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Chapter 1

Introduction

"Socially determined we may be, yet we consistently search for crevices in
culture that open to us moments of freedom. Precisely because fashion is
at one level a game (although it is not just a game), it can be played for
pleasure." I

"To say that I 'play' at being one [a lesbian] is not to say I am not one
'really'; rather, how and where I play at being one is the way in which
that 'being' gets established, instituted, circulated, and confirmed." ~
"Despite our desperate, eternal attempt to separate, contain, and mend,
categories always leak."3

Many lesbians and bisexual women have played with fashion in constructing iden-

tities, communities and political strategies. Part of this process has been assigning

meaning to particular styles, and this involves some form of exclusion. Identities

themselves are in some sense based on exclusion; a category cannot include everyone

or everything, or it would make no sense as a category. In order to assert a meaning-

ful identity, there must be some qualities or traits which are not included. What has
looking like a lesbian meant, and what have various lesbian styles excluded, when,

and for what purpose? Although the experience of being excluded has been painful
for many people, the exclusionary practices I will document in this paper have not

·p.244, Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Drr.af1ll: FOIhion and Modernil", Berkeley: Unlv. of
CallfomiaPress, 1985.

2p.311, Judith Butler, "Imitation and Gender ll11ubo<dlnatlon" In Henry Abelove, Michele Alna
Barale, and David HalperIn, eds. The Lubian lind Gil" Sludiu Reader, New York: Routledge, 1993.

3p.94, Trinh T. Mlnh-Ha, "Difference: A Special Third World Women luus" In Woman, NlIliue,
Other: Wrillng Po.'colonitJlilll lind Feminilm. Bloomington: Indiana Unlv. Presa, 1989.
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necessarily been wrong or reprehensible; they enabled strategies for fighting sexism

and homophobia in the larger society. Below I will elaborate how my own expert-

ences of identity and community have shaped my questions, goals. und defiuit.ior,s

in thinking about lesbian fashion, and out.line some of the important points for this

paper.

One of my most important realizations in doing this project was that I came out

in the 1990s. My community has centered around queer-identified ~HT students,

young, middle/upper class (although with a range of class backgrounds), mostly

white, mostly christian, and very much inclusive of bisexual women. Further, because

of the demographics of MIT students, I have known more gay men, than lesbians.

Since coming out, I have spent a lot of time clothes shopping with my friend Tom.

Tom and his roommate Eon, both hi/queer identified men, gave me advice while

shopping for my first neck tie. Tom was also with me when I first cut my hair short

after coming out. In some ways, my exclusion of men from this study is contrary to

my own experience of queer fashion, and to the experiences of some of the women

I interviewed." I have excluded gay men from this study primarily because of my

interest in what lesbians and bisexual women have said and done to bring meaning

to particular styles.

An important part of my shopping trips with Tom has been identifying other

queers. In this context, I usc queer to mean either same sex couples showing affecrioa.

or more often individuals, who wore enough gay/lesbian/bi signifiers, and used enough

of the relevant posturing to set off our "gaydar." Signifiers include: doc marten shoes,

leather jackets, short hair, buttons with political slogans or a pink triangle, or labrys

jewelry. Tom and I use these symbols, although there are any number of queer-

identified people who do not wear those things, and any number of straights who do.

But we never actually walk up and ask any of the people we recognize if they identify

themselves as queer; it is irrelevant, as we do not expect to see them again. Eye

4 JS remembers learning about fashion from drag queens when she was first coming out. In talking
about their inRuence on her fashion sense, she showed me a picture from the seventies, or herself
in a pair of overalls onto which she had sewn lIlqulns. LH remembers adopting "gay leather man"
style when she first came out in the early eighties.
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contact and a smile is as far as it goes. However, this ritual of identifying other queers

is important as an experience of community. I move in a fairly small circle of friends.

yet identify with a larger group of people in Cambridge and Boston, who I really only

see at lesbian/gay/bisexual pride marches once each year, or occasionally at bars or

other events. Recognizing others who might identify with this larger group serves as

material confirmation that the group exists, and that my circle of friends participates

in a larger subculture. Further, through learning to identify other queers, I learned

what it meant to look queer, and what I had to look like in order to participate in

this community.

The ways that I learned to change my appearance included acquiring a black

leather jacket and many t-shirts, but probably the most important step in my efforts

to look queer, to participate in this ritual of identification, was cutting off my hair.

When I came out I had shoulder length hair. As looking queer became more and

more important to me, I decided to cut my hair very short.! Immediately after the

hair dresser finished cutting my hair, I thought, "Fabulous, I look like a lesbian now'

Other lesbians should recognize me on the street now, because I identify women who

look like this as queer."

This version of community may be one only experienced by MIT studentstoo

busy or lazy to seriously explore off campus, and cannot even be generalized to queer

undergraduates at MIT. Regardless, this experience of community has significanwy

influenced my thinking about the importance of lesbian fashion. In part because of

it, within at least my circle of friends in an environment relatively safe in terms of

homophobia, looking queer is privileged. In writing notes for this chapter, I wrote,

"place myself squarely within queer" activism, and with really valuing recognizing

other lesbians on the street as evidence of a community out there even if I am not

aShort hair as a symbol of lesbian identity appeared in most of the interviews I conducted,
and in many of my other sources across time ~.erloda, Including Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and
Madeline D. Davis, Boola 01Lt4/her, Slipper, 01 Gold: The Hi,l0'll 01 a Le,bian Communilll, New
York: Routledge, 1993. Llza Cowan, ·What the Well Dressed Dyke wlll Wear" an ongoing column
in Cowrie: Le,bion Feminill Liberolion 1973-1974. and The wdder.

'Here, in using queer, I refer to a specific polltlcs which embraces sexual marginality and inclusion
of not just lesbians and gay men, but bisexuall, sex warun, etc in political movement fo~ sexual
liberation. For more on this see Chapter 5.
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feeling like a real participant in it because I am stuck on this campus with 110 women."

Part of my initial questions about lesbian fashion then, were about the relationships

among fashion, identity and community. Do other lesbians and bisexual women t. -day

experience this emphasis on recognizing other women on the street? Have lesbians in

different points in history used this type of strategy for constructing communities?

Also essential to this work has been my experience of butch-fern. I have come am

in a time and circumstance where a particular versk r. of butch-fern is almost trendy.'

My first girlfriend identified as butch, and we fought about this a great deal, because

I did not want to be labelled fern; to me at the time and to some of the women

I interviewed, ferns were passive, bought into societal expectations for women, and

passed as straight. Given how important looking queer was to me, being a fern was

unthlnkable." Since that time, I have rethought my definition of fern, and come to

identify as fern, because of my attraction to butch women, and my joy in wearing

lipstick and "accessories." As opposed to the average MIT student who wears jeans

and t-shirts most of the time, I wear earrings and scarves and lipstick with my jeans

and shirts.? Arlene Istar has written,

Discerning what is fern and what is butch is very difficult, since most of
us who use these terms use them to define who we feel we are, and do '.
not mold our behavior to fit existing stereotypic roles. I call myself fern
because it describes who I feel I am, once I figured out it wasn't a bad
word. It does not mean that I love to cook, or that I never wear pants, ..
or that I can't paint a house or seduce a woman. It does mean that I
love the feel of femininity, that I experience my essential self, sexually and
socially, as female.P

While I do not think of myself as having an "essential self," I agree that the meanings

of butch and fern are contested and unstable. Although the words butch and fern have

TSee Arlene Stein, "All dressed up, but no place to go? Style wars and the New Lesbianism"
OUI/Look Winter 1989, 1(4).

san femme invisibility see Lisa Walker, "How to Recognize a Lesbian: The Cultura' Politics of
Looking Like What You Are" Sign., Summer 1993, 18(4):866.

'I have tried to be recognizable to other queers, in a context where butch ness is key for queer
women's identification and mainstream women's fashion h3ll become more and more like men's. 1
also want to incorporate fern expression Into m)' clothing. Thia is not a conflict I have resolved, and
I doubt that other lesbians read this confusion In my clothing.

10Arlene Istar, "Fern-dyke," p.382, in Joan Nestle, ed. The Per.illenl De.ire: A Femme·Butch
RelJder, Boston: AIY80n Publications, 1992.
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been in use for quite some time, the meanings associated with them have changed.

For me, butch is the lesbian appropriation of masculine attire and/or mannerisms,

and fern, the lesbian appropriation of feminine attire and/or mannerisms. I also

associate particular sexual dynamics with butch-fern. However, my definitions of

butch and fern are not necessarily the same as anyone else's. Definitions of masculinity

and femininity, particularly with respect to fashion, have changed dramatically over

time.'! While I may see a lesbian appropriation of masculinity and femininity in

cover pictures of The Ladder, (see page 29) most of the women in the Daughters of

Bilitis (D.O. B.) in the late 1950s and early 1960s would not have interpreted these

covers as indicative of butch-fern which they associated with working class lesbian

bars. Although I may view feminist androgynous fashion as a butch style, a lesbian-

feminist in the 1970s would have been at least as likely to simply describe her clothing

as practical or indicative of strength. I will use the terms butch and fern throughout

this paper, clarifying their meanings in each context.

The above generalizations about lesbian-feminists and the members of DOB bring

me to the question of just who I am talking about here. What do I mean by lesbian

or bisexual? In defining lesbian and bisexual for the purpose of selecting women•
to interview, I relied on self-identification, acknowledging that individual definitions

were probably inconsistent.V However, I do not claim to speak for all (or even

most) women who have identified themselves as lesbian or 'bisexual in the United

States since World War II. Even while using self-identification might seem to include

everyone who would consider their experience relevant to this project, the terms

themselves can be exclusionary. Further, in practice, I did not randomly select from

llJo B. Paoletti, "Clothing and Gender in America: Children's F8Jlhions, 1890-1920," Signo, Aug.
1987, 13(1):136-143.

121 did look for diversity in terms of age, race, class and body size, because I felt that these
differences might have important effects on women's experiences of using fashion in constructing
identities. For example, working class and poor women, and very large women have access to a
smaller range of commercially available clothing. Women who came out at different periods of thne
might well have different experiences of the meanings associated with clothing. Also word choice
varied; actual self-Identifications of the women 1 Interviewed Included lesbian, bisexual, pansexual,
dyke, and queer. One problem In relying on self-Identification Is that some women participate In
lesbian subculture, but do not choose an identitll in any of these terms, even while recognizing that
others may label them this way. I was unsure of how to define lesbian or bisexual to Include these
women.
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everyone who identifies as lesbian or bisexual. In some ways, self-identification seems

overbroad (what of the woman who feels no sexual desire for other women, and yet

defines herself as a lesbian because of political beliefs?), even while my use of self-

identification may mask exclusionary choices in my definitions. First, this study

is restricted to those women whose writings were published, and/or available at the

Lesbian Herstory Archives, or were interviewed by myself or other researchers.P Also,

almost all of my sources are from New York state, Massachusetts, or California. TheEI'

sites are no more relevant than any others, they are simply the places about which I

found the most information.

Differentiating between lesbian and bisexual without using self-identification is

also difficult. There are lesbians who are currently, and have always been, solely

attracted to women. But, there are also self-identified lesbians who are attracted to

and/or pursue sex with men, and self-identified bisexual women who do not. Initially.

I planned to ignore bisexual identified women. However, ignoring tension over bisexual

and lesbian identities ("the lesbian-bi split") distorts notions of at least contemporary,

young, queer-identified lesbian identity. My inclusion of bisexual women is partly

based in the identity politics and bi inclusion of my immediate community. For t~is

paper, I use lesbian to mean women who self-consciously sexually relate to o'ther

women in a way which is not accepted in the dominant culture. More specifically, I

am talking a' Jut women who have participated in the groups discussed below. I hase

considered bisexual women as they relate to lesbians, share experiences of community

and politics; I use the term lesbian to include some bisexual identified women, and

will clarify where and why I may discuss the two separately.

I have constructed four social/historical groups of lesbians in order to consider

four strategies in thinking about fashion: women who attended urban lesbian bars

in the 1940s, '50s and '60s; members of Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) during the late

1950s and early 1960s; lesbian-feminists of the 1970s and early 19805; and young

queer women of the late 1980s and 1990s. I use these categories beeause each of these

groups defined themselves in part 88 different from preceding groups. Members of

13For more on whom 1 interviewed, see Appendix A.
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DOB disparaged bar butches, feminists felt early homophile activists and bar lesbians

were outdated, and many young queers today feel similarly about "seventies-lesbian-

feminists." Within each of these groupings of individuals there has certainly been

disagreement, but significant trends exist. Also important are strategies which these

groups have in common.

Judith Butler has written about the performative construction of sexual and gen-

der identities." Briefly (and perhaps reductively) put, Butler's performance theory

suggests that identities, indeed subjects, are constructed through the repetition of

meaningful acts of language and self-presentation, and that regulatory structures

governing sexual and gender identities might be subverted in part by parody mak-

ing this performance explicit. While I find Butler's analysis useful, I am left with

the question of how the symbols in a performance become meaningful. Many" have

written about the difficulty of representing ferns as lesbian. Also, some large women

have noticed that they are rarely identified as lesbian or bisexual because fat people

are considered asexual." while an Asian-American lesbian I interviewed (LTV) felt

she was rarely perceived as a lesbian because she is first read as Asian and female.

Bisexual women whom I interviewed felt that queers and straights alike identifi~d

them as bisexual only when their clothing displayed linguistic text to that effect,

although they might otherwise be identified as straight or lesbian. Judith Butler's

recognition of a cultural context in which we are constructed through certain rituals

of representation is helpful. However, she does not explain the specifics of how those

rituals gain meaning, nor which ideas or identities they can most readily represent.

To use the notion of performed identities, we must consider the processes by which

meanings are associated with particular styles.

USee Judith Butler, "Imitation and Gender Insubordination" in Henry Abelove, Michele Aina
Barale, and David Halperin, eds. The Lesbian and Go" Studies Reader, New York: Routledge, 1993.
16See Teresa de Lauretis, "Sexual Indifference and Lesbian Representation", in Henry Abelovc,

Michele Barale and David Halperin, eds The Lesbian and Goy Studies Reader, New York: Routledge,
1993., Christine Holmlund, "When is a Lesbian not a Lesbian? The Lesbian Continuum and the
Mainstream Femme Film," Camelll Obsculll 1991, 25-26:145-178., Lisa Walker, "How to Recognize
a Lesbian: The Cultural Politics of Looking Like What You Are" Signs, Summer 1993, 18(4):866.
10JS and LS, see also Lisa Schoenfielder and Barb Weiser, eds. Shadow on a Tightrope: Writing,

by Women on Fat Oppression, San Fransisco: Spinsters IAunt Lute, 1983.
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To this end, one might consider the capitalist. context in which lesbians and bisex-

ual women have gotten dressed. One reason why fashion is not reliable for signifying

identities or political stances is the rate at which styles are coopted. Danae Clarke

writes:

Because style is a cultural construction, it is easily appropriated. recon-
structed and divested of its original political or subcultural signification.
Style as resistance becomes commodifiable as chic when it leaves the po-
litical realm and enters the fashion world."

Rather than focusing on mainstream fashion's'P incorporation of lesbian fashion, the

following chapters show conflict among lesbians about fashion and the meanings asso-

ciated with particular styles. There seems to have been an effort, among the lesbians I

look at, to invest styles with meaning in part by contrasting their present community

and its styles with lesbians or other communities or groups. I call this exclusionary

practice.

I came to question the evolution of meanings of particular styles from considering

the importance of conflict among lesbians about the relationships among fashion, sub-

culture, identity and politics. This paper documents extensive writing and discussion.
among lesbians about fashion; I doubt that anything which is discussed to this extent

could be unimportant. But why have these issues been so important to the lesbians

in this study? What is at stake in these discussions? Part of the answer may lie in•
the public and private domains of both fashion and sexuality, in the idea that with

fashion, some women can make lesbian identity public, and in the process of making

one version public, hide or delegitimate other versions of lesbian identity. Fashion

spans the public/private dichotomy in our culture; getting dressed is a very private

action, while appearing in public without clothing or in clothing usually worn by the

opposite sex has been generally unacceptable, and in some cases illegal.'? Similarly,

17p.193, Danae Clarke, "Commodity Lesbianism," Camera Obscura, 1991, 25-26:180-201. Exam-
ples of this appropriation include "Freedom rings," wearing one earing, and Doc Marten shoes.
lsThese comments raise the question of what I mean by fashion or style. I use fashion to mean

all forms of visual self-adornment, including clothing, makeup, jewelry, buttons, pins, stickers,
hairstyles, shoes, etc. I will focus on discourse on lesbian fashion, what lesbians and bisexual women
considered appropriate clothing, as opposed to the specifics of what they wore.

19See Chapter 2 for a brief discussion of laws against cross-dressing.
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sexual behavior is considered private while legislation regulating sexuality makes it

public. The question becomes: who gets to make which version of lesbian identity

public? In this process, what is excluded from the public image; and what purpose

does this exclusion serve'?

This paper documents some of the meanings of fashions within specific lesbian

subcultures, and the ways in which exclusionary practices enabled these meanings,

Lesbians in urban bars of the fifties had few resources with which to fight homophobia

and sexism in an organized way. However, they succeeded in building a subculture,

teaching each other how to dress and what it meant to be butch. or fern in a violently

homophobic society. However, butch and femme identities were in part constructed

through distrust or derision of kiki's, those who did not consistently identify as butch

or fern. DOB didn't want a subculture, but pursued specific political aims through

assimilation; this strategy involved trying to reform bar butches, to make them look

more "respectable." Lesbian-feminists used fashion to fight existing compulsory gen-

der roles, and celebrate women's strength, even while defining strength. Feminist re-

definition of gender roles depended on excluding fern lesbians, or femininity. Now, it

seems that young queers are at once prizing a queer subculture and defining ourselves

in opposition to "seventies-lesbian-feminist puritanism." Exclusionary practices.rus-

ing opposition to a particular group or style in the midst of identification with that

group, have been an important part of the process of assigning meaning to clothigg

within lesbian subcultures and political practice.

12



Chapter 2

Butch-Fern: Fashion and

Subculture in the 1940s, '50s and

'60s

The end of World War II found many more young lesbians and gay men in larger

urban areas, I and employment in factories during World War II made pants somewhat

more acceptable clothing for women.? However, there were no lesbian institutions,
'.

in the sense of organizations or annual eve..~3,other than the bars. In 1947, in Los

Angeles, Lisa Ben produced nine issues of Vice Versa, the first lesbian newsletter

in this country, but larger, longer lived, homophile organizations did not begin until

the fifties: the Mattachine Society in 1950, and the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) in

1955. In bars in urban areas across the country there emerged a subculture which

many have argued made future political organizing possible.' In the midst of rampant

police harassment and with few resources available, lesbians used fashion in building

Ip.I_4, Eric Marcus, Making History: The Struggle for Gay and Lesbian Equal Rights, 1945-1990,
New York: Harper Collins, 1992.

2p.125-6, Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in
Twentieth-century America, New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1991.

3See Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold:
The History of a Lesbian Community, New York: Routledge, 1993. and Andrea Weiss and Greta
Schiller, Before Stonewall: The Malcing of Gay and Lesbian Community, Tallahassee, FL: NiaJd
Press Inc, 1988.

13



an erotic language and subculture.

Before going any further, a disclaimer is in order. That most of my sources d,·-

scribe California or New York state is problematic. Nothing makes these sites 1I10re

relevant to a discussion of lesbian fashion during this period: these are simply the

sites for which I could find the most information. More importantly, my analysis

rests on the memories of women who participated ir. bar subcultures and other re-

searchers' analyses and excerpting of these memories, as opposed to records from

these periods. The earliest interviews I use were conducted in the early 1970s. with

at least the interviewer participating in lesbian-feminism. Some of these interviews

were conducted in the mid to late eighties, in the context of reclaiming butch-fern in

the midst of feminism and sexuality debates, often referred to as the sex wars. Nar-

rators told their stories with a consciousness of contemporary debates about lesbian

fashion, butch-fern and politics. Women who experienced butch-fern in the bars of the

forties, fifties, and/or sixties" may romanticize these experiences in response to femi-

nist disapproval for butch-fern. Alternatively, they may agree with a feminist analysis

of butch-fern as imitative of heterosexuality and be more critical of these identities.

Also each researcher brought her own background and politics to the interview a~d

to the excerpting process. These complications are crucial to any analysis of these

texts.

Although butch and fern were common terms in gay bars through the forti~,

fifties, and sixties, the meanings associated with these terms changed over time. Most

generally, butch and fern meant masculine and feminine appearance, and active and

responsive roles in sex respectively. However. &t least definitions of butch (I found

less information about fern fashion and sexual roles.) I both sexually and ill terms of

clothing. became more specific over time. Lisa Ben remembers about the "If Club"

in Los Angeles during the 1940s:

I started dancing with one or the other of them who would come over
and ask me. I never asked them. They asked me because I was obviously

4Nelther the meanings of butch and fem. nor the clrculDltancelln which the ban operated. were
ltatic over these yean.



feminine. [had my hair long and [ wore jewelry. [didn't look like a Kay
gal. [didn't have the close-cropped hair and the tailored look that was so
prevalent in those days. I didn't do any of that jazz because [ just didn't
feel like it. And I was darned if [ was going to do it just because everybody
else did. I'm a girl and I've always been a girl. The only difference is I
like girls. ~

This quote raises questions for me about the relationship between "gay gal" identity

and masculine clothing. Did all of the gay gals. butch and fem- look one way, while

Lisa Ben was just totally out of place? Were there more butches than ferns at the "If

Club"? Were Iems not considered "gay gals"? Early in the twentieth century Amer-

ican and European sexologists created "gender inversion," a neurosis where women

both desired other women sexually, and exhibited masculine personality traits and

style. Esther Newton has argued that some lesbians embraced the model of lesbians

as inverts or women seduced by inverts, because it allowed them to articulate sexual

desire, and to distinguish their relationships from asexual romantic friendships.' In

the 19505, definitions of lesbianism shifted towards sexual object choice (whether one

preferred men or women or both) from gender expression," However. this shift has

never been absolute. In part because physical contact was discouraged by bar owners,

lesbian bars were marked not so much by the interactions of the clientele as by their

clothlng.!

Lesbians were expected to be able to differentiate butch from fern on sight, and•
to provide enough clues in their clothing for others to do the same,9 However, some

sources indicate that differences between butch and fern clothing were quite subtle,

••

BLisa Ben quoted p5-15, Eric Marcus, Making Hutof'J/: The SlnJggle for Gay and L.. bian Equal
Highll, 19-16·1990, New York: Harper Colllnl, 1992.

sEather Newton, "The Mythic Manniah Leebian: Radclyffe Hall and the New Woman," in The
Lubion lllue: Ellay. from~. Chicago: Unlv. of Chicago Preu, 1985.

7p.I60, Lilllan Fadennan, Odd Girll and Twilight Lover" A Hulof'Jl of Le,bian Life in Twenlieth·
centuf'J/ America, New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 199I.and p.236, Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy
and Madeline D. Davis, Booll of Leather, Slipper, of Gold: The Hulof'J/ of a Le,bian Communitt;,
New York: Routledge, 1993.

sp.64, Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davia, "They waa No One to Mea With:
The Conetructlon of/he Butch Role In the Leeblan Comunlty In the 19401 and 19501" In Joan Neelle,
ed. The Per,utent Desire: A Femme·Buleh Reader, BOlton: AI)'IOn, 1992.

oAudre Lorde, Zami: a New Spelling of My Nome, Freedom, CA: Crouinll Preu, 1982., Elizabeth
Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davia. Booll of Leather. Slippen vf Gold: The Hulof'J/ of a
Lubion Communily, New York: Routledp, 1993.



while others point to more obvious differences. Whether a shirt was starched or soft.

whether pants zipped on the side or the front, and whether a women wore argyle socks

and/or men's underwear were important indicators for some lesbians, although they

may not have been as meaningful to straight people, .Joan Nestle writes, "Since at

times ferns dressed similarly to their butch lovers, the aping of heterosexual roles was

not always visually apparent, yet the sight of us was enraging."ID In some instances

ferns and butches mav have dressed alike, but there is as much evidence that there

were significant differences in butch and fern dress. Sandy Kern's memory of being

bashed in a park in New York city also indicates more of a clear delineation. She

mentions that this occurred "many years" after 1945, but there is no exact date.

I was dressed the way I dressed for many, many years. It was sort of a
uniform, I guess. I had sneakers on, dungarees - in those days we used to
role them up - and a sweatshirt tucked into my pants. That's the way I
was dressed, My hair was short, as it is pow [19841. I had no make-up on.
But she [narrator's girlfriend] was dressed as a woman; she wore a dress,
a summer dress. She had long hair which she braided and wore around
her head .... She wasn't obvious by a long shot, but the two of us together
- they knew right away that we were lesbians. II

Some fern narrators in Madeline Davis's and Elizabeth Kennedy's work claim to have

worn pants or zoot suits. Joan Nestle, writing about her experience in the late

19505, distinguishes between straight people's reading of her as a

other lesbians' reading of her as fern.

"bulldyke" and

•

In the late 19505 I walked the streets looking so butch that straight
teenagers called me a bulldyke; however, when I went to the Sea Colony,
a working-class Lesbian bar in Greenwich Village, looking for my friends
and sometimes for a lover, I was a fern, a woman who loved and wanted
to nurture the butch strength in other women.13

Here it appears that looking butch was synonymous with looking like a lesbian

IDp.102, Joan Nestle, "Butch-femme Relationships: Sexual Courase in the 1950's" in A Re"ric,ed
Count'll, Ithaca: Firebrand Boob, 1987.Elsewhere, Joan Nestle makes more of a distinction between
butch and fern styles <_ PlI&e32).
lISandy Kern, p.56-58, in Joan Nestle, ed. The Perliltent Venre: A Femme-Butch Re4der,

Boston: Alyson Publications, 1992,
I2p.100, Joan Nestle, "Butch-femme Relationships: Sexual Courap in the 1950's" In A Reltricled

Counl'll. Ithaca: Firebrand Boob. 1987.
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(bulldyke). Davis and Kennedy describe the experience of one fern who was mis-

taken as butch, not by straight men in the street, but by other lesbians.

Although unquestionably fern, Bell did not appear traditionally feminine.
"I've had many people, though, that have taken me to be a hutch because
I do not like dressing really feminine, and I feel that I do have some butch
ways that have led people to believe that I just might be a butch. I'm
not real feminine acting." Feminine appearance and mannerisms WE're
less important to her identity than sexual interests and her need to be
dependent on someone "strong." 13

Audre Lorde recalled the value of certain clothing which could be worn by both butch

and fern: "Garments with zippers were highly prized among the gay-girls. because

these could be worn by butch or fern alike on certain occasions, without causing

any adverse or troublesome comments." 14 I suspect that there was a wider range

of acceptable styles for ferns than for butches, particularly as mainstream women's

fashion became more androgynous in the sixties.

Part of the change in the meanings given to butch and fern was in terms of sexu-

ality; active and responsive sexual roles were more strictly differentiated as time went

on. Whereas in the late forties and early fifties, the butch role of sexual initiator had

been more loosely defined in terms of penetration, towards the late fifties and early

sixties, there emerged the designation "stone butch." A stone butch did not let her

fern penetrate her, but even more so did not let her lover even touch her. Butch~,

and later particularly stone butches, commanded respect in the bars as a symbol of

strength in being able to defend the community. However, for a butch to be "flipped"

by her fern, (to have let her fern make love to her, or later to touch her) was an

embarrassment. 15 As sexual definitions of butch became more narrow, acceptable

dress codes for butches also narrowed.

Stormy, a regular at Bingo's in the mid-1950s, remembers white butches on
the weekend wearing sports jackets, western shirts, or tuxedo shirts with

13p.366, Elizabeth Lapovaky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davil, Boot. 0/ Leolher, Slippers 0/ Gold:
The Hul0"1l 0/0 Lelbion Commllnilu, New York: Routledge, 1993.

14p.243, Audre Lorde, Zomi: 0 New Spelling 0/ MU Nome, Freedom, CA: CrOllllng Presa, 1982.
15Leslie Feinberg, Slone Bulch Blllel, Ithaca, NY: Firebrend Boob, 1993.
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ties. When they went out during the week, they dressed more casually ill
shirts and chinos. Penny loafers were common, and they were often worn
with argyle socks. But tough butches also wore cowboy boots and low-
cut men's dress boots. Despite the requirement of men's clothes, white
butches in the early and mid-1950s had quite a bit of leeway in how they
constructed their image ....
For the younger tough white butches in the late l!i50s the dress code was
more restrictive. The image is captured by Ronni's description of herself,
"I played a very dominant, possessive, butch, truck-driver role at that
time. Iwore a crew-cut and shirts. I used to have my pants tapered at
the bottom. I'd have my cuffs taken in. I'd go have my hair cut at the
barber." Chinos had gone out of style and blue jeans were in, so that
during the week, butches wore T-shirts and jeans, a uniform popularized
by the movies of James Dean and Marlon Brande."

The following memories of the late fifties and early sixties indicate the value placed

on butches wearing masculine clothing all of the time, even if it meant losing their

jobs.

"I wasn't in the gay scene, so it didn't matter if someone saw me, 'cause
they didn't know me anyhow. And after I started going around - found
the gay bars, the gay people - I just went the way I felt like going, and
that was ... my butch way. And then after you meet different girls, well,
you couldn't meet them after work. You'd have to go home and change, •
and then if you were working and went out for lunch you wouldn't want '.
anyone from the gay crowd that thought you were wow, saying something,
to see you prancing around in a little skirt, why that would just blow the
whole shot. So that ended the job." 17

"Now a majority of these [homeless] kids wouldn't take jobs where they
would be in danger of being fired because of being gay.... I remember
one girl in particular, a very bright girl. The only job she could get was
running an elevator because she wouldn't wear a dress. That was OK
because we encouraged these kids to be themselves, to stop trying to hide
it." 18

In this case, it seems that not wanting to wear a dress and not "trying to hide it"

are used almost synonymously. Again I am left with questions about whether both

lep.159, Elizabeth Lapoveky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davie, Boot. oj Leather, Slippen oj Gold:
The Hut011l of a Lubian Community. New York: Routledge, 1993.

17p.175, Elizabeth Lapov8ky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boot. oj Leather, Slippen oj Gold:
The Hut011l oj a Lubian Communitll, !'lew York: Routledge, 1993.

uShlrley Willer quoted p.130, Eric Marcu8, Making Hut011l: The Struggle Jor Gall and Luhian
Equal Right., 1945-1 g90, New York: Harper Collin8, 1992.
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butches and ferns wore pants, or whether ferns were simply left out of these discussions

of lesbians?
Although some butches felt that butch style was more important than their jobs.

others disagreed. Some butches saw wearing a skirt and make-up to work as protec-

tion. Sandy Kern remembers "Well, I had to go to work and I had to compromise. I

always wore skirts to work, and I never had any trouble when I wore skirts and lipstick.

That was a sort of shield." 19 Despite the fact that their gay friends would expect

them to dress butch most or all of the time, there was some flexibility, particularly

for work or when spending time with one's farnily.20

Mainstream fashion's definitions of masculine and feminine have changer! over

time,21 while men's clothing and women's clothing are imbued with significations of

age, class and culture. Butches adopted very specific masculine styles. Butches in the

1940s "did not simply wear masculine clothes, but rather developed a definite style for

dressing up. A distinctive part of their attire was the heavily starched shirts which

contrasted with their softer everyday blou:;es.,,22 Also, different bars with varying

clientele had different styles: "Those [butches) in Bingo's modeled themselves on the

Italian men of the West side neighborhoods, while those in the Carousel had a mo!e

collegiate look." 23

Joan Nestle has written about the erotic language which butch and fern styles

enabled:

I have always been struck by the ahistorical quality of this yearning for
a public lesbian sexual self, since lesbian life in America from at least
the thirties through the sixties was organized around a highly developed
sense of sexual ceremony and dialogue. Indeed, because of the surrounding
oppression, ritual and code were often all we had to make public erotic

"p.58, Joan Nestle, ed. The Per.ulenl Delire: A Femme·Bulch Reader, Boaton: AIYlOn Publl-
cations, 1992.

2Dp.263, Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boola 01 Lather, Slipper. 01Gold:
The Hulo", 010 Lubion Communilll, Ne... York: Routledge, 1993.

21p.54, Elizabeth Wilaon, "Making an Appearance" in Teua Boffin and Jean Fraser, eds. Slo/en
G/onca: LubioRl Toke Phologrupha, London: Pandora, 1991.
22p.I54, Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. DavlI, Boola 01 Lather, Slipper. 01 Gold:

The Hulo", 010 Lubion Communi"', Ne... York: Routledge, 1993.
2Jp.I66, Elizabeth Lapov.ky Kennedy and Madeline D. Dam, Boola 01 Lather, S/ippe,., 01 Gold:

The Hulo", 01 0 Lubion Communilll, Ne... York: Routledge, 1993.
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connections. Dress, stance, gesture, even jewelry ann hairstyles had to
carry the weight of sexual communications. The pinky ring flashing in
a subway car, the DA haircut combed more severely in front of a mirror
always made me catch my breath, symbolizing as they did a butch woman
announcing her erotic competence."

I have not found other sources which describe this type of public erotic conversation

so explicitly. However, changing meanings of both clothing and sexual expression

seem to indicate an emerging language for sexual desire. In order to construct these

meanings, it seems that lesbians in the bars had to universalize the importance of

butch and fern, thus excluding those who did not want to identify as one or the other.

In addition to enabling an erotic language, the strictness in dress codes helped in

dealing with homophobic police officers. Because of the specificity of butch and fem

dress codes, recognizing outsiders was not difficult. Since undercover police officers

sometimes went to bars in order to entrap and arrest bar clientele, the ability to

differentiate between members of the community and outsiders was important. Of

course, this was problematic for genuine newcomers to the communlty" Alterna-

tively, butches who defended themselves physically against the police sometimes used

feminine clothes, stature and mannerisms to get themselves out of trouble. One white
'.narrator recalls:

I didn't have any [court clothes]. I borrowed them.... That was one,
great advantage of being gay, was you beat the court. I beat 'em every
charge.... Beat all of my cases.... [They were for) assault. One was on
a police officer.... He could identify me, but they didn't believe I did it
to him. They didn't believe I could do it. He was in there, his head was
all wrapped up, he had a concussion, broken nose, eyes, and, about a six
footer. And there I am, looking as pathetic as I could. And I remember
the judge, he says, "You did that? ... Why you couldn't weigh a hundred
pounds soaking wet," he said to me. I says, "98." He says, "I don't believe
you did this, no I have to throw this out.,,28

•

24Joan Nestle, ed. The Per,iltent Deaire: A Femme-Butch ReGder, DOlIton: AIYlOn Publication"
1992.
2Ip.I64-5, Lillian Faderman, Odd Gi,." and Twilight Lover,: A Hilto", 0/ Lubian Li/e in

Twentieth·centu", America, New York: Columbia Unlv. Pr_, 1991.
21"Sandy' p.182, Elizabeth Lapovaky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davia, Booll 0/ Leather, Slipper,

0/ Gold: The Hilto", 0/0 Lubian Communit~, New York: Routledp, 1993.
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However, this defense would probably not have worked as well for a larger woman or

a woman of color.

Some police harassment was legitimized by laws against cross-dressing. These

laws were used against all butches, but African Americans were harassed more than

whites.27 Audre Lorde wrote that black lesbians who were brave enough to be out

in the fifties had to present a tougher than tough image so no one would mess with

them. However, they were careful of the laws against crossdressing: "Most of the

women we knew were always careful to have on a bra, underpants, and some other

feminine article. No sense playing with fire."28 The specific laws seem to have varied

by region, and over time; however, the general stipulation was that everyone had to

wear two or three garments "appropriate to her sex" at all times. Lisa Davis writes:

In the fifties, you could still get busted by the vice-squad for being a
transvestite ("masquerading" as a man) unless you wore three pieces of
women's clothing. So you can imagine the rigors of life for a butch who
worked in drag in the forties. And the did wear men's underwear.P

With few resources to fight police harassment, lesbians in gay bars in the forties,

fifties and sixties used fashion both to protect themselves and to develop a dyna~ic

erotic language. The question of feeling forced into a role (ie butch or fern) seems to

me, at once a cliched lesbian-feminist comment in discussions of butch-fern, and an

essential intellectual question. Examining what was excluded from this lesbian slIP-

culture in order to establish an erotic language is important. Asking these questions

does not negate the importance of the accomplishments of women who participated

in this bar culture, but adds to our understanding of the ways in which we can invest

symbols with meaning.

27p.I80, Elizabeth Lapovlky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davll, Boo~ 01LMther, Slipper. 01Gold:
The Hiltory oj GLelbiGn Communit", New York: Routledllll, 1993.
21p.187, Audre Lorde, ZGmi: GNew Spelling oj M" NGme, Freedom, CA: Croulng Prell, 1082.
:l9p.49, Lila Davil, "The butch u drq; artilte: Greenwich vmlllc In the roaring rorUee" In Joan

Neetle, ed The Per.iltent Duire: A Femme·Butch Rader, BOlton: AI)'IC:I Publleatonl, 1992.
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Chapter 3

Daughters of Bilitis

The Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) was the first expressly political lesbian organization

in the United States, and it existed as a national organization from 1955 to 1972.1

DOB's monthly newsletter, The Ladder, circulated around the country and was read

by many lesbians and bisexual women.f The initial statement of purpose of 008,

published in each issue of The Ladder and in place until 1967, read as follows:

Purpose of the Daughters of Bilitis, a women's organization for the
purpose of promoting the integration of the homosexual into society by:
1. Education of the variant, with particular emphasis on the psycholog- '.
ical, physiological and sociological aspects, to enable her to understand
herself and make her adjustment to society in all its social, civic and eco-
nomic implications - this to be accomplished by... [establishing a library, •
sponsoring public discussions, and) by advocating a mode of behavior and

IAlthough DOB started in Sail Francisco in 1955, there were soon chapters in Los Angeles.
New York, Boston, Rhode Island, and New Jersey. In 1972 DOB agreed to dilsolve sa a national
organization and allow the chapters more autonomy; The Lodder had split from the organlution a
few years before. The Boston chapter of DOB II still active.

2There were bisexual women in DOB; The Ltulder featured debates on the validity of bilexual
Identity. One writer exclaimed, "Those girls are the deatb of every Iellblanl" (The Ltulder 4( II)
August 1900.}. Later MIriam Gardner CromTexas wrote in: "I found myself saying 'yes, yes, yes' on
every page - particularly to the one remark she [Valerie Taylorl made about bisexuals who 'conceal
their natures because they get hell Crom both sidell.' Indeed yes. Since wridng the two 'Borderland'
articles, the few people who know my Identity have been encouraging me with 1111 their hearts,
blellll them, to come out of hiding and live freely sa G lIomo.UUGl • quite milalng the point of the
entire article, that for people of thll particular 8Ort, exclulYll bomosexual orientation II jut sa
impossible sa the life of the good homey hausfraul Or eiIe they quite mila the point and &lIlIums
that 1 am perpetuaUy srlpped by an ID88IIedesire to plunge Into orglell of the type described in the
Vllriou works of the shady prea, more notable Corquantity and dlYlnity of partldpantl than for
any quaUtiell oC emotion or tender companlOlllhlp," (p23, The £odder 5(5), Feb 1961,)
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dress acceptable to society.
2. Education of the public at large through acceptance first of the indi-
vidual, leading to an eventual breakdown of erroneous taboos and preju-
dices ...
3. Participation in research projects ...
4. Investigation of the penal code ...3

DaB formed as an alternative to lesbian bars. They described the bars as "risky

and rough;" 4 there were often fights, and one risked arrest in attending gay bars. Ini-

tially, the founders of DaB conceived of a social organization for women. However,

they quickly began work publishing The Ladder and organizing more explicitly po-

litical events, such as forums with the police and clergy. They also sponsored studies

of their membership intended to prove that lesbians were well adjusted, productive

members of society. Although initially unaware of the existence of (primarily male)

homophile organizations such as One, Inc. and the Mattachine Society, the Daugh-

ters of Bilitis soon allied themselves with the homophile movement. In the midst of

McCarthyism, DaB and the other homophile organizations worked to remove some of

the stigma from homosexuality, and to become accepted as normal by society; DaB's

pursuit of a "mode of behavior and dress acceptable to society" was an expressly

political strategy. In 1950s America, building a distinct subculture did not seem to

be an appropriate strategy for reaching the goal of acceptance.

The members of DaB did not approve of the masculine snd working class attire,»f

butches in the bars. Barbara Stephens wrote a series of short stories about a martian

who came to earth and eventually decided that although he loved his beautiful wings,

if he was to fit into human society, he had to hide them.5 Martos, the martian,

shared his experiences with the friendly lesbians he met on earth, who learned from

his strategies. Because they recognized the value some lesbians placed on butch style,

these stories were relatively mild compared to some of the ongoing commentary found

3The Ladder, 1(1), October 1956. In the January 1967188ue oC The Ladder, among other changes,
the phraae "advocating a mode oCbehavior and dress acceptable to IIOciety"Wal replaced by a clause
about providing a Corum Corthe exchange oCIdeas among lesbians.

4p.159, LlIIlan Faderman, Odd GiN and Twilight Laver,: A Hiltofl/ of Lubian Life in Twentieth-
centlJfl/ AmeriCG, New York: Columbia Unlv. Press, 1991.

hA Martian View," p.7, The Ladder, 2(7), April 1958 among others.
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In the "Readers Respond" column. Numerous readers wrote in to decry butches'

"shameful" state of attire, associating it with ignorance and anti-social status. One

"anonymous sister" wrote "I can't fathom why any woman would want to be called

'butch'i'" Whereas in the bars butches were admired as defenders as well as signifiers"

of the community, among many members of DOB, the label butch was an insult. In

the second issue of The Ladder, Del Martin wrote in her "President's Message":

1 must go back to her [a DOB member's] letter in which she states ' ...but
the kids in fly-front pants and with the butch haircuts and mannish man-
ner are the worst publicity we can get.'

Very true. Our organization has already touched on that matter and has
converted a few to remembering that they are women first and a butch or
fern secondly, so their attire should be that which society will accept.f

Later in the same letter she quotes one of DOB's "changlings:" "I find that because

now I am wearing women's slacks and letting my hair grow long, I am getting a wider

variety of friends and 1 have neighbors instead of people next door. I no longer have

the feeling that everyone is watching me."?

The quote from the "changling" above acknowledges her experience of different

treatment from society at large with a change of clothing. New friends and feeling less

like everyone is watching her were probably important benefits of her change in style.

Similarly Billie Talmij remembers that DOB "had gab 'n javas ... on how to make a..
butch into a dolly - something weird like that. It was about how to accommodate

to a given situation." 10 Accommodating to a particular situation is different from

considering the causes of homophobia, or the ways in which one might be speaking

for all lesbians (e.g. giving lesbians bad publicity) in adopting a particular style of

dress. Some members of DOB located the cause of homophobia in butch fashion

itself. One woman wrote:

spp.23-24, The Ladder, 4(8), May 1960.
7See Page 15, and Judy Grahn, Another Mother Tongue: Go~ WonU, Go~ World", Boston:

Beacon Press, 1984.
sOel Martin, p.3, The Ladder, November 1956.
9p.3, The Ladder November 1956.

IOp.77, Eric Marcus, Moking Hiatof"J/:TIle Struggle for Go~ ond Le,bion Equal Righta, 1945·1990,
New York: Harper Collins, 1992.
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Do we take pride in our sisters who have lost their self respect and who arc
constantly the subject of ridicule and who have established themselves as
the emblem of our 'ism'? I think not. I hope not! I pray not! Is this the
woman we are asking society to accept? Do we accept her? Our objective
is clear - in order to eliminate the prejudice against the lesbian, we must
first eliminate the cause. In order to help society understand the lesbian,
the lesbian must understand herself.
Altogether too much emphasis is placed on our ostracism by society. Have
we not ostracized ourselves by refusing to conform to certain standards
that would, in part, open the door we are pounding upon so weekly?
Basically all we need to do is act and dress as befits our sex. II

Similarly, at the end of an article on police and alcohol regulation agents raiding

gay bars in San Francisco, Del Martin wrote, "The homosexual must learn that

defiance in the face of a prejudiced society does not serve his ends, but rather it

tends to justify and intensify the prejudice he would seek to eliminate." 12 To whom

was this prejudice justified? Did defiance justify prejudice to the general public or

to Del Martin? This statement seems different from a simple cautionary remark. to

the effect of "The police tend to be more violent towards women wearing fly fronts,

so you might not want to take that risk," or a story of different treatment based on

different clothing. Martin discussed more general concepts of prejudice, rather than
'.

specific instances of maltreatment, implying that. by defying the police, perhaps by

dressing in "men's" clothing, some lesbians brought oppression onto themselves.

In addition to questions about butch style causing homophobia, writers in 1Tle

Ladder associated butch clothing with ignorance. Amidst debates about lesbian pulp

novels, N.R. from California, exclaims:

It is obvious that Miss Aldrich's'i' main objection is the picture of the
lesbian we are showing the world - the irresponsible, argyled, slacked,
short-haired female carpenter who is too ignorant to realize that she, too
must live in this society; that she, too, is obligated to hold down a job to
support herself; that she has a certain responsibility to her fellow lesbians
and to society, as well as herself ....

IIL.L. New Jersey, The Ladder, October 1962. My emphasis.
12p.25, The Ladder, December, 1959. My emphasis.
13Ann Aldrich wrote pulp novels. In debates about these novels in The Ladder writers often

preferred Ann Aldrich to Ann Bannon who wrote about "Beebo Brinker" a butch character who
attended in urban lesbian bars.
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In short, if we homosexuals want to feel integrated into society, we in turn
must offer something useful and desirable to accept. 14

What is considered useful or desirable in this context? NR. wrote that "we," pre-

sumably lesbians, were presenting an unacceptable (ignorant, irresponsible, gender-

inappropriate) image to the world. She assumes that lesbians have responsibilities to

other lesbians, and to society at large, but she does not clarify what these responsibil-

ities entail. NR.'s conflation of fashion, occupation, and social qualities make under-

standing these responsibilities somewhat difficult. However, her use of the monolithic

"we" implies that the primary responsibility to other lesbians lies in assuming that

one represents all lesbians when representing oneself. In other words, lesbians who

dress in ways which are unacceptable to society at large, give all lesbians a bad name.

Despite some calls to arms in The Ladder, the individual members of DOB were

generally scared to reveal their identities, as were many of the women who went to

lesbian bars. However, DOB members used clothing to blend in, so there was no way

for them to change the "image" of lesbians without identifying themselves as lesbians

with words (either holding a sign, or verbally telling everyone t.hey met).

In the early sixties, the homophile movement did sponsor rallies to protest gl?,v-

ernment discrimination against lesbians and gay men. At these protests, men ~ore

pants, shirts and ties, and women wore skirts and heels. Martha Shelley remembers "I

thought it was ridiculous to have to go there in a skirt. But I did it anyway, because.it

was something that might possibly have an effect. I remember walking around in my

little white blouse and skirt and tourists standing there eating their ice cream cones

and watching us like the zoo had opened." 1~ That even with conventional clothing

act.ivists still felt like animals in a zoo, points to homophobia independent of dress.

While butch women might have been the objects of ridicule without carrying a sign

with linguistic text identifying them as lesbian, as long as "the public" knew that the

protesters were gay or lesbian, the respectability of their dress did not make them

socially acceptable. However, staring without physical violence is better than the

J4 The Ladder, April 1961.
l&p.I77, Eric Marcus, Making History: The Struggle/or Gay and Le.tbian Equal Righu, 1945-1990,

New York: Harper Collins, 1992.
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police brutality which lesbians in men's clothing often experienced.

In contrast to the publicity of a protest, Helen Sanders happily reported in The

Ladder about the first DOB convention, "Probably the casual on-looker would not

have known just what sort of convention this was. We don't mind." 16 Women were

asked to wear skirts to DOB conventions. Billie Tallmij remembers this requirement

as a practical matter of protection from the police.

We had our first DOB national convention, which we had right here in
San Francisco in 1960, one woman called us from the Los Angeles area.
She had been a subscriber to The Ladder and a DOB member for several
years, although we had never met her. She asked, "Do we have to wear
skirts?" She hadn't been in a skirt in seventeen years. And we said "Yes,
you do have to wear a skirt." So, she went out and she bought one skirt.
She had several different men's shirts to go with it. I didn't care about the
men's shirts; nobody else did either. But she had to wear a skirt, for her
own safety. There was a law on the books that you could be arrested for
impersonating a male, which included wearing fly-front jeans! We knew
there would be police at our first convention and that they would scan
everyone of us. We wanted to protect people who came.!"

DOB members' opinions on the political utility of butch clothes varied within a

certain range. Z.N. from San Leandro, California wrote "Any minority group wish-

ing to be accepted must conform to the majority group where first impressions are

concerned." 18 She then explained that she liked wearing pants, but wanted to get to

know people before shocking them. Also, aside from questions about which clothing

was politically appropriate or practical, there were issues of accessibility. S.K. from

North Las Vegas, wrote that given that she was six feet tall, women's clothing in

her size was extremely expensive.'? She claimed to not flaunt her homosexuality,

but stated that "It's not what you are wearing that counts, it is how you conduct

yourself that matters." SK amended DOB's general ideology of fitting in, with the

reality of limited options in clothing for large women. The Ladder featured an ar-

16p.6, The Ladder, June 1960.
17Billie Tallmij, quoted p.77-78, Eric Marcus, Making Hutofl/: The Struggle for Gay and Le.bian

Equal Right!, 19-45-1990, New York: Harper Collins, 1992.
I8Z.N., San Leandro, California, p.3G-32, The Ladder, October 1958.
19p.16, The Ladd"r, December 1958.
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ticle, "Transvestism in Women" by Gene Damon and Lee Stuart,20 which discussed

women passing as men throughout history and concluded that because women 's and

men's clothes were becoming more alike, and women had more job opportunities.

there would be less need to pass as men. However, Damon and Stuart assumed that

a woman would only cross dress if there were some economic reasc.i to do it, or if

feminine clothing were too uncomfortable, or were unavailable. This disregards the

subcultural significance of cross-dressing for participants in the subculture in the bars.

Kay Lahusen remembers, "As I quickly learned, the purpose of DOB was to get gay

people to jack themselves up. If you were a lesbian, you were to put on a skirt and

join the human race."2. It seems that, in general, the strategy of the members of

DOB was to accept gendered conventions in fashion, and appease straight society by

meeting the fashion expectations for women.

The objections of the women in DOB to butches were different from those of les-

bian feminists in later years, in that they centered on looking acceptable to straight

society rather than on relative gendering in lesbian relationships. In particular, ob-

jecting that butch-fern couples were imitating heterosexuals would have made less

sense in a group which valued fitting in with heterosexuals. Further, it is possi~le

that women in DOB practiced a different form of butch-fern (using my definition from

the Introduction) than the women in the bars. I do not have information on the sexual

practices of those in DOB; however there ill some evidence that at least among SOllie

couples in DOB one partner generally wore more masculine clothing while the other

wore more feminine styles. Several covers of The Ladder show pairs of women with

masculine and feminine signifiers respectively or women who look bu tch (see figure J).

My interpretation of the pictures above may demonstrate that I am reading a relative

gendering of two people despite their intentions. However other scholars have con-

firmed that butch-fern dynamics existed in middle class lesbian subculture, and DOB

was mostly middle c1ass.22 Madeline Dcvis and Elizabeth Kennedy write, "Although

I

2Op.l1, TIle Ladder, February, 1959.
2·p.111, Eric Marcua, Making Hillor1I: The SlnJggle for GOII ond Lu6ion Equlll Righ~, 1945.

1990, New York: Harper Col1lna, 1992.
21ThI' aYerB«e Income and educational level or DOB memben were well above the a~erB«8 for

white women. ("DOB QUeltionnaire RewaII Some Facu About Le.blana," pp.4-26, The L<ulder,

no



Figure 3-1: Covers from The Ladder representing a butch·fem couple and a butch,
respectively. (Left: April, 1959, Right: November, 1960.)
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butch-fern culture existed in all subcommunities the butch role was less 'obvious' or

'flamboyant' in the more upwardly mobile crowd."23 Also Del Martin and Phyllis

Lyon, two of the founders of DaB, write of their own experiences:

The only model we knew, a pattern that also seemed to hold true for
those few lesbians we had met, was that of mom-and-dad or heterosexual
marriage. So Del assumed the role of 'butch' (she was working at the
time) and Phyllis, being completely brainwashed in society's role of woman
anyway, decided she must be the 'fem'.24

Clearly, had Phyllis been "completely brainwashed in society's role of woman," she

would have been married to a man. Whether this demonstrates anti-fern sentiment

of earlier DaB subculture or the upcoming lesbian-feminism is unclear, as this book

was published in 1972.

While DaB emphasized visually fitting in to straight white middle-class society's

norms, they also prioritized openness about one's lesbian identity, or overcoming

fear of coming out. K.L. from Pennsylvania wrote a "Readers Respond" letter2&

emphasizing the importance of coming out. D.S. wrote about a raid on a gay bar in

Chicago in which 52 people were arrested and abused by the police: "Though I do

not wish to go into details of their fifteen-hour detention period, Iwill say tliat the'.conditions of the lockup itself, as well as their treatment, violated more than a few

Illinois laws."211Her letter is an impassioned call to hire lawyers and fight this illegal

treatment, and she recognizes that in order to do this, lesbians must overcome f4r

of coming out to a lawyer: "He [a lawyer] can not stage a legal battle when almost

every gay person seems to be too scared of getting a public black eye to fight for the

legal rights that constitute his personal liberty." 27

There was conflict about DaB's stated strategy recorded in the pages of The

Ladder. One reader wrote in valuing gay subculture, and discouraging conformity:

September,1959.)
23p.63, Elizabeth Lapov.ky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, "They was No One to Mess With:

The Construction of the Butch Role In the Lesbian Comunlty In tbe 194011and 19501" In Joan N8lItle,
ed. The Per.ulent Duire: A Femme-Butch Reader, Bolton: AlyiOn, 1992.
24p.12, Del Martin and Pbylll. Lyon, fabian/Woman, San Franslsco: Glide Publication., 1972.
2& The Ladder, April 1963.
2'p.21, The Ladder, April 1961.
27p.21, The Ladder, April 1961.
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I can't understand those homosexuals who want to blend into the land-
scape. I mean those who live in suburbia, move in its milieus, and strongly
desire to remain a part of it. As if there were any basic comfort in the
alien climate of opinion there.
1 know of several homosexual couples who are wearing out their lives
looking as bland and tasteless as their suburban neighbors, consorting with
those who must always be only acquaintances, and attending the church
that rejects their kind.... Aren't they confusing middle-class morality
with morality? Split-l« -el homes with high-level living? Conformity with
commendability? They must or they wouldn't continue the chameleon
act.28

B.G. of Kansas City writes a "Reader Response,,,n about a conversation with a

Black woman friend of hers who said that she didn't think that being accepted was

an appropriate goal of any civil rights movement, but that activists should fight for

equal rights. The woman writing the letter thought this was a good idea for lesbians

too. However these ideas seem to have been the exception to the rule.

Although the ideology of dressing in a manner acceptable to straight society was

somewhat controversial, it was a popular view for much of the DOB membership.

The Daughters of Bilitis, along with other homophile organizations, worked to make

lesbians and gay men more acceptable to a violently homophobic society. Part 'Of'.
their strategy to reach this goal necessarily involved reframing the general image of

"the lesbian." This strategy resulted in exclusion of butch styles. ..

2IJ.P. New York, The lAdder, May 1963.
:ltp.22-23, The lAdder, February 1959.
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Chapter 4

Seventies-Lesbian-Feminism

After the Stonewall Riots in June of 1969, many lesbian/gay liberation organizations

emerged, particularly on coUege campuses. The second wave of American feminism

had begun, on the heels of civil rights and Black nationalist movements, and move-

ment.s against the Vietnam war. By the early seventies there was a thriving youth

counterculture. Young lesbian-feminists drew upon these movements in building an

ongoing movement and estafJlished lesbian subculture. In the process, they differ-

entiated themselves from "old gays" - activists from the homophile movement and

butches and fems from the bars. Prevailing lesbian-feminist ideology rejected b~tch'

fern identity and roles, and feminine styles in particular. Joan Nestle has written

about the exclusion of fern lesbians from lesbian feminism. •

[I)fin the Straight world, butches bear the brunt of the physical and verbal
abuse for their difference, in the lesbian-feminist world, fems have had to
endure a deeper attack on their sense of self-worth. Leather and denim,
flannels and vests - butch women could easily adapt these prevailing signs
of feminist gender resistance into superficial passports to acceptance, but
the fern woman, in her lace and silk, high heels and lipstick, had no place
to hide. I

Stating that many women who now and/or then identified themselves as fern felt

hurt by exclusion from lesbian-feminism seems a dramatic understatement. I find

IJoan NlllItle, ed. The Perlilfcnt Denre: A Femlll4l·Bukh ReGder, Bolton: AI)'IOR Publlcatloaa.
1992.
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ignoring that pain unconscionable. Having said that, I want to consider what lesbian-

feminism's exclusion of ferns meant at the time, and what purposes it served. I do

not think that there are essential human beings who are born fern. Fern identity. like

any other, is constructed. Because lesbian-feminists were rejecting styles associated

with women, one might regard this exclusion of femininity as indicative of misogyny.

More likely feminists were trying to redefine femininity and femaleness, and hoped

to reject all "outside" constructions of femininity and start from scratch. Similarly,

some have characterized lesbian-feminists as antisex, while lesbian-feminists aimed to

redefine lesbian sexuality in opposition to the mainstream focus on genital contact

and orgasm. In both cases, redefinition required exclusion.

Many lesbian-feminists saw feminine clothing as less practical and less comfortable

than men's clothes, a drain on time and energy,2 accepting of compulsory gender roles

and thus indicative of women's subordinate status. In many feminist groups, wearing

pants was expected and if someone decided to wear a skirt, they were expected to have

an excuse and/or an apology such as work, or visiting with family (JS). 8M recalls:

"[There was] a general sense of looking down at people who wore skirts, or dismissing

it as something you have to do to make a living, but there was no appreciation ,?r

acknowledgment that someone might choose to do that." '.

JoAnn Loulan and Lyndall MacCowan have written that the word fern almost

vanished from the lesbian-feminist vocabulary, while butch remained.I ED remembers

of her work at a rape crisis center, which was "swarming with dykes":

There was some remnants [of butch-fern], but there weren't a whole lot
of ferns around. At that point, the lesbians were - even if they had long
hair, they were wearing work boots and flannel shirts - much more on the
butch side. You know there were baby butches, those were the softer ones,
and the littler ones, but very few ferns.... there was a lot more emphasis
on butchness.

3p.129-130, Wendy Chapkis, Beau11ISecrell: Women and lJIe Po/itia oj Appe4t11nce, BOBLan:
South End PreB8, 1986.

3JoAnn Loulan, The Lubian Erotic Dance: Butch, Femme, Andrownll and OlJler RIIIJI,"" Min-
neapoUs: Splnsten Ink, 1990., and Lyndall MacCowan, "Re-collecting HilLary, Renaminll LiYftl:
Femme Stigma and the FemlniBt Seventies and Eighties" In Joan Nestie, ed. TIle Per,glenl Duire:
A Femme-Butch Reader, Boston: AIY80n Publications, 1992.
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The differentiation between baby butches and butches here is interesting in that it

does not connote an age difference. Baby butches could have been more feminine -

"softer" and "littler" - but they were not called fem.

However, there seems to have been conflict between wanting choice for women.

and politically disapproving of fem clothing. While arguing vehemently for visibility

through short hair, and identifying privileges associated with long hair (joh opportu-

nities for example), Liza Cowan wrote "Every woman should have the choice of how

to wear her hair. I would hate to hear of a Lesbian who was put down or ridiculed

by her Lesbian peers for wearing her hair in any manner she chose. But ... hair is

political. The choice is a personal one, but it always has political implications." ~ It

seems that more often than not, political implications won out over personal choice.

Lillian Faderman writes of lesbian feminist politically correct fashion:

There were rules for everything, even acceptable dress. Makeup, skirts,
high heels, or any other vestiges of the 'female slave mentality' would
arouse suspicion in the community and were shunned. The uniform was
usually jeans and natural fiber shirts. Expensive clothing suggested con-
spicuous consumption and was inappropriate in a community where down-
ward mobility was 'p.c.' 'Fancy threads' meant thrift shop elegance: vests,
ties, fedoras or berets, pinstripes and baggy flannels. Although butch-and-
fem were 'p.i.' in the lesbian-feminist community everyone looked butch. '.
But the goal was to appear strong and self-sufficient, rather than mascu-
line: no matriarchy could function if its inhabitants had to run or fight in
high heels and tight skirts.5 •

Lillian Faderman implies that the value of clothing was based on its utility - how well

suited it would be to running or fighting. Because high heels and tight skirts were not

practical in this sense, lesbian-feminists shunned them. However, practicality could

not have been the only concern. Any number of different styles could be practical,

while there seems to have been a particular look which was popular. Almost all

of the women I interviewed emphasized that they dressed for comfort, but comfort

meant very different things for each of them. While some women have said that

·p.7, 2(2) June/July 1974, Liza Cowan, "What the Well Dreued Dyke will Wear" an ongoing
column In Cowrie: LubiGn Feminill Lilleralion 1973-1974.

Ip.230-1, Lillian Faderman, Odd Oi"" Gnd T1IIilighlLcwerI: A HiltorrI 01 Lu6iGn Life in
Twenlieth-centufll Amerim, New York: Columbia Unlv. Prae, 1991.
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pants are more comfortable, LK stated, "I usually wear a dress or a skirt, usually

this length [mid-calf or ankle length]. Always going for comfort.. .. comfort is key. I

like things loose." Perhaps because it served to mask the exclusionary practices of

lesbian-feminism, practicality was named the most important concern with respect

to clothing. Nancy Williamson reasoned:

In consistently deviating from the Hollywood-Madlson Avenue-Playboy
norm, we have indeed affected a studied ugliness. Many of us have cut our
hair, and chosen to wear loosefitting pants, shirts with high necks, sturdy
shoes rather than tight short skirts and dresses and flimsy, fall-apart shoes
for several reasons. It is more comfortable; it causes less attention on the
street; it ia less abasing; it is less expensive, less time-consuming.f

"Attention on the streets" meant sexist harassment (catcalls etc.) or more extreme

violence. The goals of avoiding violence and fighting consumerism, and the idea of

practicality allowed a rationalization of this preference for masculine/androgynous

(what I would call "butch") clothing stripped of it's association with "role-playing"

and fems. On wearing men's clothing, Liza Cowan argued: "We know that men,

the patriarchal rulers, take what is best for themselves, at least materially, including

clothes. So, to dress in 'men's' clothes is not to imitate men (who wants to be, a
'.

man!) but to wear what is least oppreesive.?" BM speaks of values about fashion in

a lesbian support group:

•
Some people were on their way to church or back from church, and so
they'd be wearing dresses or skirts, but that wasn't very common .... Be-
cause of the age range, some of the women were much older, they would
talk about what it used to be like, and they would describe a largely, just
classic from the books butch-fern kind of thing .... They also did a lot of
talking about, well because it W88 a black group, about what we would
do or not do to our hair, and some talk about make-up.' There was a lot
of pressure not to change your hair, not to process your hair, and to not
wear make-up. It was made very clear that you could be, I would say,
emotionally beaten up, if you did those things.

Sp.l, NlIDCYWilUlIII\IOn, "Tbe Cue for Studied Ullin_," unpubl1lblld paper, avallablfl at the
Lesbian Hentory Archlvea.

7p.22, Liza Cowan, "What the Well Dreaed Dyke wl1l Wear" an ongoins column In Cowrie:
Lubilln Feminid Liberntion 1973-1974.
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Having rejected feminine clothing, .these lesbians embraced a somewhat modified

butch-style, while idealizing "woman-identification." Feminists were left with a con-

tradiction. What could they make of this new style? Was it butch? Androgynous?

Simply natural? Esther Newton summarized:

Because the proposition that lesbianism is an intensified form of female
bonding has become a belief, thinking, acting or looking like a man contra-
dicts lesbian feminism's first principle: the lesbian is a 'woman-identified-
woman.' What to do, then, with that figure referred to in various times
and circumstances, as the 'mannish lesbian,' the 'true invert,' the 'bulldag-
ger,' or the 'butch'? ... She is an embarrassment indeed to a political
movement that swears it is the enemy of traditional gender categories and
yet validates lesbianism as the ultimate form of femaleness.P

Identifying goals of practicality and the appearance of strength served to solve this

contradiction. In a society where men were constructed as strong and (white) women

as weak or frail, adopting men's clothing was a way of embracing strength.

The feminist emphasis on comfort and practicality served to mask communal

pressure, and personal choices - ways in which lesbian-feminist style was just as

constructed as any other style. Deborah Goleman Wolf, in an ethnography of a lesbian

community in the early seventies, wrote of the feminist modification of butchness.-
'.

Among lesbians, the extreme forms of male dress that 'old gay' butches
had adopted became modified as feminist thought influenced the lesbian
community. As one lesbian pointed out in a 1971 interview about lesbian •
dress: 'We're breaking down the old butch-fern roles which mimic hetero-
sexual society. We're getting through all those IOllersand becuming real,'
9

This reference to "becoming real," to stripping away layers (of pretense? socializa-

tion?) implies a truth or essence which exists "underneath" or prior to the roles of old

gay women. It seems that butch-fern was acknowledged to be constructed, or at least

not reflective of this underlying essence, while blue jeans and flannel shirts reflected

some essential strong woman-ness.

Ip.7.a, Esther Newton, "The Mythic Mannish Lesbian: Radclyffe Hall and the New Woman," In
The £Ubilln lllue: EIIIIIII from ~, Chicago: Unlv. of ChlC810 PrelII, 1985.
9p.85, Deborah Goleman Wolf, The £Ubilln Communi"', Berkeley: Unlv. of California PrelII,

1979.. My emphull.
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Fashions do not happen by accident. Clothes have a function and meaning.
I don't want to wear bluejeans and suits for the rest of my life; in fact I'm
already tired of them, but our revolution is still young. I am confident
that there will begin to evolve a true Dyke fashion, just as Dyke music
and theater is already beginning to appear .10

Lesbian-feminists were redefining what being a woman meant, moving away from

stereotypes of (white) women as weak, frivolous or sexual objects for men and building

a community based in opposition to those stereotypes. While refuting misogynist

stereotypes was useful, lesbian-feminists accomplished this by rejecting any symbols

which might be associated with those stereotypes.

Despite what some now recognize as harsh exclusion of lesbian ferns from lesbian

feminism,'! for some people in this community, it did feel like a period without rules.

One woman I interviewed (JS) said she had never thought about the ways in which

lesbian-feminism excluded fems, until fems she knew started to tell her about it in

the early eighties. Another woman remembers joining the gay liberation movement,

and participating in a broader youth counter culture:

It was very easy for me in the late 19608, when the gay liberation move-
ment came along, to run around in a tie-dyed tank top and a pair of cut
off jeans and say the hell with it, and thumb my nose at the world. Gay »,

liberation just blew away the last restraints. I felt like I didn't have to
fit in anymore - at least I didn't have to pretend to fit in. There was a
whole movement that was supporting my not fitting in.12

In addition to redefining femininity, an important contribution of lesbian-feminism

has been an emphasis on visibility as a political strategy. While ongoing activism in-

troduced more methods for visibility than fashionjimaga alone, the rise of immediate,

day-to-day visibility as an articulazed political strategy was important.

We [at the National Gay Task Force, in 1974) also did lots of community
organizing, always emphasizing visibility because this was - and is - at

IOp.22, no date, Liza Cowan, "What the Well Dressed Dyke will Wear" an ongoing column in
Cowrie: Lubian Feminut Liberation 1973-1974.

11JS, BM, JL, also see Joan Nestle, ed. The Per.iltmt Duire: A Femme-ButchlU4der, BOlton:
AIYlOnPublicatioDl, 1992., and JoAnn Loulan, The Lubian Erotic Dance: Butch, Femme, Androg-
POlland Other Rllthml, Minneapolla: SplDlten Ink, 1990.
12p.179, Eric MarCUl, Making Hiltorr: The Struggle lor Gall and Lu6ian Equal Right., 1946-

1990, New York: Harper Collins, 1992.
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the core of our oppression. There's no question about it: If everybody
who's gay was visible, we would probably eliminate 70% of the oppression.
Everybody already knows gay people. They just don't know that we're
gay. 13

What did it mean to be visible? In terms of fashion, lesbian visibility depends on the

articulation of what it means to look like a lesbian. In order to invest certain clothing

with lesbian signification, most of the lesbians participating in a particular subculture

had to wear the clothes. Perhaps, because feminine women were/are rarely recognized

as lesbians in light of the legacy of the sexologists, and mainstream fashion was moving

towards androgyny, adopting masculine clothes served the imperative for visibility.

However, I suspect that if lesbian-feminists had wanted to make ferns recognizable as

lesbians, they could have.

The idea of everyday visibility, and the emphasis on opposition to mainstream

definitions of femaleness, in particular the ways in which lesbian feminists attempted

to use anti-fashion fashion or "studied ugliness,"lt were complicated. As Elizabeth

Wilson has written: "Even the determinedly unfashionable wear clothes that man-

ifestly represent a reaction against what is in fashion. To be unfashionable is not

to escape the whole discourse, or to get outside the parameters. Indeed, the most,-
dowdy clothes may at any moment suddenly get taken up and become, perversely all

the rage." 15 For example, "In pioneering thrift-shop styles and retro-ehic, feminism

was innovative rather than anti-fashion. The hacking jacket worn with a Rower sk:it

(1977), the trilby hat (1979) and the old-fashioned handmade sweaters were fashions

that feminism initiated and the mainstream copied." 18

In addition to industry cooptation, downward mobility was an important aspect of

anti-fashion fashion. There was a big influx of college students into the gay liberation

movement after the Stonewall riots in 1969. The position of these activists within

13Jean O'leary, quoted p.269, Eric Marcus, Making Hula'll: The 51",ggle for Gall and Le.hian
Equal Right6, 19.15-1990, New York: Harper Collins, 1992.

I.Nancy WilliamBOn. "The Case for Studied Uglineu." unpublished paper, available at the Lesbian
Herstory Archives.

IIp.5, Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dre4rru: FOIhion And ModemilJl, Berkeley: Univ. of Califor-
nia Press, 1985.

IIp.240, Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dre4rru: FOIhion And ModernilJl, Berkeley: Univ. of
California Press, 1985.
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the academy allowed them some freedoms with clothing that other women did not

have. Kay Lahusen, who had been active in the homophile movement, notes that she

did not fit in with members of the Gay Liberation Front in New York City, because

in part, she could not afford the clothing they were wearing: "We were easy to pick

out of the crowd because we didn't have on the right radical rags. We didn't have

enough money to buy what these leftists with no jobs somehow had the money for." 17

Downward mobility involves giving up money which could be put to progressive use.

One woman I interviewed had some important comments on politics and the fashion

industry:

You have to buy clothes, so some of it has to do with, like where do you
buy your clothes? Do you buy designer clothes or do you buy them on
sale at Filene's? Or do you buy, do you think it's weird to spend $130
on a silk blouse or do you think it is okay? Is it okay to spend $600 on
a leather jacket or does that make your skin crawl? You know, there's
designer clothes for women of every size now... And the lines change.
They've changed for me over time, and they're different for every woman,
but certain kinds of excessive materialism in clothing or home furnishings.
I mean there is the opposite of that, that is just as big a trap which is
downward mobility, which is really obnoxious. So I think it's a line. Like,
why would a lesbian wear a fur coat? There's like a gillion ways to keep
warm that don't involve wearing a fur coat. (JS) '.

Another woman I interviewed dressed fern, but bought most of her clothing at vintage

clothing shops and Goodwill. She recalls, "I went to a women's dance one time at

the Baptist Church in Cambridge, and a woman came up to me and called me a

classist bitch ... and I couldn't tell you what I was wearing that inspired that much

reaction." (JL) This exemplifies another instance of clothing being unreliable for

expressing specific messages. In this case feminine was read as classist, without much

clarity about the specific class message of the clothing.

Deborah Goleman Wolf suggests that the lesbian-feminist style was worn more

generally by all feminists. From her field notes, from a November 1972 DOB meeting,

she quotes "They did not look different from non lesbian feminists in their age range.

39

17p.215, Eric Marcus, MlJking HUeD",: The Struggle for Ga~ and Lubian Equal Righu, 1945.
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All wore pants, some wore boots, many had long hair, many wore earrings. and

some even had on eye makeup."18 Donna Karan, a mainstream clothing designer,

has commented "The 70s were all about putting women in men's c1othes."19 Lillian

Faderman asserts that lesbians since the 1980s have been much less recognizable than

our counterparts of the '50s, '60s, and '70s.

Some of them [lesbians coming out in the 80s1 reintroduced makeup and
sexy clothes into the most visible part of the lesbian community. They
were far less distinguishable from heterosexual women than their 1970s
counterparts had been.... the most visible lesbian community changed
its character so that in the '80s it was made up in good part of women
who were far less separated from the mainstream in their appearance and
outlook than had been the butches and ferns of the 1950s and '60s and
the lesbian-feminists of the 1970~.2o

I have not been able to determine the relationship between lesbian-feminist fashion,

mainstream fashion, and straight feminists' styles from the late 1960s to the early

eighties. The above quotations indicate some of the conflicting ideas I have encoun-

tered.

I have argued that escaping fashion is not really possible, nor is defending a partic-

ular fashion solely on the basis of its practicality. Lesbian-feminism's exclusion oUem

styles served to bring lesbian signification to styles somewhat derived from a larger

youth counter-culture. This exclusion at least in part enabled the emerging politics..
of visibility, and a distancing of "new" lesbian-feminists from "old-gay" activists.

18p.56, Deborah Goleman Wolf, The Le,bian Communitll, Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,
1979.
19Woody Hochswender "Designers for women give men's wear a try," New York Time8, July 9

1991, pBl(N).
2Op.273, Lillian Faderman, Odd Gim and Twilight Louer»: A HietorJI of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-

centurJI AmeriCII, New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1991.
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Chapter 5

Rules Among the Ruleless

"In 1970, the Radicalesbians declared, 'A lesbian is the rage of all women
condensed to the point of explosion.' Today, we've lightened up." I

"There were times when there were rules. I mean, we could be in a rule
time, I just don't know what the rule is." (8M)

Naming this chapter has not been easy. Almost everyone that I interviewed, and

many articles I have read,? mention a rejection of the strict dress codes of lesbian-

feminism. The date of this change has ranged from the election of Ronald Reagan
•

1980, (JS) to the founding of ActUp3 in 1987. I was tempted to name this chapter

"Fashion Since the Sex Wars," or simply "And now...." Some contemporary queer"

women have defined ourselves in opposition to a supposed puritanism of seventit:!-

lesbian-feminism. Lisa Duggan has written: .....the lesbian sense of style is in a state

of transition, from 1970s political puritanism, to a 1980s butch-fern revival with a

Ip.40, Arlene Stein, "All dressed up, but no place to go? Style Warll and the New Lesbianism"
Out/Look Winter 1989, 1(4).

'See for example Arlene Stein, "All dressed up, but no place to go? Style wars and the New
Lesbianism" Out/Look Winter 1989, 1(4). Inge Blackman and Kathryn Perry, "Skirting the Issue:
Lesbian Fashion for the 1990's," Femini.!t ReuieUl, Spring 1990,34:67.78. Lisa Duggan, "The An-
guished Cry of an 80's Fern: 'I wanna be a drag queen'," Out/Look, Spring 1988, 1(1):64.and Lillian
Faderman, Odd Gim and Twilight Lovers: A Hi.!to'1l of labian Life in TUientieth.centu'1l America,
New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1991.

3AIDS Coalition To Unleash Power, founded in New York, eventually a national organization
which spawned the group Queer Nation. LH

41 use queer in this context in the sense of a politics which embraces sexual marginality, and an
identity inclusive of m08t people who's sexual practices and/or desires are "deviant." Young queer
women might be a better designation, but the sides of the "style Warll" (discussed In Arlene Stein's
article) are not clearly differentiated by &gP..
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punk influence."S One important outcome of the sex wars of the early eighties was

the stereotype of the "anti-sex" puritanical politically correct lesbian- feminist. In

concluding, I will consider what this redefinition of seventies feminism produces, and

propose a new direction for the "style wars."

Contemporary ideas of not living in a "rule period" the queer politics of inclusion,

butch-fern revival after the sex wars all depend on the exclusion of the "puritan-

ical lesbian-feminist." S/M, butch-fern, pornography and bisexuality exploded as

issues during the sex wars in the early eighties. Some lesbians criticized 19708 fem-

inism in terms of its de-sexualization of lesbianism, exemplified by the essays "The

Woman-Identified Woman" by the Radicalesbians, and "Compulsory Heterosexuality

and Lesbian Existence" by Adrienne Rich. Lesbian and bisexual women into S/M
drew on gay male S/M culture and used leather fashion to represent their sexual iden-

tity and desire. Some lesbians felt that S/M and butch-fern perpetuated oppressive

heterosexual, sexist, racist and/or anti-semitic structures. One woman I interviewed

recalled:

A lot of the fashion I adopted is what I consider a gay leather man type
thing, which a lot of dykes ended up adopting five years later, which wall •
interesting. But when I was in college, the way I dressed, the punk way, '.
was not at all what the lesbians looked like.... I made some attempts to go
to wor-en's caucus type meetings, and I went to BOrne,but I never really
hit it un with the lesbian communit~.... I didn't know if it was my style or
my politics or whitt, but I just never clicked with them. I felt very judged.
It was in the time of being a.'1ti-pomography, and being real allti-S/M and
I think, even though I wasn't into it [S/M) then, I think that was what
the look was connected with then, and I felt a lot of judgement around
that... having people say specific things like, "You shouldn't dress like
that because it's buying into the heterosexist or patriarchal thing" or "It
promotes violence against women." And I didn't feel I was doing that.
(LH)

•

This story demonstrates an important difference between the supposed lesbian-feminist

assumption that there is an inherent meaning in particular clothcs, and LH's decla-

ration that that was not what she was "doing." The emphasis on Individual agency

'p.83, Lila DugAII, "1'ht' Aapllbed Cry of IIISO', Fem: 'I waan& be & dr.. qu~' ," Oul/£oot,
Spr!n& 1988. 1(1):64.



in assigning meaning to particular clothing is representative of contemporary "rule-

lessness." Another woman I interviewed commented:

An awful lot of the way lesbian and bisexual women dress I think is de-
termined by wanting to feel like they're in control of their body and their
environment, and there are different ways of doing that. I mean some
women do it by doing totally femmy, and other women do it in a totally
different way, but the point is to be able to have the choice and the control,
and to be able to control the message that you're giving out. (eC)

The sex wars also sparked a butch-fern revival. Butch-fern now is certainly not the

same as in the bars thirty or more years ago. Arlene Stein writes, "Eighties butch-

femme - if it accurately can be termed as such - ill a self-conscious aesthetic that

plays with style and power, rather than an embrace of one's true nature against the

constraints of straight society."' In contrast to women in the bars before Stonewall, it

seems that many contemporary queer women are ambivalent about butch and fern as

identities. There is some sense that butch and fern are fun to play around with, but

one shouldn't be too "stuck" in roles. Women move between butch and fern identities:

"I refuse to present myself all the time as either a leather butch or a leather fern. I

care a lot about being able to look good in either role - although I am usually more'.
comfortable wearing butch clothing. But I like knowing I have a choice." 7 LK seems

to want to be respectful of butch-fern sexuality, yet feels uncomfortable with being

identified as fern: ..

That doesn't even really come into consciousness for me butch-fern, usu-
ally, I mean I took women's studies courses. I minored in Women's Stud-
ies. I studied it, and I understand, the 19508 wonderful, and yeah "she's
really butch" has come out of my mouth I admit, or, "I'm a total fern"
stuff like that, but never really, it doesn't organize my world very much.
And, I was in P-town last week... and ~hillwoman ... was hanging out and
talking to us, and she said something about "Well, I'm just going to go
shave my legs and then I'm going to come to the beach." And then she
looked at me and she said "Or, maybe I'll just let them grow like yours."
And I said "It's low maintenance." Whatever. And she said "You're a

'p.39, Arlene Stein, "All dreued up, but no place to 1I0? Style wan and thft New Leablanilm"
OUI/Look Winter 1989, 1(4).

Tp.43, AnonymoUl, "S/M Aesthetic," Oul/Look, Winter 1989, 1(4):43.
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fern right? Are you a fern?" And I said "What?!? What are you talking
about?!? Am I a fern? ... What, if you need to organize your world that
way, fine, yeah I guess so, but not really." I mean, I don't feel like a fern.
No, I mean I feel kind of tough sometimes. I mean I grew up in Brooklyn,
I got a lot of that shit in me. You know, fern to me is - I don't. even know
what it is to me, I guess I just don't identify with it very much, but I'm
not butch. And, I guess do I consider myself sort of feminine the way
I look - absolutely, without a doubt. But, I don't feel that way about
myself, not really. (LK)

Given the masculinization of female clothes through the seventies and eighties,

some feel that femininity can be read more easily as a masquerade. Elizabeth Wil-

son writes "In this context, femininity is more obviously a 'masquerade' then ever;

Madonna sleaze (denim skirt with lace frills, heavy 'fifties' hpstick in deepest crim-

son) creates a different appearance from the Marilyn Monroe image of the 19509;

more camp, a parody, a pastlche." Similarly, fern style is more explicitly drag, or at

least tries to be more explicitly drag.' But this is complicated. As Wendy Chapkis

wrote, "Taking control of the kind of body image to be presented to the world can be

empowering - though it then seems a bit feeble to choose the shape that is currently

most fashionable." 10 There is also the question of who can, or wants to live. up to.
beauty standards in terms of blonde hair and blue eyes, or a thin body. II ~1ost ofothe

women I interviewed when asked to define "fern" said that ferns were passive, or not

challenging gender codes; elsewhere I have read that by wearing men's cologne with.ll

skirt, makeup and heels women have perfected gender-fuck and subverted oppressive

structures of gender. 12 These issues can be reduced to choice: I like to dress this way,

why shouldn't I?

·p.57, Elizabeth Wllaon, "Maldng an Appearance" In Ttaaa Bollin and Jl!lUI Fruer. «Is. SIDlen
GlGncu: Lu/liAfII TAkePhologrGPM, London: Pandora, 1991.

'Llaa Duggan, "The Anguillhed Cry or an SO'. Fern: 'I wanna be a drag queen'," Oul/Look,
Spring 1988, 1(1):64.

10p.12, Wendy Chapkill, BeAUty Stcf'eu: Women And /he Polilic. 01AppeArance, Boston: Soulh
End Prell, 1986.

IILlaa Scboenftelder and Barb Weiler, eds, ShtulDVI on A Tighlrope: Writings bll Women on FAI
Oppru,ion, Sao Franaillco: Splnatera! Aunt Lute, 1983.

121ngeBlackman and Kathryn Perry, "Skirting the laaue: Lesbian Fuhlon ror the 1990'.," Feminul
HellieVl, Spring 1990, 34:67-78.
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Part of the butch-fern revival has been a romanticization of the working class. In

"81M Aesthetic" published anonymously in Out/Look magazine, a woman described

her sense of style:

...boots, a knife, 501s, t-shirts, a leather jacket and a studded belt ... I also
like punk haircuts and neon hair coloring.... My appearance tells people
that I am a sexual outlaw and an urban gender terrorist.... It says that
I prefer rude girls and honest tarts, diesel dykes and leather fags to the
camelhair suitcoat set. It is a class message as well as a message about
my membership in a sexual minority.13

But what is the c1l1SS message here? Levi's 501's are not cheap jeans, and leather is

certainly not cheap either. Is the class message about being a member of the working

class? Or, is it a message about rejecting middle class origin?

A lot of people, particularly middle class people, look at punk and think
it is a working class thing. But actually there are few working class punk
rockers. Only children of the middle class can afford to look ragged. It
is a class statement, but not in the way people tend to assume. Punks
are rejecting their class position, but you have to be there before you can
reject it.14

The emphasis on the class message in looking a certain way, hosever, obscures,.tfle

very concrete ways in which the garment industry oppresses its workers. If we were

thinking of identifying with the women who make our clothes what would WI! wear?l&
•

This is a more difficult class message to imagine representing through fashion. As

Joolz implies above, romanticizing working class fashion is very much a middle class

privilege, which does not, as far as I can see, do anything to oppose class oppression.

Rather, it commodifies working class oppression, as a rejection of the narrow minded

Up.42, Anonymous, "S/M AllIthetlc," Out/lAo" Winter 1989, 1(4):43.
14Joolzquoted p.116-117, Wendy Chapkil, BllGuCJ/Secre": Women and tile Politiu 0/ Appear.

ance, Boston: South End Preu, 1986.
UCynthla Enloe hu written, "The procell by which clothel are deliped and marketed are Inte&i'a1

to the maintenance of notioDl of 'mucullnlty' and 'femininity' and the Itructurel of male dominance
and privilege. Women'l fuhlon often bu Incurred the wralb of femlnlltl for • delip that II
imprectlcal, confining and a part of the trIv1a1lzatlon of women. But we have paid 1_ attention
to the oppreuive procelll8l by which cloth81 are made and how our own CODlUmerilm m" us
unwitting partldpantlln thOle proc.lelI." p.1l8, Cynthia Enloe, "We An Whal We Wear - The
Dilemma of the FemIniIt CoDIumer"In W8lIdy Chapkiland Cynthia EPloe, ecIe. 0/ Common 010111:
Women in C1leGlobal TeftUe IndlUlrJ, Ameterdam: TraDInatlonal1Dltltute, 1983.
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(puritanical?) middle class culture. Within this logic, lesbians and bisexual women

of the middle class do not have to consider our privilege, because we have supposedly

thrown it away even while we exercise it.

Another important issue of queer politics has been the inclusion of bisexuals in

"lesbian and gay" movement. Again as opposed to lesbian-feminists who required

specific sexual practices, including no sex with men, young queers are supposedly

more "open minded." Of course, young queers have not made major efforts to in-

c1ude asexual people or necrophiliacs. In addition, there have been bisexual identified

people in "lesbian and gay" organizations for years.18 Only in more recent years have

bisexuals organized their own groups, and fought more extensively for explicit inclu-

sion in "lesbian and gay" organizations. I wondered if there had been any attempt to

establish a bisexual "look." One bi woman identified a problem with attempting to

establish a bi "look" for women. While lesbians could draw on stereotypes of lesbians

as masculine, there is no workable visual stereotype of bisexuals:

I was immediately reminded of a workshop I observed when I was first
getting involved in bi activism. I went and I observed Kathy Cummings
and Robyn Oebs doing a BilOl at Wesleyan [University). And they asked
this room full of people to describe what a lesbian looked like, what. a
bisexual looked like, and what a heteroeexual (all women) looked like."
And the lesbian you know, she didn't shave her legs, and she didn't shave
her underarms, and she owned a cat, and she rode a motorcycle, and she
had aandals on and she wore blue-jeans .... and the lesbian had really short •
hair .... Then the heterosexual woman had a skirt or a dress, shaved her
legs, shaved her underarms, had long hair, wore lipstick, wore eyeshadow,
wore nailpolish, wore heels .... Now the bisexu&Jwoman, one leg was shaved
and one wasn't; one underarm was shaved and one wasn't; half of her was
dressed in a pair of pants and half was in a skirt; one eye had eye shadow
and one didn't; one ear, I think both ears were pierced ... She might or
might not own a cat .... But I had that mental image of this cchism, and ...
one half of the body was one way and one half of the body... was a very
different way.IT

Although they valued verbally coming out as bisexual, many of the bi-women I inter-

viewed felt that visibility was important in terms of allying themselves with lesbian,

IISee pap 22.
ITLS, tbla worbhop was In 11184.
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or broader queer communities, rather than attempting to look bisexual specifically:

I think visibility as a political statement is important. The more people
recognize that there are queer people all around them, that have been part
of their lives all along, things will start changing. Personally, because I
am bisexual and in the queer community, I'm very aware of the feelings
some gay people have about bisexuals taking the easy way out and riding
the coatails, and you know, being queer when it's convenient and straight
when it's not. So I feel like my visibility as a queer person refutes that
myth, because I'm not taking the easy way out even though I'm [currently]
involved with a man. I am not using that lIS a cover or safety, (ED)

"Listen, my answers may be different than yours, but don't run from the
question." 18

Above all, queer women ought to make politics and experiences of fashion and

exclusion explicit. Lesbians have been debating fashion for years, and have invested

different styles with meaning through comparisons with other lesbians. Each of the

lesbian groups I have discussed - butch and fern women in the bars before Stonewall,•
members of DOB in the late fifties and early sixties, lesbian-feminists of the seventies,

and contemporary young queers - participate in exclusionary practices in constructing

fashion mores for political movements and communities. I cannot assume that lookiag

a particular way has a measurable political impact. Further, although practices of

exclusion can be very painful for those who feel excluded, I suspect that there could

be no meaningful lesbian politics without some exclusion. I am deeply ambivalent

about this. The idea of accepting the exclusion of anyone who can justify their

behavior as an identity seems unacceptable, on the other hand, a great deal has been

gained through the use of exclusionary practices. Conclusive definitions of lesbianism

may reinforce existing regulatory structures, but rallying politically around a cause

or identity the meaning of which no one understands seems ludicrous. Ultimately,

IlRit.a Mae Brown, quoted p.299 Lyndall MacCowan, "Re-collecUns H1Itory, R.enamlns 1.1_:
Femme Stigma and the Femlnlat Seventl. and EllhU.- In Joan Natle, ed. TIle Perlillenl Duire:
A Femme-Bulch Re4der, Boston: AIYIODPubllcatlona, 1992.
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I think that the debates must continue. For me, a more interesting question than

choosing a correct style or view on faahion, is questionning who or what cause is

served by the particular exclusions which definitions of correct and incorrect fashion

rely upon.

,

•
'.
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Appendix A

Interviews

I interviewed nine lesbians and eight bisexual women.' Thirteen women were white,

three African-American, and one Chinese-American; there was some range of c188B

background, but all of them had at least some college education. The women I in-

terviewed are not a random sample of Boston's lesbian population. Using electronic

mail and friendship networks heavily slanted the selection of women interviewed in

terms of cl88B. Because few people have access to electronic mail, and most of my

friends and acquaintances are associated with universities, my interviewees are, gen-
'.

erally, middle c188Bwomen. I asked about their experiences with fashion, politics and

community, touching on issues including butch-femme, p88Bing, buying clothing, fat

oppression, racism, and coming out. I found women to interview through a numI>'r

of strategies. I posted flyers about my study in the Cambridge Women's Center, in

New Words Bookstore, and in Glad Day Bookstore. I also advertised over lesbian,

gay and bisexual electronic mail lists, and in Sojourner. I contacted a number of les-

bian, gay and bisexual groups in the Boston area, including an Older lesbian group,

Association of Massachusetts Asian Lesbians and Gay Men, and others. Finally, I

relied on friends of friends for Interview subjects. The foUowing Is the outline which

I used In Interviewing women for this project. My Intervlewa were falrly Informal,

!Tapee of 14 of tbe InterYi<lwl wU1 be available at tbe LelblaD Hentory ArchIWI by 1986. The
womea who 8p1llld to CODtrlbutln&tapee of their IntervieWI ... ED, JL, WS, LH, EA, AD, 8M,
LB, SU, YM, ee, JS, 8S, uuI LTU.
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and rarely strictly followed this outline, but it gives some idea of the structure of the

interviews, and the issues covered.

1. Informed Consent Procedure

(a) The focus of this investigation is fashion, visibility, and identity among
lesbian and bisexual women. I hope to place fashion in historical and
political context, and examine issues involved in lesbian and bi-women's
use of fashion.

(b) Interviews have taken from one half hour to three hours. We can make
additional appointments, to continue the interview if necessary.

(c) Important stuff:

• Participation is voluntary.
• Can decline any question.
• Can stop at any time.
• Can take a break at any time.
• If we stop early Iwill destroy the tapes.
• Confidentiality is assured.

(d) Iwill be writing down questions that Iwant to ask, so that I don't have
to interrupt you and Idon't forget.

(e) Do you have any questions?

(f) Do you want the final report? If so I need your address.
(g) Fill out consent forms/explain about contribution to the Lesbian Herstory

Archives.

•
I.

•(h) At the end of the first interview, ask if she'd be willing to bring pictures
for the second one. Also give postel'll for friends.

2. Background Information

(a) Racial, ethnic, and economic background.

(b) Age
(c) Why were you Interested in participating in this study?

(d) Sexual identity

3. Today'. Outfit

(a) Tell me about what you're wearing today.
(b) Is there anything significant about what you're wearing today?
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(c) Do you think you look like a LESBIAN2 today? Why or why not?

(d) Did you try to look like a LESBIAN?

4. Shopping Where do you get your clothing? Why?

5. Oral History

(a) Coming Out, Finding the Lesbians

• When did you come out - Imean get involved in a LESBIANcommu-
nity?

• What did you think a LESBIANlooked like before or while you were
coming out? Could you have identified a LESBIANon the street? How
did you know?

• How did you find a community?
• First LESBIANevents?

(b) Then what?

• Has your clothing/style changed since you came out? How and why?
• Different periods.
• Were there any LESBIANor feminist books that really struck you at

the time?
• Why do you think people in those communities dressed as they did?

Did they talk about why they dressed the way they did?
• Different types of lesbian styles?

(c) And Now •

• Tell me a little about the community you are in now.
• What do you wear to LESBIANevents now?
• How do you identify a lesbian on the street now? How has tl!is

changed?

6. People identifying you as Dyke

(a) How do you feel about other people identifying you as a LESBIAN? How
has this changed over your life?

(b) Specific clothing. What about text or explicit symbols?
(c) Is looking like !1 LESBIANimportant to you? Why and when? Do you see

clothing as a political statement/strategy?

7. Passing
Can you tell me about any experiences you have with passing as something you
are not?

'Here, IoIIdthroughout, I 1188 thiI aotadoa to indicate the term with wblch the lubject ldentlllel
her lMlXUa1Ity. It could be IeIb1au, bilexual, etc.
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8. Harassment
Can you remember experiences of harassment based on your appearance? What
kind of harassment and what were you wearing? Do you notice that your
clothing or self-presentation has anything to do with the type of harassment
which you experience?

9. Butch and femme

(a) What do you think butch and femme are? Do you identify as butch or
femme?

(b) Do you purposefully dress butch or femme? Why and when? If/when you
dress femme or butch, do you think that people perceive you as a LESBIAN?

(c) Is there a difference between how a femme looks and how a straight woman
looks?

(d) Do you dress in order to express sexuality more specifically than "lesbian"?
How?

10. Closing Questions and Comments

(a) Anything else?
(b) Most important thing?
(c) Comments about the interview?
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Appendix B

Comments from Interviewees

At the end of each interview I asked the respondent what she thought was the most

important thing for me to say about lesbian and bisexual women's fashion. Here are

some of the responses I received.

AD I guess, is there a myth that lesbians don't have a sense of fashion? 1 guess, that
lesbians do have a sense of fashion would be pretty important to say, and that
it's pretty diverse. I'd imagine it's really diverse. I just have a small, my own
personal opinion of it.

BM The most important thing? Well, the fluidness of it, that it changes dramati<;!'Jly
over time. Because there were times when there were rules. I mean, we could
be in a rule time, I just don't know what the rule is. And that it's probably
also regional ... I think that gets lost a lot. ...

BS I couldn't tell you what the most important thing to convey is, I mean from my
perspective like it's extremely politicized for me, and that's very important to
me. But I feel like the whole identity of lesbian is extremely politicized, and has
always been, and I have always maintained that rather than the biological, that
it is a political and emotional mandate that I be a lesbian. So, that really shapes
my experience with it. I can't say that's true for other women .... for me the
political is huge in that whole thing. And it has to do with being oppositional,
and liking being oppositional because, I so much hate what is out there, and so
oppositional is a comfortable place to be. It can get tiresome being oppositional
all the time, but certainly being oppositional fashion-wise is more pleasureable
than being oppositional intellectually and politically to everything that exists.
That is way more exhausting to me, and because of my interest in using fashion
and using color, texture and shape, to make things anyway, I derive a lot of
pleasure from working with those tools to be oppositional. But that's my thing,
and lots of other people are going to have totally different things.
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CC 1 think a lot of the issues around fashion are actually issues around control.
Who's in control of the clothes and who's in control of the body that's in the
clothes'? I think that's why sometimes it's not as much what someone is wearing
as the way they act within it. An awful lot of the way lesbian and bisexual
women dress I think is determined by wanting to feel like they' re in control of
their body and their environment, and there are different ways of doing that.
I mean some women do it by doing totally femmy, and other women do it in
a totally different way, but the point is to be able to have the choice and the
control, and to be able to control the message that you're giving out. I think
what unites almost all of us is that we choose to be physically more in control
than a lot of straight women do. I don't think they even realize that they're
doing it. So, I think that is probably the key message, The key issue for us
is about that, and that of course is reflected in the whole issue of becoming a
lesbian or bisexual woman- saying that you are in control of your sexuality
and that you are not going to choose to be sexual in a way that society has said
women should be sexual, so it's just another manifestation of the same issue.

ED I'd say that fashion can be a weapon, it can be a prison, it can be a way of
controling people, keeping them in their place. and I think that's what has
happened to Po lot of sort of job defined fashion and a lot of the female fashion
world. It can render a woman powerless in a lot of ways, and I don't think
that's an accident .... I think what queer women have done with fashion is to
take that same tool and to use it in a very positive way - use it as a liberation,
a symbol of liberation, a celebration of sexuality, as a celebration of freedom.
as a defiant tool.

JL Well, I think I'm really happy about the change, I mean I think it's really grrod.
I think it makes it much easier for women who are coming out now... I think
that there's a lot less emphasis on conformity which I found very hard to deal
with. So, I'm really glad to see that. I think there is a little less seriousness aud
purpose, which I think is too bad. You know it's like there are lesbians who
don't even identify as feminists, which I think is amazing .... When I came out
you could not have possibly have gotten away with that.

LH I think for me the interesting thing is the way it [lesbian and hi-women's fashion]
has changed over the years, the way it used to be the real strict butch/femme,
and then the androgynous flannel look, now it's gone to the punkish look, and
the way looks that used to be really sort of no-no at one time have now become
popular, among younger women.... [And now] the young queer boys and girls
have the same look which at one time never would have happened. I think that
is largely because the gay and lesbian communities are doing more together.
The Queer Nation stuff is more mixed, and I think the fashion reflected that.
That's what has been interesting for me.

LK I guess it changes a lot. Like all fashion it changes a lot. I was actually painting
at a friends house the other day, and I had a bandanna wrapped around my hair
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and I took it off for a while, and I had it in my back pocket. And I started to
laugh, and I said "Remember when ... you knew a gay person because they had
a bandanna sticking out [of] their back pocket?" and we talked about all the
different colors meant something else, and that's no longer the case, and just
that things change so much. And I think that it's also really cohort dependent,
how old you are when you come out, and when yor are needing and wanting to
be identified as gay and wanting to identify, and how closely you need to and
want to identify, and how you're coming out and what you're coming out to do
and to be, and all that kind of shit. And I guess comingout as bi makes it harder
and and easier. Harder because you don't feel like you belong really anywhere,
and so if you choose to look really dykey... the draw will be to just associate
that way, and identify that way, and if you choose to look really straight then
you get that other kind of fleck that way.

LT As far as visibility, there are times that I'll wear the t-shirt, to be out, to be
seen.... I mean a lesbian t-shirt... the march on washington, there's one that
says we are everywhere, the unity [unity and a double women symbol] ...

LTD Well fashion is costuming; you are not what you wear, and it can enhance what
you are, but I don't think that it can really say who you are.

WS About lesbian fashion, oh... I can't believe I'm actually going to say this, but
there is, it shows diversity, but I think that the increased awareness of fashion
is an illustration of the increased nonpoliticalness of lesbians no-a-days. Now,
listen to me, and the reason why I say this is because I know that where I am
in terms of my job, where I am in terms of school, is not just racial, but 'sexual.'
- the feminists who have paved that way for me to at least get in the doors of
male dominated society. An unfortunately, there seems to be fewer of those to
continue the struggle, and more of the ones who are like me growing up, and that
is scary. So that's what I think is happening. I think the equivalent is happening
in Black America where you have now a lot of African American families who
have made it, because of affirmative action, because of all these other programs,
and people have paved the way, and so you have another generation coming in
who just take it for granted, and don't continue tha struggle on it, that don't
have that drive, that anger, that rage to keep them moving, to keep them going.
Now I'm turning into one of those people as I get older.
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