The Myth of the Feminine Lesbian
I just finished writing my final term paper for a course called: Sexual Identity Politics. I feel like posting it to my facebook profile in hopes that it may help others who have been feeling the way that I have felt lately. First an explanation is in order i think:

I recently fully embraced homosexuality as my preferred sexual identity, and have been struggling with my gender identity ever since. Over a lifetime a person's gender identity and gender expression changes, sometimes drastically and other times subtly. For those of you who have known me for a long time its not news to you that I have changed my entire physical appearance many times over the course of the years. I was a total tomboy, did the punk thing, goth thing, girly thing, whorey thing, and now I find myself in the middle of another transition phase.

Due to some pressures which I discuss in the essay that follows, I have come across some barriers when it comes to my gender identity. After writing this paper I feel at ease with my own gender identity and no longer feel such a pressure to display my sexual identity or gender identity in anyway that makes sense to the average Joe. Hopefully, if you have been struggling with these issues this essay will inspire you to find comfort in your gender identity regardless of your sexual identity. Furthermore, for those of you who have not been questioning any of this, I hope that my little essay will inspire you to evaluate your current feelings of self, and maybe give insight into the behaviors that you deemed natural or unable to change!


Michel Foucault is to the study of sexuality what Sigmund Freud is to the study of psychoanalysis. Any discussion of sexuality rarely fails to cite Foucault and this article is no different, and it is for that reason that I would like to begin with a quote from Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1978):

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth is corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression alone, independently of its external consequences, produces intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation.

The ‘ritual of confession’ as described by Foucault finds a central role in the study of homosexuality through the ‘coming out’ narrative. Coming out as a homosexual is a key moment in the lives of many if not all homosexuals, it’s the moment where one takes a hold of his or her own sexual orientation and applies an identity onto it that can be used to confess ones sexual object choice to the world. 

The world of sexuality, in the West, has become a world in which one subscribes to an identity of that of either the heterosexual or the homosexual. This article does not intend to critique a person’s willingness to subscribe to either of these sexual identities; rather it will explore gender identity in women who have self identified as homosexuals, how gender identity is expressed and made visible (or confessed) to the homosexual and heterosexual communities, and the implications of visibility and its linkage to a particular sexual identity. Through the idea of confession as presented by Foucault and gender performativity as described by Butler gender identity becomes a vehicle for which these ideas are expressed and actualized within the lesbian individual and presented as a display for the society in which they live. Other theorists like Rifkin, Farr & Degroult, Maltry & Tucker, and Levitt & Horne are used in the course of this article to help articulate the cause and effects of gender identities and sexual identities among self identified homosexual and heterosexual women. The concept reading the lesbian gender is where we shall begin our analysis. 

Farr & Degroult (2008) in their discussion of the term gaydar, as presented in popular television series such as The L Word note that “Gaydar may be understood as “gay-radar.” It is the ability to identify subtle mannerisms and enactment of body that may indicate that one is non-heterosexual.” Farr & Degroult identify the use of gaydar within these popular TV dramas and describes a situation where subtle and some not-so-subtle visual cues can be used by both the heterosexual and homosexual audience. 

This visual information can be used build a case and determine an individual’s sexual orientation. They describe this process in terms of setting up what is appropriate behaviour and appearance for heterosexuals and how a homosexual may wish to limit the amount of visual cues he or she gives off in order to protect the privacy of their sexual identity. However, the article does not discuss how one retains the ability to read a body as a non-heterosexual. 

Reading one another’s gender occurs much in the same way that we would read a book. Through the process of socialization we learn what it means to be male or female; similarly through education we learn how to put syllables together to make words, eventually we become masters at our own gender performance, so much so that we call it natural just as the ability to read becomes ‘natural’. We can now read one another’s gender in the same way that we learnt to perform our own gender script, through observing the physical and mental characteristics of one another’s body. Gaydar works under the same assumptions: that one’s gender identity (whether we are male or female) is a direct manifestation of their sexual identity (whether we are homosexuals or heterosexuals). 

Out of the gender binary formed the notion that an individual is born naturally, as a male or as a female, and through the same gender binary we conclude ones sexual orientation as naturally heterosexual. If males are assumed to embody all that is masculine and one of those characteristics is their sexual desire for women, than the same rule applies to the homosexual woman. From the premise that masculinity desires femininity the butch lesbian gender immerged. Thus gender identity and the way in which we read one’s gender leads us to assume orientation: if a woman is mannish in appearance and/or behaviour she must be a lesbian. 

The butch lesbian began her quest for visibility and found political refuge in gender subversion. If a butch lesbian is defined by her masculine desire for femininity, and performs the role of a male to make her sexual object choice known, where does the femme lesbian fit in, and how does she express her desire for same sex relationship and gain visibility? 

Feminine lesbians do exist, especially in the realm of the media. Farr & Degroult (2008) observe that in television dramas such as The L Word there is a need to walk a fine line, where the character’s in the show appeal to a broader audience without alienating the target audience. As lesbians remain a minority, TV programs must appeal to the heterosexual audience to ensure a large number of viewers. Farr & Degroult (2008) describes the dilemma in these terms: 

In many respects these creations may minimize the lesbian identities of these women, “de-lesbianizing” the body—making her not a lesbian, but a woman first and foremost. This de-lesbianization makes these women accessible to both heterosexual men and women. Men are allowed to continue to regard these lesbians as potential sex objects and women may aspire to these ideals of womanhood, regardless of sexuality. Consequently, the butch lesbian becomes invisible. As the butch is assumed to embody hyper masculine characteristics, she must be removed to alleviate the threat to the heterosexual man’s sexuality and social beliefs about sex and gender.

How does the notion of the consumerism translate into butch/femme lesbian gender? Lori Rifkin discusses the definition of a butch lesbian gender identity in that have three characteristics: “first, a woman must consistently present herself as butch rather than attempting to draw butch identity on and off like an article of clothing. Second, a “real” butch never presents herself as traditionally feminine in order to appeal to a male gaze; “a woman whose appearance is designed to gain the sexual attention of men is not butch” (16). Third, butches present their butchness only for other women (2002)”. 
These characteristics not only dictate an authentic lesbian gender identity, but they also lend privilege to masculinity. A feminine lesbian can be read as a heterosexual where as the butch, due to her masculine attributes, cannot be read as anything but homosexual. 

Rifkin identifies yet another problem within the dynamic of the butch/femme dichotomy, where not only does it privilege the more masculine identity as being authentic, leaving the femme lesbians only method for visibility to attach herself to a butch lesbian but it also leaves out the possibility for heterosexual women to adopt a masculine identity. Rifkin points out that “the reluctance of most queer theorists to admit non-lesbian women into the ranks of female masculinity, they do not justify a continued exclusion, especially one at least partially based in a lesbian fundamentalism seeking to designate who is “really” masculine, hence “really” lesbian”(2002). 

The femme’s failure to confess her sexual identity through the physical manifestation of a masculine gender identity not only places her in the invisible sphere but also displaces her ability to be considered a true homosexual. Maltry & Tucker (2002) explain the issue of femme lesbian visibility:

Elizabeth Kennedy asserts, in most scholarship “fems are not only less visible than butches, but also issues and problems of lesbian history are defined from a butch perspective” (16). This dichotomy of the dark, dominant masculine invert controlling the defenseless feminine woman perfectly illustrates (mis)conceptions regarding both the gender expressions and sexualities of the characters involved. In this representation, the feminine invert is either threatened or manipulated into the same-sex sexual dynamic by the masculine invert. She does not then choose her sexual expression, but is coerced into it. 

Another perception was that the feminine invert expressed inversion because she had been rejected by men and had no other option. In his work “Sexual Inversion in Women,” Havelock Ellis notes that feminine inverts “are the pick of the women whom the average man would pass by” (qtd. in Halberstam 76). Within both of these configurations, the feminine invert is not consciously resisting her given gender and sexuality, but either acquiring it by default or simply misunderstanding it. The cultural inability to read the feminine invert as an active partner in a lesbian relationship is an inability to see the feminine-looking “woman” as truly “homosexual.”
These characteristics dismiss the femme lesbian as her gender performance fails to subvert the typical patriarchal ideals of femininity. 

However there are benefits to looking feminine as a lesbian. Levitt & Horne (2002) assert that “the gender expression of queer women was related to reports of discrimination within heterosexual society, with butch women reporting the most discrimination based on both sexual orientation and gender expression”. In contrast Levitt & Horne also note that within the lesbian community femme lesbians that “butch women defy heterosexual gender norms and thus are at greater risk for discrimination in this context, while femme women, by their very existence, challenge traditional feminist-lesbian aesthetics and may be discriminated against within these butch-androgynous contexts”(2002). The problem, however, is that when associating a femme lesbian identity with choosing to remain closeted for fear of stigma and discrimination, the femme lesbian loses her agency to choose her gender identity and is perceived as weak and perhaps ashamed of her sexual identity.

This issue of discrimination that femme lesbians experience from within the lesbian community is brought up by Farr & Degroult in their discussion of lesbian identity and the ability to read an individual’s sexual orientation “to demonstrate the evolution of body that accompanies the transformation of identity. This concept is particularly exemplified by the character of Dana. Once she embraces her lesbian identity and comes out at work and to her family, she is physically transformed. As characters psychologically grow, so too does their physical embodiment. Unlike heterosexuals who experience a world that rewards social demonstrations of identity, non-heterosexuals may limit such behaviour and markers for fear of discrimination and stigma. These changes may offer limited meaning to the heterosexual consumer, but for the queer consumer they signify a maturation of identity” (2008). 

This passage indicates that not only are femme lesbians invisiblized due to their physical appearance because they are readable as a heterosexual woman, but their feminine gender identity is regarded as a failure to fully embrace her sexual identity to the point where she has not reached “maturation”. This apparent immaturity of her lesbian identity falls under scrutiny within the heterosexual community; men still regard her as a possible sexual partner and better yet, as a bisexual who may fulfill their fantasy as having two women at once; whereas the homosexual community regards her feminine appearance as a sign of confusion or cowardice, a sign of immaturity where she must seek to discover her true sexual identity.

The failure of the Queer community to see gender identity as being separate from sexual identity guilts the femme gender identity for choosing their particular gender expression this is described by Maltry & Tucker as “lesbian-feminists taught that high heels bound women’s feet. Lipstick was a sign that women did not consider themselves beautiful and must change themselves, and it simultaneously bound women to the market as excessive capitalist consumers. Skirts and tight clothing not only made women sex objects for men, but also were a source of sexual vulnerability to men. Thus, the femme was stripped not only of her identity, but of any understanding of her identity as subversive” (2002). The political feminine lesbian has been subjected to ridicule from both the heterosexual and homosexual communities, she has been left to her own devices, to seek a butch lesbian who will lend her visibility. Rifkin (2002) argues that “the result of theorizing lesbian gender in this dependent dyad–the butch-in-a-suit making the femme-in-a dress visible as subversive–is that femme agency is often left out of theorizing about lesbian and feminist subjectivity.”

Due to the invisibility of the femme lesbian, the history of the lesbian has been defined from the butch perspective and as Maltry & Tucker (2002) assert “once again, femme agency disappears while masculine subjectivities– butch and heterosexual man–are preserved.” Later in the same article Maltry & Tucker provide a critique of the way masculinity and femininity are constructed within feminist discourse as “female-appropriated masculinity can at least be seen as active resistance to one’s imposed feminine gender. Femininity, however, cannot be seen as resistant in any capacity.” Maltry & Tuckers grime critique of the femme lesbian gender does not come without a word of resolve later in the article they describe: 

“a femme’s particular awareness of the ways in which femininity has been utilized to oppress women is the point at which she is no longer exclusively subject to those oppressions. While it is certainly impossible in this culture to produce a gender that is entirely outside patriarchal influence, Alcoff’s conception of intentionality allows us to see that the conscious and strategic performance of gender can offer a political position from which to be subversively feminine...The femme’s awareness of the performativity of gender and the possibilities for its strategic employment and reinscription are what make her subversive.”

However, Rifkin points out that “if butchness is exclusively lesbian, Masculinity is linked only with people who desire women. Thus, heterosexual males not only rightfully claims Masculinity, but Masculinity is naturalized and essentialized for them; Femaleness and Femininity are linked and naturalized for straight women.” This way of thinking not only subverts and invisiblizes the femme lesbian identity but it takes away her very existence.

If a femme lesbian cannot exist within a homosexual world, than neither can a masculine heterosexual woman exist within a heterosexual word. Rifkin goes on to say that “both of these collapse and conflate sex, gender, and sexuality. A crucial assumption here is that men do not desire masculine women and that women do not desire feminine men–assumptions that do not resonate with lived relations of desire. Furthermore, if and when these “inverted” desires do appear, they are rendered pathological and dysphoric, once more preserving the strict binaries of heterogender”. 
For Queer theorists to disallow the queering of subversive heterosexual gender identities these ‘strict binaries of heterogender’ remain intact, and paradoxically serve to create a world that is more heterosexual. 

We live in a world that relies largely on social scripts to help us identify, classify and ultimately make sense of the word in which we live. We live in a world that assumes what is natural is right and what is unnatural is wrong. The study of sexuality finds itself caught in the cultural matrix of natural versus unnatural, where politics, law, and religions are playing Russian roulette. Lesbian gender identity and lesbian sexual identity are caught up in the flux where all three of these subjects collide. This article examines the use of Queer television dramas and its use of the term gaydar to explore gender performativity and gender subversion within the lesbian identified community. Theorists like Foucault, Butler and Rifkin provide an analysis along with authors Maltry & Tucker of butch/femme lesbian gender identity and provide an analysis that points to the butch identity as not only politically charged and fighting for Queer rights, but that even within a group that seeks to destabilize heteronormativity , paradoxically serves to invisiblize the femme lesbian identity. 

Foucault’s ‘ritual confession’ allows not only for the coming out narratives to become centralized in the history of the homosexual individual, but it also marks the point of no return, where the newly confessed homosexual must now outwardly display their status as a homosexual though the common assertion that masculinity desires femininity and femininity desires masculinity. Butler’s gender performativity when applied to homosexuals remains key to the concept that a person performs his or her gender and through that performance and identity is solidified. Rifkin asserts that the creation and subjugation of the butch/femme dichotomy within feminist and queer theorists discourse serves to create a heterosexualized world rather than a queer one through its continued reluctance to destabilize the prescribed gender identities where masculinity is privileged above femininity. A world in which Queer theorists refuse to queer heterosexual gender identity for fear of the political ramifications. Rifkin point out that “one might claim that heterosexual butches are queer-er because their masculinity is more unexpected”. 

This article does not seek to undermine the existence of homosexual and heterosexual binaries, nor does it seek to destructuralize the butch/femme dichotomy in preference of the new feminist approach of androgyny. Instead this article sought to shed light on what different theorists have said about the relationship between gender identity and sexual identity, and the limitations of these identities and their relationship to each other. 

Finally, I ask what makes someone a true homosexual or heterosexual? Is it really our gender performance: the ability to read ones biological gender in relation to their outward gender display and this is what constitutes our sense of gaydar, or our ability to determine whether one in a non-heterosexual based on physical expression and characteristics? Should we accept that the woman whose sexual identity is heterosexual but whose gender identity is masculine is queerer than the homosexual woman because where the homosexual woman only succeeds in subverting gender identity, the masculine heterosexual woman succeeds in subverting both the gender and sexual identities because she is the least likely to be perceived as heterosexual? Should femmes continue to be perceived as a less authentic lesbian than the butch due to her perceived failure to subvert gender identity? Or should her position, arguably from within the patriarchal norms, become recognized as subverting both gender and sexuality because like the masculine heterosexual woman, she is least likely to be perceived as being a homosexual? 

What is needed in place of the ‘binaries of heterogender’ is not a more rigid definition of what gender identity and sexual identity is, but rather a more fluid definition that would seek less to define and categorize, instead it would encompass a wider range of characteristics that are not always apparent and subject to change. An understanding of what a ‘real’ lesbian looks like needs to take into consideration that we are all individuals who express our individuality differently, and it is not what makes us different that gives us access to a community but rather it is our sameness: our desire to be recognized and treated with respect. 



References

• Butler, Judith. (1993). Gender is Burning: Questions of Appropriation and Subversion. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”. New York: Routledge, pp. 121-40.

• Farr, Daniel., & Degroult, Nathalie. (2008). Understand the Queer World of the L-esbian Body: Using Queer as Folk and The L Word to Address the Construction of the Lesbian Body. Journal of Lesbian Studies, Vol. 12(4), 2008. doi: 10.1080/10894160802278580

• Foucault, Michel. (1978). The History of Sexuality Volume One: An Introduction. New York: Random House Inc.

• Levitt, Heidi M., & Horne, Sharon G. (2002). Explorations of Lesbian-Queer Genders: Butch, Femme, Androgynous or “Other”. Journal of Lesbian Studies; Vol. 6, No. 2, 2002, pp. 25-39. Retrieved from Gender Studies Database.

• Mackey, Jill A. (2005). The Visible Lesbian: The Lesbian Community Action Association and Lesbian Visibility. Journal of Lesbian Studies; Vol. 9,No. 1/2, 2005, pp. 127-134. doi:10.1300/J155v09n01_12

• Maltry, Melanie., & Tucker, Kristin. (2002). Female Fem(me)ininities: New Articulations in Queer Gender Identities and Subversion. Journal of Lesbian Studies; Vol. 6, No. 2, 2002, pp. 89-102. Retrieved from Gender Studies Database.

• Rifkin, Lori. (2002). The Suit Suits Whom? Lesbian Gender, Female Masculinity, and Women-in-Suits. Journal of Lesbian Studies; V. 6, NO. 2, 2002; pp. 157-174-174. Retrieved from Gender Studies Database.

