians' lived 
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experiences—the importance of the lesbian identity and how it may have changed over 

time—it is premature to direct our attention to more specific issues of homosexualit)-. We 

must first know what "lesbian identity' means, as revealed b) those who live it. 

By interviewing lesbians extensively about their sexual identities, this studv 

answered the following research questions: How do lesbians define their sexualit) ? What 

is important about being a lesbian? How is identifying as lesbian related to a woman's 

self-concept? and How is the role of lesbian related to other roles lesbians play? The 

informafion garnered from this invesfigation will hopefulh reveal a depiction of a lesbian 

identit) more accurate than previous research, from the viewpoints of lesbians 

themselves, and provide greater understanding about female sexualit). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

Participants 

The sample for this study consisted of 12 women varying in age from 24 to 59 

years old, all of whom self-identified as lesbian. No criteria other than age greater than 17 

years old and self-identification as lesbian in recruiting respondents w ere used in an 

attempt to obtain as diverse a sample as possible in terms of age. race, ethnicity, 

education, and/or personal histor). The decision to collect data from 12 women was 

based upon sampling techniques for a qualitative analysis in which the researcher's 

concern is for representativeness of themes or concepts in the attempt to reach saturation 

(Strauss & Corbin. 1998). Because of the inherent limitafions in recruiting homosexuals 

for a study of this kind, the researcher chose a realistic sample size while still pursuing 

data that would yield a wealth of information. 

All women were recruited on a volunteer basis, using convenience and snowball 

sampling techniques. Recruitment took place with the help of the Ga). Lesbian, and 

Bisexual Student Association (GLBSA) of Texas Tech Universit). the Metropolitan 

Community Church of Lubbock, the Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Ga) s local 

organization (PFLAG), and through friends and famil). Flyers (Appendix A) giv ing brief 

descriptions of the study and contact information were distributed at the Metropolitan 

Community Church, to members of the GLBSA and PFLAG. and the researcher's fiiends 

and familv members. 
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Procedures 

The procedures and methods used for this investigation follow those used for the 

Adult Identity Development Project (AIDP) begun by Dr. Gwendolyn T. Sorell. Texas 

Tech University, and Dr. Nancy Busch-Rossnagel. Fordham University, in 1983. 

The researcher contacted all potential participants, and the purpose of the study 

and procedures were explained to each woman. After agreeing to participate in the study, 

a packet of materials containing instructions, an informed consent statement, a 

respondent demographic data sheet, and various questionnaire measurements, w as 

distributed to the participant by the researcher either in person or by mail. The participant 

signed the informed consent statement before the interview took place. An appointment 

for the semi-structured interview was made at the participant's convenience, and a 

convenient location for the interview was chosen. The packet of completed 

questionnaires was returned to the researcher before the interview, when possible, or on 

the day of the interview. The questionnaires were not analyzed for this study but are part 

of the larger and on-going AIDP. 

The semi-structured interview lasted between two and fiv e hours, depending on 

the participant's responses to the questions. The entire interview was audio taped. When 

the interview was finished, the participant was asked to complete an address sheet 

(Appendix G) requesting the names and addresses of two people who would know where 

and how to contact the participant, should she move from her current address. This 

information will assist the researcher in contacfing the participant if follow-up data are 
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needed at a later date. Participants were given the opportunit) to request a summary of 

the results by signing a request form (Appendix G). 

When the researcher received the packet of questionnaires, the informed consent 

statement was separated from the other items and stored in a locked cabinet in the office 

of Dr. Gwen Sorell, Texas Tech University. Likewise, the follow-up address form and the 

summary of results request form was filed apart from the completed questionnaire and 

questionnaire responses and interview transcripts. Participants were identified by a 

unique number to ensure confidentiality. Each participant's interview audiotapes were 

coded with her unique identification number, and the audiotapes were stored in a locked 

cabinet apart from other research materials. 

Measures 

The Respondent Data Sheet (Appendix C) was used to obtain demographic 

informafion from each participant, including her age. residence, level of education, 

income, employment status, and family status. 

The Informed Consent statement (Appendix B) that was signed b) the participant 

is required and has been approved by Texas Tech Universit) after Human Subjects 

Review of the AIDP. 

The interview used in the AIDP is entitled the Role-Related Identity Interv lew 

(RRII). adapted by Sorell and Busch-Rossnagel from Whitbourne"s (1986) adult identity 

protocol. The RRII covers several areas of a woman's life, including her famih. 

homemaking. and employment roles, friendship and intimate relationships, spirituality. 
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and attitudes about being a woman. For the purposes of this study, a section on 

lesbianism and lesbian identity was added to the RRII to cover the woman's specific 

attitudes and feelings about her sexual identity and how it relates to the other roles she 

plays (Appendix D).' 

The RRII is adapted from an interview by Whitboume (1986) and focuses on role 

salience and role flexibility. In the AIDP. role salience is defined as ""the manner in which 

involvement in a social role contributes to an individual's sense of role-related identity. 

The assumption underlying this construct is that the importance placed on a role and 

evaluation of the impact of participation in that role reflect one's definition of self 

(Sorell, Montgomery. & Busch-Rossnagel. 1997. p. 3). Dimensions of role salience 

include motivation, affect, self-evaluation, and behavior or time commitment as related to 

involvement in a social role. Motivation deals with the importance of the role and the 

reasons for involvement in the role. Affect focuses on the degree and type of affect 

associated with role involvement. The role's effect on self-concept, self-esteem, and self-

worth are addressed in the self-evaluation dimension. Time commitment deals with the 

priority of a particular role and the time investment made in that role. 

The second focus of the RRII, role flexibility, is defined as ""the abilit) to be open 

and to consider behav ioral change. The assumpfions underh ing the flexibility construct 

are that social roles are d)'namic and evolutionary and that indiv idual adaptation to and 

maintenance of social roles is a process involv ing changes in meaning and/or behavior"" 

(Sorell, Montgomery- & Busch-Rossnagel. 1997. p. 8). Role flexibility has two 

The complete interview is available from the AIDP principal inxcstiualor Sorell. 
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dimensions: reflectiveness and behavioral change. Reflectiveness is the willingness to 

take a step back from a particular role to consider one's feelings and behav ioral options 

for that role. Whether or not changes have been made in role behavior deflnes the 

behavioral change dimension of role flexibility. Low flexibility involves ongoing 

questioning about behavior in a role but no specific change or expectation of change. 

High flexibility involves past, present, and future questioning of role involvement and 

considerations of and/or actual changes in the role behavior. 

The famih' status portion of the Respondent Data Sheet asks the participant to 

select from a list all those roles that describe who she is. The researcher used a role 

checklist to identify each role marked by the participant. Following completion of the 

role checklist, the interview began. The participant was asked to complete a pie diagram 

entitled "The Most Important Areas of My Life" (Appendix E) on which she divided the 

pie into '"pieces" based upon the importance of her various roles. The researcher set the 

completed diagram aside and proceeded to the interview section on lesbianism (Appendix 

D). The researcher began the interview by acknowledging the participant's self-

identification as a lesbian and informed the participant that questions about her sexual 

orientation would be asked first, as other roles addressed later in the interv lew would be 

related to her role as lesbian. 

Upon completion of the questions on lesbianism, the researcher returned to the pie 

diagram and began asking questions about the largest section of the pie to determine wh) 

this role was important to the participant. When questions about each role indicated on 

the participant's pie diagram and included in the interview schedule were asked and 
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answered, the participant was asked to rate the degree of stress she experienced in each of 

her roles. A copy of the stress rating sheet is attached as Appendix F. ""The Most 

Important Areas of M\ Life"' diagram and the stress inventory were filed with the 

respondent's questionnaire data. The participant was then asked to complete the address 

sheet and the summary request form. Both items are attached as Appendix G. After 

conducting the interview, the researcher delivered the audiotape to a transcriber, and the 

entire interview was transcribed. 

Data Analvsis 

A description of the sample was derived from information included in the 

Respondent Data Sheet. As each transcribed interview was completed and retumed. the 

researcher, checking for typographical errors and completion and thoroughness of 

information, conducted a preliminary reading of the transcript. Following the initial 

reading, the researcher read the transcript twice to become familiar with each woman's 

voice and experience as a lesbian. A notebook was kept in which the researcher recorded 

her personal thoughts and feelings about each participant in one column and observations 

from the actual interview, as well as the readings of the transcript, in another column. 

With the third reading of the transcript, the researcher focused speciflcalh on those areas 

of the interview that dealt with the woman" s sexual identity and its relationship to other 

roles she plays. The researcher highlighted those portions of the interview transcript that 

reflected the participant's role of lesbian, and a different color was used to represent 

responses for the four research questions posed b) the researcher. The researcher then 
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wrote notes in the margins of the transcript to identify particular themes or pattems that 

emerged from the participant's statements. Words or phrases that seemed significant to 

the researcher (and/or that were repeated throughout the interview in regard to the lesbian 

role) were circled and marked with a different colored tab for each participant. In 

determining the meaning of those words or phrases, the researcher examined the context 

in which they were said. The researcher then recorded in a computer document the 

participant's identification number followed by a list of those words or phrases that 

appeared in her interview and were indicative of a particular theme. When the last 

transcript was analyzed, all emergent themes were listed on the left-hand column of a 

theme chart: participant identification numbers were listed in the top row of the chart so 

that themes could be cross-referenced with participants. The theme chart, stored on the 

researcher's computer, provided a concise way to immediately vlew which participants 

expressed which themes, and consequenth. which themes appeared most often and 

seemed to be most significant to the participants. Quotations from the participants that 

expressed each theme were taken from the interviews verbatim (as indicated b) the 

colored tabs used in each transcript), noted with the participant's identification number, 

and listed underneath specific theme headings. Each theme heading and list of quotations 

became a separate document so that quotations from one theme at a time might be 

reviewed. 

A second analysis focused specifically on the research questions posed b) the 

researcher. The researcher read through each interv lew transcript four times, once for 

each research question. Phrases were noted under each participant"s identification 
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number in a computer document according to the highlighter color used on the transcript, 

which indicated a different research question. When each list was completed, the 

researcher looked through each participant's list of phrases for similarities among 

participants. Those similarities were highlighted and finally compiled in a research 

question response outline. All notes and quotations were kept on the hard drive of the 

researcher's home computer, as well as on floppy disk. 

Using the researcher's notes on the data and the categories identified on the theme 

chart and research response outline, the researcher interpreted the data. The researcher 

acknowledges that the qualitative method of anahsis is inherenth biased toward the 

researcher's own perspective and understanding which is informed b) radical feminist 

theor). s)'mbolic interactionism theory, and psychosocial developmental theor). All 

determinations made about the data were intended to capture the essence of the women's 

experiences, while attempting to maintain each woman's unique story. Through the 

aforementioned methods the researcher was able to focus on the indiv idual"s lived 

experience, in her own words, to understand the meaning and significance of a lesbian 

identit) and its relationship to the other roles women play. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Over the course of this researcher's exploration of lesbian identity, four research 

questions served as guides. When designing the study, preparing the interview schedule, 

conducting the interviews, and finally analyzing the data, the following four questions 

were ever-present: (a) How do lesbians define their sexuality?, (b) What is important 

about being a lesbian?, (c) How is identifying as lesbian related to a woman's self-

concept?, and (d) How is the role of lesbian related to the other roles lesbians play? 

During the analysis of the data and the recognition of emergent themes. 1 concluded that 

perhaps the most significant question is. What is important about being a lesbian? This 

researcher assumed that what the women shared in regard to their experiences as 

lesbians—their emotions, opinions, difficulties living in a heterosexual world, stories of 

relationships—was what they deemed important about their lesbian identities. Based 

upon the selection of experiences these women chose to share, this researcher saw that 

almost everything about how the participants defined their sexualit). and how the lesbian 

identification was related to self-concept, as well as other roles a lesbian plays, came 

under the heading of ""What is Important About Being a Lesbian." Certainh not ev er) 

participant viewed her sexuality as the most important aspect of her life—which some 

women felt was important enough to clarify to this researcher—but all the participants 

expressed directly or indirectly what they viewed as important about the lived lesbian 

experience. 
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What is Important About Being a Lesbian 

A number of questions in the interview schedule evoked responses to the 

question. ""How do lesbians define their sexuality?" Rather than a single definition that 

would make it easy to categorize or classify these women, they expressed variation in 

their responses. For a majority of the participants (7 of the 12 women), identifying as a 

lesbian and defining their lesbianism was of primary importance: in fact, they responded, 

their sexual orientation was a large part of who they were as individuals. These women 

gave fairly specific responses about what it meant to be a lesbian. The remaining fiv e 

women explained that their lesbian identification came about soleh as a result of 

society's definifion: three of these five women did not like the label "lesbian" and even 

had difficulty explaining exactly what it meant to them. All participants acknowledged 

the sexual and emotional attraction to other women as the determinant for their 

acceptance of the label, and most mentioned sexual activit) only in regard to present or 

past relationships with other women. In addition to the sexual and emotional aspects of 

lesbianism, five participants included feminist ideology in their understanding of 

lesbianism. These women discussed having a female focus and rejecting the patriarch) 

they see as inherent in heterosexuality. Although some of the women stated or infen-ed 

that their sexuality was inborn or ""natural."' a few of the women acknowledged the 

possibility of lesbianism as a choice, and one woman stated her lesbianism was, in fact, a 

conscious choice to reject the social constructs of femininity and heterosexuality. 

Identifying as lesbian was related to the participants' self-concepts, particularl) in 

terms of how they viewed themselves as women. For the majorit) of the participants (10 

75 



of the 12 women), identifying with their socially prescribed female gender role had been 

a struggle for almost their entire lives. They did not view themselves as women in the 

way society defines "woman'—feminine, submissive, and passive—but they did not 

identify completely with the masculine, dominant, aggressive male gender role either. 

The inability to occupy either gender role made it nearly impossible for them to achieve 

self-acceptance, much less the acceptance of others. Without this acceptance, the 

participants have viewed themselves at times as ""shameful" and ""disgusting." As 

expressed by two women, it was only after identifying as lesbian that the) came to accept 

their "unique" gender role (a mixture of masculine and feminine characteristics) and 

ultimately themselves. Achieving self-acceptance and the acceptance of the group with 

which they identified brought the women confidence, pride, a sense of competence as 

women, and independence. Four of the participants were still struggling with their self-

concepts, and they experienced a great deal of conflict between their present lesbian 

identities and the expectations of family, friends, and society as a whole. All of the 

participants expressed some struggle living in society, primarih due to the lack of social 

acceptance of homosexuality. 

When discussing relationships with family members—feelings associated with 

those relationships and the expectations of others—every participant expressed great 

emotion in the role of daughter. Although four of the women happily described selective 

familial relationships as accepting and loving, the majority of the participants (8 of the 12 

women) experienced a great deal of stress and discomfort when discussing the parent-

daughter relationship. These women, seven of whom were 'out' to their families, did not 
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feel accepted or appreciated by their families, especial!) their parents. Interestinglv. the) 

cited the unique gender roles they occupied as much as. if not more than, their lesbian 

identity as the source of conflict in their familial relationships. Three of the participants 

acknowledged difficulty in the daughter role since childhood, and the women v iewed this 

as a result of their inability to conform to societal and parental expectations of 

"girlishness'. For one of these women, the difflcuh relafionship improved once she self-

identified as lesbian and was honest with her parents about it—described bv the 

participant as her parents' ability to finally understand her. "Outing" themselv es to their 

parents proved unsuccessful in improving the relationship for the remaining two 

participants. Ultimately, as expressed b) one woman, ""it's easier being a lesbian than 

being a daughter." 

Other roles the participants played that were related to their lesbianism included 

friend, homemaker. sister, and worker. In all of these relationships the participants felt a 

need for acceptance of their lesbian identitv as well as their gender role. In the role of 

friend, seven participants expressed a desire to be friends with other homosexuals, 

particularly lesbians, because they felt closer to them than to heterosexuals. In this w a) 

their lesbian identification was important to the relationships the) formed and maintained 

over time. Some of the women also stated that a person's sexual orientation was 

unimportant in regard to their friendships, but most acknowledged a stronger bond w ith 

women, specifically homosexual women, than with men. Three women admitted to 

having closer relationships with men than women, regardless of their sexual orientation. 
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xĵ  .w seven The role of homemaker was also related to a lesbian identit). according to 

of the participants. Those who identified the relationship v iewed their homemaking as 

unconv entional in that they played ""all the roles"—those society sa) s belong to women, 

involving activities such as decorating and cleaning: and those activities society sav s 

belong to men. like breadwinning and repairing. One woman described her home as 

functional, which she associated with her lesbianism, as opposed to the homes of other 

women she knew that were more decorative. 

In the role of sister, seven of the participants stated they were accepted by their 

siblings to some degree, but the relationship was somewhat strained b) the participants' 

lesbianism. Two of the women indicated ver) close relationships with their siblings, even 

stating that they had educated their siblings about diversity and had infiuenced their 

siblings' open-mindedness. Just as they wanted their parents' acceptance, the participants 

desired their siblings' acceptance of their sexual orientation. 

For the four women who were "out" at their places of empknment. being an 

advocate for other homosexuals was an important role the) played. These women hav e 

been open about their sexualit) with employers and coworkers and did not express a great 

deal of fear of losing their jobs. For the eight women who have not come out at work, the 

possibility and fear of losing their jobs controlled much of their behavior at work. 

Serving as advocate was not realistic: even casually discussing their partners or current 

lovers or bringing them to a company party, for example, was out of the question. As a 

result, the women felt compelled to hide their litest) les. pretending to be heterosexual, if 

necessar). and refraining from personal relationships w ith coworkers. The women 
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desired acceptance from their employers and coworkers, but they recognized the risk of 

coming out and being open about their lesbian identities. 

Though each woman expressed various aspects of the lesbian identit) that were 

important to her specifically, an underlying consistency existed among all the 

participants. Six themes emerged from the data as expressed b) at least a majorit) of the 

participants (7 of the 12 women). The first theme involved "being real.' liv ing honestly in 

public as well as in private as lesbians. The second theme was acceptance, including self-

acceptance and acceptance from important others in the women's lives. Communit) was 

the third theme expressed by the participants and inv olved fitting in to the gav 

community and developing and maintaining relationships in the female community. The 

community theme was followed by the fourth theme, which focused on sexual 

relationships and some of the difficulties therein. The gender role theme involved the 

participants' sense of their own gender roles and their lack of conformity to society's 

expectations of them as women. The terms "butch' and "femme'. frequently used b) the 

participants, were addressed in the gender role theme. The final theme dealt w ith 

feminism, and several topics were included in this theme. The participants discussed such 

topics as having a female focus, freedom, independence, civ 11 rights, social labels and 

constructions, relationships with men. and activ ism. 

Following Creswell's (1998) guidelines for a qualitative study, this researcher 

read through the participants' interviews repeatedh and found significant statements 

about the personal meaning of their lesbian identities, and those statements were then 

clustered into themes. The presentation of the themes provides a s)nthesis ot meanings of 
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the lesbian experience and allows the reader to come awa) with the feeling that she or he 

understands what it is like for someone to live as a lesbian. This researcher recognizes the 

inherent bias in qualitative analysis of data, and the classification of statements into 

particular themes is a result of my own perceptions. As best as possible, any 

preconceptions about lesbianism that 1 had were set aside so as to discover its meaning 

from those who live it. In addition. 1 have limited the discussion of lesbianism to only the 

six themes not to minimize the importance of or attention to other aspects of lesbianism. 

Any data gathered from the participants that was not addressed was omitted soleh for the 

sake of brevity. 

Each theme will be addressed indiv idually and represented b) the participants" 

statements. In reporting the data I intend to exhibit the consistenc)' and similarities among 

the women to provide an understanding about a lesbian identity: but 1 also allow the 

women to speak for themselves so that the richness of their individual experience might 

be maintained. In retaining the confidenfiality of the participants, and for readabilit). 

each woman will be identified by a pseudonym and her age. 

Theme 1: "Being Real' 

What does it mean for someone to "be real* in their everyda) existence, and why 

might that be important? One can assume that being real inv olv es the production and 

acceptance of an identity that remains consistent over time. As shown in Erikson's (1968) 

fifth developmental stage, identit) v ersus identit) confusion, the individual begins to 

experiment with v arious roles in order to discover who she is. This process occurs as 
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much for social reasons as for psychological ones: Society requires us to identify 

ourseh es for its own maintenance. When a young woman adopts a particular identit) or 

role—that of a feminine, heterosexual female, for example—she must accept the 

attitudes, beliefs, and ideology that go along with the role, and she must remain 

committed to it. If the young woman cannot accept or commit to the feminine, 

heterosexual female role, for whatever reason, she experiences an identity crisis in which 

she does not know who she is and therefore does not feel real. To appease societ). 

according to Erikson. she must ultimately decide on an identit). either the socially 

accepted role of feminine, heterosexual female, or the socialh unacceptable role of 

masculine, homosexual female, for example. Once she has chosen that negativ e identit) it 

will be mirrored b) society, perpetuating the identity and giv ing it a sense of reality. 

Acknowledging that they did not fit the socialh acceptable and socially-defined role for 

women, the participants either had to pretend to occupy that role or identify w ith another 

role that more closely matched their atfitudes. beliefs, and ideolog). Identifying w ith that 

role, albeit a negative one, allowed these women to be real. 

The first theme sets the tone for the remaining themes b) focusing on the 

importance of honest existence in the world—living one"s life in the manner one desires. 

When an individual pretends to be someone she is not. she consequenth finds herself 

bound and controlled b) those for whom she pretends. Though the particular subject of 

attention varies in each of the themes that will be discussed, the importance to these 

women of living what the) consider to be honest lives, and the impact on them when the) 

are restricted, is unquestionable. 
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A majority of the women stated in some fashion their need to "be real." to be 

honest with themselves and with others about their lesbianism. The women have 

consistently felt pressure to pretend they were heterosexual in order to meet the 

expectations of family, friends, coworkers, and society in general. When asked what the) 

considered to be important in regard to their lesbianism, many of the women stated 

simph the desire to be themselves, to not hide anymore, to identify—publich or onl) 

selectively—as lesbians. Acknowledging her lesbianism ""just seemed right" to thirty-

two-year-old Barbara. Thirty-two-) ear-old Helen agreed, stating that admitting to herself 

that she was lesbian '"felt like coming home." Thirty-four-year-old Robin reflected on her 

recent lesbian identification: 

For me being a lesbian is like finally finding my idenfity. Finalh 
knowing who I am. It's very recent. This is a ver) recent thing for 
me. within the past two or three years. I think I basicalh ignored it 
before. I don't knovv how I missed it. It was almost like coming 
home.. .finding the hole where I fit.. .This is what I am. 

Fifty-flve-year-old Sylvia explained what identifying as lesbian meant to her in her 

statement, "To me it is being real. It is being real.. .being me! The other wa) [liv ing as a 

heterosexual woman], I pretended. For years I pretended. Lived up to the expectations of 

what some people thought I needed to be." 

Being real involved a number of components for the participants. In order to be 

real, the women had to define what lesbianism meant to them, and the definitions v ailed. 

Within almost all of their definitions, however, were three consistent sub-themes. The 

participants utilized what is the common understanding of lesbianism—same-sex 

attraction—to define who thev were. In addition, the majorit) of the women defined their 
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lesbianism as involving their unique gender roles—not stereotypical for females. The 

third component of the definition of lesbianism involved causation: whether the women 

viewed their sexual orientation as genetic or a choice. Finally, being real inv olved 

""outing" oneself publicly. The women, again, varied in terms of whether or not they were 

public about their lesbianism, but all of the women discussed being out as important to 

some degree. 

Defining Lesbianism: Same-Sex Attraction 

Not surprisingly, all of the participants expressed sexual and emotional attraction 

to other women, which is the socially accepted definition of lesbianism. All the 

participants have had at least one sexual relationship with another woman, though not all 

of the participants have been exclusively lesbian—following the social definition of 

lesbian—in their lifetimes. One participant described her first awareness of being lesbian 

in her twenties: 

When I had hugged m) friend Julie, who happened to be a lesbian, 
goodbye. I felt that sensation that you feel when ) ou're first 
attracted to someone...I could not den) what I knew in my own 
body to be true...I like the wa) women feel and smell and emote. 1 
like that they are more open with their emotions and the 
connection. 

(Helen, age 32) 

Fill)-five-year-old Sylvia agreed. '"1 know that I am attracted to and love women...l like 

the closeness that 1 have with women that 1 don't have with men." Twent) -four-) ear-old 

Nina stated that the most satisfying aspect of being a lesbian was ""to be in lov e w ith 

another woman." 
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Although much of society views lesbianism simply as women having sexual 

relationships with other women at the exclusion of men. at least three participants 

recognized their own brand of sexuality as a non-exclusive preference for females. As 

expressed b) forty-year-old Mona. ""I knew that emotionalh. I w as more drawn to 

women than I was to men. and it's not that I wasn't drawn to men. I just felt more 

comfortable [with women]...So emotionally, being a lesbian is that I think I'm more 

drawn to women than I am to men." For Mona, the commonh held belief that lesbians 

are only attracted to their same sex is false: her definition of her own lesbianism did not 

deny attraction to men. Another participant added: 

I completely believe as far as love is considered, it's genderless. 
but I know that I am attracted to women. If 1 did fall in love w ith a 
man. 1 wouldn't just throw it out the window because 1 label 
myself a lesbian or I consider myself a lesbian...! realize it just 
doesn't matter who you love as long as you love them and they 
love you. 

(Nina, age 24) 

The same was true for 32-year-old Barbara who stated. ""1 can sa). "I'm lesbian.' And )ou 

can have an idea of what that means. But it's not an accurate description of me because 1 

have slept with men. I don't rule that out in the future." 

A few of the participants expressed some frustration with being defined at all as 

lesbian, regardless of their sexual preferences. Forty-three-year-old Chelsea, who was in 

a lesbian relationship for the first time, following two failed heterosexual marriages. 

stated, ""l guess that's the way society sees it...I just found ni) self in this relationship, and 

that's the label that society puts on me. and so 1 donT like that."" Forty-four-)ear-old June 

recognized that her sexual preference placed her in the categoi) of lesbian, but she did 
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not define herself by her sexuality. ""1 just don't use that as a tool for self-identificafion 

very much, so it's really hard for me to answer these questions...Like a lot of 

people...define themselves by their sexuality and I don't really tend to do that." Within 

the social definition and label of "lesbian' came a social attitude about lesbians as a group 

and their "place' in society: 

I think of it as kind of just like a lifestyle. It's like being anything 
else. Being a lesbian is probably idenfified socially as an 
alternative lifestyle, but for me it's not an alternative lifestyle, it's 
just a lifestyle...It's important to me that it's represented as just 
something as part of the mix, but not as an ""other" thing. 

(Mona. age 40) 

Both Nina and Barbara claimed that their lesbian identities were more important to 

society than they were to themselves. ""Being a lesbian doesn't change anything other 

than the way others view me" (Nina, age 24). 

I feel like [the category of lesbian] is an important part of my life. 
But it's only important because people have such a problem with 
it. So actually I feel that it's not even that important...Actualh 1 
don't even really feel that the term [lesbian] is understood. So 
many people use it to describe them that it doesn't realh describe 
any similarities I have with most people who describe themselves 
as lesbian. 

(Barbara, age 32) 

Barbara's statement is reminiscent of Mead's (1962) symbolic interactionism 

theory. The label "lesbian' serves as a symbol in societ). and human behavior is 

influenced by symbols. Symbols invoke ideas behind them: for example, a woman w ith a 

very short hairstyle who does not like to wear makeup invokes the idea that she is most 

likely a lesbian. Her physical appearance is ""coded" lesbian in her culture, so it has 

become a svmbol itself Whether or not the woman is a lesbian becomes insignificant. In 
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the same way. whether or not Barbara views herself as similar to other w omen who 

identify as lesbian is insignificant. That she has an emotional and sexual preference for 

women—another s)mbol—is enough for societv to identify her (and enough for her to 

identify herself) as lesbian, regardless of the many differences she sees between herself 

and others in that category. Society and its symbols do not solely dictate human 

behavior—humans are able to construct their own symbols—but society and its sv mbols 

existed prior to an individual's arrival, and the individual learns her or his culture through 

an almost invisible process of socialization. 

In addition. Erikson"s (1968) psychosocial developmental theory guides this 

researcher's analysis of the participants' statements. "Being real' is the essence of a sense 

of identity, from an Eriksonian perspecfive. that individuals must eventually adopt 

through interactions with society (and its symbols). A woman who cannot full) integrate 

her lesbian role into her social identity experiences, according to Erikson's theor). 

identity confusion. Ultimately a woman formally develops an identity that ma) be 

considered negative by society and may find herself as a member of an out-group. Being 

guided by psychosocial developmentalism assists the researcher in understanding the 

process and product of the participants' identities, and their eventual identification with 

one of society's out-groups. 

Defining Lesbianism: Gender Roles 

Although many of the participants expressed relief and peace of mind at finally 

acknowledging their sexual identit). defining exactly what a lesbian is proved difflcuh. as 
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displa)ed above. All the women accepted the social definifion of "lesbian' as same-sex 

sexual attraction but viewed it as only a part of lesbianism. Harkening back to gender 

nonconformit) as an earl) definition of homosexuality, several of the women associated 

their own unique gender roles with their lesbian identity. Margie, a fift) -nine-) ear-old 

woman who identified as lesbian but was still in a heterosexual marriage, explained 

herself as ""more male oriented. Which would be lesbianism I guess."" Barbara also made 

the connection between gender and sexualitv in her statement. ""I think that those two 

come together for me. Like they're almost the same. I feel that adopting masculinit) and 

dating women come from the same decisions." Robin added. ""We [lesbians] had things in 

common because of...the butch look, which is what I've alvva)s kind of been, without 

knowing that's what I was." 

Whereas Margie. Barbara, and Robin v iewed themselv es as more masculine than 

feminine. Mona. Annie, and June viewed their gender roles as somewhere in the middle 

ground. According to Mona. "There are all different types of women, right? 1 mean, there 

are the ultra feminine and the ultra butch, and I'm probabh somewhere in the middle." 

Fort)-year-old Annie stated. ""I'm not flambo)ant or too dike-ish." June added. ""When 1 

think of a woman. I have this sort of an image... this picture of somebod) who is a little 

more feminine than I am." 

The connection between gender and sexualit). for these women, did not go as far 

as the "inversion' ideology of the 1800s. where individuals attracted to members of the 

same sex were viewed as having bodies and personalities of the opposite sex. \ et in the 

twent)-first century, it was interesting to find that lesbians themselves defined their 
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sexuality with the inclusion of gender role differences, specificalh being v iewed or 

viewing themselves as more masculine, or at least not seeing themselves as 

stereotypically feminine. Gender nonconformity is a symbol in society, and though it is 

typically used in a derogatory manner to categorize those in the "out-group." the s) mbol 

still invoked the idea in the participants themselves that their gender was connected to 

their sexuality. 

Not all of the women viewed themselves as masculine, nor did they state that 

masculinity was a necessary component of lesbianism. Three women, in fact, expressed 

just the opposite: Lesbians can be just as feminine as heterosexual women. Helen 

recounted coming out to a friend who questioned her feminine appearance: 

One of my friends, when I first told them. said. ""Well, you don't 
look like a lesbian."" And I said. ""Well. I didn't opt for one of the 
approved haircuts, but look at my hair. It wouldn't do an) of those 
haircuts." And they kinda laughed and they kind of went through a 
list of stereotypes that they hadn't really been aware of in their 
own mind and h was like. ""I really thought lesbians couldn't, like, 
be big breasted or...they couldn't have curves or..." It was a vei) 
narrow perspective so that was good and bad. just in that it made 
me go. ""You know, it's 1996 and )ou still have these 
stereotypes."...I don't think people would pick me out of a line-up 
and someone would say, ""Well this person is a lesbian."" 

Helen does not commonly invoke the concept of lesbianism because she does not present 

the symbol that codes lesbians—primarily one"s appearance. Stating that she wouldn't be 

picked out of a line-up as a lesbian acknowledges her consciousness of the social 

meanings of one" s appearance. 

S)lvia, in speaking of her childhood and adolescence, stated. "\ was not a 

tombov...! remained what vou would say the "little girl.'" Katherine. age 27. expressed 
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disdain for the masculine lesbian stereotype, with which she does not identify, and has 

avoided those lesbians who exhibit that stereotype when she v isits gay bars. Katherine 

views those specific women as """butch' and aggressive." 

Although society labeled all the participants as lesbians, and the women self-

identified as such, there seemed to be no singular definition of lesbianism that completely 

defined who these women were. They were attracted to women, they engaged in sexual 

relationships with women: but some of these lesbians had engaged in sexual relationships 

with men and did not rule out that possibility in the future. Some of the participants 

expressed and displayed an unconventional gender role for females in that the) liv ed a 

more ""masculine femininity."" Barbara's self-defined gender role. Not all of the 

participants identified with that gender role but v ievved themselv es as stereot) picalh 

feminine in appearance and/or in their behavior. Perhaps the only conclusion that can be 

drawn from the data is that these women saw themselves as occupying a place in societ). 

the "out-group.' labeled according to their sexual preferences, and the) had, to some 

degree, assumed a lesbian identification. In the scope of this study it is impossible to 

propose why the women occupy the lesbian role: nevertheless it is important to consider 

how one comes to accept a particular identity, as described in Erikson's (1968) 

ps) chosocial developmentalism. and how symbols play a significant role in the process 

of identification as explained in Mead's (1962) symbolic interactionism. 
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Defining Lesbianism: Causation 

The majority of heterosexuals in society probably never ask themselves why they 

are attracted to the opposite sex. From this study's feminist perspective, heterosexualit) 

can be seen as a social construction that is viewed by most individuals as a social norm. 

Because heterosexuality is the norm, any other type of sexualit) is abnormal, atypical, 

and deviant. So when an individual determines, upon her first sexual attraction during 

adolescence, for example, that she is attracted to females rather than males, she will 

question herself because she recognizes she will be questioned. She knows she is 

""differenf in relation to the majority of females because she doesn't fit the stereotypical 

female role. Recognizing that difference evokes questions: Wh) am 1 different? Wh) do I 

prefer other females to males? What caused this? When interviewed about her lesbian 

sexuality. Mona expressed the point well: ""1 just think that's what I am...how often do 

you think about being a heterosexual?"" Heterosexuals don't question their sexualit) 

because they simply do not have to: They are viewed by society as normal. Any behav ior 

viewed as normal in society does not need to be explained because, simply, it is assumed 

to be the correct course of action. For those who are not viewed as normal, the need 

exists to explain to themselves and to others what could possibh cause them to deviate 

from cultural norms. 

Not surprisingly, then, fulfilling the need to "be real" was connected to recognition 

of how they came to be lesbian, or the causation of their sexuality, for a majority of the 

participants (7 of 12 women). Five of those seven women. Margie. June. Helen. Robin, 

and Mona. stated that being a lesbian was not a choice for them: being real meant 
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recognizing that they were born lesbians. Margie believed her future sexual orientation 

was obvious to others, or should have been, when she was a child. ""I was bom a lesbian. I 

can go back to pictures, and 1 can tell you I was bom this wa). That was not a choice 1 

had...My choice was trying to be heterosexual."" For those who suggest one's sexualit) is 

a choice, Margie argued from her own experience that the onh choice she had was to 

pretend to be heterosexual or be real and acknowledge her homosexuality. Three more 

participants acknowledged the issue of choice in remarkably similar wa)s: 

The whole sexuality issue is...you don't even get to pick what kind 
of pie you like. You know, you [have] apple and you [have] 
cherry. You don't choose: you just go. ""Oh. that tastes better than 
that." So preference is probably pretty much genetic. I don't know 
how that occurs, but.. .you don't pick what colors you like. The) 
pick you. 

(June, age 44) 

I came out...I really think [my parents] thought it was a phase... 1 
needed them to have a historical understanding that 1 hadn't just 
met someone and some crazy lady had got in ni) head, but I had 
been with several women, dated women exclusiveh. been in 
counseling for it. 1 had done a lot of proactive things to say. 
•"Hmmm, now is this like ice cream?[I like] chocolate. Now I like 
strawberry." That's how I explained it to m) best friend. 1 said. 
""You know, this isn't ice cream. It's not like I'm in the mood for 
something." 

(Helen, age 32) 

What [m) brother] says to me, and he doesn't mean this to hurt, 
this is just the wa) he understands it, is that I'm a lesbian because I 
choose to be a lesbian. ""If that's what you want to be. then you can 
be it." And ) ou know. Mom has mentioned to him before. ""She 
chooses to be a teacher. She doesn't choose to be a lesbian." And 
I've told both of [my brothers]. 

(Robin, age 34) 
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Because homosexuality is considered unnatural by societ). June. Helen, and 

Robin felt a need to explain, both to this researcher and to important others in their liv es. 

that their lesbianism was not a phase or an impulsive decision. Though homosexualit) is 

not the norm in our societ), these women believed that their homosexuality was inbom 

and should be accepted as such, just as it is for heterosexuals. 

Robin described her lesbian identity as a recent discovery, but that identification 

brought to the surface what she later saw as signs of her homosexualit) when she was a 

child. ""I didn't sit right. I didn't do the things I was supposed to do as a girl...What was 

natural for me was wrong...The things that have always been natural for me have alwa)s 

felt natural, but didn't feel natural if they were [in public]." Mona made similar 

statements about what felt ""right" to her as a child. ""I alwa) s tried to do the right thing. 

You know, wear the dresses and date boys and do all those things that were appropriate 

and proper, even though I knew it didn't feel right." Mona did not state deflnitiv ely that 

her homosexuality was genetic, but her statements about what was right or natural for her 

even in childhood suggested that she viewed her sexualit) as beyond her control. 

Although most of the seven women made statements acknowledging their 

sexuality as inborn or genetic, not all of the women viewed sexualit) as natural or as a 

predetermined state uninfluenced b) society. Two participants represented v er) different 

views from the other five on the causafion of their sexualitv. One woman acknowledged 

that sexualit) is influenced and. in fact, controlled by society. The other woman stated 

that she did not know if her recent lesbian identification was a result of genetics or 

circumstances. 
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[I don't] feel that being ga) or lesbian is innate or essenfial to you 
but I feel like it's a role that's impressed, not so heavily on people, 
but they are confined to a set of actions... w a) s of being in the 
world...! have realized that the heterosexual role that I was playing 
was something that was radically, socially constructed. 

(Barbara, age 32) 

Barbara's understanding of heterosexuality—all sexuality, in fact—as a social construct 

led her to take on the lesbian role. As stated previously, she did not rule out the 

possibility of a heterosexual relafionship in the future, but she believed her present 

lifestyle provided her greater independence and control over her own life. ""I feel [that] 

moving outside of those categories, those gender categories, categories of sexualit). 

there's just a whole lot more room."" 

Chelsea's perception of her sexualitv was different from the women prev iousl) 

discussed in that she was not clear as to why she was currentl) living as a lesbian. She 

felt it important to share with me repeatedly her lack of awareness about the causation of 

her sexuality. 

Initially when I was kinda discovering that, ""Oh m) gosh, this is 
how society is going to view me," and you know...maybe I've 
always been this way...If 1 went into my deep ps)chological 
history, maybe I'd find that I was alvva)s a lesbian and just never 
had a clue...I haven't known I've been a lesbian m) whole life, 
and maybe 1 have been and maybe I hav en't been, and maybe 
someday 1 will find out. 

(Chelsea, age 43) 

As the interview progressed, Chelsea seemed to be bothered b) the fact that we were 

discussing her lesbianism and she couldn't recount any recognition of it from her 

childhood. She stated, ""1 just see [lesbianism] as who I sleep with." Near the end of the 

interview she made a final statement regarding her sexualit). "Ma)be I'm in denial, but 1 
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still don't think of myself as a lesbian. And you know, maybe it's denial."" Chelsea"s lack 

of connection between her sexualit) and its causation appeared to weigh on her. which 

suggested to this researcher the importance of finding a source for one's sexuality in 

order to "be real.' 

The remaining participants. Annie. Katherine. Nina. Susie, and S) Ivia. did not 

state whether they viewed their sexuality as inborn or whether thev viewed it as a choice. 

Occasional statements were made regarding gender nonconformity, but not to the degree 

that it appeared relevant to this researcher in relation to the seven women w ho made 

frequent statements about the issue. 

The need to explain how they came to identify with a socialh unacceptable wa) 

of life is an attempt at validation for who these women are. The process of socialization is 

so powerful as to cause women to question themselv es and present a valid case for their 

V er) identities when they deviate from the norm. Making a case that feels most honest to 

themselves and attempting to impress it upon others allowed these w omen to feel that 

the) were real, that their sexualit) was real. and. at least for fiv e of the women, was 

beyond their control. For some women, their lesbianism was discovered: for others it was 

a product of agency: but for all. a sense of sexual identity was constructed 

psychosocially. 

Being Real: Being "Out' 

\ majorit) of the participants (11 of the 12 women) stated that the) were either 

completel) or selectiv el) "out.' meaning the) lived their liv es as lesbians priv atel) and 
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publicly. An obvious connecfion existed between being real and being out. If these 

women were not public about their sexuality, particularly to those individuals who were 

important to them, they were unable to live real and honest lives. Of the eleven women 

who were out, five consider themselves to be ""public lesbians." not hiding their sexualit) 

or pretending to be something else. Six of the women are onl) selectiveh out—the)' 

choose carefully to whom they revealed their sexuality and let others wonder—and as a 

result the) continued to struggle with being real. 

Annie, Mona. Susie. Nina, and Barbara were public lesbians, which was of 

incredible importance to them for different reasons. Two participants stated whv it was 

important: 

When I have something to say about being ga). I'm going to sa) 
it...Realizing that I belonged to this group called 
homosexuals... coming to just totally accept myself and be 
comfortable at work, being out at work, being out with ni) family, 
being out with my friends, being out with strangers. 1 don't push it 
in people's faces, but I am who I am and 1 never hide that 
fact... The more honest I am with myself and the more honest I can 
be with my siblings and parents, the better I feel about m) self and 
the freer I am to be a full member of society. 

(Annie, age 40) 

Because I'm a lesbian, I do feel the need, more recently in mv life 
and over the last five years, to identify that w ay with 
people... [F]or a large part of my lesbian life. 1 didn't say that. I 
didn't idenfity that way. but for about the last 5. 10 )ears 1 have. 1 
think it's important to identify that wa)' to bring it out front, to let 
people know that from the beginning and to sa) that, because it is 
part of who I am.. .1 try to identify that wa) because I want others 
to do the same. 

(Mona. age 40) 

Susie (age 38) explained the importance of being out in a different wa). ""I think it's 

important.. .to put a face to an idea or a name and I think it is important to also be 
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available and be visible to gays and lesbians who are not a part of the communit) )et. or 

maybe have been but are not now. as a support mechanism." Like Mona. Susie feels a 

need not only be true to who she is, but to identify as lesbian so that others might feel 

more comfortable doing the same. 

Nina, who was also out about her sexuality, did not make a distinction between 

her lesbianism or any other aspect of her identit) when it came to being honest about who 

she was: ""I consider [lesbianism] important to identify, but I don't think i t s any different 

from anything else...You know. I don't really categorize [roles in my life]." Like the 

previous participants mentioned. Nina recognized the importance of being out. but she 

placed no greater importance on being public about her lesbianism than she did on being 

public about her gender, her status as a college student, her age. and so on. 

Another participant gave an example of why being out was important to her w hen 

she described going on interviews for a professorship at various universities: 

I wanted to tell people that I was going to meet with... 1 wanted to 
know what it's like to be a lesbian in that town, at the univ ersit). 1 
got a lot of different responses, and one place 1 didn't do that and 1 
just felt awful. So 1 was constantly trving to show that I was not 
nervous about it...[W]hen I came out to [my current department 
chair] he told ever)body. Like the provost, evei) dean, which is 
fine because I actually prefer it...It's when there is a secret that 
people feel like they've got something on )ou. or that there's 
shame involved. 

(Barbara, age 32) 

Being out not only allowed these women to be real, but as Barbara expressed, it removed 

any potential questions or doubts b) other indiv iduals who they encountered in their 

everyday lives. 
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A participant who was only selectiveh out disagreed with Barbara's vlew: ""I 

think that I might not get a job because of it. So you can't really be open about it. Not that 

I hide it, necessarih. but I don't, like, talk about if" (June, age 44). She added. ""A lot of 

people are real out and the) think that you need to be. and it's none of their damn 

business...[T]hey'll give you all these reasons why )ou have to be out at work. Well 1 

don't care what they think." 

Margie. Katherine. Helen. Robin, and Sylvia join June in being selective in who 

they revealed their sexuality. Their selectivity varied and was often dependent upon the 

views and prejudices of others in their lives. For one participant, a 59-year-old lesbian 

who remained in her heterosexual marriage, the choice of coming out w as a source of 

great conflict: and although she stated clearly that she was going to be honest about her 

lesbianism, she explained the difficulty in doing so: 

It's a little bit conflicfing. [Lesbianism is] not that acceptable in the 
agriculture business because you'll find that 90% to 95% of the 
farmers are married, naturally to women. It's an image of the 
family values, rural America is family values...And being a 
lesbian, am 1 going to have to give up [farming]? Am 1 making a 
choice between that and being a lesbian? Pretty difficult. 

(Margie, age 59) 

Katherine expressed somewhat similar vlews as she discussed her future as an engineer: 

I am going into a male-dominated field and wondering in m) 
workplace how accepted I will be in the future and not being able 
to talk to faculty about it...[I]t's not like I can go. ""Is this company 
known for being friendly to women?", or ""Is this company known 
for having domestic partnership benefits?", and once v ou initiate 
that kind of investigation on a compan) during an interview 
process, it's like outing yourself So. that's probabh ni) biggest 
fear, ni) biggest stress...the issue of is it safe to out m)self? Will it 
be safe? 

(Katherine. age 27) 
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The remaining three women that have been categorized as selectiv eh out 

suggested periodicalh throughout their interviews that they considered themselv es 

unconditionally out. and yet all three women discussed at length particular work 

situations in which the) did not reveal the lesbian part of their identities. 

The work environment is frustrating sometimes. I either have to 
send [m) lover] flowers anonymousl) or it has to be for something 
that's completely unrelated. We both receive flowers all the time 
w ithout being able to sign.. .1 probably talk more quiet on the 
phone to my girlfriend than other people would...I'm 
cognizant of my surroundings a lot more. I think... I haven't told 
m) work associates, obvioush. that I'm ga) ...I have more political 
exposure now and I'm not sure it behooves me. the higher up I go. 
to make that something that the people I work with need to know. 

(Helen, age 32. college administrator) 

If somebody really wanted to. they could push the issue and I 
could lose my job. That's true in a lot of occupations, but 
particularly being a teacher...I'm going to influence the children 
and I teach in a small school so. you know, there's nothing realh 
protecting me...The teaching assistants discuss [a student's mother 
who is lesbian], and it's pretty clear that at least for one of them, 
this is disgusting...[T]hat realh makes me fearful that she'll find 
out. because I have to work with this woman. 

(Robin, age 34. special education teacher) 

It affects m) role in that 1 work w ith young children and 1 know 
that is a very vulnerable age...l used to hear this, that gays...can 
be perverts. If you realh look at the studies, we are the least ones 
to be the perverts.. .There are times if I was a pervert. 1 could do a 
lot of damage to those precious ones... I know some people might 

be uncomfortable because it is an occupation where if someone did 
believe ga)'s were perverts wh) would I not prev on their precious 
ones? 

(Sylvia, age 55. early childhood teacher) 

In addition to issues related to their careers, the women identified as selectively 

out also feared expressing their lesbian relationships in public. Barbara stated, "l don't 
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like that I can't hold my girlfriend's hand...I don't like that I have to look around before I 

give her a kiss." Sylvia expressed similar feelings regarding her relationships: ""[I]f 

something particularly of importance was happening when I was in a relationship. I just 

couldn't sit down in my teacher's lounge and talk about that."" 

Only one participant was categorized by this researcher as not out. or closeted". 

Remarkably, this woman was the only one of those interviewed who has participated in a 

"holy union ceremon),' in which she and her partner were married, albeit not legalh. 

Because Chelsea had been in two heterosexual marriages and considered her lesbianism 

very recent, she was reticent to reveal her sexuality to famih. friends, and coworkers. 

Regarding coming out to her father. Chelsea stated. ""I'm almost ashamed to tell him 

about m) relationship with because it's not a 'normal' thing, and so I think 

there's this stigma that's attached with it...[H]e'll be really disappointed." Chelsea had 

also not confided in the woman who she stated was one of her closest friends: '"[M) 

closest friend] and I haven"t talked about it...She doesn"t know about . I mean. 

she knows I live with her...I'm sure like everybody else, she suspects." Unlike some of 

the previous participants. Chelsea perhaps felt most comfortable ""inching towards the 

edge of that closet" at her workplace: ""When I talk with coworkers for example I talk in 

terms of "we'...and they can just basicallv draw whatever assumptions they want to 

draw...[W]hen I told my boss, she was not really surprised... 1 don't really have fear of 

losing my job." 

Certainly a lesbian's level of ""out-ness" is specific to her individual experiences 

and relationships, and for the purposes of this stud). whether or not a lesbian was out 
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required no value judgment from the researcher. For those five women who reported 

themselves as completely out. there was a level of satisfaction they have found in their 

lives that the remaining seven women desire. It would be false to sa) that those fiv e 

women liv ed better lives or were universally more honest or true than those who were 

only selectively out or remained closeted. The qualit) of their lives was something only 

the individual women themselves could comment on. A conclusion that can be draw n. 

however, is that identifying with the homosexual social group and interacting w ith 

significant others within that group was imperative in the women's definitions of self and 

the maintenance of their identities. Being out means aligning one's self with the 

homosexual community, thereby changing the context in which the women liv ed and 

influencing their identity development. These women could onh understand their lesbian 

lifestyles—and often, could only be understood—in terms of the enfire homosexual social 

group of which they were members. 

Theme 2: Acceptance 

As can be gleaned from participants' previous statements, acceptance was hugeh 

important to them. Acceptance, to these lesbians, meant first and foremost self-

acceptance. Man) of the women, whether or not the) had come out. experienced a great 

deal of relief at the moment they were finally able to accept their lesbianism. Others— 

again, whether or not they were out—still struggled on a daih basis w ith their sexuality 

and some looked to others to help them find self-acceptance. The second theme also 

included acceptance from famih and friends—admittedh v ei) important for almost 
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ever) participant. Although some of the women had struggled with their families' 

acceptance since childhood, many women expressed a satisfactory relationship with their 

parents onh prior to their identification w ith a lesbian orientation. Not every participant 

deemed spiritual or religious acceptance as important to her. but a majority of women (7 

of 12 women) did. Self-acceptance, acceptance b) family and friends, and 

spiritual 'religious acceptance appear to be related in a circular wa): man)' of the seven 

w omen had to achieve a t) pe of spiritual acceptance, followed b) a familial acceptance, 

in order to achieve self-acceptance. For others the circular process involved achiev ing 

self-acceptance first, followed by a search for spiritual acceptance, and ultimateh 

acceptance b) the famih. Finally, because these women wanted to be accepted for who 

thev were, including their own unique styles of lesbianism, they reported having found it 

easier to accept others. In the process of accepting themselves and seeking acceptance 

from others, these women had learned to be open to a variety of people and issues. So in 

this way the circular process of acceptance must include giv ing acceptance as well as 

receiv ing it. 

Acceptance of Self 

The process of developing an idenfity. as described by Erikson (1968). involv es 

the integration of previous identifications, along with expectations of societ). In order to 

successfull) form an identitv. the individual must define who she is. come to accept that, 

and liv e out that identitv. Because of this, self-acceptance is closely tied to defining one's 
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identity and being real. Presumably an individual in Erikson's fifth stage would be unable 

to occupy a particular identity without accepting herself in that role. 

""Self-acceptance has made me feel more positive about being a lesbian and all 

these changes have to do with self-acceptance."" Annie's statement reflects what man) of 

the participants expressed when discussing what was important to them as lesbians. Nina 

stated. ""The easiest thing is just simply being me. Accepting myself At flrst it was hard, 

but then it was easier." "Being a lesbian has been an acceptance of who I am" (Robin, 

age 34). ""After I grew to accept myself I'm okay with it. But before I accepted myself 1 

was ashamed...I didn't feel good about who 1 was...I felt shame. Now I don't feel 

ashamed. I feel real, and 1 know I'm not ashamed" (Sylvia, age 55). 

Annie. Nina. Robin, and Sylvia stated explicith that accepting themselves had 

been kc) to living what they deemed were honest lives. Other participants, although not 

stating it so explicitly, expressed the importance of accepting, loving, and appreciating 

their lesbianism. ""[Ijt just lets me honor who I am" (June, age 44). ""I feel good about 

who I am. and I think being a lesbian is part of i f (Mona. age 40). ""I feel like. )ou know, 

proud...I'm pretty comfortable with my sexuality" (Barbara, age 32). Sylvia added. ""1 

love me now. It took some )ears, about ten to fifteen years to get to where I am now." 

The aforementioned seven women had reached a place in their liv es where self-

acceptance came more easih. but certainh' not without difficulty. At least two 

participants expressed their difficult), at the time of the interv lews, with finding 

acceptance of themselves. ""The day that I could not [live as a heterosexual] anymore...it 

almost killed me when I recognized [that] 1 cannot be that person, ^ou know. I had to 
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make a choice. My choice was to be who I am...[T]he biggest conflict you have and what 

you then have to deal with is "No. 1 am okay"" ( Margie, age 59). She added. ""l"m getting 

stronger and more self-confident in what I'm doing.'" 

Chelsea, also struggling with her lesbianism, explained how she felt about herself 

•"I want to sa) proud. I wouldn't sa) ashamed. I would sa) maybe somewhere in between 

the two." She added. ""1 think, in a way. [lesbianism] kinda has a bad effect...In a wa) 1 

think it kinda has a negative effect on how I feel about myself" Chelsea stated in the 

interview that, although she could just be in denial, she really did not think of herself as a 

lesbian. Like Margie, she was still living an ambiguous life in terms of her sexualit): 

How do I determine for certain who I am and then finalh accept that person? As prev ious 

participants had shown, the answers to those questions were terribh important for their 

development as women and as lesbians. 

Acceptance from Family and Friends 

The "generalized other' is Mead's term for a single attitude of the self made up of 

attitudes of others, including family and friends. As children growing up and becoming 

socialized within their familial environments, indiv iduals often assume the same attitude 

toward themselv es that their families and communities assume toward them. t)picall) 

causing the person to behave in socialh appropriate wa) s. Societ) is able to control the 

behaviors of its members through the generalized other. When societv is no longer able to 

control the individual to the degree it desires, it is because the individual has brought up 

the attitude of societv. familv. and friends toward herself and has responded in the 
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negative to it. In rejecting the expectations of others, the individual does not necessarily 

want to reject the groups of which she is a member, the famih in this case. The 

individual accepting a non-normafive identity desires the acceptance of her family to help 

bolster her own identification process, to provide assurance that she is not dev iant. not 

sick, and that she remains v aluable. 

When asked what is important about being a lesbian, one participant was v ei) 

clear: ""Acceptance of who I am. Acceptance of that in the people that I choose to call 

friends, or family... Because I feel like a lot of people deny that, choose to remain in the 

closet and don't live a fulfilling life" (Susie, age 38). When asked what she felt was most 

stressful about being a lesbian, Susie answered, ""Tr) ing to be more acceptable, more 

noiTnal." Susie defined "acceptable" and "normal' as related to her gender role and sexual 

preference, and for her it's stressful to try to conform to something that is sociall)' 

acceptable, something that is not her. for the sake of others. 

Specifically, many of the participants admitted experiencing stress when thinking 

about or discussing their parents' lack of acceptance for them because of their lesbianism. 

Barbara's statement—it's easier to be a lesbian than a daughter—was expressed in 

various ways b) the other participants. ""I think I realh hav e disappointed them, and 

they're really greatly embarrassed by me because I'm a lesbian. There's been a lot of pain 

in being a daughter" (Annie, age 40). Three other participants explained their situations 

as daughters: 

She doesn't want me to be a lesbian. She is alwa) s wanting me to 
be more feminine, and she has alwa)s wanted that...[S]he wants 
me to be something, someone I am not...[Her expectations] annoy 
me. They frustrate me. 1 think it pushes me awa). It definitely 
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pushed me away.. .1 don't at all meet any of [her expectations]. In 
any way... If you're going from her viewpoint. I am completely 
incompetent as a ""cut-out daughter." 

(Nina, age 24) 

They don't want me to be [a lesbian]...I didn't come out to them 
until about a year and a half ago and I've been dating women for 
about nine years... 1 wish that I could have a closer relationship 
with them and that they weren't so troubled by it...I think it's 
definitely distancing. It has just created more distance in their e)es. 

(Barbara, age 32) 

[I feel] a lot of rejecfion. A lot of not knowing if I'm loved...[T]o 
me when I think of me being a daughter, never really accepted. Not 
real happy as a daughter I think. A lot of that non-acceptance. That 
feeling like 1 was a mistake...One of the few things that I know 
about my family is that I love my brothers and that I'm pretty sure 
that they love me. I'm not real sure about m) parents, either wa). 

(Robin, age 34) 

One participant experienced both stress and happiness as a daughter of divorced 

parents: although her mother was not accepting, her father was not only accepting, but 

encouraging. 

My relationship with mv' mother...is most stressful. The 
relationship with m) father is delightful...I'm not ga) at [m) 
mother's] home. [Her] life is there. Me being out there could add 
ramifications for them... I don't feel like I'm anything like what 
my mother bargained for... [But Dad] has been on board from day 
one.. .There is nothing I will ev er be able to do in my life that he 
won't still love me through and accept...[M) lover and 1] can sit 
w ith ni) dad and snuggle up on the couch like a bunch of 
caterpillars and it's realh oka). 

(Helen, age 32) 

Some of the participants had been fortunate to achieve a good amount of 

acceptance and understanding from their parents. Although these women do not represent 

the majorit) of the women interviewed, this researcher found it encouraging that ev en 

three of the twelve participants expressed satisfaction with their parent-daughter 
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relationships. Although she expressed her satisfaction conservatively. Katherine 

explained that when she told her parents, their greatest concem w as not that she w as a 

lesbian, but that she may not produce grandchildren for them. ""I think when they found 

out it kinda changed [our relationship] and. even though they expected at some point for 

there to be a son-in-law or at least a grandchild. 1 don't think son-in-law was as important 

to them as grandchild." Katherine added a tone of positiv it) about the relationship with 

her parents: ""I think [Dad] just thought I was different...I think he was proud of me. but 

he didn't like to think about why I was different. He was just very proud that 1 was 

independent...I like the bond with my Mom. 1 liked being "Daddy's little girl.""" 

S) Ivia and Mona described more generoush their experiences as daughters: 

I said. ""Daddy, don't expect me to bring another man into m) life. 
I am a lesbian. Daddv.. .But the next woman that I date who I 
particularly care for. 1 will introduce you to her."" I did...So he is 
pleased with my sharing my life with him...[H]e said. ""You're my 
daughter." Which means he's a man of few words. ""1 do love you. 
I do accept you. You are my daughter." 

(Sylvia, age 55) 

My parents are very. very, very, very accepting. They're ver) 
open, non-judgmental people...I think they're comfortable with me 
being a lesbian...They don't seem to mind it...I think me being a 
lesbian has very little to do with their expectations or their, you 
know, acceptance of me or their disappointment or satisfaction. 1 
don't think it affects them...l [can] call them for love and support. 

(Mona, age 40) 

Of the twelve women interviewed, eleven spoke about the support the) 've 

received from their friends, some of whom suspected the women were homosexual all 

along. For those women who had not received the acceptance from their parents that the) 

desired, fiiendships had taken the place of the unsatisfactory familial relationships. "[I 
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like] the sense of family that I don't feel with my own biological famih ...Friends have 

become really, really important" (Annie, age 40). ""Being in the ga)' environment has 

probably given me the opportunity to have very, v erv close emotional relationships w ith 

people...I like having those family type relationships" (Mona, age 40). 

""I said [to my mother], "You know, I had to prepare for a year and a half to come 

out here and the last step of that.. .was telling my friends so that if you rejected me 1 had 

support' (Helen, age 32). She added later. ""[My best friend] was fearful for m) 

safety.. .She is just as protective of me with women as she was with men." ""I feel with 

my friends, they totally accept me and encourage me to do whatever I want" (Barbara, 

age 32). Robin described her feelings for her newfound friends: ""I feel such a 

connection.. .Closer than I've ever really felt." 

Annie's and Robin"s statements in particular are interesting when related to 

symbolic interactionism. Neither of them connected to their families of origin because of 

their identifications as lesbians, or at least because they did not fit the t) pical female 

stereotype. Because their lifestyles are counter to the pattem organized b) society and 

accepted by their families, the women had difficulty integrating their liv es with their 

families. Their interests, their very identities, were in conflict with each other. Mead 

states that this kind of situation is so complex that the individuals cannot be brought into 

common social relations, or can only do so after great social—or familial, in this case— 

adjustment. Much of that adjustment begins with the family"s acceptance of the woman"s 

identitv. 
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Spiritual or Religious Acceptance 

One participant explained the connection between lesbianism and spirituality: ""I 

think being a homosexual affects everyone's spiritual self because we're not accepted in 

any church...and we're called so many names and by religious people, and I don't see 

how you can even separate [homosexuality and spirituality]" (Annie, age 40). Seven of 

the twelve participants talked at length about the role of spiritualit) or religion in their 

lives, stating in some fashion that acceptance from a higher power was of great 

importance to them. As previously mentioned, for these seven women a personal spiritual 

acceptance or a more universal religious acceptance was necessarv for them to achieve 

self-acceptance. Margie described what she considered to be one of the greatest struggles 

as a lesbian: ""1 think some religious differences of belief and being told that 

homosexuality is a sin." Margie was raised in the Southern Baptist church and described 

her beliefs as ""still more with the indoctrination from that teaching." Because that 

particular denomination frowns on homosexuality. Margie had recently found acceptance 

in the Metropolitan Community Church, a ga) -friendh. nondenominational 

congregation. 

1 see it more with older people and they'v e come out. late bloomer 
coming out. getting out of a marriage or something... and walking 
in [to MCC] and finding out that God loves us an) wa).)ou know. 
That we've been told all of this and vet to sit there and just let it all 
hang out. and you just bawl... You can see. you know, it's like. I'm 
safe here. This is my safe haven. I'm safe. And you get to be with 
God, your God. 

(Margie, age 59) 
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Margie's descripfion accurately reflected Robin's experience when she discovered the 

ga) -friendly congregation and a spiritual/religious acceptance she didn't think was 

possible: 

Unfil recentl). 1 didn't think I had a place in a Christian church. 
And starting at this church that has a lot to do with gay and lesbian 
issues...I think I see that I have a place...Even before I came out. 
even to myself I was very angry at the Methodist church, which 
was what I grew up in.. .just a few years ago they took a stance 
where as long as you're not practicing homosexuality. ""We accept 
you."" Well bull! God knows what's in your head, and if that's what 
God is thinking, then I don't want to have anything to do w ith him. 
And I don't believe that anymore. So it's really helped me feel like 
1 have a place in structured religion. That I am acceptable. 

(Robin, age 34) 

For a long time 1 didn't go to church because 1 knew that the 
church expected me to feel like I was wrong, sinful, and rather than 
deal with that or ignore it or be battered bv it. I just didn't 
go... Currently I am a member of the Metropolitan Community 
Church, and that has allowed me to continue to feel accepted in an 
organized religion. 

(Susie, age 38) 

Other participants added, ""I enjoyed the gay church and I still go back... if something 

happens to me where I need validity that it's oka) if I'm gay, God loves me and God is 

capable of creating all beings, including my being" (Helen, age 32). ""1 do believe that 1 

am loved by God, unconditional!). 1 believe that now ...but 1 didn't feel that when I was 

in the mainstream churches. It is only since I got to MCC and the) speak of that...I feel 

better about myself 1 feel okay about myself (S) Ivia, age 55). 

Although attending a gay-friendl) church was important for Margie. Robin. Susie. 

Helen, and S) Ivia. the remaining two women who looked to spirituality for acceptance 

did not associate themselves w ith a particular denomination. 
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Sometimes I get really opposed to the notion of spirituality, just 
because of the wa) it's being used in popular culture today... the 
visual I get is it's like there's this energy ball and there's onh a 
certain number of people that can touch it and the rest of us can 
onl) touch them that get to touch the ball. And I think that's 
absolute bullshit... Em spiritual, but m) spirituality comes from 
within... I don't want to go to a church. I don't care if the) like 
gays and lesbians. I don't care if they're full of gays and 
lesbians...I didn't want to have anything to do with organized 
religion. 

(Mona. age 40) 

I identify mv self, have for a long time now. as spiritual, but not 
identif) ing with an organized Christian religion or organized 
religion... [I]have done a lot of research into Buddhists... [Rjight 
now. I'm still just researching, but that's where I feel most 
comfortable... One of the biggest reasons I think [is] coming to 
terms with my homosexuality...[Spirituality] makes me more at 
peace with the way I'm liv ing my life and the choices 1 make. 

(Katherine. age 27) 

Regardless of what denomination, if any. the) choose, the data clearly showed 

that spiritual acceptance, personal or religious, was important in the lives of these 

women. For those who w ere still struggling w ith their sexuality and its effect on 

important others in their lives—women like Margie and Katherine—a sense of spiritual 

acceptance in whatever form it came helped them find peace in themselves and believ e. 

contrary to previous thought, that they were ""okay." When spiritual acceptance and 

family acceptance came together, as in the case of Mona. self-acceptance and personal 

development perhaps came about more easil). 

Open-Mindedness 

A number of the participants, when discussing the importance of receiving 

acceptance of others, spoke about how their own ""abnormal"" sexual orientations hav e 
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influenced their reactions to other people, particularl) those who are perceived as 

different. ""1 just feel like I'm a member of a group of people who are ver) 

sensitive...because they have been oppressed and silenced, because we have. vve"re open 

to everyone...I try to be more tolerant of other people" (Annie, age 40). ""It makes me be 

more open-minded about other things. I think. Because Fm in an oppressed group. I'm a 

lot more cognizant of oppression" (June, age 44). ""I'm more accepting of other people. 

I'm not narrow-minded" (Sylvia, age 55). ""Idenfifying as a lesbian...has made me a 

much, much more open person. 1 think it has made me a much more accepting person and 

much less judgmental" (Mona. age 40). 

Mona. who attempted to educate others out of their homophobia, described the 

effect coming out to her family has had on their perspectives. 

I've had to educate my family. 1 think having a lesbian in the 
family has made my whole family probably more accepting and 
more sensitive to issues of diversity and issues of others and issues 
of people that are not like them...I think all of [m) sisters] have 
gay and lesbian friends now that they understand. 

It isn't difficult to understand that homosexuals—particularl) lesbians, who have 

been marginalized and discriminated against throughout history—may welcome 

""difference" with open arms. Were these women representing a sensitivit) that is inherent 

in women? This researcher does not believe so. Rather, they were representing a 

sensitivity and understanding that comes from being dualh marginalized as women first. 

and as lesbians second. That is not to say that all lesbians, or all homosexuals, are open to 

others who are different from themselves: but the four women who felt it important 
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enough to mention obviously believed their open-mindedness was a positiv e b) product of 

their marginalizafion. 

Theme 3: The "Higher Communitv' 

^'The only way in which we can react against the disapproval of the entire 

community is by setting up a higher sort of community which in a certain sense out-votes 

the one we find" (Mead. 1962. pp. 167-168). 

The importance to the women in this study of being real and receiving acceptance 

from the self and others has been shown in the previous discussion. Recognizing that 

those factors are difficult enough to achieve for the most socialh conforming of human 

beings, it goes without question that for lesbians those achievements must seem 

unattainable at times. If we can imagine two groups of lesbians—those who are closeted 

(even partially) and those who are out completely—what seems to this researcher to be 

imperative for their personal development is finding and fitting into a community. Our 

modern Western culture cun^ently and generally disapproves of the homosexual litest) le. 

and homosexuals are viewed as "deviants.' Many of the participants who might be 

categorized in the first imaginary lesbian group did not completely out themselv es 

because of cultural views on homosexuality. Those who might be categorized in the 

second imaginary group have outed themselves completely in spite of societ)'s values. 

The difference, it seems, was that the "out-group" had placed the vlew s and v alues of 

another group—homosexuals—above those of our heterosexuall) dominated societ). 

And as nianv participants who were not completely out stated, it was only by becoming 
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part of a community of homosexuals, particularly lesbians, that they had come as far out 

of the closet as they had. One participant stated clearh. ""I think )ou have to identity a 

cohort, a group, a communit) in order to survive as an identified lesbian"" (June, age 44). 

In fact, identifying a cohort or group to identify with is important for all indiv iduals in the 

development of their identities, and certainl) for those in the out-group, making such an 

identification is paramount. Mead (1962) stated that the individual forms her identity b) 

""reflecting the attitudes first taken b) significant others toward it" and incorporating the 

associated roles (p. 132). When the role adopted is socially inappropriate, the individual 

is guided by new significant others (lesbians, in this case) through the process of 

identification with a new social group. 

Other participants described what the gay community, their "higher communit)' 

meant to them: ""1 do like the fellowship of the community: the friendships seem to be 

based more on a lot more things in common than maybe in societ) as a whole" (Susie. 

age 38). ""Eve got a group of people who I can relate to"" (Sylvia, age 55). 

What is important about all this, about being a lesbian, about 
discovering all this, was finally—I never realh felt like 1 fit into 
society...I wasn't going to change who I was...so finally having 
something to identify...has really helped me feel like 1 
belong...[T]he biggest moment for me was walking into my 
church...and seeing people who are like me. Who 1 could look at 
and knew that we had things in common.. .1 like the fact that 1 feel 
like I fit. I like belonging to a group...being able to identify with 
somebody. It's like I'm in a club now. 

(Robin, age 34) 

For those women who continued to struggle w ith coining out, the ga) communit) 

played an important role in easing the difficult path ahead. Margie and Chelsea were two 

of those women, and the) expressed in different wavs their desire and need to find that 
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higher community. Margie's perspective of a lesbian in a heterosexual marriage was 

particularly unique and difficult to reconcile with the higher community she's found: 

Too often that woman [who remains in a heterosexual marriage] 
finds it hard to leave the security of the marriage and decides to 
stay...At church and in the public with lesbians I have noficed 
[lesbians] shy awa) [from me] and it seems to be that the) are not 
sure where I fit nor when to speak nor what to say. Do 1 keep the 
false front up or move past the hetero husband standing there? I 
have realized this causes everyone an uneasiness...So as 1 accept 
myself and move into the lesbian culture I must be willing to ease 
their feelings and make each encounter positiv e or revert back to 
keeping a distance when [my husband] is around. 

Margie recognized that not only did her situation cause her personal turmoil, it affected 

the community that was willing to embrace her as a lesbian, as opposed to a society that 

was not willing. As a result. Margie remained ""on the fence" and found conflict in both 

communities. Being mindful that the process and product of identit) is developed w ithin 

context and is dynamic. Margie's identifications as a lesbian and as a wife implicate the 

other members of both of those social groups: Her behavior as a lesbian versus her 

behavior as a wife have an effect on all lesbians and all wives in terms of the social roles 

they play. She has difficulty resolving her dual identities as a representative of both social 

groups because they are in conflict with one another. 

Chelsea's perspective, also unique, was one of a woman who believed herself to 

be heterosexual her enfire life until, following two failed heterosexual marriages, she fell 

in love with a woman, her current partner. The couple was not out. 

We don't realh connect with the ga)/lesbian community realh. 
We just kinda live in this little cocoon... 1 don't feel deprived of 
not being able to be out to m) community. I do feel like, at this 
point in time, we are kind of inching towards the edge of that 
closet, and 1 feel like 1 do want to be a little more socialh active. 
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and I may explore some organizafions...I"m almost ready to just 
start, you know, hanging out with people that I know are lesbians, 
or having this other group of friends. But we just haven't done 
that. And we may not. 

In her statement, Chelsea gave the impression that she was not interested in becoming a 

part of the gay community, but then she said that she would like to become involved in 

that community. She elaborated more on this inclination when speaking about her and her 

partner's retirement plans. 

We're planning on retiring to this wonderful little town in 
Arkansas. Eureka Springs. We actualh had our honeymoon in 
Eureka Springs, and I found it on the intemet, and the woman that 
owned the bed and breakfast is lesbian, and. she said. ""It's a ga) 
mecca." It's just a wonderful community. And. when we were 
there. I think the last day we were there, it was raining. And so we 
had one big umbrella, and I looped my arm in hers and we walked 
down the street and I just thought I was so decadent to do 
that...Maybe that's a small reason why 1 [am] going. 

Neither Margie nor Chelsea had reached a point where the) were willing to name 

the gay and lesbian community as their higher community. The inabilit) to do that, as 

exhibited by their remarks, continued to cause stress at worst, and dissatisfaction at best, 

in their lives. 

A subgroup that might be included in the more general communit) of 

homosexuals was the community of friends. Margie. Annie. Mona. Susie. Nina. Barbara, 

and Sylvia each identified another lesbian as her best friend, and the reason seemed 

obvious. ""I think both of us being lesbians makes me feel like she understands what I'm 

going through in my relationships. I think her being a lesbian makes me understand her a 

little bit better, too. so I think it gives us a tighter connection" (Mona. age 40). ""[.M) best 
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friend] is pretty important to me...If I wasn't a lesbian, we would probabh not be 

friends. I would have never even met her" (Margie, age 59). 

The remaining five participants did not name lesbians as their best friends, but 

they still spoke about the importance of friends even if those friends cannot identif) with 

the lesbian experience. Katherine. whose best friend was a much older heterosexual male 

and fellow student, explained. ""I think we're both misfits to some extent...I think we are 

very close and we have discussed religion, homosexuality...It goes back to...kind of 

being the misfits of the group and those who don't quite fit in getting along to surviv e.'" 

June, who enjoyed the community of married couples, identified her best friend as a 

married heterosexual man: ""[W]e do stuff We talk about things and we hav e similar 

political convictions, spiritual [convictions]... I"m probably his best friend and he's 

probably mine...[Being a lesbian] probably makes it easier for his wife. Even though we 

are good friends too. but I'm just closer to him than her." Robin's best friend was also a 

male, but he identified as homosexual: ""We're both gay. so 1 kind of relied on him a lot 

to help me with some things, through some things.,. When [he is] having trouble or when 

[I am] having trouble, relationship-wise, we talk about that." 

Two of the women identified their best friends as heterosexual women—women 

who were their friends long before the participants identified themselv es as lesbians. 

""[W]e take care of each other, we look out for each other, we protect each other... 1 love 

her dearl). She is the closest thing to a sister that 1 hav e"" (Helen, age 32). ••[S]he"s 

known me for so long. And she has been m) friend throughout, vou know, all of the 

116 



problems Eve had in my life, both marriages, and so she knows pretty much where I'm 

coming from" (Chelsea, age 43). 

Certainh being a part of the homosexual community represented the higher 

community, in which they found acceptance and support, for almost ev er) participant. 

Belonging in that community made the transition to a lesbian lifestv le easier in that the 

rules and values of the homosexual population overrode those of society. In the higher 

community it was okay for these women to be who they were, even if (or especialh if) 

the) did not conform to society's demands. So, too, were their friendship communities 

necessary for these women to feel they belong. Even if their best friends belonged to the 

larger society, there was a sense of being known and being supported that onh their 

closest friends could provide. 

Theme 4: Lesbian Sexual Relationships 

The social definition of lesbian focuses primarily on the sexual relations between 

women, and all of the parficipants used that definition to identif) themselves as lesbians. 

Every participant discussed her sexuality to some degree, and all of the women stated that 

sex was important to them. Although the interv lew schedule did not ask specific 

questions about sexual acts between lesbians, nor did it require explicit infomiation about 

sexual activ it), every participant gave an overv lew of what her general preferences were 

in a sexual relationship and an explanation of the importance of sexual activ ity. No one 

defined "sex' as involv ing penetration of the vagina: in fact, one participant chose to be 

explicit in relaying her understanding of lesbian sex: ""There is one key thing of lesbian 
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activ ities and it's oral sex. I did not. at 55. understand "69'. Honey. I understand that and 

then more" (Margie, age 59). 

Several participants compared a lesbian sexual relationship to that of a 

heterosexual relationship, and they cited differences that affect the qualit) of their sexual 

relafionships. ""In most of my relationships with men...after they got what they wanted, 

sex just became something )ou had or you did. It wasn't something that you desired...! 

think that's important that you not lose sight of... having that kind of connection" (Helen, 

age 32). ""I really don't need a man. and 1 guess that the lesbian part [is] I don't need a 

man for anything!...[T]he best sex I've ever had in m) life is as a lesbian. And the most 

satisfying" (Chelsea, age 43). Margie, again, was more specific in her response: 

1 don't know if other lesbians will tell you...The difference is with 
a man. and with [my husband], it was always about his desires. He 
did not care about mine. I had to care about him and me. When I'm 
with a woman. I want her fulfilled. I get my fulfillment from her 
being fulfilled and at the same time, she is wanting to fulfill me 
and so it's a reciprocal type situation...Big difference is with a 
man. maybe what, 15, 20, 30 minutes. With a woman, all night 
long." 

The concept of reciprocity appeared again and again with the participants, as the) 

explained the type of sexual relationships the) enjoyed. When asked what makes a good 

or meaningful sexual relationship with women, the responses were similar. ""Reciprocit)" 

(June, age 44). "•[I]t is more equitable" (Mona, age 40). ""Pleasing each other" (Susie, age 

38). ""You give and you receive" (Helen, age 32). ""Both partners safisfied" (Robin, age 

34). 

Reciprocit) proved not the onh requirement for a meaningful sexual relationship. 

A variet) of qualifications were made b) the participants to explain what was important 

118 



to them in their sexual relafionships. ""Good communication...friendship" (Annie, age 

40). ""Communication...talking about it. Like what you do like and what )ou don't like 

and talking about frequency and how people are feeling" (Mona. age 40). ""There has to 

be dialogue" (Helen, age 32). ""Being aware of each other's needs...Being patient and 

understanding" (Susie, age 38). ""Both participants being honest about what the) do and 

don't enjoy...non-judgmental, open-mindedness. yet consideration for the discomfort or 

comfort level of the other" (Katherine. age 27). ""Having a partner who listens to v ou. 

And if you don't like something and you tell them to stop, they stop" (Chelsea, age 43). 

""Expressing your feelings infimately" (Nina, age 24). "•[R]espect and care and comfort 

and it's playful and fun" (Barbara, age 32). ""Willing to tr) new things...Experimenting is 

not bad" (Robin, age 34). ""You like being with each other. Climaxing...Enjo) ing the 

other" (Sylvia, age 55). 

For at least five of the women—Margie. Barbara. Helen. Chelsea, and S) Ivia— 

who had experienced sexual activity with men. the sexual pleasure they found in lesbian 

relationships was seemingh greater than that of heterosexual relafionships. Their specific 

qualifications possibly reflected at least some of the disparity between sex with women 

and sex with men. Interesfingly. their qualifications were consistent w ith the remaining 

seven participants—women who did not claim to have had sex w ith men. This researcher 

draws the conclusion, then, that the experiences of lesbian sex. as depicted by these 

participants, were quite similar among themselves in terms of quality, and that lesbian 

sexual activit) differed in qualit) from sexual activ it) with men. 
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When asked how important sexual actually was to these participants, the answers, 

again, were remarkabh similar. It was clear that, overall, sexual activ it) w as not of 

primar) importance to these women, but when they engaged in it. the aforementioned 

qualifications needed to be met. Only three of the twelve women stated unequivocal!) 

that sex was important to them; the remaining nine stated it was important, but only to a 

degree. ""I think it is an important part [of a relafionship]. but I don't think it is the most 

important part. I think it starts as the most important part, and as your relationship grow s. 

it becomes less frequent and less important" (Susie, age 38). ""It certainly is an important 

aspect. 1 think, of any relationship, but I wouldn't say it's the focus" (Chelsea, age 43). 

•"It's important but it's not the focus"" (Nina, age 24). 

Although the participants consistently described their lesbian sexual experiences 

as generally satisfying and reciprocal, some participants spoke of difficulties they have 

had in their relationships with other women. Two specific difficulties the women named 

are related to sexual promiscuitv: Should the) have sexual relationships w ith as many 

women as they chose, or should they try to avoid that behavior so as not to be 

stereotyped? For some of the women, especial!) those who were new to the lesbian 

experience, the difficulty came in keeping female friendships platonic. For others the 

stereotype of homosexuals as sexually promiscuous was bothersome, and they struggled 

to combat that b) maintaining stable lov e relationships. 

Margie, who was currently involved in a long distance lesbian relationship, was 

one participant who addressed the issue of platonic friendships: 

120 



I think that's one thing I've learned in the last five years...is 
allowing myself to have a lesbian relationship that does not go 
intimate. To develop friendships with other women to where we 
share a lot of deep feelings and a respect for the other 
indiv idual... Friendships become very valuable and a lot of time 
it's like we don't want to screw up the friendship b) getting in bed 
with each other. 

Robin's experiences with the two lesbian relationships she had led to a similar response: 

""Unfortunately. I realh jump into relafionships quick!) ...That's not necessarily good." 

Sylvia shares Margie's and Robin's concern: ""I can get thinking and get interested in 

somebody I'm not that really interested in... But I've leamed with mv dear friend...tliat I 

can be close to them and not be physically intimate. Sexually." Neither Robin nor Sylvia 

were currently involved in relationships. 

Mona and Katherine. both of whom described themselves as single, shared a 

different perspective of the promiscuity issue, believ ing stability was important to counter 

the negative stereotype. ""People think that lesbians and ga) men. all the) do is hav e sex. 

and all they want is sex, and they just jump from relationship to relationship, so )ou want 

to stay in a relationship so that you"re not doing those kinds of things" (Mona. age 40). ""I 

want [my mother] to see me as being in a stable, happy relationship...simp!) because 

right now I've had one long-term relationship and just got out of a short-term turbulent 

relafionship...! don't want my mom to see me...go after a relationship because I'm ga)" 

(Katherine. age 27). 

Dealing with the stereot) pe of promiscuity was obvious!) difficult for some 

participants, either because the) viewed themselves as perhaps too promiscuous and or 

because thev wanted to refrain from follow ing the stereotype. Other participants did not 
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view the stereotype as negative, or they did not think about the stereotype in terms of 

their own sexual experiences. Nina and Barbara had positive feelings about their 

relationships and did not feel the need to live their lives in a wa) that appeased society. 

""The endurance [of relationships] is not that important. It's the quality. I mean because 1 

know that nothing lasts forever. So I mean it's not like I have to sta) with [my girlfriend]. 

period" (Nina, age 24). "1 don't see myself in a love relationship... I've got relationships 

that are sort of sexual relationships but... I'm not really into the kind of domestic 

partnering up...I don't really want a long-term monogamous relationship"" (Barbara, age 

32). 

Not unlike heterosexual men and women who are aware of social rules, these 

participants varied in their opinions and values regarding sexual activ it). It was clear, 

however, that these women were influenced by those social rules. Though the) did not 

conform to society" s sexual role of women—heterosexual and submissive—they 

remained mindful of society in their decisions about their sexual activit). The) were 

lesbians and therefore nonconformists, yes. but they recognized society's expectations 

even while they were defying the traditional female gender role. Some of the participants 

addressed their concern about being viewed as promiscuous. For these women, stable 

relationships were important not only personalh. but also as a w a) to counter the 

negative stereotype defined by society. Those participants who were not particularl) 

concerned about being viewed as promiscuous were still aware of the stereotype. The 

difference was that their awareness did not cause them to slow or stop their sexual 

behavior. 
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Theme 5: Gender Roles 

To be a woman in a patriarchal societ) sets up automatic boundaries that women 

are not supposed to cross. To be a homosexual in a heterosexual society sets up similar 

boundaries. For the twelve participants of this study, living as lesbians was an admittedly 

difflcuh task, a double bind. Not only were they expected to be feminine and submissiv e 

to males, they were expected to love and set their focus on males in terms of their 

emotional and sexual orientation. To focus on females instead goes against society"s rules 

and values. Discussion and explanation about a lesbian's sexualit) is incomplete w ithout 

exploring the unique gender role that many lesbians pla). Although not ev er) participant 

in this study considered herself to be playing an "altemative' gender role, most did: those 

who did not remained aware of society's perceptions of them as ga) women. 

Gender has been previously addressed to a limited degree in the first theme as part 

of being real. Under this section, the similarities and differences between childhood and 

adulthood gender roles will be addressed, as will the terms used b) so many to describe 

homosexuals—butch and femme. Women, lesbians or not. are referred to b) society as 

butch when their appearance does not match the range of acceptable appearances 

associated with the female gender role. Butch refers to masculine characteristics in 

behavior as well, such as dominance in a relationship. The femme indiv idual—typicalh 

in reference only to lesbians and not heterosexual women—is the complement to the 

butch: she is the passive individual in the relationship and sufficienth matches the typical 

appearance and behaviors of the female gender role. How lesbians define and perceive 
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those terms, particularly as they relate to themselves, is important. The participants" 

physical appearances will be discussed, only as they are relevant to gender roles and 

expectations. 

Gender Roles: Past and Present 

Four of the twelve participants specifically addressed the difficulfies they had as 

children trying to fit in to the female gender role, an expectation that the) themselv es did 

not understand at the time. They recalled their gender differences in childhood, believing 

their specific kinds of gender nonconformity began long before they identified 

themselves as lesbians. ""They kept trying to fit me in that [feminine] mold and 1 don't fit. 

And 1 kept trying to fit. No way could I" (Margie, age 59). Margie described a childhood 

in which her parents were continually frustrated with her: ""My parents did not know what 

to do with me because I didn't fit the traditional role...I would have some identit) 

problem in that the boys, you know, they always had the fun so 1 would emulate them. [1] 

don't know whether it would be. well h could be a penile env) t) pe thing." In adulthood 

Margie had dealt with similar frustrations with a husband w ho obvioush did not know 

for most of their marriage that she was a lesbian. ""The husband... 1 knew he wasn't 

happy, and he was blaming me for everything that was happening, and I. through a 

number of those years, because I knew I was a lesbian, I feh...guih...l tried to 

compensate that guilt b) doing more [of what he expected], b) being more."" Even in the 

role of mother, Margie felt incompetent at times: ""I reallv had to accept the fact that I was 
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pregnant and having amniocentesis, and this was going to be a little girl, ev en though 1 

was scared to raise a little girl. Little boys I would be fine with."" 

Mona"s story was similar to Margie's, in that she was not a typical girl. ""I was 

verv much of a tomboy... I always played with the boys. Growing up with five sisters 

who are all heterosexuals...they were always more feminine than me. and so I alwa)s 

knew I was a little bit different." As an adult, she saw herself as an atypical woman. 

I can remember thinking, you know, consciously thinking. ""Should 
1 play basketball with the boys or should I not pla) basketball with 
the boys? Is it okay, is it not okay?" And being in conflict a lot as a 
youngster about what was appropriate and what was inappropriate 
behavior, because it wasn't clear to me what was appropriate.. .1 
[was] going into a culture where they were telling me certain 
things were appropriate and certain things were inappropriate that 1 
didn't understand. 

Mona understood what was appropriate and inappropriate as defined b) our culture, and 

she chose not to be the ""appropriate" female. ""I have decided to identify in a wa) that's 

comfortable for me and not to kind of take on the roles that the culture has wanted me to 

take on...you know, all that ultra feminine stuff...[I]t's not who 1 am. and l"m not going 

to be tied to what society wants me to look like or be like...[T]hat's easier as a lesbian 1 

think." 

Robin stated continually throughout her interv lew that she was different from 

other girls when she was a child, and that difference has remained in her adulthood. It 

was only after she self-identified as lesbian that she made some sense, in her own mind. 

of her unique gender role. 

1 wasn't real sure what 1 was. When I pretend played. 1 pretended 1 
was a bo). and so m) first thought was. ""Oka), does that mean that 
I'm a transgendered person?"" I reall) was unsure what 1 was...l 
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never really felt like I fit into society...What I should have been 
was this cute little girl who wanted to dress in dresses...and when 
my older brother pushed me down. I'd come crying...[W]hat 1 was 
a lot more likely to do is I'd cry and I'd also jump up and whop 
him one. 

Robin explained that as an adult, she sfill did not fit the female gender role: ""When I'v e 

worked in departments... where they're all men...they viewed me as one of the guys. I 

kind of felt like one of the guys...I didn't fit into all those stereotypes of being a woman, 

but I am [a] stereotypical lesbian in a lot of ways." 

Though she did not go into great detail about her childhood. Nina stated. ""[My 

mother] is always wanting me to be more feminine, and she has always wanted that...She 

wants me to be normal." Presumabh "normal' refen"ed to societv's defined gender roles 

for females, which even as an aduh Nina would not play. '"1 am happy...[l]fl chose to go 

along with the standard or traditional role, then I wouldn't be happy." 

The remaining participants did not speciflcalh address their childhood gender 

roles, but the) all discussed how their present gender roles w ere similar to or different 

from the female role defined b) society. "1 really like where I am and who 1 am...I feel 

comfortable with [being a woman], but at the same time, challenged because some of the 

things 1 feel comfortable with are a little against stereotypical...just not accepted" 

(Katherine. age 27). ""The kind of gender that I pick, which is more masculine than 

feminine, I feel like that gives people a lot of anxiety"" (Barbara, age 32). ""I think [m) 

mother] would probabl) like for me to fix my hair and wear makeup...[She] would rather 

me be more feminine, more soft"" (Susie, age 38). 
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Gender Roles: Butch and Femme 

In their explanations of their unique gender roles, several participants used the 

words butch and femme. either to describe their own t)pe of gender role or that of other 

homosexuals. Just as society uses labels to define an indiv idual"s gender role—feminine 

or masculine—and sexual orientation—gay or straight—it also uses labels for the 

purpose of narrowing down what 7̂>7<i of lesbian you are: butch or femme. As previoush 

stated, societ) views a butch woman as more masculine than feminine, and if she is so. 

then she must be a lesbian. Likewise, if a woman (or man) is seen as more feminine than 

masculine, she (or he) is femme. By using labels like butch and femme. society makes a 

homosexual relationship fit heterosexual criteria: one person in the relationship must play 

the man's role while the other person plays the woman's role. 

So how do the verv women who face these labels almost evei) da) define the 

labels themselves, and are they commonplace in the lesbian community? One participant 

described herself as butch, which to her referred to taking the male position in a 

relationship: ""Of course, you understand, being considered the butch. 1 do hav e the 

control" (Margie, age 59). Another participant explained. 

When I first moved [to Texas] I thought. ""Oh my God. there's all 
these lesbians here." All these women with realh short hair and 
like T-shirts and jeans. That's coded lesbian in California. Maybe 
because that's a more masculine look...I'm immediately taken as a 

farm girl [in West Texas]. Like I'm not read as lesbian...[l]n 
California I was always read as lesbian or mistaken for a man. 

(Barbara, age 32) 

Three more participants also associated being butch with stereot)pical masculine 

characteristics: ""The women [at the lesbian bars] were "butch* and aggressiv e." or at 
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least portrav ed that image. [M) friend said] that the) were sending the signal that the) 

were "on top all the time.' I broke out laughing and saying. "Exacth."" (Katherine. age 

27). ""When I was in a relationship once. 1 brought this woman home. She had male, 

masculine characteristics... she was just kind of hairy and kind of masculine"" (Sylvia, age 

55). ""Some of the relationships I've been in I had to be the girl or 1 had to be the 

dominant masculine supportive partner...The last woman I dated, she was definitive!), 

like, the man. She had the tools and she had the workshop and you know...I had to 

vacuum and dust and do the dishes" (Helen, age 32). 

Very few of the participants discussed femme characteristics, but one woman 

explained her personal experience with a date who played the femme role: ""I had one 

[woman] to tell me that, you know, she liked to be the femme. She likes to be treated like 

a lady and have the doors opened for her" (Margie, age 59). Butch women, then, are 

aggressive, in control, masculine in appearance, and enjoy stereotypical masculine 

activities. Femme women, on the other hand, are playing the role societ) expects them to 

play in one sense of the word—they are behaving in a feminine manner albeit in a 

homosexual relationship. Still, the femme women b) definition must relinquish some 

control to the butch women, just as heterosexual women must relinquish some control to 

men. MacKinnon (1989) stated that the dominance of masculinity is institutionalized 

through heterosexuality, and yet this researcher found that masculinity is dominant to 

some degree in the lesbian relationships as well. Regardless of sexualit). it appears in this 

study that the dichotomous gender roles of masculine and feminine are still verv often 

played out. 
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The participants described the labels as v er) real in the gay community and. as 

demonstrated, used the labels themselv es to describe or define others. ""I think [mv 

parents] would be vei) confused if I had a really femme girlfriend. They'd be scared 1 

was turning into a man...They would also be confused, and they would be scared if 1 had 

a really butch girlfriend" (Barbara, age 32). ""[I dislike] stereotypes other lesbians hav e. 

Some people think ) ou hav e to do that role thing, butch-femme crap"" (June, age 44). 

Being a butch woman is most closeh associated with lesbianism today: feminine 

lesbians, femme women, are often referred to as ""lipstick lesbians." Their sexual 

orientation is less obvious to society's members, or at least hidden to some degree. Butch 

women, regardless of their sexual orientation, are typicalh labeled "lesbian'. Because 

they do not fit the appearance, soleh. of the female gender role, they must be ga). To 

come to such a conclusion reiterates and perpetuates the dichotomous sex/gender and 

sexuality systems that are so ingrained in societ) and obvioush socialized in the 

participants themselv es. 

Gender Roles: Appearance and Nonconformit) 

Although this researcher places no value judgment on the participants' 

appearances, it is important. 1 believe, to demonstrate how these women vlew themselv es 

as nonconfonnists and how that is manifested in their physical appearances. The specific 

features 1 raise ma) seem superficial, but when observed from the researcher's 

perspective and in relation to the relevance of gender roles, appearance serves as a 

s)mbol for these individuals' identities. Annie explained the connection perfecth: 
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Clothing really can define a person, and the freedom that we have 
or don't have in wearing clothing defines a person's own freedom 
of movement in society. Well, because I don't do things like shave 
my body hair...or don't wear makeup or [because I] wear a very 
short hairstyle...[I am] a stereotype lesbian. 

On the day of her interview, in fact, Annie arrived in a sweatsuit, she had verv short hair 

and she was not wearing makeup. Hence, it is obvious to society that she must be a 

lesbian. Mona had a similar self-perception: ""I do have short hair...[I don't] wear all the 

makeup and have the long fingernails." Again, Mona fits the ph) sical stereotype of a 

lesbian. 

Robin stated that she was drawn to the lesbian communitv because of the 

similarities she saw between those women and herself ""Because of the wa) that we 

preferred to dress, the non-makeup, the short hair." When asked how her lesbianism 

affected her feelings about being a woman, she stated: 

1 can be a real woman like this. With these attitudes and these 
feelings and these clothes...The fact that 1 [can] go into K-Mart to 
buy my shirts which are often men's shirts and [I] don't hav e [to] 
feel real self-conscious about h...I*m buying a man's shirt and I 
can wear it if I want to. The only thing I ma) have on is my 
underwear that's women's and that's okay. It doesn't matter. 

The appearances of all but four of the participants fit the lesbian stereotype of 

"butch', specifically as the women themselves defined it. Margie, Annie. June. Mona. 

Susie. Nina. Barbara, and Robin all had short hair, did not wear makeup or other typicalh 

feminine accoutrements, and were dressed in what many would consider to be more 

masculine than feminine clothing. Such clothing was important to the women because it 

was comfortable with little or no attention paid to how it enhanced their ph) sical features. 

A few features set apart Katherine. Helen. Chelsea, and S) Ivia from the others. Both 
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Katherine and Helen had shoulder-length hair: Katherine did not appear to be wearing 

makeup, but Helen wore makeup and had a very feminine appearance, comparativeh. 

Chelsea and Sylvia, although both had short hair, did not appear masculine in an) 

noticeable way. They appeared to be wearing little or no makeup, but both of the women 

wore typically feminine clothing, perhaps because we met for the interview s at the end of 

their workdays. Chelsea drew attention to her appearance by stating. 

[A]ny outward appearance that I have [of a lesbian]...ft had 
nothing to do with any stereotype. All of a sudden. I just hated 
wearing pantyhose, and I decided, if I have to wear pantyhose. I'm 
not gonna [wear a dress], and, uh...you know, some people may 
see that as. ""Oh, well that's because she's a lesbian."...ft has 
nothing to do with it. I just decided I don't like wearing pantyhose 
anymore. 

Chelsea obviously recognized the physical appearance stereotypes of lesbians and felt the 

need to clarify to the researcher her preferences in clothing and even the reasons behind 

those preferences. Her explanation was an example of the influence of societ) "s 

expectations on these women. 

Although not all the participants fit a specific physical appearance stereotype, the 

majority of them did. For some of the participants, fitting the lesbian stereotype was a 

part of their identities; indeed, for some, a very specific gender role that was in contrast to 

the stereotypical female gender role helped define who the) thought they were. Other 

participants more closely represented the female gender role in appearance, but that is not 

to say that gender roles were less important to them. The point is that regardless of their 

appearances and how they manifested their particular gender roles, these lesbians viewed 

gender as important. Although the women broke societv's rules for sexualit) and 
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disagreed with the limitations in roles defined b) societv. they still played a role. And the 

role of the stereotypical lesbian has been defined not just by lesbians, but by the whole of 

societv as well. 

Theme 6: Feminist Ideologv and Lesbianism 

One particular section of the interview schedule focused on how the participants 

felt about being women, what the) liked and disliked about it. and the importance of the 

fact that they were women. Interestingly, the majority of the participants experienced 

some difficult)' in answering the questions. Most admitted that the) had never thought 

about being a woman and never realh considered whether or not the) liked being a 

woman. For some of the participants, focusing on their womanhood was insignificant and 

irrelevant to them: the) did not like the questions asked of them and even refused to 

answer some of the questions as written. In fact, some of the participants told me at the 

end of their interviews that they found many of the questions in the interview sexist 

and/or offensive. In reviewing many of the statements made by the participants, this 

researcher found that although not all of the women would call themselves feminists, all 

of them shared a feminist ideolog) to some degree. Some described themselves as 

activ ists. whereas others stated they simph had an affection and appreciation for women. 

Others were vocal about the rights of women and lesbians and their desire for social 

change. Although they presented a v ariet) of ideas, the participants represented Marilyn 

Frye's (1983) "awakening women': those who choose to live as lesbians and separate 

themselv es from male-dominated institutions, relationships, and roles. 



In terms of feminist ideology, the women ranged from liberal feminism—they did 

not necessarily think of themselves as feminists but thev recognized patriarch) and 

wanted equal rights for women—to radical lesbian feminist in which a conscious choice 

was made to idenfify as lesbian, and the gender roles defined b) societ) w ere dismantled, 

at least for themselves. The participants shared many concepts associated w ith liberal 

feminism, most of which will be discussed. One participant in particular represented a 

more radical feminism, which will also be explained. 

Liberal and Radical Feminism 

Liberal feminism, according to Tong (1989). focuses primarily on equality for 

women and the recognition that men and women are different onh because their roles 

have been constructed by society to be different. Radical feminism goes far beyond 

liberal feminism by focusing on patriarchy as a structure for anah zing societ) and b) 

viewing heterosexuality as a compulsory institution that perpetuates patriarch). 

Many women may desire equality, some may question w h) the roles for males 

and females are so different, but women today often hesitate to call themselves 

"feminist.' The majority of participants, like so man) other women, did not go so far as to 

call themselves feminists, and )et they espouse much of liberal feminist ideolog). The 

reasons for such hesitation are not the focus of this studv. but it is interesting that the 

participants—women who have rejected one of the most basic components of the female 

gender role: heterosexuality—were not more verbal about the social disparities between 

women and men. 
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All twelve participants made at least one statement that was consistent with liberal 

feminism. Their statements ranged from a desire for social and legal equalit). to 

discussions about gender differences, to social constructionism. Some of the participants 

made statements about the connection between their sexuality and their independence as 

women, which could be viewed as radical feminist ideology. But onh one participant 

made direct statements that this researcher considered to be radical feminism, and the 

differences between her statements and the remaining eleven women will be shown. 

Perhaps one of the most basic statements of liberal feminism is. ""It's important to 

me to be treated the same as everybody else, legally... in terms of legal issues" (Chelsea, 

age 43). Chelsea's statement, referring to her roles as a woman and a lesbian, dealt with 

equality as a fundamental issue of feminism. This statement was perhaps the most 

adamantly expressed example of feminist ideology throughout her entire interview. 

Margie expressed similar thoughts, but from a much different perspectiv e: "As a married 

woman I have privilege. As a single woman and as a lesbian. I will not have those 

privileges. That really ficks me off And I think those ideas need to change, not onl) 

within myself but governmental and society, religioush." 

Other participants made feminist statements regarding their feelings about the 

importance of women. ""1 feel privileged to be a woman" (Nina, age 24). "Even as an 

adult. I sfill could see that there were a lot of benefits to being a guy...[l]t"s only been 

recently that 1 could see the benefits to being a woman"" (Robin, age 34). ""If s about 

being woman-centered and woman-oriented and that's not to the exclusion of men. but 

it's very feminist. It's liv ing a feminist life and it"s a wonderful thing" (.\nnie. age 40). 
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Annie's statement provided a simplified definition of feminism from the perspecfive of a 

lesbian. 

Part of the feminist ideology involves the empowerment of women, and this was 

perhaps the most popular element among the participants in that so manv' of them 

addressed it. Margie explained how frozen she felt as a married woman: ""1 w as a 

woman caught in inner conflicts and [I] did not know that 1 had the right to sa)... what 

the problem was." A woman's rights, from Margie's perspective as a married woman, 

were limited. ""I do think women have less power. I think it's getting better, but I do 

think women still lack power" (Robin, age 34). Katherine represented another v iewpoint: 

""I'm not...somebody who needs to be in a relationship because I can't be on m) own. 1 

can't be self-sufficient. I can't, you know, I'm independenf (Katherine. age 27). 

The independence and empowerment that the participants claim, from their 

perspectives, were tied to their lesbianism. "'[Being a lesbian means] being independent, 

being stronger, being focused" (Katherine. age 27). ""1 really feel like even more than 

straight women who aren't married...I'm more independent than they are somehow"" 

(Barbara, age 32). ""I can view myself as powerful and 1 think before I didn't think 1 

could" (Robin, age 34). ""I believe that I'm an independent thinker and for me to choose 

to love a woman, or be with a woman in spite of what society sa)s shows that I'm really 

going across the grain...That's my choice" (Sylvia, age 55). A radical lesbian feminist 

might make similar statements, but those statements would come from an understanding 

that rejecting patriarch) and choosing to lov e women is the onl) way a woman can 

achiev e true independence. The participants who made these statements did not appear to 
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do so with the goal of supporting any particular ideolog). ft is the researcher's belief that 

the women were onh expressing their personal opinions and experiences w ithout the 

knowledge that they were expressing radical feminist thought in the process. They did not 

understand ""the personal is the political" in that they have not looked beyond their 

personal lives and experiences (MacKinnon. 1989. p. 95). 

The roles that women must play were ver)' clear to the participants, and as 

previously shown, the majority of them did not fit the stereotypical female gender role. 

Many of them discussed their unique gender role, and their statements were 

representative of liberal feminism. 

We've been culturalized into males making a lot of the decisions 
and culturalized into the notion that the male is supposed to be the 
breadwinner and head of the household and all that other bullshit 
and one of the things that that does, 1 think, is it allows women to 
not have to leam those things and to not have to grow in that w a) 
and not have to grow in that role...[In lesbian relafionships] )ou 
don't have these gendered roles about "That's a male's job and this 
is a female's job," because it's two women... [Y]ou learn all the 
roles. 

(Mona. age 40) 

Liberal feminism focuses on women, just as radical feminism does: but a 

component of radical feminism that is not necessaril) discussed in liberal feminism 

involves the exclusion of men from women's lives (Frye. 1983). Not all of the 

participants provided insight to their feelings for. or relationships with. men. Some of the 

participants, however, discussed prior and/or present relationships w ith men and their 

general feelings about men and the roles they pla). ""There does seem to be a little bit of 

inherent nurturing that comes along with being a woman and I would rather be that wa) 

than a fighting person which is what 1 perceive men to be'" (Annie, age 40). ""II can have] 
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personal relationships where I can pla) more of an active part. Whereas in relationships 

with men. sexual relationships, which I have had—I feel like there"s just not enough 

room to engage my mind, have a leadership role" (Barbara, age 32). ""Eve had to come to 

the realization that the problems that we had in our marriage [are] no different. And it 

didn't have anything to do with me being a lesbian. It's the dynamics between men and 

women" (Margie, age 59). ""I just don't have to deal with men at all unless 1 choose i f 

(June, age 44). 

Some of the participants described their gender roles in terms that could be 

considered of a radical feminist stance. ""It's important for me to experience being a 

woman... [I]t's important defining myself as a woman.. .It's important to acknowledge, 

define, my gender or my sex as a woman despite how others, societ), in the past, has 

defined women. That's importanf (Nina, age 24). Nina recognized that she was not a 

stereotypical woman, but her point was that she was still a woman: there was no single 

definition, to her, of what a woman should be or do. Another participant added: ""I can be 

a real woman like this. With these attitudes and these feelings and these clothes" (Robin. 

age 34). For at least one participant who made a number of statements consistent with 

radical feminist ideology, feminism was necessarily equivalent with lesbianism. The 

participant never stated that she was. in fact, a radical lesbian or radical feminist. In 

regard to her choice to be a lesbian, she stated: ""1 realized...that the [heterosexual] desire 

itself was constructed. Once 1 realized that it was like the gestalt shift and that those kind 

of relationships were actuall) keeping me from developing philosophicall). as a person"" 
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(Barbara, age 32). She told an interesting storv about her life as a heterosexual woman 

and her percepfions following her "gestalt shift': 

1 had really long hair, really curly...[I]t attracted all the wrong 
attention. I was always getting ""hit on" by gu) s. constantly. 1 got 
rid of my hair and that did it. I haven't gotten asked out b) a gu) 
since. That was realh kind of a relief So I felt that h was a ver) 
conscious decision. It was never me. I was just playing a role, 
deciding to get that attention. Now 1 have decided not to get it and 
making that shift gives me a whole lot more power. I think the 
cultural connotations of femininity and that look I was going for 
have all kinds of passivity, lack of intelligence associated with 
them.. .being very emotional, not being rational. 

Barbara claimed a masculine-femininity and rejected the stereotypical female gender 

role. The rejection was a conscious decision, and the results were positiv e for her. Taking 

on many of the roles typically assigned to males gave her a greater sense of power in the 

world. 

1 think I can do a lot more things because of the masculinit) that 1 
claim. I think that it gives me more power. 1 think it certainly 
allows me to be more honest because I'm not playing a submissiv e 
role. Of course I'm still performing some sort of role but I think 
that masculinity requires you. or asks you. to be rational. W hereas 
femininity does not. So I can use my cognitiv e faculties in a wa) 
society permits...! can interact with people and the world in a wa) 
that's just about my thoughts, my reasons for things. 

A major difference between Barbara's statements and the statements made by the 

other participants was that Barbara utilized her knowledge of feminism and feminist 

theory to put names and ideas to her lived experience. Other participants made statements 

regarding the power they had because of their unique gender roles. The) recognized that 

the) were not stereotypical women and that they could have pretended that the) were. 
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Barbara lived her life as a heterosexual woman, and when her perspectives changed about 

the society in which she lived, she applied much of the feminist ideolog) she learned. 

A number of participants made unsolicited remarks defining themselv es as 

"feminist.' That thev felt the need to make such statements was significant to this 

researcher, as it provided insight into the self-proclaimed identities of these women. ""I'm 

definitely a feminisf (Annie, age 40). ""I am adopting more of the feminist ideals...and 

feeling good about me" (Sylvia, age 55). "[M]y role as a lesbian has made me more of a 

feminist woman" (Mona. age 40). ""My research in feminist theory is m) life" (Barbara, 

age 32). 

Thought not every participant defined herself as feminist or claimed it as a part of 

their identities, many of them spoke of their activism for women and lesbians—some 

defining themselves as "activist"—and their attempts to educate the public about 

lesbianism. ""Most of my activism has been in the gay and lesbian community... Taking 

part in marches, demonstrations"" (Susie, age 38). ""1 [got] more involved with activities. I 

work with PFLAG" (Sylvia, age 55). ""I'm vei) involved in the ga) and lesbian taskforce. 

I'm very involved in trying to get things changed for students and for facult) so that 

people are comfortable" (Mona. age 40). ""There are little battles 1 can fight, there are 

alliances that I can make along the way. There are differences 1 can make in terms of 

support 1 provide for students and my peers" (Helen, age 32). 

1 wo participants recognized the activism of the Women's Movement as being 

pivotal in their lives as women and as lesbians. ""If it hadn't been for [the Women's 

Movement]. 1 might not hav e felt as comfortable leav ing a destructiv e marriage, and 1 
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might not have been comfortable living by myself and realizing that I could support 

myself^'(Chelsea, age 43). 

I think that NOW [National Organization of Women] was one of 
the things when I was a lot younger that probabl) allowed me a 
glimpse into being a lesbian. That was one of the only 
organizations that was very prominent and visible that an)'body 
ever talked about. Lesbians, or people who were strong in that 
movement...[were] very vocal and visible. 

(Susie, age 34) 

Undoubtedly feminism played a role—large for some and smaller for others—in 

the lives of the participants. Although the majority did not state that feminism was 

important to them, all of the participants made statements either about the importance of 

equality for women and lesbians, of their personal empowerment as women, or of the 

expansion of the female stereotype to include their own unique gender roles. All of these 

statements support feminist ideology, primarily liberal feminism. Whether or not the 

participants were exposed to radical feminism, as was Barbara, is unknown, but they did 

not express in their interviews that feminism directed their lives. Still, the fact that they 

live as lesbians is consistent with radical feminism, .an ideology that rejects patriarch) 

and. consequenfiy. heterosexuality. Frye's (1983) understanding of lesbianism, as a 

radical feminist, is consistent with much of what the participants stated throughout the 

course of their interviews. The women in this study do not love men and do not hate 

women. They believe in equality of the female and male bodies, but they have no interest 

in the penis. They claim civil rights for women and do not vlew themselv es as the objects 

of male sexual desire. All of the participants, regardless of their personal feminist 

ideologies, separate themselves from patriarchy in the single act of adopting a lesbian 
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identity. This researcher determines, then, that some form of feminist ideology influenced 

several of the participants. 

Summary 

Fortunately the research questions utilized in this study evoked testimony of the 

div ersit) and commonality among these tvvelv e women. The) opened their lives and 

revealed their experiences and provided more information and richness than could be 

presented in this stud). What this researcher selected as the focus of analysis, then, was 

simply what the women themselves told me was important to know about being a lesbian. 

The list was long and difficult to narrow down. In selecting what to include in the results, 

this researcher chose those themes that seemed most important. In doing so. 1 hav e 

presented what I believe to be most important among those factors prov ided b) the 

participants. 

The twelve lesbians in this study spoke of the importance of being real, being 

honest with one's self and others about their identities. They painfully discussed the 

importance of being accepted for who and what the) were. The women )eamed for 

acceptance from their parents, and the) recognized the significance of self acceptance in 

the development of their lesbian identifies. They looked to the homosexual community 

and their community of friends for the acceptance and support they lacked elsewhere. 

The) were focused on women, both emotionally and sexually, and they spoke freelv 

about wh) the woman-to-woman relationship was meaningful to them. An) gender role 

differences and/or similarities these women had with heterosexual females were 
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highlighted by the participants themselves, and they all related their particular gender 

roles to their lesbian identities. They supported feminism, either activ eh or passiv el). 

and all the women spoke of their woman-centered experience. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to come to a better understanding of the lesbian 

experience b) answering four research questions. They were: (a) How do lesbians define 

their sexualitv?: (b) What is important about being a lesbian?: (c) How is identifying as 

lesbian related to a woman's self-concept?: and (d) How is the role of lesbian related to 

the other roles lesbians play? Certainly all of the questions were answered to the degree 

that this stud) "s scope would allow, and )et so much of the participants" thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences remain unexamined. One of the weaknesses of utilizing a 

qualitative methodology is also one of its strengths—the amount of information that can 

be obtained is often infinite, and all of the information is significant for determining the 

meaning of an identity. Human beings are constanth forming and reforming their 

identifies, interacting w ith and being affected b) society, and. however slighth. affecting 

societ) itself ft is difficult to assert, then, that data obtained and interpreted b) one 

researcher at one moment in time provide a conclusive picture of the social identit) of 

"lesbian.' 

Obviously a researcher of this type of study desires a large and diverse sample 

that can yield generalizable results, and ) et the sample must be balanced with the time 

and money available to the researcher. Additionally, when pursuing a sample of lesbians, 

the researcher is limited as to the number and diversity of participants. Qualitativ e 

methods lend themselves to bias bv the researcher, who. though she makes all attempts to 
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be objective, brings part of her own experience into the analysis of the data, which then 

influences its interpretation (Creswell. 1997). Finally, a team of researchers might 

increase the reliability of the results b) sharing the task of analyzing and interpreting the 

data, but this factor, too. must be considered in light of available funds and time. 

This particular qualitative study was designed to explore an area that, for man) 

other researchers, had been taken for granted. To obtain meaning of a lesbian identit) 

required the researcher "lo present a detailed view of the topic. The wide-angle lens or 

the distant panoramic shot will not suffice" (Creswell. 1997. p. 17). The nature of the 

research questions did not allow for any methodolog) other than qualitativ e: and the 

researcher's aim to present believable and realistic findings that giv e the audience an 

experience of ""being there" also necessitated qualitative methodolog). 

All four research questions posed for the purposes of this stud) were answered b) 

the participants. Clearly what was important to the participants w as expressed in the six 

emergent themes: "being real', acceptance, "higher community", lesbian sexual 

relationships, gender roles, and feminist ideolog). As explained in the results section, 

lesbians define their sexuality in a number of ways, most prominently with the social 

definition that they are attracted sexualh and emotionalh to women. This researcher 

concluded, however, that being lesbian involved "being real', perhaps in a wa) that 

heterosexual individuals never consider. If these lesbians were unable to live in a manner 

that was honest to themselves first, and in man) cases if they were unable to "come out" 

socially, part of their identity development was snagged. Consistent with symbolic 

interactionism theor) and psychosocial developmental theory, the process of identitv ing 
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IS contingent upon the individual-in-context. and the product of identity involves the 

integration of all roles played by the individual. 

This researcher was somewhat surprised that, for almost all of the participants, 

"coming out' was indeed necessary to make their identity real to them and to others. 

Although this studv did not specifically address the process of coming out. the 

participants repeatedly offered relevant information in explaining the importance of 

feeling real. One benefit of this studv. as related to the coming out literature, is that it 

provides a foundation for understanding ^vhat it is that women are developing into when 

they go through the coming out process. Much of existing literature focuses primarily on 

the developmental process of coming out as a lesbian without first examining the 

meaning of a homosexual identity. 

Sexual identity, to the participants, was also defined b) the gender roles the) 

played. Much like the history of sexuality that exhibits the socially-defined connection 

between gender roles and sexuality, most of the participants felt that lesbianism was 

closely related to a more masculine physical appearance and behaviors, or at least 

appearances and behaviors that were not general!) consistent with those of the female 

gender role. 

In addition, almost everv participant needed to resolv e for themselv es the 

causation of their lesbianism in the process of defining it. Many participants expressed 

their belief that they were alwa)s homosexual, that perhaps it was related to their 

genetics. One participant v ery directiv stated that she made a conscious choice to be a 

lesbian, and she made no mention of any personal biological predisposition toward 
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homosexuality. Another participant revealed that she has not) et solved the sexual puzzle 

of her lesbianism, but she did admit that she would perhaps attempt to do so in the future. 

Self-concept, based upon the conclusions of this researcher, is associated with the 

indiv idual's definition of her sexualit). In revealing how they defined their lesbianism, 

the participants discussed how they viewed their displays of gender roles, how the) 

believe they ""became" lesbian, how much better they feft about themselv es when the) 

were finalh able to "be real.' Additionalh. the participants discussed other roles they 

pla) and how they feel about themselves in those other roles as related to their 

lesbianism. Their self-concepts as mothers, daughters, sisters, workers, lovers, and 

friends—as human beings in general—proved to be greath influenced by the lesbianism. 

This researcher believes that every role an individual plav s in her or his life is affected or 

influenced by all the other roles; every interaction impacts present and future interactions. 

For the participants, the effects of their lesbianism on the other roles they played were not 

only more visible than for heterosexuals, but perhaps magnified and intensified. 

A particularly interesting resuh was the significance of the daughter role for the 

participants. The final research question focused speciflcalh on the relationship between 

the lesbian role and other roles the lesbian pla) s. Although I did expect to obtain 

infomiation about difficulties in other roles due to the lesbian role, based upon the 

theoretical framework used for the study. 1 did not expect to hear that it was actualh 

easier being a lesbian than being a daughter, and 1 did not expect to hear it repeatedh. 

Designing a study that focuses specifically on the daughter role of lesbians, even 

interviewing both lesbians and one or both of their parents, would undoubtedly yield a 
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wealth of information informing us of the daughter-parent relationship for lesbians. 

Literature exists on the relationship of the lesbian-as-mother to her child, perhaps 

neglecting that the mother is a child herself Certainly the lesbian who is a mother 

experiences some unique interactions with her child(ren). and interest seems to exist in 

this society about the efficac) of lesbian mothers: but because the daughter role is one of 

the first occupied by a female, the relationship a lesbian has with her own parents 

undoubtedh affects her identity formation long before she becomes a mother. The 

primacv and significance of the parent-child relationship in the development of 

individuals—in this case, females—is unquestionable when viewed from the researcher's 

theoretical framework. Mead (1962) explained that primary socialization—the formation 

of an individual's attitudes and beliefs toward self and others—is the social responsibilit) 

primarih of significant others, typically parental figures. Understanding more about the 

lesbian's daughter role would presumably provide greater understanding about the 

lesbian role. 

The richness of this study is evident, as is the eloquence and thoughtfulness of the 

women involved. A statement made b) Margie provided a summary in m) own thinking 

about the lesbian role: ""Being a lesbian, it's pretty multi-task. It's no simple little thing. 

It's a hard life...It can be emofionally fulfilling, and yet. ft can be ver) stressful." 

The insight provided b) these women and mediated through the researcher is 

important to better understand not onh lesbians, but all women. As a woman ni) self I 

can relate to the experiences of female gender and sexual roles defined by societ). As a 

feminist woman 1 can understand the constraint caused b) such social prescriptions, and 1 
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can share in the resolve of like-minded individuals to spotlight such constraints and tight 

for a freer existence. But as a heterosexual woman I cannot full) understand the 

particular backlash lesbians face from our male-dominated culture because they choose 

not to submit to it. In reading their words and hearing their voices. we can not onh learn 

about their unique woman-centered experience: we can leam from, regardless of our 

sexualities. their honest). their struggles, their independence, their self-awareness, and 

their courage to support one another in the spirit of Frye's (1983) "awakening women.' 
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We want to know. 
Tell us how you view yourself 

and your life. 

The Deptartment of Human Development & 
Family Studies at Texas Tech is conducting 
a study on lesbian identity development. 
Participants will complete questionnaires, 
followed by an extensive interview. 

The identities of participants,-as well as-all 
information gathered for the proiect, 

will remain confidential. 

If you are at least 18 years of age and identify yourself 
as lesbian, we'd like to hear from you. 

Please contact Dr. Gwen Sorell, project director, at 
gwen.sorell@ttu.edu, or Page Lacey Heisser, graduate 
student, at jplacey@yahoo.com if you would like to 
participate. 
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INFORMED CONSENT 

I hereby give my consent for my participation in the project entitled, "An Exploration of Lesbian 
Identity," which is part of the Aduk Identity Development Study. I understand that the person 
responsible for this project is Page Heisser, Department of Human Development and Family 
Studies, 806-742-3000. It has been explained to me that this study is part of a project that has as 
its objectives describing how women perceive themselves and their social role of lesbian, and 
how their sexuality affects other social roles. 

I understand that this research involves (1) completing a set of paper and pencil questionnaires; 
and (2) an interview of approximately two to three hours in which I will be asked to talk about 
my lesbian identity, the femily role(s) I play, as well as my role as worker, homemaker, friend, 
etc. I understand that these interviews will be recorded on audiotape. The benefit for participants 
is the opportunity to reflect upon and discuss their lived experience. The only potential risk is the 
possibility of recalling situations or events that may cause unpleasant or painfUl feelings. The 
tapes, transcripts of the interviews, and the questionnaires will be kept at Texas Tech without ID 
information attached. Page Heisser and Dr. Gwendolyn T. Sorell will have access to the 
interviews, tapes, and questionnaires. Only Page Heisser will have access to the identities of the 
participants. No quotes from the interviews used in the writing up of this research will identify 
the participant by name. The identities of the participants will be kept strictly confidential. 

Page Heisser has agreed to answer any inquiries I may have concerning the procedures and has 
informed me that I may contact Dr. Gwendol)^! T. Sorell at 806-742-3000 for additional 
information. I may also contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 
Protection of Human Subjects by writing to them in care of the Office of Research Services, 
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, 79409, or by calling 806-742-3884. 

If this research project causes any physical injury to participants in this project, treatment is not 
necessarily available at Texas Tech University or the Student Health Center, nor is there 
necessarily any insurance carried by the University or its personnel applicable to cover any such 
injury. Financial compensation for any such injury must be provided through the participant's 
own insurance program. Further information about these matters may be obtained from the Office 
of Research Services, Room 203 Holden Hall, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, 79409-
1035. 

I understand that I may not derive therapeutic treatment from participation in this study. I 
understand that I may discontinue this study at any time I choose without penalty. 

Signature of Participant Date 

Signature of Project Director . Date 
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RESPONDENT DATA SHEET 

Please respond to the following inquiries accurately and completely. 

AGE: Years Months 

RACE: Black White Hispanic Asian Other 

RELIGION: Catholic Protestant Jewish Other None 

PLACE OF RESIDENCE: 

City State 

EDUCATION: 

1. Elementary School: Grades completed 

2. High School: 

3. Degrees Earned: 

Year this grade was 

Grades completed 
Year this grade was 

High School Diploma 
A.A. 
B.A. or B.S. 
M.A. or M.S. 
Ph.D. or Ed.D. 
Other (please speci: 

completed 

completed 

fy) : 

Date 
Date 
Date 
Date 
Date 

Date 

4. Other Educational and Training Programs: (continue on reverse side 
if necessary) 

Technical and Vocational Training: 

Type of Training 
Name of Institution 
Dates of Training 
Type of Certification Earned 

Professional Training: 

Type of Training 
Name of Institution_ 
Dates of Training 
Type of Certification Earned_ 

5. Are you currently enrolled as a student at an institution of higher 
education? 

Yes No 
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If you are currently enrolled in an educational program, are you 
working toward a degree? 

Yes No Not Applicable 

If yes, please specify type of degree: 

7. If you are currently enrolled in an educational program, for how 
many credit hours are you registered at this time? 

Semester Credits 
Quarter Credits 
Not Applicable 

If you are currently enrolled in an educational program, what is 
your classification? 

Freshman 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 
_Graduate Student 
_Other (please specify) 
Not Applicable 

9. If you are NOT currently enrolled as a student at an institution of 
higher education, do you plan to continue your education in the 
future? 

Yes No Not Applicable 

10. If you plan to continue your education in the future, please 
describe the type of program in which you plan to enroll and 
specify your reason for selecting this type of educational 
undertaking. 

EMPLOYMENT HISTORY: (paid employment outside the home) 

1. Are you employed at this time? Yes No_ 

If your answer to Question 1 was "yes," please answer Questions 2, 3, 
4, 5, and 6. Otherwise,-skip to Question 7 of this--section. 

2. How many hours per week do you work? Hours 

3. Length of time in current employment: Years Months 

4. Name of current employer^ 

5. Current job title 
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6. Brief description of duties 

7. In what year did you begin your first full-time employment? 

8 Since beginning your first full-time job, how many years of full-
time work experience have you had? 

Years Not Applicable 

If you are NOT currently employed, do you plan to seek employment 
in the future? 

Yes No Not Applicable 

10. If you seek employment in the future, will you look for full-time 
employment? 

Yes No Not Applicable 

VOLUNTEER AND COMMUNITY SERVICE WORK: (unpaid work outside the home) 

List below volunteer organizations and community service activities in 
which you participate and the approximate numbers of hours per month 
you spend engaged in these activities. Continue list on reverse side 
of page if necessary. 

Activity or Organization Hours per Month 

1. 

_ 

163 



FAMILY STATUS: (complete each inquiry that applies to you) 

1. If you are now or ever have been married, list the dates of 
marriage. If any of your marriages have been terminated, please 
indicate the manner of termination in the space to the right of 
the dates. 

Dates Manner of Termination 
(Divorced, Widowed, etc.) 

From 
From 
From 

to 
to 
to 

From to 

If you are currently separated from your spouse, how long have you 
and your spouse been living apart from one another? 

weeks months years 

List the age and sex of your natural, adopted, and stepchildren. 
If you have more than 10 children, continue listing information 
about them on the reverse side of this page. Please indicate 
adopted and stepchildren with a star (*) and note on the blank line 
to the right the child's age at the time you began living together. 
If you have not lived continuously with a child from the time of 
its birth until it reached the age of 18 years, please describe 
these circumstances in the space below. 

1st 
2nd 
3rd 
4 th 
5th 
6th 
7th 
8th 
9th 

child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 
child: 

10th child: 

Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 

Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 

Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 

Which of the children listed above reside with you at this time? 

None 
1st 
2nd ' 
3rd " 

4th 
5th 
6th 
7th 

8th 
9th 
10 th' 
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List the school and grade level of each of your children. If any 
of your children are not in school at this time, please list the 
highest level of education completed (e.g., high school, B.A., 
Ph.D., technical training) by each of these children. 

1st 
2nd 
3rd ~ 
4th 
5th ~ 
6th 
7th ' 
8th ' 
9th " 
10 th' 

Check the category that describes annual income earned by you, 

None 
Under $5,000 
$5,000 to $9,9999 
$10,000 to $14,999 
$15,000 to $19,999 
$20,000 to $24,999 
$25,000 to $29,999 
$30,000 to $34,999 
$35,000 to $39,999 
$40,000 to $44,999 

$45,000 to $49,999 
$50,000 to $54,999 
$55,000 to $59,999 
$60,000 to $64,999 
$65,000 to $69,999 
$70,000 to $74,999 
$75,000 to $79,999 
$80,000 to $84,999 
$85,000 to $89,999 
$90,000 or more 

If you are currently married, please answer the following questions 
about your spouse. Please answer these questions even if you and your 
spouse are separated. 

7. 

8. 

What is your spouse's age? years months 

What is the highest educational degree earned by your spouse? 

Did not complete high school 
High School Diploma 
_A.A. or Technical 
_B.A. or B.S. 
_M.A. or M.S. 
_Ph.D. or Ed.D. 
Professional degree (please specify) 
Other (please specify): 

9. What is your spouse's job title? 

10. What is your spouse's occupation?_ 

11. Please describe briefly your spouse's job 
duties: 
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12. How long has your spouse been employed in his/her current job? 

years months 

13. On the average, how many hours per week does your spouse spend at 
work? 

hours/week 

14. Check the category that describes the annual income earned by your 
spouse. 

None 
Under $5,00 
$5,000 to $ 
$10,000 to 
$15,000 to 
$20,000 to 
$25,000 to 
$30,000 to 
$35,000 to 
$40,000 to 

0 
9,9999 
$14,999 
$19,999 
$24,999 
$29,999 
$34,999 
$39,999 
$44,999 

$45,000 
$50,000 
$55,000 
$60,000 
$65,000 
$70,000 
$75,000 
$80,000 
$85,000 
$90,000 

to $49,999 
to $54,999 
to $59,999 
to $64,999 
to $69,999 
to $74,999 
to $79,999 
to $84,999 
to $89,999 
or more 

15. Which of the following describe you (check all that apply) 

_Student 
Worker (Employee) 
Friend 

Daughter 
_Sister 
Sweetheart 
Wife 
Mother 
Homemaker 
Other (please specify) 

Son 
Brother 
Beau 
Husband 
Father 
Provider 
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APPENDIX D 

ROLE-RELATED IDENTITY INTERVIEW SCHEDULE -

LESBIAN PORTION 
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LESBIANISM QUESTIONS 

ALL RESPONDENTS WHO SELF-IDENTIFY AS LESBIAN ARE TO BE ASKED 
THESE QUESTIONS FIRST. 

1. Please tell me something about being a lesbian? 

2. What is important to you about being a lesbian? 

PROBE - Why are these things important to you? 

3. How do you feel about being a lesbian? 

4. What are some of the things you Uke and dislike about being a lesbian? 

PROBE - Are there any other things you especially Uke and especially dislike about 
being a lesbian? 

5. What effect does being a lesbian have on the way you feel about yourself as a 
person? 

6. What aspects of being a lesbian are the most satisfying and the most stressful for 
you? 

PROBE - Are there any other things that you find especially satisfying and 
especially stressful about being a lesbian? 

7. How does being a lesbian affect what you do in your everyday hfe? 

PROBE - What do you do and not do especially because you are a lesbian? 

a. Are there any other things you might do differently if you weren't a lesbian? 

b. How do you balance the things you do and don't do because you are a 
lesbian with other things you must or would Uke to do? 

8. In which aspects of being a lesbian do you feel the most and the least competent? 

PROBE - What do you do especiaUy weU and what do you have the most difficulty 
doing in this area of your Ufe? 
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PROBE - Are there any other things you do especiaUy weU and have difficulty 
doing in this area of your life? 

IF RESPONDENT HAS CHECKED THE SWEETHEART OR PARTNER ROLE ON 
THE DATA SHEET, ASK QUESTIONS 9, 10, AND 11. OTHERWISE GO TO 
INSTRUCTIONS FOLLOWING QUESTION 11 BELOW 

9. What things in particular does your sweetheart/partner want you to do and not do 
because you are a lesbian? 

BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHAVIORS, NOT CHARACTERISTICS OR 
ATTITUDES (E.G., HONEST, GOOD, RESPECTFUL) IN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONS. 

PROBE - How does she want you to behave because you are a lesbian? 

10. What effect do these expectations have on you? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you feel about yourself as a 
person? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time? 

11. In what ways do you believe you meet and do not meet these expectations? 

PROBE - How weU do you meet these expectations? 

IF AT LEAST ONE OF RESPONDENT'S PARENTS IS LIVING, ASK QUESTIONS 
12, 13, AND 14 BELOW. IF BOTH OF RESPONDENT'S PARENTS ARE 
DECEASED, GO TO INSTRUCTIONS FOLLOWING QUESTION 14 BELOW. 

12. What things in particular do your parents want you to do and not do because you 
are a lesbian? 
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BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHAVIORS, NOT CHARACTERISTICS OR 
ATTITUDES (E.G., HONEST, GOOD, RESPECTFUL) IN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONS. 

PROBE - How do they want you to behave because you are a lesbian? 

13. What effect do these expectations have on you? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you feel about yourself as a 
person? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time? 

14. In what ways do you believe you meet and do not meet these expectations? 

PROBE - How weU do you meet these expectations? 

IF RESPONDENT HAS CHILDREN OVER THE AGE OF SIX, ASK QUESTIONS 15, 
16, AND 17. OTHERWISE, GO TO QUESTION 18 ON PAGE 4. 

15. What things in particular do you think your child/children want you to do and not 
do because you are a lesbian ? 

BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHAVIORS, NOT CHARACTERISTICS OR 
ATTITUDES (E.G., HONEST, GOOD, RESPECTFUL) IN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONS^ ^ 

PROBE - How do they want you to behave because you are a lesbian? 

16. What effect do these expectations have on you? 
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17. 

18. 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you feel about yourself as a 
person? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time? 

In what ways do you beUeve you meet and do not meet these expectations? 

PROBE - How weU do you meet these expectations? 

When you think about yourself as a lesbian, are there ways in which you would 
like to change? 

PROBE - Do you ever think about different ways of feeUng about this area of your 
Ufe? 

PROBE - Are you presently considering any alternatives to the way you behave as 
a lesbian? 

Yes 

ASK FOLLOWUP 
QUESTIONS ON 
PAGE 7 

No 

(a) Is there anything 
that keeps you 
from considering 
changes? 

Yes 

Please describe these 
things. 

No 
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I 
(b) Do you have any doubts or questions about being a lesbian? 

PROBE - Do you ever wonder why you feel as you do about being a lesbian? 

PROBE - Do you ever question your feelings about being a lesbian? 

Yes 

(a) What questions or doubts 
do you have? 

PROBE - What is it that 
you have questions about? 

(b) How serious are these 
questions for you now? 

No 

I GOTO Q 19 ON PAGE 8 

GO TO Q 19 ON PAGE 8 

(a) What are the changes you are considering? 

(b) Why are you considering these changes? 

(c) How seriously are you considering these changes? 

(d) Do you think you might actually change in this area of your Ufe? 
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Yes 

(a) What do you think 
that change 
might be? 

(b) What are you 
doing to bring 
this about? 

No 

(a) Is there anything 
that keeps you 
from making any 
change? 

Yes 

Please describe these 
things. 

(b) How are you 
coping with not 
making any 
change? 

No 

How are you 
coping with not 
making any 
change? 

GO TO Q 19 ON PAGE 8 
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19. In the past have you made any changes in this area of your Ufe? 

Yes 

(a) Describe these 
changes. 

(b) Why did you make 
these changes? 

(c) Please describe the 
impact these 
changes have had 
on you. 

(d) How have these 
changes affected 
the way you feel 
about being a 
lesbian? 

No 

Have you had doubts/ 
questions in the 
past about being 
a lesbian? 

Yes 

Describe these 
doubts/questions. 

(b) How do you think 
you came to feel 
the way you do 
today about 
being a lesbian? 

No 

How do you 
think you came 
to feel the way 
you do today 
about being a 
lesbian? 
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20. In the ftiture do you think you might change in this area of your Ufe? 

PROBE - What alternatives in your feeUngs and behavior as a lesbian do you think 
you might consider in the future? 

Yes 

(a) What do you think 
that change 
might be? 

(b) Why would you 
make this 
change? 

No 

Is there anything that 
would keep you from 
considering a change 
in the future? 

Yes 

What? 

No 

GO TO "MOST IMPORTANT AREAS OF MY LIFE", PAGE 2. 
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APPENDIX E 

PIE DIAGRAM 
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THE MOST IMPORTANT AREAS OF MV LIFE 
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APPENDIX F 

STRESS RATING SHEET 
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ROLE STRESS INVENTORY 

Complete a role stress scale for each role respondent has discussed in 
the interview. Label the role on the inventory. Then ask respondent 
to indicate the level of stress associated with that role. Circle the 
appropriate number on the inventory. 

Not At All Very 
Stressful Stressful 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I e x p e r i e n c e be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I expe r i ence be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I expe r i ence be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I expe r i ence be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I expe r i ence be ing a a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

I expe r i ence be ing a ^___ 

I expe r i ence be ing a 

I expe r i ence be ing a 

a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

a s : 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
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APPENDDC G 

ADDRESS SHEET AND SUMMARY REQUEST 
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I am willmg to be contacted about participating in a follow-up data collection for the Adult 
Identity Development Study. Listed below are the names and addresses of two people wdio 
will know where I can be reached should I move from the area where I am now livmg. 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 

Phone 

Relationship (Parent, Friend, etc.) 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 

Phone 

Relationship (Parent, Friend, etc.) 

Representatives of the Adult Identity Development Study have my permission to contact 
these people regarding my whereabouts. 

Signature of Respondent Date 

Please send a summary of the findings in the Adult Identity Development Study to: 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 
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APPENDIX H 

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
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TABLE H.1 DEMOGRAPHICS OF PARTICIPANTS 

PSEUDONYM 

Margie 

Annie 

June 

Mona 

Susie 

Katherine 

Nina 

Barbara 

Helen 

Robin 

Chelsea 

Sylvia 

ETHNICITY 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Hispanic 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

Anglo 

African 
American 

AGE 

59 

40 

44 

40 

38 

27 

24 

32 

32 

34 

43 

55 

HIGHEST 
EDUCATION 

LEVEL 

Ph.D. 

M.A. 

Ph.D. 
student 

Ph.D. 

High School 

B.S. student 

B.A. student 

Ph.D. 

Ed.D. 
student 

B.S. 

B.S. 

B.A. & B.S. 

RELIGION 

Protestant 

n/a 

Protestant 

n/a 

Protestant 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

Protestant 

Protestant 

Catholic 

Protestant 

OUT 
ABOUT 

LESBIANISM 

selectively 

Yes 

selectively 

Yes 

Yes 

selectively 

Yes 

Yes 

selectively 

selectively 

No 

selectively 

RELATIONSHIP 
STATUS 

heterosexual 
maniage; 

lesbian lover 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

lives with 
partner 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

partner 

n/a 

lesbian 
marriage 

n/a 
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PERMISSION TO COPY 

In presenting this thesis m partial fulfillment of the requirements for a master's 

degree at Texas Tech University or Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center, I 

agree that the Library and my major department shall make it freely available for 

research purposes. Permission to copy this thesis for scholarly purposes may be 

granted by the Director of the Library or my major professor. It is understood that 

any copying or publication of this thesis for financial gain shall not be allowed 

without my further written permission and that any user may be liable for copyright 

infiringement. 

Agree (Permission is granted.) 

Student Signature Date 

Disagree (Permission is not granted.) 

Student Signature Date 


