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ABSTRACT
But then I had no context in which to put my feelings. All I knew was that
I felt an admiration and emotional bonding with them...But with the

perspective of time, I realize there was something else involved, too.
Something I didn't understand at all then. (Margarethe Cammermeyer,

Serving in Silence)

Coming out of the closet and identity formation in the life of a lesbian, or any gay
person for that matter, are significant. Coming out can be emancipatory in that it frees one
from the constant work of hiding one’s sexuality, which can distance one from family,
friends and society. Coming out can also present its problems such as fear for safety, loss
of emotional and financial support from family, job loss, and physical and emotional abuse.
Identity is also complex and ever changing, both from a personal and societal perspective.
For a woman claiming a lesbian identity, it means fitting that identity into the other parts of
her life, while also finding her place within the gay community. Both of these issues affect
and are affected by all of one’s life experiences.

The following were the focus of this thesis: gender, in the form of heterosexism;
location, in terms of resources and community support available; and, age, in terms of the
effects of ageism from an often younger society and lesbian community and living as a
middle age lesbian. Through the use of case studies and oral histories, the coming out and
identity formation of three middle age lesbians from the Atlantic Provinces were
investigated. Their experiences encapsulate and resonate with those of women who have
come out and identify as lesbian at different times in their lives, in different decades of this

century, as well as in different decades of their lives.

iv



DEDICATION

To Lucy and Sylvia who were there at the beginning and remain ss0



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to thank many people who have been supportive to me throughout the
writing of this thesis: my research participants, without whom I would not have a completed
work. Yourhonesty and willingness to share your stories is very much appreciated; Kim, for
listening and having to endure my long hours of work over the past two years; my mother
and friends for your support and for not forgetting what I look like. I'll be able to spend
more time with all of you now that this is over; Ursula Kelly, a special thank you for your
guidance and words of encouragement when I really needed them. Idor’t know if I would
have made it through this without your help; my committee members, Mary O’Brien and
Barb Keddy; Meredith Ralston, who had a great shoulder to lean on during my first year; and

Lee Perry, the fastest transcriber I know.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE . ... ..ttt e ettt eeeteeeeeeeeeaasesaeaaaaaanas i
THESIS DEFENSE FORM . .. ..ttt ittt eteteeanreaaaanaanas it
PERMISSIONFORM . ...........cooeenn.... e iii
AB S T R A CT ..t e e e et ettt et e ettt e iv
J 9 40 (7. N (10 ) S S v
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ... ottt e e e e e ettt eeeteaseaanannnn vi
TABLE OF CONTENT S ... ittt ettt e e eaaeeaaaanaanns vii
CHAPTER 1: LESBIAN IDENTITY ANDCOMINGOUT .................... 1
Background to Study ... ... .. ... ettt 4
Research Design ... ... ... ... . i iaianeatennneaneaeeecaceaneonananns 7
Participant Search and Selection ......... ... ... ..¢cciiiiiiainanan 7

B 0017 o A 1=~ 2 8

Data Analysis .. .....c.ciciimiotniiineeenneeceaceannaaennnnns 12

Ethical Considerations . ... . . ... ... o ee e e e e easaersanenennns 12
Informed COonsent . . ... oo iii it ittt eseenecaeaaaeannns 12
Confidentiality ........cccioiiimiiiii it aaieaaaaeeanns 13

Other Considerations . . . . o vt vttt ittt et e e i aeesaaaeaaenns 15

CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY: CASE STUDY MEETS ORAL HISTORY ..17

Case Studies .........cii ittt it e ettt 19

The Case for Oral History ............ ... uiiniiinnnnnannans 21

CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE ANALYSIS . ... ... .. ... . . 25
History . . ... i et e e ettt @ttt 25

The 19* Century: The Beginning of Women’s Independence . . ... .... 26

The Early 20* Century: Movementtothe City .................... 28

The 1950s: Movements and Medicine ........................... 30

The 1960s: Beginning Visibility ............. . ... ...t 32

The 1970s: The Movement GoesPublic ......................... 34



The 1980-90s: We're Here, GetUsedtoIt ...... ..« cievevinann. 38

Gay History in the AtlanticProvinces ................ ... .. ... 41
NovaScotia GayHistory .........c.iiiimiraienaioenennnnns 42
New Brunswick Gay History ......... .. e, 44
Newfoundland Gay History .................... e 45
Prince Edward Island Gay History . ..........c.cociiiiennnnnnn.. 45

CHAPTER 4:CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:COMING OUT AND IDENTITY 47

Coming QUL . .. ...ttt ettt iaaeeasaaacaanaaaacaananns 47
Coming Out and New ClOsets ... .......ccovinrenennnenoennnnnn 51
Coming OQutinMiddle Age .......... ... . i it 54

Lesbian Identity . . . .. ...ttt e i e aaaaaa s 56
Language .. .. ... ittt 59
Labeling ... .ccvciiiiii it it i et 63
Identity ConstruCtion . ............iiiiuiiinecnecnnaneeennnaans 65
Lesbian Identity in Albuquerque: AStudy .. ..... ... oLt 70

AGINE o ettt e 73
Our Aging Societyand Ageism ........... ..o civiemninennnnnn. 74
Being a Midlifelesbian .................... ettt 76
Relationships at Middle Age .......... ... o it iieninnn 77
Motherhood .........c it i i 80
Parents ..........cciuinniniiiiiii i e 81
5 (=111 ¢ O 83

CHAPTERS:STORIESTO TELL ... ... ... .. it 86
Cher ... et e 86
Maria ........ i i it - et 93
Gabrielle . .. ... .- et 97
CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSIONOFDATA ................. e 102
What'sinaName . . .. ... oottt imi it e iiiereanns 102
ChangeinIdentity ........... it ionenanacnenanns 103
Butch/Femme Ideology .................... e 106
Language . ... -ttt m e 108
Bisexuality . .....conontiiniiiii it it et 110
Impactof AgeonIdentity .................. e, 111
Impact of CommunityonIdentity ............ ...« . ... oL, 112
Coming OUt .. ..ottt ittt iae e e 112



Living “Out”in AtlanticCanada ............c.cooiuuuunnnnno... 123

Relationship to the Gay Community ..........cooiveenennnnn... 125

Ageand Coming Out . ...... ... .. iiiiiieeiiiinnneennenann 126

CHAPTER 7:EPILOGUE . .......... . i 131
REFERENCES . . .. ..ottt e e e e e e e 141
APPENDICES ... ..t 150
Appendix 1 .. ... . . .. e 150
Appendix 2 .. ... ..t 152



Chapter 1
Lesbian Identity and Coming Out

Coming out and identity are important and much discussed issues in queer theory.
The issues surrounding them are complex and subject to the influence of a variety of factors
such as gender, location, age, class, culture and race. Three of these factors, gender, location
and age, form the basis of this thesis on the coming out and identity formation of a sample
of middle age lesbians in the Atlantic Provinces.

Coming out and identifying as a lesbian may be emancipatory in that they free one
from “the closet” of fear and shame which comes from messages received from, and the
omission of information by family, peers and society. Coming out and identifying as a
lesbian can also be difficult and dangerous, as they create risks such as unemployment,
abandonment, public attack or violence (Bass and Kaufman 1996; Eichberg 1990; Faderman
1981; Gibson 1993; Kaufman and Raphael 1996; Markowe 1996; Signorile 1995). A 1993
survey by the Nova Scotia Public Interest Research Group documented the legitimacy of
these fears. The survey revealed that 72% of respondents had experienced some form of
verbal insults and threats and 68% of respondents choose to modify their behaviour to avoid
discrimination and harassment.

Coming out may not mean telling everyone, but it can mean taking the power to tell
those one wishes to tell more about oneself. It may include an admission to oneself and,
subsequently others of one’s identity and often spans most of one’s life. This honesty also
represents a significant disadvantage. We are told as young children to be honest. However,

if we are gay, we are told to keep it to ourselves because our sexuality is something about



which to be ashamed. This hiding and denial can negatively affect self-esteem because we
come to believe that there is a part of ourselves that is so bad we must hide it. The constant
work of hiding one’s sexuality takes a toll on many of us. When we do not share who we
are, we distance ourselves from those to whom we are not open. The threat to self-esteem
may be compounded by the feeling that we are not even courageous enough to tell the truth
(Eichberg 1990). As Bennett (1982) relates,

[i]t is the experience of the closet, of a void created by fear on one side and

silence on the other. It produces a form of oppression that comes not from

the things people do, but what they do not do. At best, this experience leads

to feelings of anger and alienation. At worst, it produces an attitude of apathy

and indifference. For some it is...insanity, for others, a living hell of self-hate

and self-betrayal. (4)

In addition, coming out may seem never ending as one must choose whether to come out or
not every time one enters anew situation. As well, as Butler (1993) relates, coming out must
be repeated to be effective, but still exists “as a vain effort to produce effects that it cannot
possibly produce” (107).

Coming out for a lesbian is complex because being a woman in a male dominated
society, she faces sexism, as well as heterosexism and homophobia. Heterosexism assumes
that everyone is heterosexual and, thus, the world for a lesbian may often mean her
invisibility within it. Heterosexism is compounded by compulsory heterosexuality, which
still works to influence women into roles based primarily on their gender and subservience
to men. In supporting the existence of compulsory heterosexuality, Rich (1993) discusses

the institutions, both public and private - patriarchal motherhood, economic exploitation, the

nuclear family, and others - which serve to control women and keep them in a position that



is subordinate to men. Women who do not conform to the doctrines of these institutions, for
example, lesbians, face the possibility of discrimination, alienation and violence (Rich 1993).
In addition, women may also face racism and classism, though these issues have not been
specifically addressed in this research.

Homophobia, the fear of homosexual people and of homo-erotic tendencies in
oneself, may mean a lesbian keeps part of her life hidden from family, friends and co-
workers out of fear of the repercussions of ahomophobic society. For a middle-aged lesbian,
coming out and living as a middle-aged lesbian, may be compounded by ageism. Ageism
affects not only her experience in a society that values youthfulness, but may also leave her
feeling estranged from an often younger lesbian community. However, as related in the
anthology, Lesbians at Midlife: The Creative Transition, edited by Sang, Warshow and Smith
(1991), midlife may offer a different perspective on living as a lesbian.

To identify as a lesbian is also complex because identity means something different
to everyone. Identity is also subject to change. Fluidity of identity is so whether one
identifies as a lesbian, a mother, an employee, and so on (Auger 1992; Faderman 1991;
Butler 1997). Identity may be influenced by many factors including experience, age and
location (Wittig 1997; Kinsman 1987). Some parts of our identity may be more overt, while
others, such as alesbian identity, are, for some women, often kepthidden. Identification may
be constraining as people attach certain characteristics with a particular identification. Butler
(1997) states that she is “no more comfortable with its homophobic determination than with

392

those normative definitions offered by other members of the ‘gay or lesbian community



(301). Each group tends to carry with it assumptions of what it means to be a part of that

group. Butler (1997) asks,

[i]s the “subject” who is “out’ free of its subjection and finally in the clear?

Or could it be that the subjection that subjectivates the gay or lesbian subject

in some ways continues to oppress, or oppresses more insidiously, once

“outness” is claimed? (302)

Despite this, there are positive effects of claiming an identity, such as a feeling of pride and
a sense of belonging to a greater whole. These effects can be particularly important for gay
people who do not feel a part of the heterosexual norm. Thus, as Butler (1997) states, they
are "sites of necessary trouble” (301), meaning they are necessary for our assertion as a
legitimate group claiming rights, as well as an identification for those who are outside the
“norm”.

While the term lesbian was formulated in the late 19® century, lesbian identity today
is a result of changes in society, challenges to compulsory heterosexuality, the reemergence
of the feminist movement and freedom of sexuality begun in the 1960s (Miller 1995;
Faderman 1991). Today, there are as many ways to identify oneself as a lesbian as there are
lesbians in the world, for example lesbians of color or economically disadvantaged (Auger
1992). From this investigation it was clear that these myriad meanings are clearly influenced
by age and location.

Background to Study
The issues of identity and coming out have been of personal interest to me since I

came out 8 years ago. When I first came out in Halifax in 1991, I began searching for all the

literature I could find on these topics. I was somewhat successful, as there has been much



exploration of the topics of coming out and identity. However, I was not as successful in
finding information about the experiences of coming out and identification of lesbians in
Canada, particularly the Atlantic Provinces. As Kinsman (1987) states, “[t]he resources
necessary for an historical account of the emergence of lesbian and gay life in Canada remain
widely dispersed, waiting to be recovered from the mists of the past by innovative activists
and historians” (66). In addition, much of the literature I found at that time was often written
by men and, though meant for both lesbians and gay men, did not reflect my experiences.
Though I have since been able to find more information, I feel there is still a lack of
information on women in Canada, in addition to a lack of information on the experiences of
middle age lesbians. There has been more research on this group of late (Sang, Warshow and
Smith 1991; Auger 1992; Adelman 1986; Cooper 1986 and 1988; MacDonald 1983; Meigs
1984), however, I believe there is a need, given our aging population, to look further into the
experiences of women in Canada, and particularly in the Atlantic Provinces.

To locate the experiences of such women, I began a review of the literature on gay
history in Canada, focusing particularly on the Atlantic Provinces. Miller (1995) and
Faderman (1981 and 1991) were able to offer information on the beginning of gay and
lesbian history around the world, focusing primarily on North American culture. For a

Canadian perspective, I was able to find Kinsman (1996), Ross (1995) and McLeod (1996),

in addition to the film Forbidden Love: The Unashamed Stories of I esbian Lives (1993).
McLeod’s (1996) study focused on gay and lesbian liberation from 1964-75 and in particular
identified many of the organizations and events that were available for the gay and lesbian

community in Canada during this time. Obvious from his work was the lack of organizations



within the Atlantic Provinces at the time. From a review of current resources available,
though there are many more today in 1999, there are no organizations focusing on the
particular needs of middle-age lesbians.

In terms of coming out, much of the literature identifies a stage-by-stage process for
coming out to family, friends and coworkers (Eichberg 1990; Signorile 1995, Schneider
1988). Though this work may be supportive and provide helpful advise on broaching this
subject with loved ones, it often oversimplifies an incredibly complex and never ending
experience. It is theorists such as Butler (1997), Sedgwick (1993), and Wittig (1997) who
enlighten the complexities of coming out and identity. Butler (1997), in particular, focuses
on the continual need to come out in new situations, while illuminating the fact that the
closet maintains power over us as our coming out and declaration of identity will remain
unclear, not only to ourselves, as it is subject to change in different situations, but to others,
who can never know what our coming out or identity mean to us.

Bradford and Ryan (1991) report on the findings of a national lesbian health care
survey done in the United States on lesbians between the ages of 40 and 60 which indicated
some of the issues for middle-age lesbians. It was found that though many were out to a
significant number of people in their lives, they had not come out to family. In addition,
coming from outside an urban centre impacted level of outness, as well as coming out later
in life. The survey also indicated the women felt out of place in an often younger lesbian
community. Similarissues faced by middle-age Iesbians are also addressed by several other

authors (Adelman 1986; Auger 1992; Baker 1988; Gee and Kimball 1987). In addition, a



culmination of articles edited by Sang, Warshow and Smith (1991) uncovers issues from
health concerns, parenting and relationships at middle age.

Research Design
Participant Search and Selection

The participants, three middle-age women who identify as lesbian, were chosen.
Women who identify only as lesbian (as opposed to bisexual, etc.) were chosen, however,
their specific definition of lesbian was to be brought out as part of the research itself. These
women had been “out” for at least a year and expressed comfort with their sexuality.

Homophobia and heterosexism made locating participants more difficult. Thus, in
order to secure participants, the snowball sampling technique was used. Friends were
contacted who might know of women interested in participating in the study. Gay and
lesbian organizations at three universities were also contacted. A phone number and email
address were made available as a means of contact. I provided information on who I was,
my purpose in conducting this research, and that I respected the need for confidentially and
anonymity. As I was fortunate to obtain participants through these methods, no further
attempts were made to contact participants through other media.

Three women volunteered for this research, all of whom were white and from lower
to middie class backgrounds. Cannon et al (1991) found that when they searched out
research subjects, white, middle class women volunteered more often, as there were fewer
obstacles to their participation and also less reason to feel uncomfortable and be suspect of
the process. However, in support of this they state, "[t]o generate theory, it is much more

useful if the small samples under study are relatively homogeneous, since extreme diversity



makes the task of identifying common patterns almost impossible” (115). So while this
sample was limited in unfortunate ways, its limits did not eliminate all of its usefulness.
Interviews

The interviews were conducted in an environment chosen by the participants. Each
initial interview lasted approximately 2 to 3 hours. A follow-up interview was completed
with each participant lasting an additional 1 to 2 hours. The interviews were tape recorded
and then transcribed verbatim by an assistant instructed on the importance of confidentially
in terms of storage and handling of the tapes, disks, and transcripts, as well as the
information contained on said items.

Questions were formulated to guide the interviews (see Appendix A), however, it was
expected that the participant’s stories would flow as they began to talk of their experiences.
My past experience of asking other gay people to share their coming out experiences was that
they often feel comfortable and willing to share their story. Chase (1995) discusses the
importance of having questions in accessible language. This thesis has also been written in
accessible language in order not just to give voice to these women, but to provide a context
that they fully understand.

An initial pilot interview was done with another middle-age lesbian who would not
be part of the final research. This pilot provided feedback on the interview questions.
Participants were given the questions to review prior to commencement of the interview.
They were encouraged to ask any questions at that time or at any other point during the

interview.



Nothing was edited from the transcripts, including pauses and laughter. DeVault
(1990) noted the importance of paying attention to the way things were said, particularly any
difficulties in expression. Devault (1990) furthers that the phrase "you know" is not an
empty phrase, it is "a request for understanding” (103), at which point it is important to
respond with a nod of affirmation to make the interview more comfortable (Anderson and
Jack 1991; Chase 1995). Thus my experiences of coming out and living in the Atlantic
provinces served as a resource and a place from which my understanding came.

Taping of the interviews was done to allow more freedom for the researcher to pay
attention to nonverbal communication and for the participants to allow their thoughts to flow.
Devault (1990) noted that "taping interviews [allows]...easier concentration on the face-to-
face interaction instead of on remembering what is said” (106). In terms of language,
participants were asked to explain any terms or jargon they may use (Anderson and Jack
1991).

Participants reviewed the taped interview transcripts, as well as their stories to be
included in the thesis to ensure the production of a work that they felt fairly represented the
reality of their experiences and of which they approved (Patai 1991). Chase (1996) discusses
the importance of having participants review their transcripts, as well as specific information
that will be used, by stating that “[s]lending transcripts and asking for permission to use
specific passages gives a certain amount of control to participants and reduces the
vulnerability they might feel from exposure of their stories” ( 48). They were also free to
contact me at any time with concerns, questions or other information. These women are the

experts of their lives and they should feel, as much as possible, that they were speaking on



their own behalf in the research. The ultimate production of the thesis paper is the
responsibility of the researcher, however, it is also a picture of the participants’ stories. The
researcher’s attitudes and experiences were also an integral part of the research, as this was
the impetus for the pursuit of this topic.

Validity in research refers to the extent to which the research reflects the reality of
the participants, but is also somewhat generalizable to those beyond the research project.
Lather (1991) reveals three types of validity that must be attended to when performing
research. The first of these, construct validity, requires recognition that during the research
process, challenges may present themselves that will result in a revision to the research
design. Participants were encouraged to be involved in the writing of their stories and were
able to contribute information after completion of the interviews. Face validity, meaning the
results of the research make sense to others, was achieved, as stated previously, by allowing
participants to review their transcripts as well as their stories that were included in the thesis.
Finally, catalytic validity was achieved when participants and the community feel affected
by the research. It is hoped that participants had the opportunity to review the complex,
though empowering, coming out process that enabled them to identify as lesbian in a
homophobic society.

As a lesbian who struggled through an eight year process of coming out, I shared
these experiences with the participants. The participants knew that I am 33 and from a lower
middle class home which has deep roots in a working class ideology. I have grown up and
lived in the Atlantic Provinces all of my life. My only language is English, I am Caucasian

and have several years of post secondary education. Some of these are factors which provide
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me with a privileged position in society compared to many others. However, as a feminist
researcher, I attempt to attend to my privilege, as well as the differences of the women who
were a part of my research project. Iinteracted with the participants in order to develop a
feeling of shared experience.

An interpretation of any event is based upon our personal experiences. When I
consider those factors which shape my personal experiences, I include my identification as
alesbian, my role as partner, teacher, student, friend, daughter, niece, aunt, sister and cousin,
my experiences of personal relationships, both homosexual and heterosexual, my career path,
and so on. Based on these factors, I know my interpretations can be very different from
others. However, these differences do not ignore the fact that I also have very similar
interpretations based on the similar experiences of others, for example, other lesbians.
Because of these experiences, I believe that my decision to research topics within areas of
similar experiences was justifiable. Finally, I do not believe that anyone could purport to be
an expert on a particular group of which they were -or were not- a part, despite the intense
reading and research they may have done.

Our identity also influences our location in the research, as well as the authority
provided by those various locations. Lal (1996) echoes these notions, “[u]navoidably, the
many locations that shape my identity and notions of self influenced my choices, access, and
procedures in research and also permeate the representation of research subjects in my
writing” (190). My identification as a lesbian influenced my thesis topic. Hence, my
research was conducted from a location familiar to me. Some of the other parts of my

identity - student, teacher, feminist - will influence the analysis and conclusions of my
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research. However, I realize that it is not enough for me just to state the positions that
influence my analysis as, “[t]his lip service to difference does not inform an assessment of
how such positionings are implicated in one’s analysis...” (Lal 1996:197). Thus, I must
ensure that I represent my participants as they would have intended and not based on some
predetermined agenda. Therefore, I believe it is important, as I previously mentioned, to
have participants involved in the research process, and particularly have them review the data
collected about them.
Data Analysis

Upon completion of the interviews, I made field notes regarding nonverbal cues and
some overall reflections on the interview. When transcription of the interviews was
complete, I, as well as the participants, reviewed the transcripts. The length of the initial
transcripts was approximately 30 pages and the follow-up interviews averaged 10 pages.
Any changes, additions or deletions were completed on the transcripts at this time. On
reviewing the transcripts, I concentrated on two key areas, coming out and identity. For each
of these areas, the impact of age, location, and family background. As I read through the
transcripts, I highlighted and made marginal headings for these areas of analysis. After
completing this step, I began writing the stories and analysis.

Ethical Considerations

Informed Consent

The participants were asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix B) which outlined
the responsibility of the researcher and their option to withdraw from the study, with no

questions asked, if their comfort level changed or if they so desired for any reason. They
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were reminded of this option during all stages of the research process to ensure they
continued to give their informed consent for their inclusion in the research. If there is am
opportunity in the future to share this information in another venue, participants will be
contacted before including their anonymous stories. Their knowledge of the use of the
information is particularly important if the information is to be shared within communitie=s
of which the women may be a part of or may have been a part of in the past, as they may nost
wish to reveal their lives in certain localities in which they may be identifiable.
Confidentiality

The participants were interviewed in their choice of locale, mostly in their home
environment, for their comfort and confidentiality. It was also hoped that this choice of
location would lessen the power dynamics of the researcher and participant relationship_
When one is in one’s own environment, one tends to feel a greater degree of control of a
situation. In addition, participants were encouraged to choose a pseudonym that would bes
used throughout the taped interview.

There was the potential that painful memories could arise during the interview~
process. Though I could offer an understanding ear to any issues that may arise, I feel
uncomfortable in a counselor role, as I have not had any specialized training in this area_
Therefore, a counselor, Deborah Kaetz, M.Ed, M.SW was available to speak with:
participants aboutissues that could have arisen. Having a counselor available may have been_
necessary as providing their stories for this project could have been the first time some of”

these women shared their coming out experiences. A variety of resources, contact numbers
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oflocal gay and lesbian organizations, phone lines, and so on, that may be helpful for women
who are unaware of the gay community in the Atlantic Provinces, was also available.

Transcripts were kept in a safe place in my residence and will be destroyed or
otherwise disposed of, according to the participants wishes, upon completion of this research.
Confidentiality and anonymity of the participants was of the upmostimportance, particularly
because of the nature of the research topic. The lesbian community tends to be small and it
1s sometimes easy to identify one another with minimal description. Thus, as previously
stated, participants were able to review the presentation of their stories to enable them to
change particular identifying information. In addition, the participants had the option to
speak to me first in public if they did not wish others to know how they knew me. As a
previous member of a 12-step program, which requires anonymity of members, I am aware
of the process when meeting people and referring to how I may know them. This method is
also frequently used by therapists when seeing clients in a public arena as it respects the
confidentiality and anonymity of the participants.

It was made clear to participants that the thesis will be available to others in a library
setting and thus is open to public viewing. They will be provided with a final copy of the
thesis if they wish to receive one. They were invited to the thesis defense and thanked in
general, without, of course, being named at a public event.

The research was conducted by a woman, about women, and for women. The first
two issues are obvious in the choice of women as participants and the inclusion of their
stories as part of the thesis. It is hoped the final product will benefit the women being

interviewed. This research provided them with the opportunity to revisit their experiences
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of coming out, its importance in their lives, as well as its difficulties. Reflecting on such
experiences, often after much internal struggle, can be empowering. The power to name
oneself and be proud of that identification is something that is hoped as an outcome of the
research. Our experiences of coming out today are a part of our history in the struggle for
gay and lesbian visibility and equality. Thus, this thesis will be offered as a part of the
history of lesbian coming out in Canada, in particular, the Atlantic Provinces.
Other Considerations

Limitations of presenting this work within the dominant community result from
heterosexist and homophobic ideologies and practices. In addition, the process of coming
out is not always understood within the general community as many of those people do not
have to endure the same often long and difficult process to declare their sexuality.
Heterosexuality is seen as the “norm” and, thus, only if one is otherwise, is there a need to
declare that difference. Many of those who are not a part of the gay community need more
understanding of the process, the power of naming and the lived experience of a middle-age
lesbian. This knowledge may enable them to become allies which could increase the comfort
level and safety of those who are a part of the gay community. If difference is ever going to
make less of a difference, those in the dominant position must participate in dismantling their
own ideologies of power and oppression. This can only be done with the knowledge of that

power and oppression and its effects on those in non-dominant positions.
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In this chapter, the case study/oral history method used for this research was
introduced. The next chapter will include a more indepth discussion of these two methods,

their similarities and thus ultimately their compatibility as a methodology.
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Chapter 2
Methodology: Case Study Meets Oral History

It was my intention in this thesis to conduct qualitative research on the coming out
experiences and the emergence of identity of three middle-age lesbians, which, for the
purpose of this study, were women between the ages of forty to fifty-five. The three women,
each from a different Atlantic province, had very different coming out experiences. Through
these very different experiences of coming out, I hoped to gain an understanding, first, of
the impact life in the Atlantic Provinces had on their coming out experiences and identity
development. I looked specifically at their struggles, as well as the influence of family,
community and age on their identity and coming out.

For the purposes of this research, a feminist approach was used through which I
sought to maintain a more equitable distribution of power between myself, the researcher,
and my research participants. Thus, I have included the words and language used by the
participants, as well as their personal stories, to ensure their voices, often silenced in a sexist
and heterosexist world, were fairly represented. As part of this approach, my role as
researcher was also that of an active listener, in addition to asking clarifying questions, as
necessary.

To achieve these purposes, a combination case study/oral history was used to gather
data. The case study method provided an opportunity for an intensive analysis of specific
details that may be overlooked using other methods. As Reinharz (1992) states “[clase
studies of...women’s experience...are necessary both as models for future generations and as

the raw data of future secondary analyses, comparative research, and cross-cultural studies”
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(166). For the purpose of this research project, three cases were used to permit a more in-
depth analysis. This analysis allowed for common themes to arise while also allowing for
the investigation of differences.

I chose the case study/oral history method as I felt it was important to ensure the
voices of women were heard, particularly those of “ordinary” women (Jelenik, 1986).
Hearing women’s voices acknowledges the value of women’s lives and encourages
identification through the recognition of similar experiences. Itis important to chronicle the
lives of women who may not have made what are considered major inroads in the public
world, but whose experiences represent or resonate with other women’s experiences at a
particular point in time or other women’s experiences of a particular event and whose
accomplishments are just as noteworthy, but often go unnoticed. By looking at women’s
lives, we, at times, may see ourselves reflected in their experiences. Hence, there is the
likelihood we could become empowered by observing their struggles. Identification is
particularly important for lesbians as our lives and experiences are even more hidden than
heterosexual women because of heterosexism and homophobia.

In terms of this thesis, it is hoped the creation of these stories/oral histories will
benefit the participants, the researcher, and others. For the participants, being part of the
project represented an opportunity to be heard, a situation that has long been denied many
women, ensuring our part in history is often hidden. It also provides the participants with
the opportunity to gain further insight into their situations living as a middle age lesbian in
the 1990s in the Atlantic Provinces, insight that may iead to further growth and change as a

result of unresolved issues from their coming out process or to a more content settiement
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with their present life experiences. It is hoped the information gathered will be relevant to
other women, particularly those in conservative Eastern Canada, as life history is based on
one’s lived experience and others encountering similar situations will be able to relate to
these experiences. It is also hoped the information will be of benefit to the general
population. Increased awareness of our experiences, especially the process of coming out,
increases the possibility of alliance. In addition, it is hoped this research will adjust the
biased view of history that often excludes the experiences of women, particularly the
experiences of middle-age lesbians in this particular geographical locale.

Case Studies

The case study was the chosen method for gathering data for this research. This
method was chosen because it provides an opportunity for an intensive analysis of specific
details, covers a lengthy period of time and, thus, can produce a more well-rounded, holistic
study (Feagin et al 1991; Reinharz 1992). The case study method is important for research
pertaining to women because women'’s stories and accomplishments have often been avoided
or only briefly mentioned in mainstream historical texts. Thus, feminist interest in case
studies comes from a desire to document women’s lives and to generate theory based on an
analysis of these lives (Anderson and Jack 1991).

Reinharz (1992) discusses three major purposes for a feminist case study: to analyze
the change in a phenomenon over time, to analyze the significance of a phenomenon for
future events and to analyze the relation among parts of a phenomenon. Hence, “[a] case
study...can permit the researcher to examine not only the complex of iife in which people are

implicated, but also the impact on beliefs and decisions of the complex web of social
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interaction” (Feagin et al. 1991:9). Case studies can both prove and disprove gemneralizations,
but this is not their only intention. Reinbarz (1992) adds that case studies deify,

the social science convention of seeking generalizations by looking irastead

for specificity, exceptions, and completeness. Some feminist reseamchers

have found that social science’s emphasis on generalizations has obsscured

phenomena important to particular groups, including women. Thus case

studies are essential for putting women on the map of social life. (174)
She furthers that as we do case studies, we recognize the need to do more of ghem.

Our voices have often been unrecogrized and restrained in our patriamchal society.
As Heilbrun (1988) discusses, “[a]Jnonymity, we have long believed, is the proiper condition
of woman” (12). The facts of history have often been discussed separate from those who are
a part of that history. Thus, women and people from a variety of cultural and other diverse
backgrounds have had their histories excluded from common knowledge. Wommen’s voices
have been excluded for many reasons, including lack of education and lack «of power. In
addition, many historical sources, diaries, letters, etc., have been devalued bec-ause they are
notdeemed to be true “factual” knowledge. These sources are criticized for theizr subjectivity
and often become marginalized. However, documenting women’s voices imsists on and
acknowledges the value of women’s lives. This acknowledgment can be= particularly
important for lesbians whose lives and experiences are even more hidden than “heterosexual
women due to heterosexism and homophobia. It is also important for lesbiams in Canada,
particularly the Atlantic Provinces to be heard, as there has been a lack of information
pertaining to gay and lesbian history in this region (Kinsman 1987). Robin Mwrgan claims

that with,
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documenting women’s status and accomplishments (or lack thereof) in

different countries must be a top research priority, so we can clarify the way

women’s lives are similar and vary globally and so we can engage in effective

action on women’s behalf. (As quoted in Reinharz 1992: 171)

Gorelick (1996) also points out that,

[wle must uncover not only the different experiences of diverse groups of

women but also the processes creating these differences. We must tra§e.how

these processes of oppression - racist, imperialist, class, national, 1'31.1810!15,

and sexual - are connected to each other and determine, in very different

patterns, the lives of all and each of us. (36)

In addition, it is important to study location to determine its impact, particularly its impact
on one’s oppression. As Alcoff (1991-92) states "where one speaks from affects the meaning
and truth of what one says...”(6). Skeggs (1995) furthers that our location, both social and
cultural, impacts how we describe our world and the world we describe.

A small sample of three cases was used for this research, permitting 2 more indepth
analysis of the experiences of the women involved. Chase (1996) discusses the significance
of choosing a few cases by stating that using "a small groups of stories...to serve as examples
of the processes we want to study, and in our writing, we present those ¢xamples fully to
demonstrate the relationship between specific stories and the cultural context.” (45) The
choice of three cases allowed common themes to arise, while also allowing for the
investigation of difference.

The Case for Oral History
By their very nature, case studies also encapsulate oral/life histories. When

describing the term “oral history’, the purpose is to create a written record of an individual,

in this case a woman, from her perspective, in her words. The oral history itself is a
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combination of interviews, observations and, possibly, material obtained from the
interviewee. Streubert (1995) states that the oral history method is used “to gain an insider’s
view of a particular phenomenon of concern” (260). She furthers that it was derived from
symbolic interactionism in that we learn about ourselves and define our world based upon
our interaction with others. There are two forms of oral history: A complete oral history,
which would relate an individual’s entire life; and, a topical history, which covers a phase
in the individual’s life that is relevant to the research being done (Denzin, as cited in
Streubert 1995). For the purpose of this project, a general topical history was done which
covered a phase in the participant’s life - coming out and identification as a lesbian.

One of the most important reasons for research by and about women is to empower
women. Oral histories can be particularly important in this respect because many women,
due to lack of access to education, cannot read or write or do not have a voice to ensure their
words are heard. As Reinharz (1992) discusses, oral history allows us

to develop feminist theory, express affinity and admiration for other women,

contribute to social justice, facilitate understanding among social classes, and

explore the meaning of events in the eyes of women. (134)

Many oral histories of women of accomplishment have been completed to show respect or
pay tribute to these women. The lives of many women of the early suffrage movements have
been chronicled, as well as early women doctors, teachers and writers. These chronicles
acknowledge the value of women’s lives and encourage identification through the
recognition of similar experiences. However, oral histories of ‘ordinary’ women'’s
experiences, at a particular point in time and of a particular event or place, are also important.

Conway (1992) furthers these notions with,
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[blecause so much of modern cultural criticism teaches us about the fragility

of identity and the difficulty of achieving a strong sense of self, we are

interested in hearing many distinct 'voices’ explain their experience.

Oral history is usually only given the recognition it deserves in feminist establishments.
However, the recent emergence of interest, since the 1970s, in women's lives and the study
of women's issues, has given more precedence to women's oral history and writings. Thus,
by revealing women’s history, we allow women’s voices, once silenced, to be heard, thus,
encouraging and, perhaps, empowering more women to share.

While doing this research, I thought it was important to ensure participants were not
overly shaped by the research agenda in the telling of their stories. However, their responses
were inevitably shaped in some ways by our interaction. The oral histories created for this
project were constructed around open, yet particular, questions with a particular purpose.
Thus, there always exists the possibility that stories were not revealed in the way the person
meant. In an attempt to diminish this effect, the questions asked were general enough to
aliow the women to reflect on their experiences and choose what was central to their past.
Anderson and Jack (1991) note that, “[o]ral history interviews prcvide an invaluable means
of generating new insights about women’s experiences of themselves in their worlds” (11).
They add that the spontaneous exchange that can happen during the interview process -
enabled by open, more general questions - allows for the possibility of freedom and
flexibility for the researcher and the participant.

There were also inherent difficulties surrounding interpretation of the information.
Interpretation of any event is based upon our own experiences and, thus, are to a certain

extent, individual to ourselves. While I often shared the interpretations offered by the
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participants, there exists the possibility that I may place different meanings on their
experiences. In additicn, what I included and excluded in the chapters is based on my views
and thoughts and my specific research purpose. However, being a lesbian, I knew I was
closer to their experiences and, thus, better equipped to interpret and understand their
experiences than might a heterosexual counterpart. Minimally, shared sexual identity
allowed a certain comfort conducive to the research process. To overcome some of the
difficulties, Streubert (1995) noted the importance of reviewing with participants the data
generated to ensure the life history represents their reality. All the women were asked to
review the transcripts of the interview as well as the stories included in Chapter 5. They
were able to make any revisions or additions they felt were necessary. In addition, the use
of the participants language lessens the likelihood of misinterpreted meaning. The
participants were also asked to explain any terms or ‘insider’ expressions they used. As
stated by Anderson and Jack (1991), “{i]f we see rich potential in the language people use
to describe their daily activities, then we have to take advantage of the opportunity to let

them tell us what that language means™ (15).

In order to research a topic, a review of work done by others is necessary. The next
two chapters contain a review of literature on the topics of gay and lesbian history in general,

in Canada, as well as in the Atlantic Provinces and issues surrounding identity, coming out

and aging.
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Chapter 3
Literature Analysis

Gay and lesbian history spans every century and every country in the world.
However, it was not until the late 19* and early 20" century that gays and lesbians became
more visible to society as a whole. For women, in earlier times, romantic friendships
allowed them to live independently of men and their relationships were considered
honorable. This status did not last, however, as the medicalization of homosexuality placed
these relationships under suspicion. In addition, many fundamentalist right-wing religious
groups, state that homosexuality is even mentioned and admonished in the Bible. Despite
this, the gay and lesbian community continued to flourish. Though there is evidence of a gay
and lesbian community in Canada throughout parts of this century, most of the community
was centered in larger cities outside of the Atlantic Provinces. It was not until the 1970s, and
then to a limited extent, that much visible activity occurred in the Atlantic Provinces. What
it means to be a middle-age lesbian in the Atlantic Provinces is to have been influenced by
a variety of historical, social and cultural issues. How such issues intersect with the coming
out process and identity is the focus of this thesis and this review of literature contained in
the next two chapters.

History

Gays and lesbians have a long and varied history. Early examples of same-sex
relationships existed in ancient Greece, Rome, and China, through the Middle Ages in
Western Europe, Japan and England. There is also evidence of same-sex relationships in

native cultures of North America, Polynesia and Siberia. In order to look at gay and lesbian
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history in Canada and the Atlantic Provinces, it is important to begin with a more widespread
focus, particularly of the United States and Britain, as these countries have had the greatest
impact on Canadian life and culture. As Kinsman (1987) states, “[o]ur various forms of
sexuality and the identities built around them are organized through the sex and gender
relations that have existed in different societies” ( 24). He furthers that, “[e]xamining
historical experiences can help us understand from where lesbian and gay oppression has
come, where it may be going, and the possibilities for change” (23). It is often thought that
Canadian gay and lesbian history is 15 to 20 years behind that of the United States and
Britain, meaning the progression of, for example, the gay and lesbian movement in Canada
evolved after such movements occurred in other countries. Thus, some visibility and
activism within gay and lesbian history did not occur in Canada until after strides had been
made in other countries (Kinsman 1987; Ross 1995).
The 19* Century: The Beginning of Women’s Independence

In the 19" century, women were able to adopt a more openly visible identity separate
from men, as the result of several factors, including industrial capitalism and urbanization.
These factors resulted in changes in traditional family structures and increased independence
for women who entered the work force outside the home. It is thought the evolution of
liberal and democratic societies in Western Europe and North America also had an influence
(Miller 1995).

During this time there was an increase in visible romantic friendships among women
who were beginning to live independently of men. Novelist Willa Cather, Jane Addams,

founder of the settlement house movement and M. Carey Thomas, president of Bryn Mawr
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College are only a few of the noted women of the 19® century (Miller 1995). Further
evidence exists of women from the upper and middle classes who expressed their love for
other women through letter writing, books and diaries. It would be presumptuous, however,
to believe that this was not present for all social classes. Some women of the working class
passed as men and worked alongside them. Some of these women were married to other
women. However, there is limited evidence about the nature of these relationships or
whether the motivation for such unions was economic, psychological and/or sexual
(Faderman 1991).

Faderman (1991) noted that, “women’s intimate relationships were universally
encouraged in centuries outside of our own” (1). There were many examples of women's
commitment to one another during the 19® century in England, France, Germany and
America. The terms used for these relationships were "love of kindred spirits," "Boston
marriage,” and "sentimental friends". These romantic friendships were considered noble and
virtuous. The relationships were also considered to be platonic, as it was thought that two
women would not be interested in becoming sexual with one another. These relationships
were also encouraged as women were not allowed significant contact with the opposite sex
until they were married. Faderman (1981) continues that “[i]Jt was reasoned, apparently, that
young women could practice these sentiments on each other so that when they were ready
for marriage they would have perfected themselves in those areas” (75). Thus, because it
served men's self interest, sentimental friendship was deemed innocent, and not threatening
to the “‘sanctity of marriage.” Such relationships could also help keep a marriage together

at a time when divorce for women was almost impossible. Thus, these relationships between
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women were often not an alternative to marriage, as economic and social necessity meant
men and women were often forced to marry, despite any homosexual feelings they might
have.

Homosexual relationships, as previously stated, were not stigmatized or considered
abnormal or deviant, as people during the 19" century were not defined by their sexual
orientation. However, this changed in 1869 when the term ‘homosexuality’ first appeared
in relation to men and in 1870 in relation to women. At this time, the medical establishment
began to use the concept of homosexuality as a medical condition and a means of
classification. Thus, the homosexual became a person who “possessed characteristics and
attributes of the opposite gender” (Miller 1995:xxiii). It was argued at this time that
homosexuality was inborn, therefore not sinful. This development represents a shift from a
moral and religious attitude regarding same sex relations to a more scientific one.

The Early 20* Century: Movement to the City

During the early 20" century, romantic friendships between women continued to
flourish due to the growing economic independence and literacy levels of women. Women
could now choose a career over marriage. Despite the fact that after World War I, love
between women came to be generally feared in America and England, urbanization resulted
in a migration of people to cities, which offered gay and lesbian people some safety and
anonymity and, thus, the ability to create a gay community.

During the 1910s and "20s in the United States and Europe, especially in the
Greenwich Village area, there was a period of radicalism. Ryan (1988), who identifies

several stages to the growth of the gay and lesbian community and liberation, characterizes
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the period between 1908 and 1945 as the first stage. This period was marked with “sporadic
efforts by individual gays and lesbians aimed at defending the legal rights of those charged
criminally for living their sexual preference. There are no major victories and the public is
largely unsympathetic™ (102-3).

Some instances during World War II point to a growing public awareness and
scrutiny. During this time, “the “medicalization” of homosexuality and the spread of the
ideas of psychology...increased awareness of the subject” (Miller 1995:231). This period
was the first time in history when armed forces recruits were questioned about their sexual
orientation. However, this scrutiny may have been the least of the persecution suffered by

gay and lesbian people during this time, as Hitler and his forces targeted and killed many gay

" men and some lesbians during World War IL.

At the end of World War II, which Ryan identifies as the second stage or what he
calls “Urban Consciousness” (Ryan 1988:103), homosexuals were actively excluded from
military service as a result of being labeled homosexual. This time marked the first when
large numbers of men and women were given the homosexual label. Before this point,
homosexuality was considered an illness, not an identification. This identification, and the
subsequent expulsion of gay men and lesbians from the military, created a new homosexual
consciousness and an impetus for a more organized gay community, particularly in large
urban centers.

The same impact of the homosexual label did not occur in Canada. Here, the label
was more insidious, more damaging to self-worth, and encouraged little awareness of

belonging to a social category of people. The Canadian military placed gays and lesbians

29



under the category “psychopathic disorders™ and “anti-social psychopath” (Feasby, as quoted
by Kinsman 1987: 110). During the cold war, there was an internal flushing out from federal
service, of those suspected of being gay. In addition to this, there is no evidence of any
organized gay movement in Canada until the 1960s, an indication of the fact that Canadian
gay history is different than that of the United States.
The 1950s: Movements and Medicine

Ryan identified the 1950s as a time of searching for gay identity, protests, the
rejection of homosexuality by dominant culture, and the continued evolution of homosexual
subcultures. During this time, the mental health profession began to take a negative stance
in regards to homosexuality. Though Freud thought everyone was innately bisexual, that
homosexuality was the result of arrested psychological development and that homosexuals
could not change to heterosexual, others did not share his view. Homosexuality was thus
created as a pathology. It was listed in the first issue in 1952 of The Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual, Mental Disorders (DSM-I) as a sociopathic personality disturbance. The
next revision in 1968 saw homosexuality listed under other non-psychotic mental disorders
with pedophillia, masochism, and so on. It was not until 1986 that all references to
homosexuality in the DSM-III R were removed (Miller 1995). Before this removal,
however, 2 number of techniques, such as aversion therapy, shock treatment and lobotomies,
had come into practice in an attempt to change homosexuals into heterosexuals.

The first significant challenge to the patholization of homosexuality was put forth by
Alfred C. Kinsey, who in the late 1940s, interviewed more than 10,000 men and women on

their sexual habits. He discovered that both men and women had homosexual experiences
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and thus he felt sexuality existed on a continuum from exclusive heterosexual to exclusive
homosexual behaviour. From this, he postulated that homosexuals made up 10 percent of
the general population. The effects of his findings were mixed. Homosexuality could no
longer be considered an exception, but many, including Joseph McCarthy, a United States
senator, used these statistics to try to prove that homosexuality was a threat to society. In
addition, it is extremely difficult to be statistically precise about its prevalence as many
choose not to come out. In fact, it could be speculated than 10 percent is a low estimate.

During this time, the homosexual community began to organize. The Mattachine
Foundation, a group of gay men and lesbians, was formed. The Daughters of Bilitis, one of
the first and more famous lesbian organizations also began in the 1960s. However,
Faderman (1981) noted that, in the 1960s many homosexual organizations such as
Mattachine were male-dominated. This sexism, in addition to other issues such as
heterosexism, helped create gender differences in terms of personal and social experiences
as a lesbian (Vaid 1995; Jay 1995). Thus, for example, since many of the social spaces were
male-centred, there were few places women could meet and feel safe, possibly making it
more difficult for someone coming out.

A homosexual subculture developed around the bar scene, which became the center
of the community, offering a sense of community and a relatively safe haven. For women,
the bar scene enforced codes of behavior and dress known as butch/femme, ‘butch’ being the
stereotypical masculine role, whereas ‘femme’ was the stereotypical feminine role. Thisrole
division was primarily thought to be enacted by those who were part of the working class,

however, middle class lesbians were also influenced. Though some believe this behavior
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was an attempt to imitate heterosexual relationships, Nestle (1995) contends that
butch/femme relationships were “complex erotic statements, not phony heterosexual
replicas” (Nestle as quoted in Miller 1995: 323). Regardless of how one views these
relationships, “there can be no doubt that its highly defined patterns of dress and behavior
offered many women a sense of security during a period when hostility against gays and
lesbians was at its height” (Ibid:323).

In Canada in the 1950s and 60s, urbanization, changing social values and the Kinsey
report had an impact much as it did in the United States. This impact was felt particularly
in larger cities such as Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver, where there were more spaces for
developing community. Thus it was in these three cities in Canada where the budding gay
liberation movement flourished. In addition to the bar scene, a number of novels published
in the 1950s and 1960s offered a representation of lesbian life. The dominant theme of the
novels was based on the butch/femme ideology with alcohol, violence and a male figure who
“rescues” the femme from the butch, imitating heterosexual relationships. Though many
were written by men with the female characters succumbing to suicide, alcoholism or
conversion to heterosexuality, there were also examples of more positive images of lesbian
sexuality from writers such as Ann Bannon, Valerie Taylor and Paula Christian. These
novels “offered readers positive role models as well as information about gay clothing styles,
argot, bars, coffee-shops, resorts...and neighbourhoods...” (Ross 1995: 14).

The 1960s: Beginning Visibility
According to Ryan (1988), the 1960s marked the “birth of a truly national american

(sic) gay and lesbian movement.. Fundamental to this stage is the establishment of
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identifiable populations of gays and lesbians that begin to be courted by municipal, state and
national politicians” (104-5). During this time, the community was under attack from
sections of society, particularly from the police who regularly raided gay establishments.
This harassment lead, in June of 1969, to the Stonewall riots in Greenwich Village, an event
which galvanized gay and lesbian liberation struggles in the United States, the aftermath of
which was felt worldwide.

During the 1960s, there were the beginnings of a more active gay and lesbian political
movement in Canada, as well. In 1964, the Association for Social Knowledge (ASK) was
formed in Vancouver and the ASK Community Centre opened in 1966. Some other items
of note were television specials and articles in mainstream newspapers and magazines.
Articles appearing in MacLean's in 1964 “are believed to be the first full-scale articles in a
mainstream Canadian publication to take a generally positive view of homosexuality”
(McLeod 1996: 3). CBC-TV broadcasted several shows during the 1960s, one in 1964, “an
hour-long discussion of legal, medial, and religious attitudes towards homosexuality on the
program Other Voices” (Ibid: 14). Attitudes were opening in other sectors, as well. In 1965,
The Canadian Council on Religion and the Homosexual was established to “aid in public
education about homosexuality and the plight of the homosexual in society’” (Ibid: 19). As
early as 1964, there were attempts to have homosexuality decriminalized in the Canadian
Criminal Code, as well as action later for the inclusion of homosexuality in Human Rights
legislation. In 1967, an omnibus bill was introduced by then Justice Minister Pierre Trudeau

and passed. This bill decriminalized private homosexual acts between two consenting adults
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21 and older. The amendments to the Canadian Criminal Code came into effectin 1969. At
this time, similar changes had yet to occur in the United States.
The 1970s: The Movement Goes Public

Ryan (1988) identifies the 1970s as the stage when “the gay community
institutionalizes itself” (105). During this period, there was an increase in gay activism and
an increase in the number of gay and lesbian organizations. Though much of the literature
available is for countries other than Canada, there is evidence of activity in Canada,
especially around major urban centers such as Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. McLeod’s
chronology of gay and lesbian liberation in Canada between 1964-19785, lists gay and lesbian
organizations in Canada during this time. Only sparse entries exist for the Atlantic Provinces
and those which are included do not begin until the 1970s. (A more detailed discussion of
the activity and organizations in the Atlantic Provinces is included later in this chapter.)

Some of the organizations formed outside of the Atlantic Provinces in the early 1970s
included the Community Homophile Association of Toronto, Vancouver Gay Liberation
Front, Front pour la libération homophile in Montreal, Gays of Ottawa, the Canadian Gay
Activists Alliance (CGAA), Gay Alliance toward Equality (GATE) and the Toronto Gay
Action (TGA). The National Gay Task Force formed in 1973, the Gay Community Centre
of Saskatoon opened in 1974 and, in Montreal in 1975, a group called Slightly Older
Lesbians (SOL) was formed for lesbians over 30. The formation of this latter group
recognizes the need for specific kinds of support for women over 30 and into middle age.
However, there has not been a group with such a focus formed within the Atlantic Provinces

as of yet, though several groups have and continue to exist for younger men and women,
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many centred around universities. The Canadian Gay Press Service formed in 1975 and
included papers from Toronto, Montreal, and Saskatoon. Clearly, in larger Canadian cities,
the opportunity to be part of the gay community was available for those willing to be
involved. However, involvement also carried with it the risk of being more open about one’s
sexuality in a society that was still not very accepting.

To help alter this situation, other changes were occurring, as well. In 1975, the first
public hearing in Canada of a gay civil rights case under provincial human rights legislation
occurred in Vancouver when the Vancouver Sun refused to print a two-line classified ad for
the Gay Tide newspaper from GATE. Though GATE won the case initially, the ruling was
later overturned. The case ultimately ended up in the Supreme Court of Canada, “making it
the first lesbian and gay rights case ever to make it to the highest court in Canada” (McLeod
1996: 206). The Sun won based on freedom of the press in 1979, but later that year they
changed their ad policy and allowed the ad to run. In 1977, Quebec became the first
jurisdiction in North America, other than municipalities, to place gay and lesbian rights in
the Human Rights Code. In addition, in some areas, openly gay and lesbian candidates ran
successfully for public office.

Political developments in the United States, with both positive and negative
outcomes, spilled over into Canada. There was an increasing conservatism in the 1970s that
extended to gay rights as well as other issues, such as pornography and reproductive choice.
In Dade County, Florida, in 1977, an ordinance was passed, but later overturned, “that
prohibited discrimination on the basis of affectional or sexual preference in areas of housing,

employment, and services” (Ross 1995: 157). An antigay movement began, headed by
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Anita Bryant, former Miss America. However, despite its negative effects on gays and
lesbians, many felt Anita Bryant did the gay movement a favor by putting gay and lesbian
issues in the spotlight, allowing public debate on the struggles of this community. (Rotello
1998). This development filtered over into Canada as organizing began in response to the
conservative right, including the Ad Hoc Coalition to Stop Anita Bryant formed in Toronto

in 1977 by the Coalition for Gay Rights in Ontario.

Ross (1995), whose book, The House that Jill Built, focuses on women involved with
the Lesbian Organization of Toronto (LOOT) during the 1970s, notes that the climate
seemed right for lesbian feminist organizing in the 1960s and 1970s. Though in the mid
1970s, lesbian activism seemed to be fading in the United States, in Canada, particularly in
Toronto, things were just beginning. She furthers that since World War I, there were many
changes in Canadian life, with the

expansion of capitalist markets, the tremendous growth in university and

college enrolments, the increasing numbers of women entering the labour

force, the introduction of the birth-control pill, new abortion technology, a

declining birth rate, and the increased attention to sex-related issues in the

media and advertising. By the late 1960s, a climate of reform prevailed in

Canada. (23)

Other movements, such as Civil Rights, the second wave of feminism and anti-Vietnam war
resistance, helped pave the way for gay and lesbian liberation. For a while, the women’s
liberation movement created some separation in the gay and lesbian movement as women
focused their attention on women’s and lesbian issues. Kinsman (1987) notes,

[1]esbians, because of their lack of economic resources as independent

women in this society, have a much smaller commercial scene-usually
restricted to a couple of businesses in the larger cities. This discrepancy has
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continued throughout the 1970s and 1980s, leading to important inequalities
and differences in the social spaces available to lesbians and gay men. (184)

Ross (1995) furthers that for women this was an important time.

Occasions like concerts, drop-ins, peer counselling, theatre, and dances made

possible the discovery of what it actually meant to ‘be’ a lesbian and ‘do’

lesbianism in an active, self-consciously feminist and celebratory
manner...[e]xtensions of the social/cultural tradition of rap groups, potlucks,

and coffee-houses in the early 1970s, ...enabled identification with emergent

lesbian-feminist culture in safe, supportive contexts. (204)

Quoting McCoy and Hicks, she notes,

[tlo many women, “the community” became an entity with a life of its

own...it held the power to pass judgement, and as a new-found home for the

homeless, it took on a mighty significance. It seems little wonder that many
lesbians in despair look toward the community for magical fulfillment of
expectations, dreams, and hopes which have previously been thwarted by

patriarchal culture. (as quoted in Ross 1995: 204)

At this time, many feminists, particularly lesbians, rejected what they felt to be
feminine, such as makeup, perfume, tight dresses, shaved legs and armpits, and so on. In
addition, the style of dress was heavily based on butch ideology, which became an
identifying feature for lesbian culture. From this developed certain codes of dress and
conduct which “were communicated through visual and printed descriptions in U.S. feminist
and lesbian newspapers, and in books...”(Ross 1995: 87). Ross (1995), whose study centers
on LOOT, a group of primarily white, middle class lesbian feminists, found that during this
time,“many LOOT members saw their style codes and collective living as the ideal means
to channel two mighty resources-lesbian anger and energy” (107). For them, conforming to

codes offered “a sense of moral worth denied them in a culture that decreed them obscene”

(108). However, those who did not dress a certain way, often were or felt excluded from the

37



group. A similar exclusion was often felt by older lesbians and those from a working class
background who felt ignored by middle class lesbians (Ross 1995; Faderman 1991). It was
especially true among women of color. This feeling was not uncommon within the lesbian
community, as noted by Franzen (1996), during the period 1965-80, in Albuquerque, the
years when feminism became a significant influence among lesbians. Working class women
remained around the bar scene, whereas middle class women were involved in political
activism and tended to reject butch/femme roles which they felt were regressive. Ross
(1995) notes,
[iln 1967, researchers Simon and Gagnon noted how norms, argot, and
various kinds of social activity reinforced the experience of identity and
collectivity for individual lesbians and male homosexuals. (91)
Finding a community and being included were important during this time as there were few
organizations available and few positive images outside of these organizations in what was
otherwise a largely heterosexual society.
The 1980-90s: We’re Here, Get Used to It
Though there was some separation of the gay and lesbian community in the 1970s,
the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s brought the gay and lesbian communities together. Miller
(1995) notes,
[tThe AIDS decade had brought about extraordinary changes within gay and
lesbian life-creating a deeper sense of community, putting gays in the public
eye...There was no doubt that as the nineties dawned there was now a

stronger, more committed gay community, hardened by adversity, that was
poised to play a greater role in American life. (462)
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The AIDS epidemic brought a backlash from the conservative right who termed AIDS ‘the
gay disease’. Miller (1995) notes that it was not until the death of actor Rock Hudson from
AIDS in 19835 that attitudes began to change. He furthers that,

[t]he twin effects of the epidemic and the Reagan administration’s neglect

strengthened the gay community as a political force during this period.

Before AIDS, few gays and lesbians had participated in their own civil rights

struggle...But AIDS changed all that, bringing into the movement many gay

men - and lesbian, too - who had never participated in any gay political

activity before. (452)

During this time, other new issues came to the forefront including parenting and family
issues, partly as a result of an increasing number of lesbians having children.

The gay community in the 1990s began to play a greater and more visible role in
everyday life, evidenced by the existence of gay and lesbian characters on television, in
movies and in the mainstream print media. This visibility has been particulary heightened
for lesbians. In the early 1990s, lesbians were featured on several mainstream magazine
covers, including Newsweek and Vanity Fair. Lesbian couples and characters appeared on
televison in programs such as Roseanne, NYPD Blues and Mad About You. One televison
show, “Ellen”, in 1997-98, centred around the life of a lesbian, Ellen Morgan, played by
lesbian Ellen DeGeneres. Several mainstream movies such as Three of Hearts, Basic Instinct
and Fried Green Tomatoes featured lesbian characters, though the images were not always
positive. Many celebrities came out as lesbian including Melissa Etheridge, k.d. lang, and
Amanda Bearse. As stated by Ross (1995), “North American lesbians, predominantly white

and middle-class, seem to have reached a level of public visibility and personal confidence

unimaginable in earlier decades” (3). Ross (1995) also notes that, now, in the 1990s, there
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are support groups in large urban centres, including the Atlantic Provinces. There are a wide
range of social services including counseling, coming out groups, groups focusing on legal
issues and lesbian and gay caucuses in unions. She furthers that,
[slocially, needs are met by lesbian/gay bars and assorted ‘Dyke Nites’ at
straight clubs; Lesbian and Gay Pride Day committees; church groups; choirs;
recreation clubs; potluck dinner clubs; and lesbian softball, soccer, golf,

swimming, bowling, water polo, and curling leagucs. (220)

There are also magazines and papers including Gayzette, now Wayves in Halifax and Xtra

in Toronto and Vancouver, Canadian lesbian anthologies, lesbian/gay radio shows, as well
as academic studies, including Queer Theory offered at Mount Saint Vincent University.
In the 1990s, however, despite increased visibility and acceptance from heterosexual
society, there are still difficulties within the lesbian community. Despite the fact that
lesbians might be expected to work together as a cohesive unit, Ross (1995) notes that
“[s]ince the 1970s, the presumption of an instant unity among lesbians qua lesbians has been
proven both false and intolerant to differences™ (222). She furthers,
[1]n the 1990s, perhaps more than ever, contests over what ‘lesbian’ means
rage on. Exhibiting ‘authentic’ behavioural, ideological and style codes...is
still esteemed among many politicized lesbian feminists as one method of
revealing one’s inner self, securing high moral rank, and locking up political
credibility. (227)
She continues however
[i]tis unclear to me whether communities of bar lesbians, closeted, suburban
gay women, and lesbian feminists are closer together today than they were
twenty years ago. The majority of lesbians (and gay men) continue to live

double lives, hiding their sexuality in fear of damaging consequences. It’s
possible that greater numbers will come out in the 1990s... (221-2)



Despite some of these issues, other advances have been made in the political and
legal arena, including the extension of spousal benefits to same-sex couples by companies
and the government, anti-discrimination legislation in several provinces including Nova
Scotia in 1991 and New Brunswick in 1992 and pending changes to the Family Law Act in
Nova Scotia and other provinces. In 1988, sodomy and anal intercourse between consenting
adults over 18 was no longer a criminal offense. In 1980, Canada became the first country
in the world to have a nondiscrimination clause protecting gay people, designed specifically
for federal employees in the Canadian Union of Postal Workers. However, there is still some
way to go as evidenced by the continued confiscation of lesbian and gay materials at the
Canada-US border and the fact the federal House of Commons only recently included sexual-
orientation protection in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

Gay History in the Atlantic Provinces

There is little available informaticn on gay and lesbian history in the Atlantic
Provinces. McLeod (1996) notes, of the 129 active gay and lesbian groups between 1964-75,
only four or approximately three percent were in the Atlantic Provinces. Of the 108 gay and
lesbian periodicals published between 1964-75, two were from the Atlantic Provinces:
Aboutface by Community Homophile Association of Newfoundland, which was published
from the summer of 1975 to May 1976; and, the GAE Monitor published by Gay Alliance
for Equality from November 1972 to January 1974. MacLeod also included a list of gay bars
and clubs, though he cautions that not all establishments may be listed, as only
establishments in Canadian metropolitan areas with the most active lesbian and gay

communities were included. Many establishments had mixed - gay, lesbian and straight -
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clientele and thus were not included in his list. Of the 332 establishments listed, seventeen
were in the Atlantic Provinces. These establishments were located in Fredericton, Saint
John, Halifax, and St. John’s. Thus, the lack of a visible gay and lesbian community within
the Atlantic Provinces would have made it difficult for those out and coming out to find a
place to be and a group with which to identify. Current listings in the Wayves reflect a
similar distribution. Though there are more organizations, 106 listed for the Atlantic
Provinces, the organizations are mainly centered around the major cities of each province or
exist on university campuses. Thus, those in rural areas are still likely to feel fairly isolated
and this creates the need for them to travel outside of their area to seek organizational
support. However, this sparcity does not eliminate the presence of informal collections of
lesbians and gay men who have formed supportive informal networks in rural settings.
(Riordon 1996)

Gabrielle, a participant in this study, was also familiar with the early history of the
Atlantic Provinces. She believed, during the 1960s and 70s, there was not a lot of activity.
She discussed with elders in the community the existence of community in the early part of
the century. She was told that, at that time, for lesbians in Canada, one “hung around ball
fields, or you hung around the armed forces, and hoped that you could run into some
women.” Gabrielle believed that many gays and lesbians in the Atlantic Provinces moved
to Halifax to seek anonymity, as this was the big city in the Atlantic Provinces, or else they
moved to Toronto. She added that in Toronto in the 1970s there was what many considered
a Maritime lesbian ghetto.

Nova Scotia Gay History
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Of the four Atlantic Provinces, Nova Scotia had the most active gay history. Most
of this activity, however, until recently, centered around Halifax. The first organization
formed in the Atlantic Provinces was the Gay Alliance for Equality (GAE) in Halifax,
founded in 1972. GAE operated a telephone counseling service (caeLine) and a bar called
“The Turret” which was opened in the mid 70s and stayed open until the mid 80s. This bar
was later replaced by “Rumors” in the early 80s which was run by the Gay and Lesbian
Association (GALA), a continuation of GAE. Rumors remained open until the mid 1990s.
Recently in 1999, Millenium opened in the same location, only to close three months later.

GAE and later GALA were politically active organizations. During the 1970s, GAE
participated in protests against the CBC, who refused to carry a public service announcement
for the GAELine. They also picketed a local bar which was refusing gay clientele. In 1973,
they presented a brief to the Nova Scotia Legislature recommending that sexual orientation
be included in the provincial Human Rights Act. They also met with the Nova Scotia Human
Rights Commission to discuss the brief presented to the legislature. The commission denied
the need for the inclusion, arguing there were a lack of cases of discrimination against gay
people. Inresponse, GAE began documenting cases themselves.

The first gay bookstore in Atlantic Canada, the Alternate Book Shop, opened in the
autumn of 1975 in Halifax. In 1973, Halifax was the only Atlantic Province to send
representatives to a gathering of Canadian queer organizations in Ottawa. In the late 1970s,
there was a National Gay Rights Coalition Conference in Halifax and a Gay Alcoholics
Anonymous group began that continues today. This AA group just recently, in 1998,

celebrated ten courage roundups, a gathering of Gay AA groups from around the Atlantic
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Provinces, as well as outside the Atlantic Provinces and Canada. = The women’s movement
had an impact on the gay and lesbian community in Halifax as well. There were a number
of women’s centres in the early 70s. Often these groups were more heavily made up of
women from a working class background, but in the late 70s, more middle class women
became involved. These groups offered support to the lesbian community, as many of the
women involved were lesbians, and did work on consciousness raising.

Currently, and for most of the 1990s, there have been a variety of organizations
operating throughout Nova Scotia. There are groups in smaller communities such as Truro,
Wolfville, and in provincial regions such as the south shore and Cape Breton. There are now
several bars that are gay or gay positive. There are women’s dances at various locations in
Nova Scotia and several yearly events such as camping weekends. In a recent addition of
Wayves, 31 organizations were listed for Nova Scotia and an additional 23 listed for Metro
Halifax. There are also six organizations serving the Atlantic region which operate out of
Halifax.

New Brunswick Gay History

In 1974, the first gay and lesbian organization in New Brunswick, Gay Friends, was
formed in Fredericton. It had only three active members and finally folded a year and a half
later. In Saint John, in 1975, a gay helpline, Speak Easy Gayline, was formed. A number
of other groups existed such as a Friends of Lesbians and Gays group (FLAG) in Fredericton,
Fredericton Lesbians and Gays, and Northern Lambda, a joint group with Maine, New
Brunswick and Quebec. This rural group, started during the 70s, is still in existence today

and has managed for a number of years to plan a yearly gay and lesbian symposium. Other
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groups included Lesbian and Gay Organization of Saint John (LAGOSJ) and Gays and
Lesbians of Moncton (GLM), which was a group for English and French gay people and
another group in Bathurst. In Moncton in the early 1980s, gay and lesbian dances were held
at the University de Moncton. There is also a gay bar in Moncton which has been open for
many years. In Saint John, a few bars opened for short periods only. For a while individual
women organized dances for the communities in Saint John and Fredericton. Today,
however, the situation has changed somewhat as there are 31 organizations listed for New
Brunswick. However, as is true for the other provinces, these organizations are focused
mainly around the larger cities or the universities.
Newfoundland Gay History

In 1974, in St. John’s, 13 people turned out to form Community Homophile
Association of Newfoundland (CHAN), a large membership for the ime. Many of the
members lived in small outports and maintained contact by mail. A second branch of the
group formed in Corner Brook in 1975 and remained active until 1980. In 1975, CHAN
sponsored a lesbian/feminist workshop in St. John’s. A member of the group spoke to a
Special Joint Committee on Immigration Policy concerning gays and the Immigration Act.
Gay Friends of NB and GAE of Halifax did the same, reflecting some communication among
groups was occurring. Today, there are ten organizations listed in Newfoundland, all of
which are located in St. John’s.
Prince Edward Island Gay History

No record of any groups or activities was found for Prince Edward Island during the

60s or 70s. Gabrielle, a participant in this study, noted that it was not until the 1980s that she
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heard of a significant community there and this remains true today as the only listings for the
province are a women’s production company and an AIDS organization. However, in

Charlottetown, there are occasional women’s dances and an annual women’s conference.

It is evident from this review that there is a wide and varied history of the gay and
lesbian community, both in Canada and other countries. Though there was evidence of an
active community in Canada throughout this century, much of it was centered in larger
Canadian cities. This made coming to terns with the issues of coming out and identity, as
discussed in the next chapter, that much more difficult for those in smaller areas such as the

Atlantic Provinces.



Chapter 4
Conceptual Framewerk: Coming Out and Identity
Coming Out

The concept of coming out of the closet is a fairly recent one. As Johansson and
Percy (1994) discuss, the term "closet” derives from house construction. The term denotes
a windowless and airless alcove for storing clothes, sealed off by a door. This notion differs
from the older English meaning of any private room or chamber (5). When these two
meanings are brought together,

‘to closet oneself” came to connote privacy and remoteness on the one hand

and narrow confinement on the other. The aspect of secrecy and the suspect

character of whatever was hidden appears in the old expression ‘a skeleton

in the closet.” (Ibid:5)

The concept of the closet and its meaning for gay and lesbian people was introduced
in the mid 1960s and restricted until late 1970s to gay jargon meaning to conceal one's
homosexuality. Despite the fact of evidence of homosexuality through the ages, the
reluctance of Western society to accept differences, such as homosexuality, meant gay and
lesbian people remained hidden in society. The expressed need to come out of the closet did
not begin until the gay liberation struggles of the 1960s and 70s where visibility was seen as
essential to gaining equality rights.

Coming out is often considered a process, and as such, many identify various stages.

(Schneider 1988; Eichberg 1990; Signorile 1995). However, coming out is an individual

experience and a life long process. As Schneider (1998) offered,
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[allthough each individual act of coming out is irrevocable, the coming out
process itself, is almost never a linear, ‘A’ to ‘B’ enterprise. We come out,
we retreat, we come out again and so on. (49)

Schneider (1988) discusses the coming out process in five interrelated stages of
development:

(a) the growing awareness of homosexual feelings and identity;

(b) developing intimate same-sex romantic/erotic relationships;

(c) developing social ties with gay and lesbian peers or community;

(d) developing a positive evaluation of homosexuality; and,

(e) self-disclosure.

Eichberg (1990), on the other hand, considers coming out as a three phase process. The first
phase, the personal phase, involves the acceptance by the gay or lesbian person of their
sexuality. This acceptance is followed by the private phase where one begins to share with
others. This sharing ultimately leads to the public phase where one’s sexuality becomes
integrated into one’s daily life. Through the coming out process, one begins to include one's
homosexual identity as part of one’s self, rather than the definition of one’s self. At this
point, one determines how being gay fits into the rest of one’s life.

There are usually three patterns of experience related to coming out which can shape
the process in various ways. Some people have always had a sense of being gay or lesbian
or the feeling they were sexually different. For some others, it seems to be rather abrupt,
usually as a result of falling in love with someone of the same sex; this is common for many
women. Finally, some others move back and forth from heterosexual to same sex
relationships and attractions until finally settling, often in their teen years, if not later. The

process can also result from sexual exploration, although some people involved in sexual

exploration do not see themselves as gay or lesbian. For some, sexual exploration coincides
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with first labeling themselves gay or lesbian and, for others, they are able to label themselves
before any sexual involvement.

Many factors, including family, societal pressures and religion, influence one’s
realization and acceptance of one’s own homosexuality. Despite the many patterns of
coming out offered by popular literature, there is no one path to follow or one journey
common to all gays and lesbians. The process does not include the completion of one step
and the transition to the next step. People oscilate as they encounter new situations and new
people.

There are different experiences of coming out because each of our relationships is
value- laden. Thus, we have different reasons for choosing to come out to friends and not
parents, or some family members and not others. It is not necessary to come out to everyone
because some information is not necessary to share. Barbone and Rice (1994) echo this
nowxon,

[slelf-disclosure is and should be self-serving, and so it makes sense to

examine each opportunity in order to determine if it truly does promote one’s

own identity interests. We may decide that disclosure of gayness to our

parents best helps us by bringing to our relationships added information

which will better aid us in defining ourselves to them. We may decide that

sharing our orientation with fellow passengers, or the postman, or the boy

bagging our groceries does not in any way enhance our relationships or bring

about any benefits to us in any way.. It is at the point at which one decides to

whom and when and how to disclose different things about one’s self that one

is really the most empowered and, consequently, virtuous. (107)

The process of coming out appears to be different for men and women. This

difference is largely due to the gender socialization process, particularly limiting for women,

that also enforces heterosexism. Most women are convinced that marriage is inevitable, even
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if it is sometimes or often unsatisfying and oppressive. The structures which maintain th;zt
oppression continue to exist. Thus, the majority of lesbians have had sexual relationships
with men, many often having been married for a ime. Some women, when they initially
discover their feelings for women, feel they might be bisexual. For some women, this sexual
identity is easier to accept as it means they are still attracted to men and thus meet societal
expectations. However, it is important to note that sexuality is fluid in that specific
expressions of it, be it lesbian, bisexual or so on, are part of a broad complex of experiences.

In a study done by Rust in 1993, she found in her sample that lesbians were an
average age of 15.4 when they experienced their first homosexual attractions and 17 when
they first questioned their heterosexual identity. The average age of first identifying
themselves as lesbian was 21.7. Of those women who identified as lesbian, 41 percent
identified themselves as bisexual at some time (Rust as cited in Jay 1995:38).

In my own experience of coming out, I initially realized my attraction to women and
thought Imust be bisexual. Icontinued in heterosexual relationships for the next eight years,
however, my feelings and attractions for women grew stronger. I told myself if I tried
harder, I could erase these feelings and live happily in a heterosexual refationship. It was not
until the death of my father that I reevaluated my life and realized I could no longer continue
to live this lie.

The experience of coming out is different for everyone. We each have different
coping mechanisms and resources to fall back on during difficult life experiences. Thus, the
process can be quite smooth for some, but a more painful experience for others. Denial and

attempts to fit into a heterosexual norm often make the process more difficult. Many deal
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with internalized homophobia - often displayed in self-hatred and discomfort with gay and
lesbian culture - during their coming out. The level of internal homophobia will correlate
with the levels of influence from family, religion and community and their attitudes toward
homosexuality. However, the process of coming out can be emancipatory in the sense that
it frees one from the lies and half-truths of the closet and the ill-effects of homophobia.
Coming Out and New Closets

Both Butler (1997) and Sedgewick (1993) argue that coming out is a process of
opening up new closets, implying that gays and lesbians are never truly free from the closet.
When we choose to come out to one person, there are likely others in our lives with whom
we are not out. We also choose to remain or reenter the closet due to fear for our safety, loss
of employment or other supports. Even though we may consider ourselves to be out to most
of our friends and family, unless we choose to display some signifier of gay and/or lesbian
culture, we are, for the most part, presumed to be heterosexual.

Presumed heterosexuality has enabled gay men and lesbians to live in 2a homophobic
and heterosexist society often unnoticed. Thus, in our lived experience, we often remain in
the closet because it is not important to claim our sexuality every moment of the day.
However, our lack of claiming and our resultant invisibility reasserts the power of the closet
overus. As Sedgwick (1993) argues, “there can be few gay people, however courageous and
forthright by habit, however fortunate in the support of their immediate communities, in
whose lives the closet is not still a shaping presence” (46). If every gay person were out, our

sheer numbers would serve as a force with which to be reckoned. Such visibility would
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make it more difficult for people to adhere to negative stereotypes when they realized that
so many of the people they know and interact with daily are gay.

As Signorile (1995) discusses in his book on outing oneself, "the closet” robs gay
and lesbian individuals of a full, rewarding life, forcing us to live with various levels of fear
and shame. However, difficulties and fears faced as a result of coming out will never be as
difficult as the stress of staying in the closet. More specifically,

the closet has been a destructive force in too many of our lives...it has led to

alcohol and drug abuse, depression, insomnia, phobias, stress, and other even

more serious emotional disorders. These emotional problems can then lead

to or exacerbate physical disorders, such as hypertension, heart disease,

stroke, and even cancer. (xxii-xxiii)

Mohr (as cited in Mayo 1990) discusses the closet as “...an institution which is so evil and
insidious that the moral individual, as a matter of dignity, cannot participate in its existence
or continuation” (54). He further describes the closet as the primary mechanism of
oppression and as such, it recruits us out of fear to become willing agents of our own
oppression. Thus, the closet offers a means for gay and lesbian people to avoid
discrimination, an opportunity not available to all or most members of visible minority
groups. However, to stay in the closet is to not only have our existence denied, but also
erased because denial would mean our existence was acknowledged. Many people exist by
blending into the background, thus forcing us to surrender our identity in favor of survival
in a heterosexual world. This invisibility hinders our access to civil rights as the gay slogan
illustrates, ‘silence=death.” Sadly though being out could also mean death. As the NSPIRG

survey revealed, crimes may be reported, but the motivation for the crimes are not. “Thus

the closet effectively closes off certain uses of the courts and political activities, depriving
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gays of full civil and political rights” (McCarthy 1994:33). As a result of individual and
institutionalized heterosexism and homophobia, one can easily understand why so many
people do not report such crimes and choose, instead, to remain in the closet.

When a gay man or lesbian comes out to someone, that person’s fears and opinions
are challenged. Their view of what it means to be gay often changes. The knowledge that
someone they know and/or love is gay may force them to rethink previous understandings
of homosexuality. Many, including Eichberg (1990), believe that coming out is a gift we can
give that will help the entire community, in terms of understanding, replacing stereotypes,
and allowing greater diversity and self-expression. In addition, those whose lives we are a
part of could further increase the numbers we could hopefully count on for support.

Despite the fact many gay men and lesbians have come out, the results are not always
positive. As Kaufman and Raphael (1996) state, “in spite of our increased visibility, we are
still stigmatized. The source of our difference, our sexuality, is still not openly discussed,
still considered unnatural and shameful” (9). They continue,

{allthough gay men and lesbians may be out, their lives can still bear the

signs of shame: silence in the family around being gay, a lack of political

consciousness, compulsive or addictive behaviors, a life bleached of

intimacy. (11)

Thus, coming out can be very powerful, but it also carries with it many risks.

My own declaration of my lesbianism, though very empowering to me, and made as

the result of an eight year struggle, still served to move me into new and different closets.

I'was out to my self and several close friends. To others, I was still the same person, except

that I was no longer with my male partner of five years. However, even those who were
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aware of my lesbianism can never truly know what that means to me. Even with the
advantage of being gay themselves, no one can ever truly know another’s experience. Thus
“the closet produces the promise of a disclosure that can, by definition, never come” (Butler
1997: 302).
Coming Out in Middle Age

For women, coming out at middle age can be a significant change after having lived
a heterosexual life for many years, often being married and having children. In a study
conducted by Charbonneau & Lander (1991) on women from mid 30 to mid 50 who had
come out at midlife, they found there were many different events that had provided a
supportive context for coming out. These events included illness, marriage breakup,
celibacy, the impact of the women’s movement, attending consciousness-raising groups,
rethinking lesbian stereotypes or the death of a parent (my own personal impetus for change).
For women who had left a heterosexual marriage,

[t]he decision meant letting go of an important piece of ideology; these were

women who had grown up believing in the sanctity of marriage and who had

derived a strong sense of identity in fulfilling the traditional heterosexual role

of wife and mother. [however] separation and divorce were major turning

points that allowed them to feel more independent. (Charbonneau & Lander

1991:38)
These researchers found that most of the women did not consider the possibility they could
be lesbian until a series of events led them to question why it was they thought they were
straight, for example, falling in love with a woman or becoming sexually attracted to a

woman. For these women, the identification of lesbian was not within their realm of reality

and thus many were surprised they were willing to embrace the label. For some, it was easier
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because of their previous involvement in political activity. For others, it was a result of
feminist activism and, thus, a political choice. Whatever their experience or reason for
coming out, many of the women found there were difficulties coming out into a community
that, for the most part, consisted of women in their twenties and early thirties. Many of the
women felt they were not treated as an ‘authentic’ lesbian because they had come out at
middle age.

A change such as this at midlife is no small change. Charbonneau & Lander (1991)
found that “[a]lmost all the women remembered-often with precise dates and much detail-
specific events that framed the change. The shift in sexual self-identity was so dramatic that
the steps stood out in their minds™ (37). The researchers also found differences based on
how these women expressed their sexuality. The women who had chosen to be lesbian were
more likely to be more vocal about being lesbian to former husbands, children, parents and
colleagues. Those who had discovered what they believed to be their latent sexuality were
often quieter and more cautious about coming out. The reserachers felt this level of caution
was a reflection of homophobia in our social systems and cultural values. However, “despite
the differences in their presentation of self, both groups are startling confirmations of the
potential for radical change in later stages of the life cycle” (Charbonneau & Lander 1991:
43). They felt that lesbians who come out at midlife challenge the assumption that sexuality
is set at a young age.

According to Bradford and Ryan (1991), the National Lesbian Health Care Survey
done in 1984 in the United Stated on nearly two thousand lesbians between 40 and 60 found

that, “60 percent of midlife lesbians were out to more than half of the people in all their
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networks” (149). They continue that a high percentage of these women had come out to their
gay friends, but only 24 percent had come out to family and straight friends. It is likely that
fear of rejection keeps them in the closet with these groups. In addition, women who live in
cities of their birth were more open, as well as women in small and large communities, rather
than mid-size communities, defined as those with populations between 50000-499999.
Small communities often may offer a sense of community for those who are part of it and
large cities may offer the advantage of anonymity. They also discovered that,

the longer ago the experience [relationship with another woman] had

occurred, the more open respondents were about their lesbianism in middle

age. Least “out” were those women (eight percent of the sample) who had

their first sexual experience with another woman after 40. (149)
It is clear that it does take time to integrate being lesbian with the other parts of one’s life.
However as Schneider (1998) notes in her study, being out and the resultant community
support that being out can offer is important as a woman ages.

Bradford and Ryan (1991) concluded from their study that,

[mliddle-aged lesbians who participated in the National Lesbian Health Care

Survey seem to have worked out an approach to life that is both realistic and

creative, taking into account society’s continuing resistance to full acceptance

of gay people, while preserving the individual’s right to choose her own life

whenever possible. Women in our sample had little to do with traditional

social institutions but a lot to do with personal relationships, family life and

alternative communities...Although their private lives are often quite hidden

from family members, co-workers and the larger community, lesbians have

found ways to create full lives for themselves. (160)

Lesbian Identity
Identity is a complex and much discussed concept especially within politically

marginalized groups. According to Webster’s dictionary, identity means what a thing or
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person is, meaning its name or classification. Itis also its recognizable individuality, while
at the same time denoting sameness, exact or close likeness. Thus, even within this
simplistic definition, there exists the conflicting concepts of sameness and difference.

Identity means something different to everyone and that something different is not
static, but subject to change over time for the individual claiming a particular identity.
Identty is based on many factors including who we are with and what situations we are in.
Some parts of our identity may be more overt, while others, such as a lesbian identity, are for
some people often kept hidden. When we choose to keep a certain part of our identity hidden,
people are only able to see what we reveal or what they suspect. However, even revealing
one’s lesbian identity does not disclose fully what this identity really means. Identification
can be constraining, as people attach certain characteristics with a particular identification,
such as lesbian. Each group tends to carry with it assumptions of what it means to be a part
of that group. Despite this, there are positive effects of claiming an identity such as the
feeling of pride and a strong sense of belonging to a greater whole. These effects can be
particularly important for gay people who may not have family support.

As noted earlier, evidence of the existence of same-sex relationships throughout our
social history has been documented by a variety of gay and lesbian historians. However,
there is a specific division regarding the development of an identity from these same-sex
relationships. This division is between those who are defined as “essentialists” and those
who are defined as “social constructivists.” Essentialists believe gay and lesbian identity and
culture existed from ancient Greece to the present day and is largely biologically determined,

innate and fixed. Essentialist definitions of lesbian identity are often narrow and rigid.
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Social constructivists believe, conversely, that without the existence of certain social
developments, gay and lesbian identity could not have emerged as we now know it. These
developments are said to have not occurred until the late 19® century. Thus, prior to this
time, people engaged in same-sex behaviour, but did not identify or were not identified as
gay or lesbian. Constructionist definitions of lesbian or gay are broader, less stable and more
flaid. Despite the variation, the lines between these two definitions are not so neatly drawn.
Same-sex relationships have existed throughout history, but without a social context to
define this population, one would not be able to adopt a gay or lesbian identity. For men, the
end of the 19* century marks the time of the initial adoption of a homosexual identity. For
wommen this claim to identity did not take shape until the early 20" century when women were
able to assert themselves as independent from men (Miller 1995; Faderman 1991).
Kinsman (1987) states that “[o]ur various forms of sexuality and the identities built
around them are organized through the sex and gender relations that have existed in different
societies” (24). He furthers that identities such as heterosexual and homosexual are socially
constructed, stating,
[i]n patriarchal and capitalist societies, sexuality and sexual identity connect
a number of needs-emotional contact, friendship, sensual closeness, bodily
pleasure, and genital sex- with notions of biology, gender, and reproductive
capacity. This fornation of sexuality implants the ideas of masculinity and
femininity within our very social and sexual beings, making it very difficult
to disentangle our various needs grouped together as sexuality from biology,
reproduction, and gender. Our sexuality has come to be defined by naturalist
notions to such a degree that the process of social organization is rendered
invisible (or unconscious). (25)

The development of gay and lesbian identity occurred with changes in society. With the

industrial revolution came the movement of people from their home towns to larger cities
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where they could maintain a certain anonymity. This anonymity allowed the creation of safe
social spaces for the development of gay culture. Women also gained independence from
men, thus allowing them to develop an identity outside of the household economy.
According to Kinsman (1987), sexual identity emerged first in the upper and middle classes
and moved later to the working class. For women,

[t]his lesbian identity in the U.S. had roots in the tradition of working-class

women who passed as men-sometimes living with other women-and the

tradition of passionate romantic friendships between middle-class women.

Among black and working class women this cultural formation took place in

the 1920s American jazz scene, in early networks of apartinent parties, and

in the few bars and clubs in which women could gather. (54)
These notions of sexual identity are, however, culturally based, reflecting largely western
notions of sexual identity and culture.
Language

Consistent with the development of identity was the development of a language to
name that identity. The earliest used terms for someone attracted to or who had sexual
relations with someone of the same sex was “homosexual,” which applied to both men and
women. Homosexual was the clinical term, introduced in the late 19 century, used to refer
to those having an attraction to someone of the same sex, but this term was used mostly for
gay men. In the late 19" century, lesbian was used specifically for women. The term lesbian
referred to the Isle of Lesbos, a Greek island populated by women where the poet Sappho

was said to have lived and written poetry that celebrated women’s love for one another.

Sapphic was a term also used in the early 20® century before lesbian came into popularity.
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The term gay was and still is commonly used to refer to both men and women. It
seems to be a term that many use with more comfort than lesbian or some of the later
reclaimed, but previous derogatory, terms. The origins of the term gay are interesting,

[a]ccording to historian George Chauncey, it was in the seventeenth century

that the word gay, which had always connoted pleasurable things, began to

indicate a life of immoral pleasures. Later, when applied to women in the

nineteenth century, gay meant prostitute. By the early 1900s, homosexuals
appropriated the term as a camp word to refer not only to themselves, but to
promiscuity, flamboyance, and lack of restraint. Since the 1940s, gay has

been the preferred term used by homosexuals to refer to themselves. (The

Lesbian Almanac 1996: 83)

At the beginning of the 20% century, until just before Stonewall, homophile was also used to
name homosexuals. This term was used in Canada in the 1960s and 1970s to name several
gay and lesbian organizations of the time. Newfoundland’s CHAN, discussed earlier, is an
example of relevance to this thesis.

A variety of terms for women were used in different parts of this century. Some have
come and gone in their use and some have had a reemergence at different times. In the
1920s, amazon was commonly used to refer to a lesbian and was reclaimed by lesbian-

feminists in the 1970s. The term amazon itself, came from Greek mythology. According to

The Lesbian Almanac (1996), “the Amazons were a nation of stately and powerful warrior

women who reputedly lived (without men) near the Black Sea in Scythia in about the twelfth
century B.C.” (78). Bulldyke, bulldagger and sergeant came into use in the early part of the
20% century to refer to a butch lesbian, whereas, mannish woman was a code word often used
by heterosexuals in the early 20™ century to refer to butch lesbians. A passing woman was

a woman in the 19® and early 20™ century “who dressed, acted, and lived as a man, often
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living with and marrying a traditionally feminine woman” (The Lesbian Almanac 1996: 88).
A spinster was also a code word for lesbian.

Queer came into use in the early part of the 20™ century. It was a derogatory term,
like fag and dyke, used by heterosexuals or the dominant culture to describe homosexuals.
During the 1980s these terms were reclaimed by the gay community in an attempt to take
away the power of their hurtful intent. These terms are often used by activists, often younger
people, in the gay and lesbian community now as it “blurs both gender and sexual
orientation and is regarded as more inclusive of difference than lesbian or gay” (The Lesbian
Almanac 1996: 89). Throughout this paper, I will use the term gay to refer to the community
and lesbian to refer to women as these are the terms most commonly used by the participants
in this thesis, as well as those most commonly used in the gay community and society at
large. As this thesis is meant to serve several purposes including being a voice for the
women involved, the use of their language is important. In addition, it is meant to be a
resource for the gay community and society, particularly in the Atlantic Provinces, and thus
the use of a familiar and accepted language is important for this purpose, as well.

During the 1940s, the terms butch and femme came into popularity. A butch was a
woman who preferred more masculine dress and identity, whereas a femme was a lesbian
who preferred more feminine dress. The term fluff was another word used for a femme and
stud, diesel dyke, truck driver, dyke, and stone butch, a butch lesbian who did not want to be
touched during sex, were other terms used for a butch lesbian. The butch-femme code of
behavior was common from the 1940s to the 1960s. However, it is still evident today and

was very evident in Canada in the 1970s. During the 1940s to 60s, a kiki was a term used
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for a woman who could not decide if she was a butch or a femme. The term was also used
to describe two butches or two femmes who were in a relationship at a titne when butch-
femme relationships were the norm. After Kinsey’s landmark study in the early 1950s,
Kinsey 6 was also used, with the 6 referring to those who identified as exclusively
homosexual. The third sex was another term for homosexual, the first and second being
heterosexual men and women respectively. Other terms used for lesbian were rug-muncher,
invert, urningin, gynander, viragint, contrasexual, androgyne, moderne, roaring girl and
female adventurer (Richards 1990; The Lesbian Almanac 1996).

There was some differentiation made in the 1940s between those women who choose
lesbianism and those women who felt their sexuality was innate. Elective lesbian was “[a]
woman who experiences her lesbianism as chosen or elected, rather than as innate (The
Lesbian Almanac 1996: 82), whereas a primary lesbian was “[a] woman who experiences
herlesbianism as innate or biological determined, rather than as chosen or elected” (Ibid: 88).
It is interesting to note that this difference of identity experience is a precursor to the current
essentialist/constructionist debate in gay identity. Lavender menace was a term used in the
1970s for more outspoken lesbians who were part of the feminist movement.

Today, terms such as glamour dyke are used to refer to a lesbian who deems fashion
and glamour important. A granola lesbian is a lesbian who is into health consciousness. A
leather dyke is a lesbian whose style centers around leather clothing and accessories. Since
the 1980s, the term lipstick lesbian has been used for a woman who might previously in the
1950s been referred to as a femme. Luppies are lesbian yuppies, a political dyke is a lesbian

activist and a power dyke is a lesbian who is in a position of high visibility or influence.
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Older lesbians became known as Crones in the 1970s when this term was reclaimed and
younger lesbians, in their late teens or early 20s, were known as baby butch, however a
woman who has recently come out is sometimes known as a baby dyke. A bar dyke is a
woman who spends a considerable amount of time in women’s bars.
Labeling

Itis clear from the many terms noted above that identity is a complex concept. When
one claims an identity or when one is externally imposed, that identity will have a different
meaning and will change over time. Our identity is based on many factors including our
experiences, age and location. When we reveal that identity to others, they may attach their
own assumptions to the meaning of that identification, which can be constraining. This
highlights the fact that identity is not within our individual control and thus has both a
personal and social aspect. The personal aspect is our individual definition which is subject
to change over time. The social aspect arises from our interaction with others, be they the
same or different from our declared identities. Therefore, we can not control other’s
definition any more than it is possible for us to truly know ourselves what an identity means.
However, there is a fear that we will be recolonized by the label of lesbian, meaning certain
characteristics some people feel go along with being a lesbian will be generalized to be the
wants and needs of everyone. Butler (1997) states that she is “no more comfortable with its
homophobic determination than with those normative definitions offered by other members
of the ‘gay or lesbian community’” (301) The problem then becomes which identity will be
used. One of the issues that both Wittig (1997) and Butler (1997) try to resist is one all

encompassing definition.
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As mentioned previously, the term lesbian was not formulated until the second half
of the 19® century and lesbian identity was a phenomenon of the 20® century when
sexologists searched for a definition of women who loved other women (Faderman 1991).

Faderman (1991) states that,

[a]s the century progressed, however, women who agreed to identify
themselves as lesbian felt more and more free to alter the sexologists’
definitions to suit themselves, so that for many women ‘lesbianism’ has
become something vastly broader than what the sexologists could possibly
have conceived of-having to do with lifestyle, ideology, the establishment of
subcultures and institutions.(4)

Lesbian identity has come to embrace a multiplicity of meanings. There are as many
ways to identify oneself as a lesbian, as there are lesbians in the world. For some it may
mean sex with another woman, for others it may mean friendship, with no sexual context.

McDaniel (1995) identifies a multiplicity of definitions of who may be included under the

category of lesbian,

[a] woman who so describes herself may choose a woman for her sexual
partner. She may want and find a life partner, or she may not ever want to
live with another woman. A woman who is a lesbian may choose a woman
for her life partner and never be sexual with her or any other woman. A
woman who is a lesbian may find her primary social satisfaction in the
company of other lesbians, or she may not. The reverse is also true. Women
who are not lesbians can and have lived together companionably for decades.
Women who are not lesbians have sometimes chosen other women for sexual

partners. (4)
Auger (1992) furthers this stating there is,

no such thing as a “typical lesbian.” Lesbianism is not merely a set of
behaviors based on the preference of one sex over another, whether one acts
on this preference or not. For many, lesbianism is also a political and
emotional stance in the world, which creates an ideological base by allowing
lesbians to define ourselves and each other. (81)



Thus our community encapsulates the diversity of lesbian identity including “lipstick
lesbians”, “stone butches”, “dykes on bikes”, as well as women of different ages, and racial
and cultural communities. Lesbian identity today is a result of changes in society, the
questioning of so-called compulsory heterosexuality, “the social conditioning of women to
believe that marriage and sexual coupling with men are inevitable for them” (The Lesbian
Almanac 1996: 81), and the reemergence of the feminist movement and freedom of
sexuality in the 1960s. Faderman (1991) includes in these social changes,

the gradual establishment of lesbian subcultures in large cities; the

relationship of class to the nature of those subcultures; the effects that all-

female environments such as women’s colleges, the military, and women’s

bars have had on the development of lesbianism; the ways in which feminism

and gay liberation changed the view of love between women, both for

lesbians and for society in general; and the forces that have moved female

same-sex loving from the status of romantic friendship to sickness to twilight

loves to woman-identified-woman. (6-7)
Ross (1995) notes that in the 1990s, the issue remains of what defines a lesbian.
Identity Construction

According to social constructivists, one may be born a lesbian, thatis, having a sexual
attraction to women, but one identifies as a lesbian through living in a particular way,
conforming to or resisting certain cultural norms and practices. Wittig (1997) supports the
notion of constructed identity by examining the categories of woman and women. Wittig
(1997) identifies the category “women” as derived from our social relationships. The
category “woman” is a political and biological category used to enforce heterosexuality. We

have thus been compelled to act along the lines of this biological category, which is (falsely)

considered part of our nature. She furthers this, quoting Simone de Beauvoir who stated,
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[o]ne is not born, but becomes a woman. No biological, psychological, or
economic fate determines the figure that the human female presents in
society: it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate
between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine. (265)
Based on this, there is a need to create new definitions, as Wittig (1997) states,
one needs to know and experience the fact that one can constitute oneself as
a subject (as opposed to an object of oppression), that one can become
someone in spite of oppression, that one has one’s own identity. There is no
possible fight for someone deprived of an identity, no internal motivation for
fighting, since although I can fight only with others, first I fight for myself.
(269)
Women, particularly lesbians, can increase their level of empowerment by naming
themselves, as there is power in naming ourselves as part of constructing our own identity.
However, this process is not a simple one. When a woman declares her lesbian identity by
coming out, it is also a refusal to keep a part of her identity hidden. It can be an empowering
experience, but a life long process as one must continually come out in new situations and
with new people. Society forces one into a continuous process of coming out, which despite
its promises, can not produce the effects we desire - being visible as a lesbian - because of
the instability of identity categories and the conflicted nature of social relations.
Butler (1997) sees identity categories as,
instruments of regulatory regimes, whether as the normalizing categories of
oppressive structures or as the rallying points for a liberatory contestation of
that very oppression. (301)
The fear is that we will be recolonized by the label of lesbian, meaning certain characteristics
some people feel go along with being a lesbian will be generalized to everyone. These
generalizations can occur fairly quickly. One of the issues that both Wittig (1997) and Butler

(1997) ty to resist is one all encompassing definition. No one definition can relate to
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everyone’s lived experience. Thus, a name may conjure certain images, but these images
may not be part of the lived experience of the individual claiming that identity. For the
women who were a part of this study, identifying as a lesbian had a different lived reality
based on, among others things, their age and their location in the Atlantic Provinces.

Many people resist particular identities or certain characteristics they feel may be tied
to an identity. Some fear claiming a certain identity means they will be recolonized by it,
however some others resist claiming an identity based on a rejection of the politics of
identity. Homophobia may be one reason for a rejection of a gay identity, but there are
others. We may not be comfortable with the definition used to claim certain rights, which
could result in the rights of some becoming the legislation for all. The rights of some were
ignored during the early part of the women’s movement. The early movement was
influenced by white, middle-class, well-educated women. The rights of women of color,
working-class and lesbians were ignored. One definition can not fit everyone nor can any
signifier remain static.

The construction of identity and differing definitions of an identity make relating to
each other more difficult. Truly knowing another’s experiences is never possible. We may
be able to understand another’s experiences if our own are similar, as we may extend our
experiences to theirs. However, this is sometimes not enough. Itis this instability of identity
categories that Butler (1997) addresses in “Imitation and Gender Insubordination”. Butler
(1997) agrees with Franzen (1993) regarding the lack of clarity of the label lesbian. Based
on this we may question who has the right to a lesbian identity and who defines the term

“lesbian”, or if one definition is possible.
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We cannot control the effect of our declaration and the subsequent definition of our
identity nor the reaction of the person we have come out to. This being true, we may
question why a person would come out. However, our lack of claiming can reassert the
power of the closet over us as we must keep a part of ourselves hidden, which can negatively
affect our self-image and self-esteem. We may choose to disclose our identity, but part of
that identity is always concealed and out of our control. We cannot control the meaning of
that identity to other people, nor can we ever fully understand its full and true meaning to us.
Schutz (1967) states that one cannot understand another person’s lived experiences in the
same way that person understands them. One would have to experience the same events, in
the same order and give them the same attention that this other person did; in other words,
one would have to be that person. However, this does not mean we cannot understand
another’s experiences, even though we may place different meanings on those experiences.
The problem also lies in the fact that there is no one definition for lesbian identity and there
is no one common feature all lesbians share.

Despite the drawback of identity categories, Butler (1997) sees them "as sites of
necessary trouble” (301) because of the importance of identifying with a group in order to
feel a part of something, to reap the support this unification can provide, and to challenge
oppressive uses of labels. However, too strict an adherence to an identity may serve to divide
people as one identifies with one group without seeing beyond identification, something
which occurred in the feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s. The initial purposes which
brought women together then were overshadowed by separate identities and needs. It is

important at times to let go of our singular identities and learn to work together because,
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despite our separate identities, there are shared struggles. As Butler (1997) states, despite
identities’ difficulties, "there remains a political imperative to use these necessary errors...to
rally and represent an oppressed political constituency"” (303).

For Butler (1997), though the categories of identity are not clear, it is better to have
them because of the visibility they create. This increased visibility, achieved by our coming
out to others, may create more support for us. Homophobia is fuelled by a fear of the
unknown. When others see the people they know identify as lesbian, the fear is diminished
and it is then harder to maintain an attitude based on stereotypes. Identity categories are also
necessary in order to effect change. Butler (1997) further states that the ambiguity of the
terms can also be used to resist classification.

If we consider the social environmental factors that have characterized lesbian
existence, it is easy to see the multiplicity of identities which arise from these environments.
Our identities are constructed and constantly changing. They bring us together, but also keep
us apart. They are sources of strength, as well as areas of resistance and weakness when the
categories are not inclusive enough. I do not believe we can reject identity or the politics
surrounding it, but there is a need for a reevaluation of current identity categories and more
open, dynamic construction. Despite our differing identities, there is a need for people,
particularly those who are part of marginalized groups to come together and make change.

Whether one chooses to identify as Jewish, lesbian, bisexual, or working class, each
group carries with it many assumptions of what it means to be a part of that group. There
are the positive effects, such as comfort and the pride of feeling a part of something one

renders life-giving and worthy of celebration. Pride is especially important for people who
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choose to identify as gay because, for gay people, the same family support available to other
racial and class groups may not exist. As Eichberg (1990) discusses, for other minority
groups, discrimination faced daily as a result of stereotyping and ignorance are shared by
parents, other family members and often even entire communities. For gay people, this
support must be more actively sought out because it does not often exist in their living
environment. However, even within the gay community, oppression may still exist on many
grounds such as gender, race, class, ability, size, ethnicity, etcetera. Despite the uncertainty
and ambiguity of lesbian identity, there is a need for some identification. However, it may
be that we will need to have broader, more open lines to this identity, to reflect the diversity
of people who form a gay community.

Lesbian Identity in Alburquerque: A Study

In the gay community, a sense of identity is often deepened by participation in the
community. The elders of the community provide their social and political knowledge to
those newly entering the community. However, access to a community can be affected by
a variety of factors including age, class and physical proximity.

In the article “Differences and Identities: Feminism and the Albuquerque Lesbian
Community,” Franzen (1993) traced how three subcommunities of lesbians defined
themselves and each other during the period from 1965-80 in Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Franzen illustrated the complexity of lesbian identity and the importance of lived experience
in identity formation.

As stated previously, in the gay community, identity is often formed by participation

in the community. The elders of the community provide their social and political knowledge,
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in this case of lesbian culture and identity, to those newly entering the community. However,
when Franzen moved to Albuquerque in 1980, she did not find connections between younger
and older lesbians as she had seen in other lesbian communities. What Franzen found,
instead, was a division in this community along social lines, in addition to the absence of
minorities, including women of color. This division can be problematic for a community
because a shared identity and community consciousness is important for cohesion and
politicization. This cohesion is especially important in the gay community, which still fights

for equitable treatiment in society, but is still divided along class, gender, race and age lines.

To understand why this lesbian community was splitin this way, Franzen interviewed
lesbians who were involved in the community between 1965-80. She tried to balance her
sample according to race, ethnicity and class factors, as well as between lesbians who were
born and raised in New Mexico and those who settled there as adults. Her analysis centered
around the identity of the women, which was based on their public lesbian activity. The
three lesbian identities she found were: women socially and politically active as lesbians
within feminism (feminist lesbians); women socially active as lesbians mostly through bars,
but not politically active (bar lesbians); and closeted women not socially or politically active
(closeted lesbians). A separation existed among these groups based upon the formation of
their lesbian identities. The closeted lesbians would associate with both groups, but more
comfortably with the bar lesbians. The bar lesbians and feminist lesbians did not associate

with one another.
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The bar lesbians and closeted lesbians were part of the history of Albuquerque, which
was based on Hispanic and Native American culture and the civil rights movement. These
factors helped create and maintain a gap between marginalized and privileged groups. Bar
lesbians and closeted lesbians were also part of a growing lesbian and gay community. For
gay people at this time, finding a bar meant finding an identity and a community, as it was
the only place to meet. The bar scene offered a place to socialize, with minimal harassment,
learn about others like oneself and how to deal with the pressures of living as a gay person
in a homophobic and heterosexist society. This situation is still often true today, though with
the increased openness and acceptance of gay and lesbian people, it is easier to create one’s
identity outside of the bar scene. Though the closeted lesbians were not active in the bar
scene, often because of job concerns, their identity served as a reminder of the danger of
being out for the women who were out. These women,

defined themselves in part against each other, but in an opposition free of

hostility. They saw in each other two ways to be lesbian, one based on safety

and passing and one based on risk. (Franzen 1993: 303)

This solidarity did not extend to the feminist lesbians who were seen as outsiders not only
to the lesbian community, but to Albuquerque.

The feminist lesbians built their identities around the university. Their connections
were around feminism and lesbianism. Their politics separated them from the bar lesbians
for several reasons. The feminist lesbians did not socialize with gay men, often because of
previous relationships with men and feminist separatist rhetoric about men. The feminist
lesbians did not approve of butch/femme ideology, which they felt centered too much around

heterosexual norms and practices. They also would not address issues surrounding sex, an
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important issue for the lesbian community, as lesbianism was more of a political rather than
sexual statement for them. The bar lesbians were alienated by the feminist lesbians’ actions
and ideas, which they viewed as foreign. Though the closeted lesbians came into contact
with the feminist lesbians, there remained a mistrust among them. The closeted lesbians did
not feel the feminist lesbians understood their decisions to remain closeted and the feminist
lesbians felt betrayed by the closeted lesbians who offered them less than their full support.

Based upon the study of the lesbian community in Albuquerque, shared lesbian
identities and shared feminist identities were not enough to maintain solidarity. The division
occurred because sexuality was at the core of the issues involved and sexuality can be a
problematic basis for political solidarity. The feminist lesbians did not see how sexuality
interacted with racism and classism to separate women within the lesbian community. It was
as if they possessed more of a theory of lesbianism, whereas the bar lesbians had more of a
grass-roots experience of it. Thus, neither group could embrace the other’s identity.

As the Albuquerque lesbians discovered, there are many ways to identify oneself as
alesbian. Their example illuminates the fact that identity, lesbian or otherwise, is sometimes
not enough to bring a community together. However, Franzen thought the community could
have been more united had there been other organizations for the women to meet, discuss
issues and work together on common projects of shared struggle.

Aging

Experiences of aging vary. These differences can be influenced by biological,

physical, social and emotional factors. Other factors such as sex, race, culture, class and

sexuality can also affect one’s experience in both positive and negative ways. Being a
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woman in a male dominated society, one contends with sexism, as well as a myriad of other
issues, depending upon one’s situation. When a woman is a lesbian, she must also deal with
heterosexism and homophobia. For a middle-aged lesbian, these factors may be compounded
by ageism, fear and discrimination on the basis of age. Ageism affects not only her
experience in a society that predominantly values youthfulness, but may also leave her
feeling estranged from an often younger lesbian community. As stated by Cooper (1986),
[a]ging is a real process, which takes place differently in each individual.
Ageism, on the other hand, is a constriction that rearranges power
relationships, just like any other kind of discrimination or prejudice. When
one ages, one may gain or lose. With ageism, one is shaped into something
that is always less than what one really is. (54)
Based on this, being a middle aged lesbian can have far reaching effects on family, personal
and social relationships.
Our Aging Society and Ageism
We are presently living in a society that is aging faster than in previous generations.
This phenomenon is due to several factors including declining birth rates and improved
health care. According to Gee and Kimball (1997), population aging has been increasing
throughout this century, but there has been a substantial increase in recent decades. A large
percentage of this aging population is composed of women. Gee and Kimball (1997) note
that, according to Census of Canada and Statistics Canada, the percentage of males to
females is decreasing, and the number of men gets lower as age increases. There are a

number of hypotheses for this age differential, including biological and social factors which

work against men’s health in old age.
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Though women may live longer, longevity has its problems. As Gee and Kimball

(1987) state,

the status and position of older women is not universal, but varies with the
wider social, economic, and cultural context. In contemporary society, older
women are devalued and powerless as a direct result of a wider society that
oppresses all women, regardless of age, in the interest of preserving a male-
dominated social order. The low status of older women represents an
extension and intensification of the negative impact of sexist society, due to
the added factors of age stigmatization and physical frailty. (9)

According to Gentry and Seifert (1991), ageism consists of three parts:

(1) prejudicial attitudes toward aged persons and the aging process; (2)
discriminatory practices against the elderly, especially in employment; and
(3) institutional norms, practices and policies that perpetuate negative
stereotypes, limit opportunities and undermine the dignity of older persons.
These three mutually reinforcing factors have transformed aging from a
natural process into a social problem and the elderly bear the consequences.

(225)

Further to this, The New Our Bodies, Qurselves (1984) notes three sources of ageism, “our

society denies the reality of infirmity and death...[it creates] isolation of elders and dismissal
of their skills and wisdom [and]...our profit-oriented system...devalu[es]...those who don’t
‘produce’ (516). There are very subtle forms of ageism, such as not wanting to disclose
your age, to blatant forms of ageism, such as violence against the aged. Women suffer as a
result of ageism in a society that values youth and encourages hiding your age with hair dye,
skin cream and measures as drastic as surgery. Gee and Kimball (1987) note that,

[w]omen are supposed to be attractive to men and to do work for men (and

their children). Then, as women age, losing their attractiveness and

becoming widows, their social usefulness is gone. Even women who do not

meet societal expectations, either by choice or chance, cannot avoid negative
evaluation-they are “failures” as women. (10)
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Ageism can be exacerbated by class. Older women experience higher rates of
poverty, in addition to no longer being seen as useful, contributing members of society.
However, Baker (1988) found that “people from wealthier backgrounds often appear and act
younger than poorer people of the same chronological age” (3-4). She furthers that this
difference is influenced by factors such as being part of a class that has more access to
resources and means to maintain higher levels of self-esteem.

Ageism permeates all age groups in society because age is relative. When we are in
our teens, 30 seems old. When we reach 30, 50 may seem old. “This way of thinking can
continue well after our sixties, an indication of the general denial of aging in our culture”
(Loulan 1984: 193-4). However, the fact that our population is aging has caused many to
begin to rethink some of the stereotypes and attitudes toward aging. The concerns of youth
are now being replaced by a new respect for middle age. In addition, many people realize
that, as they age, they have more experience to bring to life’s challenges and often more
confidence in their ability to make it through. According to Loulan (1984), “If we don’t
listen to society’s messages about us, our lives are no less vital and compelling as we age”™
(194).

Being a Midlife Lesbian

Despite such detractions and disadvantages, society also attaches a certain degree of
respect with increasing age, particularly among the middle and upper classes. What respect
one does not gain from outside, may be acquired as a result of a certain peace and confidence
that aging, particular middle age, can provide. As Crux (1991) states, “I have survived

enough crises, hard times, that I know I do get through. When I was younger I was never
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sure” (25). This peace and confidence can extend to sexuality, helping one feel more
comfortable sharing this aspect of one’s identity with others. Continuing to hide one’s
sexuality is very hard on one’s self-esteem and thus many women feel, as they age, such a
burden of hiding is no longer wanted or necessary. A woman may also feel different in how
she continues to express her identity. Cruikshank (1991) stated that “[l]esbianism is still
central to who I am but it seems muted now, and I am not as much a public lesbian figure as
before” (32). She furthers that “[her] lesbian identity is more secure now than when I was
more militant and more focused on lesbianism because I am surer of who I am (32).

Many of the contributors to Lesbians at Midlife: the Creative Transition supported
the feeling of peace in many areas of their lives as they entered middle age. Sang (1991)
states that

lesbians have different developmental issues at midlife than those reported

for both males and traditional females. One of the major issues was the need

to balance the diverse aspects of their lives, i.e., work, relationships,

interests, community and spirituality. Unlike traditional women and men

who were first getting in touch with the part of themselves that had been

excluded until midlife, career or intimacy, lesbians have been developing

both these areas over a lifetime. (213)

Despite the positives, there are difficulties being a middle age lesbian. The women’s
and gay liberation movement has made it easier for women to identify as lesbian. However,
the elders of the community often have a difficult time feeling a part of a younger lesbian
community in which many activities focus on the younger generations. With the elders less
visible in a community, young women have fewer role models as they, themselves, age and

less access to a broad repetorie of knowledge and experience.

Relationships at Middle Age
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Finding a partner, whether of the same or opposite sex, can be difficult at any age,
but it can be especially hard for women in the lesbian community because of the invisibility
of the community. This invisibility is compounded by ageism, as the visible lesbian
community is largely populated by those 30 and under. As Loulan (1991) states, “They
(middie age lesbians) aren’t just floating around the bars, (and) Get-togethers sometimes
seem contrived” (15). Many people, by midlife, are in committed relaticnships. Partnership
is seen as superior to the single life and many women, even if they are part of an
unsatisfactory relationship, will remain for fear of being alone.

The national lesbian health care survey discussed earlier indicated that of the women
surveyed, 60% were in relationships. Bradford and Ryan (1991) felt this indicated that,

[h]aving a primary relationship is clearly very significant to middle-aged

lesbians but just as clearly involves ongoing stress. It is extremely difficult

for gay people to maintain a committed partnership without the larger support

of family and community available to heterosexual couples; midlife lesbians

in our sample are clearly not exempt from this reality. (161)

Having a relationship at midlife can have a different meaning for a lesbian. She may
finally be taken seriously in her personal and professional life. Her family and her
relationships, particularly if they have been long term, are more likely to be treated like a
marriage. If she has been alone for a long time, her family may be happy to see her with
someone, even if that someone is a woman. As Loulan (1991) discusses, when one is at
middle age and has not been married to a man or dated men in years, people stop asking if
you are ever going to get married. For women who have not come out, she furthers that

midlife is an ideal time to come out, as women at midlife, or during most of their life for that

matter, are not considered sexual beings. Thus, “[s]lex isn’t the first thing that straight
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people think of when they see us as a couple” (Loulan 1991:14) which may make it easier
for society to accept one’s expression of lesbianism.

Not all women, however, are interested in pursuing a relationship. Coss (1991)
completed a study of women over 40 who had grown up and come out at a time when long-
term committed relationships between women were less likely to happen. She found that,
for these women, a relationship would be fine if it did not disrupt the balance they had in
their work and social lives. For them, “{tlhe empowerment from being single and
independent is offset by the fear of aloneness and isolation that failing health could bring ”
(133). Some felt that being single was not as hard as it once was. She furthers that
“[slomebody who’s been in a long relationship is stranger in the gay life than people who’ve
been in and out of them” (134). However, some expressed that it is financially more
strenuous and it is difficult not to have someone to share the good and bad times, vacations,
and so on. They also worry if they become sick and are single.

For a lesbian who is first coming out, dating can present a whole new area of
uncertainty as women do not have the same experience with dating as men have. As we
reach the age of dating, men are taught the finer art of courting. Women, on the other hand,
are taught the submissive role of waiting to be asked. The rules of dating have changed
somewhat since the women’s movement, however, women are still not often taught all the
nuances of dating, such as asking a woman on a date. Thus, women may be very self-
conscious. However, as some of the literature indicates, women often have two very
different reactions to this situation. Some women are so happy to be free from their

heterosexual (dis)union that they enter the lesbian community with excitement. Loulan
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(1991) furthers that “fm])idlife is the time in our lives when many of us come to believe the
idea that our life is not a dress rehearsal and if we don’t get on with it, one day it may be too
late” (16). On the other side of this enthusiasm are those women who fear an unfamiliar
situation and one that is not always open to middle-aged members.

Motherhood

Many feel that aging may not be as difficult for some lesbians because they are no
longer so closely identified with childbearing. Therefore, the end of menstruation is not such
a traumatic event for many. However, this is not necessarily the case, as all women have
been conditioned to believe they are not fulfilled if they do not have children. Many lesbians
have children from heterosexual marriage and many want to and do have children in lesbian
relationships.

Having children, in any situation and at any age, can be difficult. However, there are
added difficulties if one is a lesbian mother. If one is single, it may be more difficult to find
someone who wants to take on the added responsibility of children. If one is in a
relationship, one must deal with homophobic and heterosexist assumptions in health care,
educational institutions, and so on, that do not recognize non-biological parents, particularly
if that parent is another woman. There is often inadequate support within the lesbian
community as many lesbians do not have children or remain in the closet for fear of societal
attitudes and prejudice against their children. Rothschild (1991) states “I think my children
suffered, not only because of my being a lesbian, but because they didn’t have a sense of

safety and normalcy either in the straight world or as a part of my life in the lesbian
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community”(97). She adds that “[a]s a lesbian mother, I felt caught between the needs of my
children and the lesbian community” (97).

The issues can be more profound for women who come out after years of
heterosexual marriage. One of the most difficult realities a lesbian must face is coming out
to her children. She can fear their rejection, as well as their loss in custody battles in courts
that may support homophobic and heterosexist practices. When Rothschild (1991) came out
in her early forties, she did not realize how it would impact her children or how her life
would change. Her children were in their teens with a heightened awareness of themselves
and sexuality and how they wanted things to be. She felt it can be more difficult during this
time for teens to accept their parents’ sexuality. She states that,

{hjJow our children react to us forces us to look at ourselves and have

thoughts about ourselves we wouldn’t have if we weren’t parents. Liz and

Chris felt the stigma of having gay parents; therefore, it played into my

doubts. All the homophobia around me came flooding in. (93)

However, she found that as time went on, things got easier as her children became more
comfortable and chose friends who were less conventional and more accepting. Around the
age of 16 or 17, teens often begin to deal better with their mother’s sexuality, as Rothschild
(1991) states, as their identity no longer rests on their mother.

Parents

Relationships with parents and other family members can be difficult at the best of
times. Family struggles can be compounded when one is a lesbian, as homophobia and

heterosexism does not exclude families. When a child comes out as gay or lesbian, parents

may feel it is their fault. Coming out may be seen as a temporary idea because of a bad
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relationship or sexual experimentation. Such resistance by families can occur regardless at
what age a woman comes out. For lesbians, in particular, male family members may feel
threatened as they often assume that lesbians hate men. These fears cause many lesbians to
separate themselves from their families and other heterosexual people in an attempt to
protect themselves, their partners and their children from possibie rejection. If she chooses
to remain part of these networks, it means the choice of either hiding a part of her life or
choosing to take the risk of coming out. If she chooses to keep her sexuality to herself, she
may feel on guard about what she says. Even if she is out, she may not have the same
freedom to discuss her personal life or express affection with her partner within her family
unit. However, coming out to your family can result in many positives. Knowing someone
gay or having someone gay in the family helps to dispel myths about gay people. With
increased openness and knowledge in society, many parents are more accepting today.
Warshow (1991) completed a study of 24 lesbians between the ages of 40-57 in New
York City to determine how midlife lesbian identity and participation in the lesbian/gay
community impacts on relationships with mothers. She discovered four categories of
feelings about lesbian idemtity which included non-accepting, defensively accepting,
accepting (private), and accepting (political). She found the women were evenly divided
between accepting and non-accepting. However, of the women who were accepting of their
sexuality, their relationships with their mothers tended to be better. Many of these women
felt they had done the work to accept themselves and were able to have an open relationship
with their mothers. Of the women who were not accepting of their identity, most spent the

majority of their social time with other gay and lesbian people. Those who were comfortable
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with their identity were less likely to segregate themselves and often participated in mixed
groups as an openly gay person. Warshow (1991) felt that,

[aJccording to developmental theory, certain life events can create a crisis at

one time in life, but can be more acceptable at another. It would seem that

lesbians must deal first with their internalized homophobia before they can

have satisfactory relationships, feel in control and participate more fully in

the world. (82)

As women reach middle age, their parents are often reaching retirement age and
perhaps may require care. This situation can be difficult for lesbian children because it is
often the “single” or (seen as) “unmarried,” daughter, who is left to care for parents. This
expectation can be especially difficult for a woman who is not out to her family for it puts
a strain on all of her relationships.

Health

Aging affects everyone differently. Kehoe (1989) suggests that some older lesbians
are younger in spirit than older heterosexual women since lesbians have fewer socially
imposed expectations. Many are more active and may be in better health, as they worked
outside the home, often in nontraditional jobs. Despite this, as we age, health is an
increasingly important issue. Reaching the menopausal years coincides with many physical
and mental changes. Menopause results in less estrogen and progesterone being produced,
periods stopping and other physical and emotional changes. Some of the emotional changes
can include sudden mood changes, hot flashes, depression, irritability and anxiety. The
symptoms occur irregularly and may affect one’s interest in sex. Auger (1992) states that

“[iJesbians who become sexually dissatisfied or bored with their partners, especially those

in long-term monogamous relationships, sometimes used menopause as an “excuse” for not
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wanting to have sex anymore” (83). However, as Auger (1992) also indicates, “[t]here is no
bio-medical evidence to support the idea that hormonal changes which occur during
menopause effect sexual desire, attractiveness or sexual capacity” (83). Once a woman’s
body adjusts to the hormonal changes it is going through, her sexual desire can return.

Bradford and Ryan (1991) found from their lesbian health care survey that midlife
lesbians were in good mental, physical and social health, but this health was accomplished
through the help of counselors and other gay people rather than through social institutions
that serve the heterosexual population. However, they also found certain health care issues
particular to midlife lesbians. They found that,

[w]omry was a common experience for well over half of these lesbians,

suggesting that midlife lesbians are more likely to live with disabling stress

than are other women...Midlife lesbians appear more likely than women in

the general population to experience worry and more likely to have their daily

lives affected by the extent of their worry. (153)
Lesbian’s concerns differ from the general population as their lives center around our
homophobic and heterosexist society. The researchers also found that a substantial
proportion of respondents reported tobacco, alcohol and/or marijuana use, but their
dependence on alcohol was no different than women in general. A high percent (73%) had
sought out mental health counseling at some time in their lives. The survey also indicated
that “midlife lesbians appear to report (health) problems with about the same frequency as
do women their age in the general population” (156). However, they found that there were
fewer women than in the general population who were willing to go to a doctor’s office.

Some of the fear and dissatisfaction with health care centered around the assumption of

heterosexuality or not feeling comfortable coming out to a health care professional.
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In Canada, in recent years, there have been changes in human rights legislation in
relation to the gay community, as well as the extension of benefits in certain sectors to those
in same-sex relationships. Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation is now against
the law in Nova Scotia, as well as some other provinces. Despite this gain many lesbian
couples will not be recognized as next-of-kin in cases of accident, illness or death. Sweeney
(1995) found many women in her study had “taken steps to insure that their own wishes wll
be carried out in case of an emergency. They have medical guardianship, power of attorney
and living wills drawn up” (114-115). However, none of these measures are guarantees. In
addition to these stresses, many lesbians fear financial hardship, particularly if they becomne
ill. They may not be covered by a partner’s health plan because the plan may not cover
same- sex partners ofr, if it does, her partner may fear coming out at work to attain health
benefits for a same-sex spouse. If one has a heaith plan at a present job, a lesbian may stay
with that job to keep the plan because switching to a private health plan will not cover pre-
existing illnesses or may not cover same-sex partners. Thus health and health care seem &o

be ongoing issues for lesbians.

Many of the issues discussed in this chapter take on an added life in Chapter 5 which

includes the stories of the three women who participated in my study.
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Chapter 5
Stories to Tell

This chapter will tell the story of the lives of each of the women who were a part of
this study. From these stories one can see the triumphs of these women’s lives and the
hardships they endured in their journey for self-acceptance.

Cher

Cher grew up in a small rural community in the 1950s in a working class
environment. She remembers having crushes on young women when she was in her teens,
but doing anything about it never occurred to her. Growing up in a small rural community,
Cher does not remember hearing much, if anything, about gay people. What she did hear
was very negative stereotypical images of gay men and lesbians. Although she had feelings
for women, these stereotypical images made it difficult for her to accept this part of herself.

She says “I think I was so much a lesbian inside, that I swear, I thought everybody could see
through, so I did everything I could to dress up (like 2 woman).”

It was not until her late teens, when she moved briefly to a large city outside the
Atlantic Pro(rinces, that she first heard about other gay people and became aware of a gay
community. However, she was not brave enough to explore this part of herself at the time.
She states, “[I] did everything in my power so that no one would ever know [and]...if anyone
got close to me, female friends, I used to back away.” Consequently, Cher dated men,
hoping to find a male partmer who would help her forget her feelings for women. Eventually,

Cher married a friend to whom she stayed married for nearly twenty years.
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When she was first married, Cher felt she “could handle being gay and live a straight
life like you're supposed to do.” Unfortunately, this feeling did not last long. Only a few
years into her marriage, Cher’s struggles with her sexuality re-emerged. One night, after
being married for only four years, she admitted to a friend she thought she was bisexnal.
Being bisexual was easier for her to accept because it meant she was still attracted to men
and thus helped justify her marriage.

Cher’s struggles with her sexuality resulted in several bouts with depression, serious
weight loss and repeated episodes of suicidal ideation. She believed suicide was a way out
and felt if she followed through with it, no one would ever know her thoughts about women
and she wouldn’t have to struggle with these thoughts anymore. However, not wanting to
leave her two children kept her from following through with such notions. As she states,
“they gave me a focus of living.”

It was at this time that Cher went to see a psychiatrist. “I wanted somebody to find
out, but they would have had to dig because I wasn’t ready to spill my guts to anybody.”
Though she did admit to the psychiatrist she “didn’t want anything to do with men,” the
therapy only lasted for two sessions.

As time went on, Cher realized she had to leave her marriage, but felt it was
important to wait until her children finished school. At the same time, she continued trying
to reason with herself to make the marriage work. |

I talked to myself out loud and I say well, ok, you have a half-decent husband,

a home, a cottage, a car, a truck, what do you want? And, I’d be crying...I

knew what I wanted. And thenIsaid to myself, you know you’re never going
to have the guts to face this. So, just get over it...settle for what you have.
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A lot of people would give up their life to have what you have. And I tried
to convince myself of that.

As her children got older, Cher went back to work and started her own business.
However, these changes did not rid her of her depression and thoughts of suicide. She states,
“it was all I could think about.” One night, when her children were older, she had a near
successful attempt at suicide. She took a combination of beer and sleeping pills and waited
for them to take effect.

I just reached that point where nothing mattered any more, I couldn’t go on,

I didn’t want to keep on living with a man. ILhad to get out and my only way

of getting out was suicide, that’s what I thought.

It was at this point she realized she needed help and began seeing a psychologist on a regular
basis. However, she was still unwilling to tell the psychologist about her feelings for
women, so instead, made another attempt to keep her marriage going. However, in late
1989, she was diagnosed with a degenerative illness. One month after being diagnosed, in
early 1990, she separated from her husband. About a year later, she admitted to her
psychologist that she was a lesbian. As she states, “it was the first time that I said it out loud
that I was a lesbian.”

Even though Cher had finally admitted her feelings, she felt she would never act on
these feelings because she was living in a small rural community in the Atlantic Provinces
and this is where she intended to stay. She stated, “I thought that I would go to my death and
no one besides my little small groups of friends in my small home town...would ever know
for the rest of my life.” However, this was not to be the case. Her feelings changed when

she went on vacation to a large city outside the Atlantic Provinces and fell in love with it.
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‘When she came back to her hometown, she decided to begin saving the money to move and
wait for her youngest child to finish university. She wanted a change and decided she needed
to do it before she turned 50. Cher stated, “it was in my mind that if I didn’t make this big
move before I turned 50, that I didn’t know if I would have the courage to do it.” After
several years she had enough money to move.

It was in this new city that her coming out occurred, in a sense by accident, since it
was still not part of her plan. As she was walking around the downtown area one day, she
noticed a bookstore that turned out to be a gay and lesbian bookstore. She states, “for
someone who didn’t want to come out, I was hooked.” It was here she met some women,
started going to women and lesbian activities and groups and finally went out with 2 woman.

At this same time, her oldest child was living with her and began to grow suspicious
of the places Cher was going and the people with whom she was spending time. Her child
confronted her. Telling her children was her biggest fear and she feared her oldest child’s
reaction the most. However, her fears vanished as both were very accepting. Although, as
she states, “I never meant to tell anybody. Now I’'m glad, and I think once my kids knew...it
was just like a whole new life, like I didn’t have any more fears.” She furthers that

[m]y kids, bless them, were the easy part in this transition and I knew that

once I had that conquered, then I could conquer everything. By the same

token, I still didn’t think that people home had to know...I still had a little bit

of phobia there.

This fear changed when she met her current partner, Summer. “[I]Jt was like I met my

soulmate, it was like I knew I met somebody that I could spend the rest of my life with.”
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Since Cher has been with her partner, she has been very open about her sexuality. She

continues,

I think once I met Summer, that all of a sudden it wésn’t worth it any more

to stay in the closet for me, I wanted to get out on the rooftop and shout it

out...] think I was so totally contented with myself, who I am and what I am,

and I'm out now to everyone, it’s not an issue for me any more.
It was at this point she truly began to accept her sexuality and has not looked back. Cher
decided to tell the rest of her family because she refused to lie to them about herself and the
nature of her relationship with Summer. Cher knew it would not be easy because her
family’s expressed opinions of gay people were that they were not normal and only thought
about sex. Despite this, Cher came out to her family in a variety of ways: face to face; by
phone; by letter; and, by tape. Trying to convince her mother that being a lesbian was not
“all in my mind” has been difficult and she states her mother still has “problems with the
lesbian word.” Two of her siblings have been fairly supportive, but she does not have
contact with the other one, who is part of a very anti-gay church organization. She says of
her family “that maybe they don’t understand, but they felt I was very brave in coming out
and...just wished me all the best.” Cher understands their difficulty getting used to the idea
as she had a lifetime to get used to it, but for them it is new and being from a small rural
community with little exposure to difference makes it harder.

Cher has been lucky because most people she has told have responded positively to
her truthfulness. She mentioned one friend whose friendship was lost, but throughout her

coming out process she has felt “I was willing to gamble the works. Summer was worth it

to me. So if I lost everyone, it would have hurt, I won’t say that it wouldn’t, I would be
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lying, but it was going to be their loss.” She has been rather surprised that it has not been a
big issue with friends in her hometown.

These experiences have opened the doors for Cher to be very open about her
sexuality. She no longer hides her sexuality from anyone, either on a personal or
professional level. As she states,

now, I can honestly say that I really like who I am. Ilove the person, I love

that I have so much self esteem...I love that I don’t have to hide in the closet

any more. And Ilove that I can look people in the eye and actually say yeah,

I'm gay. And Isay it with pride, and I introduce Summer to people, and I say

it with love.

Currently Cher works in an office environment and is open with her co-workers about her
sexuality.

For Cher, being in her 50s and having come out, there is no looking back. Though
she would not want to do anything to hurt or embarrass her partner, “in the same token, I’'m
not going to lie to people.” She thus feels she has developed an attitude since turning 50,

I urned 50, I stopped caring what people thought and started living for me

and for what I valued in life. I started living for my integrity, what was

truthful, what was meaningful. I did not stay around people anymore just

because.

The coming out process has helped give Cher her self-esteem and, for her, being out means,
“T’'m finally alive.” Though being a lesbian and being out is important, she also feels that
it’s not the be-all and end-all, but it’s who I am, so I don’t want people to
think any more that I'm straight and I don’t ever want to live a lie again...I

was in the closet too many years.

She continues,

I’ ve dreamt about as far back as I can remember, it’s what kept me going, and
even in my worst moments, I would always say one day, I am going to be in
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love with a woman, one day, I am going to love a woman, and one day I will

be happy. I don’t know if I ever thought it woulal happen, but I thought what

harm is it to dream...I was so sure I was never :going to come out, so sure I

was going to die with this, and yet I had that dream...(now) I'm bloody living

my dream and nobody, no one in this world cam take that away.

Though sometimes Cher wishes she had come owt earlier, she feels it happened at the
right time in her life. If it did not happen when it did, she may not be with the same person
and may not have her two children who have been a support to her. When she thinks about
the years she wasted, she thinks about the ones she still Imas. She does worry about her health
and having to be taken care of as she ages, but when sormeone asked her recently whether she
would rather have her illness or her depression, she clmose her illness, stating, “[i]Jt was a
physical thing and I could deal with it.”

Cher now lives with her partner of two years. Sshe is comfortable in her identity as
a lesbian and as a middle age lesbian. For Cher, being itn middle age is positive as she feels
“life is just beginning.” She continues, “[e]ven though I”m an older lesbian, I don’t feel old,
I feel as young now as I did when I was 18, 19. My body doesn’t think so, but I think so.”
She continues to be very active in the gay community anal does not feel inhibited from doing
so because of her age. She plans to be more involved im the future, despite the progression
of her illness. Coming out as a lesbian has helped Cheer gain a sense of herself and thus
society’s messages about homosexuality and aging she feels do not affect her to a great
extent.

I see things differently. I see things more clearly-. I see things for what they

are and I feel I have more empathy, and being ga1y, coming out, has opened

my eyes to so much more because I just didn’t think about this before, but

you can te such a nice person...when you are true to yourself, you can be true
to so many other things.
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She is happy with her new life and will continue to thrive as long as her health allows her.
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Maria

Maria is a single lesbian in her early 40s. She has lived in the same urban center in
the Atlantic Provinces all of her life. She grew up in a small, middle class family surrounded
by very negative attitudes about homosexuality. She did not become aware of herself as a
lesbian until her mid 30s. Prior to this time, she considered herself heterosexual, although
she has since remembered times in her childhood and teens when she felt extremely close to
women and became sexually excited being near them. However, at the time, she pushed
these feelings away.

In her mid 30s, Maria experienced attractions toward women, particularly toward one
woman in her life. At the same time, she was in therapy. When she began experiencing the
attraction, she was very scared. Maria felt she was a terrible person, but realized she needed
to talk with someone about these feelings and decided her therapist was the only choice. As
she relates,

this day I went in the office...it’s possible that chair could just have been

shaken off its legs...I was so scared but I knew that I wanted to talk to

somebody because I was this bad person. Not really bad person, but there

was something terribly wrong with me..I told her I've got

something...terrible to tell you, but I need to talk about it...it wouldn’t have

felt any worse if T had [said]...”by the way, last night I went out and murdered

my next door neighbour’, you know, that wouldn’t have been any harder to

tell her than to say you know what.

Fortunately, Maria’s therapist reacted very positively and continued to be a positive support
for her as she continued coming out.

When Maria first admitted her feelings to her therapist, she thought she must be

bisexual which, she states,



was the only way that I could accept myself in all the things I had done

previously...I would have felt like perhaps you were living a lie for those

many years or any feelings that you had for men...weren’t validated.

The feelings that she was bisexual lasted for about a year. During this time, she continued
her therapy and began to gain a better self image. This was a very positive time for her as
she states,

I could see a woman and I could see an attractive woman, and I could say

hmm. She’s cute or she’s attractive...that felt really good...to accept myself

for who I was and also to let myself look...to let myself just be.

At this point, she was able to label herself as a lesbian which Maria felt, “was quite a change
to go from that to...accepting myself as a lesbian.” For Maria, this admittance was no easy
feat. Her attractions toward women came very much as a surprise to her. She also was not
aware of the existence of gay and lesbian people until her late teens and knew very little of
the existence of a gay community.

Maria has chosen not to come out to her family at this point as she does not want to
lose them if their reaction is negative, which she fears will be the case, based on their
attitudes. She has raised the subject, to test them, to see if the “positive influences of society
in general would rub off on them,” but, unfortunately, the changes in opinion have not been
great enough to come out. This circumstance has been very painful for Maria as she feels
her family only sees part of who she is and are missing a very important, and to her, an
exciting part of herself. “[I]t’s like my person is cut in half.” However, she would consider

taking the risk if she were in a relationship because she would want to share this joy with

them.
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Although Maria was out to herself and some friends for a year or so, she considers
the event of attending her first lesbian dance as the true point of coming out. Since that time
she feels her coming out process has occurred fairly rapidly from her first realization and
utterance to the current day. However, she currently considers her coming out process to be
at a standstill as she has told those she needs to tell or feels safe telling.

we keep making those decisions if it’s safe to come out to somebody, or how

a person’s going to react to you...so you have to keep making decisions,

judging the situation, sometimes being worried...if someone finds out who I

am, how they’re going to react...So that part is hard. And then I say to

myself...[I] wouldn’t want to be any other person, you know, there is nothing

like being attracted to a woman.

She has come out to most of her friends and to the people at work she has known longer,
feels comfortable with and wants to “share things with at a personal level.” She works in a
non-teaching position in an educational setting and though she does have contact with
students, she does not feel the same restrictions as if she were a teacher. Maria feels her
relationships have improved because of her coming out because she is able to discuss her life
more freely and discuss her feelings with more than just her lesbian friends. For Maria,
being out and receiving these positive reactions has been “a positive reinforcement for the
person who I am.” However, the fact that she is out in some places and not others seems to
put a “spotlight” on those places in which she is not as open,

before, I wasn’t out to anybody...Therefore, the idea of stifling and not

communicating and not expressing the person I am was the same for

everybody...But now, just like my parents, when I cannot communicate to

them the person who I am, then the feeling of...sadness, that you experience

from not being able to talk to somebody about who you are as a lesbian and
what you’re doing in your daily life.
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Though she has not had a relationship with a woman to this point, Maria looks on
the experience of being attracted to someone as a very positive one. To her it means “you’re
capable of loving another woeman and ...to know that if you’re capable of fully loving
someone else...someday there will be that right person for you.” Maria also would not
change much about her coming out. She would not change the people to whom she has or
has not come out. However, if circumstances had been different and the same people and
supports had been around earlier, it would have been beneficial to have known earlier,
despite society’s opinions on homosexuality. She stated,

if I had come out many years ago, there would have been more of that

positive experience [seeing a woman and acknowledging an attraction]. But

again, the negative would be that society many years ago, because of being

more straightlaced...being a lesbian or being a lesbian couple years ago was

much more difficult.
Maria has made friends in the lesbian community, and she attends lesbian activities and
dances, but she has not participated in more visible activities such as a gay pride parade.
However, she would consider some if she were in another place, and not in the city in which
she lives, mostly because she is not out to her family or everyone at work. She feels living
in an urban center has been an aid to her coming out. She says, “I would not have come out,
perhaps as fast as I did when I started” had she not lived in a city because there would not
have been the same opportunity to be involved in lesbian groups, or the same access to
dances, and so on.

For Maria now, being middle age has made her more accepting of others and of

herself. She is willing to take more chances and she feels that, if she were younger, not being

accepted might be more devastating. She does not feel that her access to the community is
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hampered by her age. “I honestly do not think that the gay community is any harder for me
to make friends than anything else.” In fact, she thinks it may be somewhat easier because
those who have been in the community for some time will often be teachers. Being middle
age has allowed Maria more insight into herself. With this insight, the terms, like lesbian,
have deeper meanings to her. Even though she has reached middle age, Maria admits “I’m
not ready to slow down.” She admits, “T don’t think I'm a lot different than when I was 16
or 18 or 20 or 30.” She feels for her “the things that I like about middle age are just more
reinforced by being a lesbian.” Maria feels this to be true as she contends lesbian society is
more open to exploration, spiritual and otherwise.

I think being a lesbian in middle age is, this is all theoretical, but I would
suspect there is more positive reinforcement for the people who want to“start
again,” want to change their life around, or want to really discover who they
are and get down to the nitty-gritty, the basics of what they believe is
important to them?

Based on this, Maria is considering changing careers and does not feel being in middle age
is a barrier to this change. As she states, “it’s not until your 40's and 50's ‘til you really get
the nitty-gritty of what you like, what you don’t like, what would work or not work. So in
a way, your life is just beginning.” Despite this, Maria does have some fears as she ages.
As an aging single person, she is concerned about being sick or dying alone. She has some
health and money concerns and knows the responsibility of aging parents would fall on her.
However, Maria continues to be a very positive person who claims she “wouldn’t want to

be any other person ...[because] there is nothing like being attracted to a woman.”

Gabrielle
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Gabrielle, who is in her mid 40s, came from a working class background. She spent
part of her childhood in a rural area before moving to an urban centre. It was there that she
came out at the age of 19 when she fell in love with a friend. She expressed her feelings of
attraction to her friend, who responded that she wasn’t interested, but that the feelings were
okay, a very positive response, considering it was the late 1960s. Up until this point, she
admits she was not aware of her feelings towards women. Given the time, there was not
much discussion in her family or in society about sex or sexuality. She did, however, feel
her school was different in that it provided her with “an intellectual openness about a lot of
things.” She continues, “you can’t say it was supportive, but in an indirect way it was,
because it wasn’t negative.” Despite this, she did feel, once she realized her feelings towards
women, “there was an incredible sense of being alone with this.” However, Gabrielle did
realize that, while she felt alone, she was not alone.

Soon after her initial realization, Gabrielle found a gay male friend, and after
coming out to each other, they spent time together in local bars searching for a gay
community. That summer, while working, Gabrielle met a woman who was ‘rumored’ to
be alesbian. She didn’t know any other lesbians at the time and finally brought up the issue
with her. They began a relationship and Gabrielle felt “from the first minute of any sexual
contact...infatuation and love, throw that all in, I just felt like I came home.” They were
together for a few months, but it ended badly. She feels this was partly due to the fact there
were “no role models to fall back on” in terms of having a good lesbian relationship.

After this relationship ended, Gabrielle and her gay male friend continued searching

for a gay community. One evening they met a man, in what they later found out was a gay
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male cruising area, who helped them find what gay community existed in their area. The gay
community at the time was based around a few bars, which could be very dangerous.
Gabrielle observed that the lesbian community which existed in these bars at the time was
based very much on an extreme butch/femme ideology, although she admits she did not fall
into either of these rigid categories.

During this time, Gabrielle did not struggle with definitions of lesbian or with coming
out. As she states, “I wasn’t really aware of what society said a lesbian was back then.
About the only thing I thought, it was really weird, or sick.” Despite this, she felt “[i]t was
really intriguing. I was fascinated.” For a time after Gabrielle came out, she did struggle
with wondering if she might be bisexual. She did try “dating some guys a little bit, but not
much and [it] didn’t do anything for me,” however, she wanted “to see if maybe I’d forgotten
something, left something behind.” After this phase, she settled with comfort into being a
lesbian.

Gabrielle came out to her siblings soon after she realized her feelings. Initially her
siblings didn’t want her to talk about it, but they are very accepting now. She did not come
out to her parents at the time because she didn’t feel comfortable talking about the issue.
“Any time the subject came up...I never felt totally safe to talk about it because...my father
had such negative viewpoints...more directed towards gay men.” This withholding of herself
was hard on her self esteem. Gabrielle has chosen not to come out to her parents although
she knows her mother is aware of her sexuality. She feels that,

[with her parents] generation in the Maritimes, there’s a way of their knowing
and not knowing...they recognize the relationship but they don’t want to hear

-100-



about it because they don’t have the tools or the comprehension or the
understanding to deal with it.

Since that time, she admits, “T’ve been very very close to the family and very loving and
sometimes I think in some ways I didn’t give them enough of a chance to deal with it.”

Gabrielle moved away from her hometown soon after coming out because

“that was the thing you did. You went to a big city where you could hide

yourself and be anonymous and be removed away from family.” She also

needed to have some separation from her family and had little contact with

them for nearly 10 years. Her lack of contact was partially because of her

parents, but she also says she was “coming to terms with myself and who I
was.”

‘When she first moved to the city, she was unable to find any community until she met
some women from her hometown who took her to a local gay club. For a while, she was the
only woman there, but slowly more women became a part of the gay community. Most of
the gay community at the time consisted of working class people. Gabrielle felt this was so
because the middle class were more afraid of losing their jobs. Gabrielle sees the community
today as very different from then because it seems more middle class, and there seem to be
rigid expectations related to being a part of the community, such as thinking, dressing and
being a certain way. She feels this change has complicated the whole coming out process.
She states, “back then [the 1970s], it was pretty simple. If you did it, you were, and if you
didn’t, you weren’t. And if you want to find out if you are or not, do it.” She continues,

“[o]nce you slept with someone, then you were out. You had to do that in order to be out.”
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‘When Gabrielle first came out in the 70s, some political organizing around gay and
lesbian issues was beginning. For a while Gabrielle was very active in the movement and
very out. She states, “[y]ou’re young and in your radical mode and you’re out to change the
world.” During this time, she was able to ignore a lot of the prejudice. She attended
meetings and conferences, and admits, “[i]t was quite an adventure.” When she started
university a few years later, she became a little quieter. She also feels she got burnt out after
awhile. As she began to work, she became quieter still about her sexuality because there was
no protection under Human Rights at this time.

Gabrielle does not feel she struggled with her identity so much as her struggle to find
a community. However, she adds, “I think I have been scarred by a lot of prejudice.” She
does admits her identity “used to mean an awful lot to me, but now...it’s just one small part
of whoIam.” Now that Gabrielle has reached middle age, she states, “I’'m more settled with
it, I don’t have to go through all this young, foolish growing pains.” Now, in middle age,
Gabrielle feels she is “still the same person.”

Today, her friendships reach beyond the gay community and she is open to most of
her close friends. However, she is cautious in her coming out and will often test the waters
before doing so. For her, it’s “whatever makes life a little easier...and sometimes that means
being a little more quiet.” Other concerns have also required her distancing herself from the
community. However, the community as it exists today is not something she wishes to have
as large a part in as she did in the past.

Looking back, Gabrielle would change little about her coming out, because “[i]t’s my

story, it was an adventure.”
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From these stories, many similarities and differences among the women arise. In
addition, their stories encapsulate much of the history and experiences discussed in the
literature review. A discussion of these similarities and differences will be contained within

the next chapter.
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Chapter 6
Discussion of Data

The stories of the three women who participated in my research were diverse in their
experiences of life in the Atlantic Provinces. However, they also shared many experiences
surrounding their lives as lesbians. These similarities and differences will form the basis of
this chapter which, based on a feminist perspective, will contextualize the research data
within the history and literature reviewed in chapters 3 and 4. Covered here are issues of
identity, followed by issues surrounding coming out. A focus on living in the Atlantic
Provinces and issues surrounding being a middle age lesbian will also be discussed.
What’s in a Name

The initial questions asked of the participants centered around their identity, their
struggle to find that identity and the various influences that had an impact on the formation
of that identity. Though each woman shared a similar name for her identity, lesbian, the
definition and declaration of that identity differed. Each woman’s definition was constructed
based on a biological determination and around butch/femme categories. This definition and
the coming out which brought them to that point was impacted by their age, the time during
which they grew up, their location in the Atlantic Provinces, the limited gay community in
many areas, and the invisibility of resources.

Each woman indicated the benefits of realizing she was a lesbian and each saw
coming out as a way of finally being true to herself and with others. Their identification
developed from feelings toward women to the realization that lesbianism was an option and,

finally, the acceptance of homosexuality. Thus, according to Miller (1995) and Faderman

-104-



(1991), their initial definitions of their identity fell along essentialist lines, meaning that each
feit identifying as a lesbian was an admission or acceptance of their true feelings based on
an innate emotional and sexual attraction to women. As each woman stated regarding their
meaning of the term lesbian,

(it is] somebody who...is attracted sexually to women...who identifies more
with women then men. (Maria)

[it is about] how I express myself and choose to live in terms of...a sexual
partner. (Gabrielle)

[tjhat label means...I like my own sex [and]..my sexual orientation is

different than what most people consider normal. I consider it normal. To

me it’s not really a label. (Cher)

Although the women were clear in labeling themselves as a lesbian based on
biological factors, it was also clear that their definitions were broader and changed as aresult
of their interaction with the gay community and through their experiences living as a middle
age lesbian now. Cher added to this by stating, "being middle aged made the definition for
me."

Change in Identity

When the women were asked how the definition of their identity had changed, each
noted a shift from identifying themselves as bisexual to identifying themselves as lesbian.
As noted by Rust (1995), 41 percent of lesbians initially identified as bisexual. This statistic
was not surprising given the time period during which these women grew up. During the

1960s and 70s, women were subject to a socialization process in which options other than

heterosexuality were hardly visible, culturally and, where they were heavily demonized.
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One's identification is based on feelings, attitudes, beliefs and images of that identity. Thus,
as these women became more comfortable with themselves and became aware of supportive
dimensions of the gay community, their definitions of themselves as a lesbian expanded and
changed. ‘Lesbian’ no longer encapsulated all of who they were, but has become integrated
into their lives. Such integration is often a final stage in coming out (Eichberg 1990).
Maria offered the greatest reflection on the change in her identity. For her, lesbian
changed from “an identifying tool” to being more than an identity, but a word of
“empowerment.” She continued, “now I have all the ABC’s, D’s and E’s filled in...whereas
before, I just had this subject heading lesbian.” She compared the development of her
identity to that of a biologist who analyzes a particular item and discovers there is more to
that item than just its label. Maria also recognized that “identity is often developed through
likeness.” The term has more meaning now as she has more knowledge of what it means to
be a lesbian by being part of the gay community and admits her identity developed from “a
combination of time, people and work.” This growth in meaning was evident in all of the
women’s definitions and supports Wittig’s (1997) notion of the social construction of
identity. Thus these women felt they were born lesbian, but from their words it was evident
that their definitions were constructed through conforming and resisting cultural and social
norms. In addition to the construction of identity, this construction resulted in a multiplicity
of meanings for lesbian. (Auger 1992; McDaniel 1995; Faderman 1991 ; Franzen 1996)
Gabrielle’s definition was heavily shaped by her early involvement in the gay
community. She felt during the 1970s, the community was centred more around working

class values. She feltlesbian identity was simpler when she first came out because there was
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such a limited community, those who were a part of it stuck together regardless of their
differences. Now, she feels the gay community in her area is defined more around middle
class values and ideology, with certain implicit requirements for how to dress and act.
Because of this rigidity, Gabrielle was less interested in being a part of the community at this
time. This feeling, coupled with the fact that Gabrielle has been aware of herself as a lesbian
for some time, has meant the importance of labeling herself as a lesbian has changed. She
stated, “it used to mean an awful lot to me, but now...it’s just one small part of who I am.”
Gabrielle felt being a lesbian was integrated with who she is rather than being the dominant
feature of her identity. Again, as Eichberg (1990) relates, the definition becomes a part of
who one is, rather than the defining characteristic. For Maria and Cher, naming themselves
as lesbian was relatively new and the same degree of integration was not evident.

For Cher, identifying as a lesbian was an expression of part of who she is, as is
identifying as a mother or daughter, and, as with these identities, the label is less important
than the lived experience. Cher recognizes, as Butler (1993) does, that when one declares
oneself a lesbian, the definition will have a multiplicity of meanings. Cher felt mainstreamn
heterosexual society encodes a strict definition of lesbian and will use that as the only
identification that forms who a person is. Thus Cher, would reject the need to label herself
and felt, or at least hoped, the need for labels would disappear over time. Despite Cher’s
resistance to labeling herself, she identified as a lesbian with pride. Her self-esteem
surrounding her identity comes from realizing, but not expressing her feelings for many

years, and feeling she never would.
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Butch/Femme Ideology

The butch/femme ideology, though introduced in the 1940s, still correlates widely
within the discourses of lesbianism. For many women, these binaries constitute what it
means to be a lesbian. Thus, when one begins to identify as a Iesbian, it is often around one
of these definitions that a woman measures herself. This point was illustrated by many of
the women interviewed for the National Film Board of Canada film, Forbidden Love: The

unashamed lives of lesbian women.

Each of the women in this research project identified with notions of butch/femme
ideology, in part, reflecting their generation and their life in the Atlantic Provinces and
Canada. For Cher, and particularly Maria, it was also a reflection of lack of experience with
the gay community. In their earlier lives, for them, a lesbian was defined according to how
she dressed, whether she wore makeup and even how she walked. Back then, the identities
‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ had very negative and stereotypical connotations. Cher felt that men were
“queen figure[s]” and women were “big butchy types, strutting around in their leathers.”
Thus, when Cher became aware of her feelings, she did what she could to hide being a
lesbian by wearing dresses and makeup. However, she felt this disguise was ineffective
because, as she states, "if I think about it, I strutted with my hands in my pockets.”
However, now she feels her walk has more to do with her self-confidence, rather than with
the fact she is a particular kind of lesbian.

Cher, along with the other women, felt some of their tendencies were butch, such as
having been a tomboy growing up, and all of them felt this characteristic should have helped

them realize sooner that they were a lesbian. Maria, who felt that she was butch, mentioned

-108-



that she was a tomboy when she was young. Maria felt that most tomboys are lesbians, “the
ones that clued in” and “most of the lesbians I’ ve encountered...[are] middle of the line, the
granola type, or more of the butchy side.” She saw dykes ““as being more butchy than femme
type.” She was not sure about women who appear more femme and wondered if they “need
for the other person to take care of them, like in the heterosexual relationship.”

Gabrielle did not struggle with society’s definitions of lesbian because as she stated,
“I wasn’t really aware of what society said a lesbian was back then. About the only thing I
thought, it was really weird, or sick.” Instead, she thought it “was really intriguing. I was
fascinated.” For Gabrielle, her early involvement in the gay community and the women’s
movement impacted on her identification as a lesbian in such a manner that she did not have
the same rigidity in her definition now. However, Gabrielle did remember how the
community used to be in the early 70s. She related this when she discussed a conference she
attended in Toronto in the 70s. She told of women at this conference who were talking about
the lesbian community in the US in the 30s and 40s. Gabrielle related, “it sounded like
where I grew up...only in the 70s.”” She continued that when she first came out, the scene she
came into had an “extreme butch/femme thing going on and the real stone butch thing.” She
felt that “it was the most twisted extreme of f..ked up heterosexuality.” When she moved to
a larger city in the 70s, there existed predonljnanﬂy these lesbian and gay extremes - butch
women and drag queens.

Their notions of butch/femme ideology and its implication of identifying as a lesbian
was reflective of society’s opinion or vision of what it was to be a lesbian. Maria, more than

the others, internalized society’s notions and was surprised by the realization that lesbians
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are all different, they are in all professions, from different nationalities, and éo on. Maria
also had the greatest difficulty accepting lesbianism and was fearful of meeting other lesbians
because of her preconceived ideas of what a lesbian would look and act like.
Language

As noted in Chapters 3 and 4, during this century, a variety of terms have been used
to describe lesbians. The three women in this study used a variety of these terms to describe
themselves and had varying levels of comfort with these terms. For all of these women, the
negativity from society created a dislike for the label lesbian and thus influenced their ability
to name themselves as a lesbian. For them, the word lesbian “was a dirty word” (Cher).

For Cher, the negative connotations attached to “lesbian” were from many sources
including family and friends. Cher stated her mother “used to actually shudder” when she
thought about two lesbians who lived in their community. Her mother’s feeling was that
homosexual people thought only about sex, and she did not see them as real people. Cher
continued, “I didn’t even like the word lesbian. I did everything in my power so that no one
would ever know.” To Cher, queer meant "you're not human, you're just totally out to
lunch." Her comfort with these terms has changed, as she related, "being marked as a
lesbian, it was a good mark." In addition to lesbian, Cher frequently used the term gay
women throughout our discussion, but remained uncomfortable with the term queer.

From her family, Maria heard that lesbians were rough women who “were born
deformed...[like] somebody who was born without a leg...and those people are not mocked,
but they’re looked upon as they’re a lesser of a person.” Maria also saw lesbians as tough,

nasty women. It was not the fact that they were attracted to women that she found negative;
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it was the social culture of which lesbians were a part. These negative feelings made it
difficult for Maria to accept herself as a lesbian. When she realized her attraction to women
and decided to tell her therapist, she said, “it wouldn’t have felt any worse if L had...[told her]
I went out and murdered my next door neighbour...that wouldn’t have been any harder to tell
her.” However, Maria is now able to name herself a lesbian, but for her, the term queer
refers to someone who is “not with it...out of their mind™ and thus this is not a term she uses
in reference to herself. She liked the term dyke, but found it “more cutesy to me than
empowering.”

For Gabrielle, it was not the definition of lesbian that she found negative, but the
sound of the word lesbian. She stated that it is “ugly sounding” and that perhaps in different
languages it might sound better. She would thus rather use terms such as dyke or queer.
Maria and Cher were also comfortable with the term dyke, but were uncomfortable with
queer. Their discomfort reflected the fact many words are used in negative and derogatory
ways to describe the gay community. Gabrielle’s acceptance of terms such as queer was
likely reflective of her activism. However, Gabrielle’s comfort with the term queer was
somewhat surprising since she had been out for a long time and experienced much
homophobia firsthand, through her community involvement in the 70s, as well as prejudice
from her family.

All of the women heard very negative messages about lesbians and homosexuality
in general from their families and society. Both Cher and Gabrielle were born and raised in
small towns which offered little, if any access to a gay community. Though Maria lived in

a larger city, she was not aware of a gay community, although she did remember hearing
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about a bar when she was a young adult. Despite this minimal knowledge, she did not realize
or understand the nature or extent of the gay community.
Bisexuality

As mentioned previously, each of these women identified as bisexual for a period of
time when they initially recognized their sexual attraction to women. For Gabrielle,
identifying as bisexual was for a very brief time only. For her, considering she was bisexual
was more a test of her true feelings. Thus, she dated men “to see if maybe I'd forgotten
something, left something behind.”

Cher admitted to a friend only a few years after she was married that she thought she
was bisexual. She stated to the friend, "that I was like Elton John,"” a reflection of the
importance of having popular figures with which to identify. For Cher, knowing there was
someone else must have been some relief, however, had she been aware of positive lesbian
role models, she may have been able to admit her feelings sooner. Instead, her transition
lasted many years. She felt she would not have lasted through 18 years of marriage had she
accepted her lesbian identity earlier as she stated, "being a lesbian really meant that ‘what the
hell was I doing being married?’"

For Maria, bisexuality “was sort of a coping tool to perhaps help acknowledge any
relationships of the past...[and] give them a little bit of validity.” She saw it as a “stepping
stone” in her identification and coming out process and, for her, the transition was brief.

All of these women’s early identification as bisexual suggested the negative impact
of dominant heterosexual ideology in society and throughout the lived experiences of these

women. An initial acceptance of themselves as bisexual did not leave them as far removed
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from the “pnorm™ and, as such, was an important step in their coming out as, and their
acceptance of, themselves as a lesbian.
Impact of Age on Identity

As noted previously, there were generational effects on when and how these women
identified as lesbian. As Markowe (1996) states,

[a] woman whose perception of self as lesbian was beginning to form during

the 1950s, with its more restrictive notions of sexuality, would almost

certainly view her lesbian identity differently from a woman, perhaps born

during the 1960s, who came to perceive herself as lesbian during the 1970s.

As social and societal representations relating to gender, sexuality and human

nature change, notions of lesbian identity vary. (Markowe, 36)
In addition, living as a middle age lesbian also impacted on their current definition. For each
of these women, age seemed to have impacted their acceptance of their identity and their
willingness to share their identity with others. Markowe (1996) suggests that older lesbians
generally have a more positive definition of their identity. For Cher, now in her 50s, lesbian
was no longer a dirty word and she no longer cared what people think. She also felt being
in middle age helped make the definition for her as she felt better able to accept her identity.
However, she felt meeting her partner, Summer, her “soulmate,” was the final push in her
self-acceptance as a lesbian and in being able to use the word lesbian with pride.

Gabrielle felt her identity was more settled now than when she was younger.
However, she felt this had more to do with maturing and the fact she had been out as a

lesbian for a long time, rather than with the fact that she had now reached middle age. Maria

felt more accepting of herself as a lesbian and others and felt that being in middle age gave
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her more insight into her identity. However, she did not feel there was an impact on the
identity itself.
Impact of Community on Identity

None of the women were initially aware of a gay and lesbian community and, when
growing up, had not heard much, if anything, about gay people in their hometowns.
Anything they might have heard was negative. Gabrielle, however, did begin a search for
a gay community when she began to identify as lesbian because she felt certain there had to
be others like her. Their comments suggest the direction of these times,

[bleing from a small town, we never heard that much about gays or lesbians.

(Cher)

you couldn’t find anything to read, you couldn’t find any place to go...there
was an incredible sense of being alone with this. (Gabrielle)

Initially this isolation resulted in their inability to label their feelings.

Once Maria became aware of her feelings, she felt it was easier to identify herself as
lesbian because she lived in a city. There she had more exposure to 2 wide range of people
and she felt her identity developed from this broader exposure.

Coming Out

Though much of the research indicates that coming out occurs in 2 somewhat linear
fashion, from one stage to the next, time spent in each stage can vary greatly for individuals.
In addition, different supports and circumstances affect and shape each of these stages
(Eichberg 1990; Schneider 1988; Signorile 1995). Markowe (1996) asserts this notion

stating, "[ijt is unlikely that any general order of disclosure will be found, since it will
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depend on particular circumstances, and on an individual's closeness to family or friends"
(26). These differences were evident in these women's stories.

For Gabrielle, coming out occurred fairly quickly. For Cher, when she finally
admitted her feelings and moved away from her hometown, her coming out occurred fairly
quickly as well. For Maria, the process seemed slower, likely related to the fact that she did
not become totally aware of her feelings until her late 30s.

Coming out affects one's everyday life and is affected by everyday life. For all of
these women, the time period and place in which they grew up undoubtedly affected their
experiences. Thus, certain expectations can and did seem to have an impact on their lives,
for example, there was an overriding expectation that women should marry, though only one
of the women in the study actually did so. Each woman had a different comfort and need in
openly declaring their sexuality to others. Often, when one first comes out, there are two
reactions: a wish to tell everyone; or, a caution due to fear. When Maria and Gabrielle
decide to come out to someone, they first test the reactions of those to whom they are about
to come out to the issue of homosexuality.

For Cher and Maria, who did not come out until later in their lives, “being out,” that
is, openly declaring their sexuality to others, was somewhat more important than for
Gabrielle, who has been out for over 20 years. Cher, however, despite declaring her feelings
for a similar amount of time as Maria, was aware of her identity for a longer time period.
This awareness, in addition to the fact that she is in a very happy relationship, has made her
more open with others. Maria also admitted that if she were in a relationship, she may be

more open, particularly with her family. As discussed in the national lesbian health care
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survey, such patterns as these are common. Many lesbians (60 percent) were out to more
than half of the people close to them, but only 24 percent were out to family and straight
friends. The smallest percentage were women who had had a sexual experience with a
woman in the recent past.

For Maria, coming out did not occur until she was in her late 30s when she became
attracted to a woman, not an uncommon occurrence for women (Groves and Ventura 1983).
Up until this point, Maria considered herself heterosexual. She admitted there were times
when she would become “sexually excited...sitting next to somebody,” however, any
attractions she felt were pushed away. When she first acknowledged her attraction to
women, she felt there was something wrong with her. Despite the fact that her identification
as lesbian occurred in the 1990s, her exposure to the gay community was limited, leaving her
vulnerable to and surrounded by negative stereotypes from her family and community.

Maria’s coming out was aided by therapy, which allowed her a deeper exploration
of her feelings, and, eventually, an admission to herself of her attraction to women. When
she confronted her feelings, she knew she had to tell someone and felt her therapist would
be a good start. Maria feared her therapist’s reaction, but also felt her therapist would
understand her feelings. This, as well as other positive experiences, gave her the confidence
to come out to others. Maria felt very positively about coming out and its impact on her.
She stated that she “wouldn’t want to be any other person...[that] there is nothing like being
attracted to a woman.” Maria likened her coming out to “opening...the door to Oz” and felt

“considering the number of years that I was living in the dark™ it was a short span of time
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from telling her therapist and going to a lesbian dance, which she felt was her true coming
out.

Maria remains cautious when coming out. She stated,

we keep making those decisions if it’s safe to come out to somebody or how

a person’s going to react to you... so you have to keep making decisions,

judging the situation, sometimes being worried...if someone finds out who I

am, how they’re going to react.

However, she did feel coming out was “a positive reinforcement for the person who I am.”
She admitted,

being out is very important but it’s also very important to make decisions

who you want to be out to...you have to be wise and it’s not like you decide,

OK, I'm going to be out...in the society that I live in, right now, you have to

make choices.

Maria tended to focus on the more personal aspect of identifying herself as a lesbian,
and less on the social impact. Based on this, Maria considered herself to be partially open.
She has told many of her friends and coworkers that she is a lesbian, and she attends lesbian
activities in her community. However, she has not told her family, as yet. She is angered and
saddened by the fact that she is not out to all the people with whom she would like to be out,
particularly her family.

Family can be one of the greatest challenges for a gay person in the coming out
process. We are told that our families will always love us “no matter what”, but
homosexuality can divide families (Eichberg 1990). Maria has made attempts to come out
to her family,

I’ve brought it up [homosexuality] over the years seeing if things would

change...to see if any of those positive influences of society in general would
rub off on them.
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Unfortunately, the change has not been significant enough for her to risk it, “[i]t’s just too
darn scary!” She did admit that if she were in a relationship, the likelihood would be greater.
She didn’t like the fact that she felt only half a person with her family as there was so much
she must edit out of her life to protect her identity from them.

Cher, like Maria, had a difficult time coming out. Negative societal and family
messages were ingrained in her. Though Cher realized her feelings for women in her late
teens, she wanted to find a man who would belp her forget these feelings. When she did get
married, she felt she could contain her attraction to women. This feeling, however, did not
last long.

Despite this realization, Cher did not come out until after almost 20 years of
marriage, a marriage in which she choose to stay because of her children. Throughout her
marriage, Cher tried to reason with herself that being married was the best thing for her. She
knew what she really wanted, in her heart, but she felt she would never have the strength to
face it. Though she knew there were other gay people, and she did have some peer support,
she did not feel she would ever be able to come out. These feelings are not uncommon, as
many people are aware of their feelings of homosexuality, but feel they can not and will not
ever face the feelings for many different reasons, including threats to relations with
colleagues, family, and children (Eichberg 1990; Signorile 1995).

During this struggle with her lesbian identity, Cher had a serious bout of depression,
to the point that she wanted to kill herself. For her, committing suicide felt as if it might be
an escape from anyone knowing her feelings. The only thing that kept Cher from following

through was her children. She also admitted, “T used to drink to forget, I could handle things
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then, it was a lot easier.” Many people dealing with issues of sexual identity turn to alcohol
or drugs to push away the feelings. Throughout this depression, part of her hoped someone
would find out she was a lesbian, however, she stated, “they would have had to dig because
I wasn’t ready to spill my guts to anybody.”

It was pot until Cher’s final attempt at suicide, which prompted her to see a therapist,
that she began to deal with her feelings. This help, along with being diagnosed with a serious
illness and deciding to move, precipitated her coming out. However, she was still unsure of
whether she would come out to any others than those she had already told. In addition, she
did not feel at this point she would come out to any one else in her hometown because she
felt they were too conservative and would not be accepting of her.

After Cher’s move, she began to meet other lesbians. However, it was not until she
met her current partner that she began to come out on a grand scale. Often, once one is in
a stable, happy relationship, coming out to others is not only possible, but necessary . A
couple often does not want to hide, what for them, is often very freeing. Cher stated, "once
I met Summer, that all of a sudden it wasn't worth it any more to stay in the closet, for me,
I wanted to get out on the rooftop and shout it out."

Cher’s greatest fear was coming out to her children. Coming out to children and
parents is often the most fearful part of coming out because these are the people in our lives
whom we rely on for love and acceptance (Eichberg 1990). Cher’s children, now adults,
have been very accepting and, for Cher, once her children knew "it was just like 2a whole new
life, like I didn't have any more fears." Since that time, Cher has come out to all of her

family and friends and is very open about her sexuality on a daily basis. When she finally
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admitted her feelings to herself, she felt that even if she had lost her family, it would have
been hard, but she finally had to be who she is. Since coming out to her family, she admitted
she has lost some closeness with some, with most, things are the same. She also felt some
of her friends are closer now. Cher was rather surprised, in a positive way, by some of the
reactions from family and friends. She was not sure why people accepted this now, many
being from the small town, but most of the people she told were happy for her.

Cher, who is now open in every instance, must deal with the threat of homophobia
as aresult of her openness. However, she felt this risk was a small price to pay and was one
that often does not getrealized because of the nature of her declaration. When speaking with
her, her self-assurance and her pride were very evident. She felt her identity was “not an
issue for me anymore”, but a fact of her life. A retelling of a recent experience when she
encountered someone from her hometown illuminated her feelings,

fi]t just never dawned on me to make up a story or anything like that. But

that’s the way I feel and I'm OK with it...because I feel so good about myself

and our relationship. And I also feel if I don’t make it an issue, that the

people I'm telling it to, they’re not going to make it an issue, whereas if I

stutter and stammer and almost say forgive me, but I'm gay, then they’re

going to say, well, why?..I’m a big believer that if I don’t make it an issue,

they won’t make it an issue. So, I feel now, that I’ ve reached the ripe old age

of 50 and then some, I don’t really give a damn any more. Idon’t really care

if somebody gets offended, it’s their issue, it’s their attitude that they have to

work on, it’s not something I have to struggle with any more. And I feel that

Iam educating everyone that I'm telling, or that I’m coming out to ... I mean,

Idon’t meet someone and say Hi, I'm Cher and I'm gay...[but] if it comes up

in an everyday conversation, I’ll say it.

Cher was very open in declaring herself a lesbian in a number of other ways. She has

been involved in several gay groups, has participated in gay pride marches and plans more

involvement with gay rights, particularly for middle age and older lesbian women. She was
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also out in her office workplace. She felt age impacted on her choice to be out because she
felt she has an attitude now that she is in her 50s,

[when] I turned 50, I stopped caring what people thought and started living

for me and for what I valued in life. I started living for my integrity, what

was truthful, what was meaningful.

Cher furthers that being open was important to her because, as she stated, “T’m finally alive.”
She continued, “fi]t means that I'm finally being who I am inside." It took her a long time
to get to where she is now and she refuses to hide her happiness, feeling, "[i]f I never came
out, I would have no reason to live."

None of the women judge others for not being open. However, Cher seems to feel
being open about one’s sexuality is a goal for all lesbians to work towards. This belief is
likely a reflection of her struggles to get to this point in her life, as well as a reflection of her
personality. She left the clear impression that being open was something to aspire to because
it is who you are and to do any less is to not be your true self. Eichberg (1990) asserted this
notion when he discussed the fact that revealing our true selves was a gift we share with
others. Cher furthered this point,

for me, just being a lesbian everywhere, it's very important for me now. I

means it's not the be-all and end-all, but it's who I am, so Idon't want people

to think any more that I'm straight and I don't ever want to live a lie again.

I've been away too long, I was in the closet too many years and 18 years of

marriage and trying to commit suicide, and being a lesbian now is very

important to me now because it is who I am. I think it's, I mean I make it

sound quite simpie, but it took me a lot of years to say that and do [ ever want

to deny it? No.

She concluded by saying, "as hard as it might be coming out, and being who your really are,

it's not as hard as living a lie."”
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Gabrielle had no realization of her sexuality before she was 19, but she felt, as the
other women did, that this lack of realization was a consequence of the time and place in
which she came out. However, compared with the other women, Gabrielle came out much
earlier. When Gabrielle initially identified her feelings, she continued to date men, but
admits that they “didn’t do anything for me.” Like Maria, she felt “from the first minute of
any sexual contact [with women]...[Iexperienced] infatuation and love...Ijust feltlike Icame
home.”

When she first realized she was gay, after spending some time in her own small
community searching for a gay community, Gabrielle moved to a larger city, a not
uncommon pattern for gay people. She separated herself from her family and from the hurt
she felt would occur if she was open with them. She didn’t feel comfortable talking about
the issue. “Any time the subject came up..I never felt totally safe to talk about it
because...my father had such negative viewpoints...more directed towards gay men.” She
stayed away from her family for about 10 years and this time she spent away was a time for
“coming to terms with myself and who I was.” This struggle affected her self-esteem and
she worried “about what people think and realizing that some people don’t like who I am.”
These doubts, however, did not stop her from being open about her sexuality until her mid
to late 20s when issues of employment became a concern.

For Gabrielle, now, coming out is not the issue of importance it once was, particularly
when she first came out and was involved in activist work. Now, she has been out for over
20 years and does not feel the need to tell people as soon as she meets them. However, if

someone who will be important in her life, they will either discover it or she will tell them
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because, “[a]lnyone that gets really close, I find I'm pretty much opem to all of them.” Now,
however, she admitted “it’s just one small part of who I am” reflectimg the integration noted
by other writers such as Eichberg (1990). In her present employmenmt situation, Gabrielle is
not out, but if she were otherwise employed or in a long-term relationship, she felt she may
be more willing to be out. However, she remains cautious for, as ske stated,

there’s some situations where I know it would be fine and it -would be really
nice to be...open. I think sometimes you don’t need to...malkse an issue of it.

For Gabrielle, it’s “whatever makes life a little easier... and sometisnes that means being a
little more quiet.” She has other concerns now which take more of her focus than being out.
However, she admitted that hiding too much can be very damaging to your self and your self-
esteem. She added,

I think being on reasonable terms with yourself and not in den&al is important,

and living your life so that the people that really matter in this respect know,

and so that you’re functioning in a way that feels good, is imnportant. So, I

think to a certain point...some people do need to know.

Gabrielle has come out to some of her family, but has never 1nade the admission to
her parents. She feels they know, but like many families of their tirme, find it is easier not
to address the issue up-front. As she stated,

there’s a way of their knowing and not kmowing...they recognize the

relationship but they don’t want to hear about it because they- don’t have the

tools or the comprehension or the understanding to deal withs it.

However, Gabrielle did feel that, had she been in more permanent xelationships, she may

have made the admittance to her parents. Despite the fact her parents were not open to

homosexuality, Gabrielle did not feel they hindered her coming out. She stated,
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I just happened to clue in and know what was going on and I immediately

went in hot pursuit..] was quite eager to find out, to find people, find

community.

Gabrielle has come out to her siblings, who were not initially supportive, but are very
supportive now. When asked if being out was important, Gabrielle mentioned that it
depended on what being out meant.

Both Cher and Maria admit that it could have been a positive experience to have been
out earlier in their lives, however, they both also admitted that they felt coming out happened
when itcould. For Cher, coming out happened at this time because she was meant to be with
her partner Summer, who also came out only recently. Maria admits if all the circumstances
that lead to her coming out had been in place earlier, it would have been wonderful to be out,
despite the fact that society was very “straightlaced.” She continued, “if I had come out
many years ago, there would have been more of that positive experience [of acknowledging
her attraction to women]”, but she recognizes there would have been negative experiences,
also. For Gabrielle, all she would change would be “a little less heartache.” However, she
admitted her coming out experience was “my story, it was an adventure’ and she wouldn’t
change anything. She did wonder, though, that if she had had it together earlier, there might
have been the chance she would now be in a long-term relationship, although she admits it
may not have worked out that way, anyway.

Another issue in coming out relates to being open about one’s sexuality at work.
People spend a great deal of their lives at work. When it is necessary to hide who we are and
the nature of our relationships, it can limit the comfort and cortegeality of our relationship

with co-workers. In addition, lack of disclosure may require a woman to play the role of a
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heterosexual woman, with all the dress and attitude necessary to pass in thatrole. However,
being open in one's work situation may also put one's job and career in jeopardy. For Maria
and Cher, they felt the risk was worth it. Both had the advantage of coming out at a time
when human rights legislation extended to homosexuals and, thus, offered them some
protection. This legislation, however, did not seem to have as significant an impact, as the
mere fact that they wanted to be open in their work environments and felt safe to be so.
Gabrielle does not come out in work situations. Her fears centre around the nature of her
work and that, at times, it can involve interaction with children. She knows well how
homophobia can be fuelled when it is known that a gay man or a lesbian works in such
contexts.

Living “Out” in Atlantic Canada

All of the women in this study are from the Atlantic Provinces. Two of the women
grew up in very small rural areas and one grew up in a city. For Cher, the messages she
heard from her small town were that homosexuality was illegal. Because of this, Cher never
expected to come out to people in her hometown. She also felt that if she had stayed there
she would not have come out herself, at least not to the extent that she has now.

For Cher, being away from her hometown and living in a larger Canadian city outside
of the Atlantic Provinces made it easier for her to come out. When she moved to a larger
city, she became involved in the gay community and this involvement helped her coming out.

When she returned to the Atlantic Provinces, she came out at her job, however, she stated
"I find the community here not quite so open...maybe it's from the culture here, it's still a

religious culture.” She felt the gay community was close-knit, almost to the exclusion of
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outsiders, who subsequently find it hard becoming part of the community. She felt this
closeness was linked to a fear of being open. In addition, Cher felt there was a significant
amount of alcohol and drug abuse in the gay community, but she was not sure whether this
was reflective of the culture of the Atlantic Provinces or of a particular problem within the
gay community itself or both. Bradford and Ryan'(199 1) found in their national health care
survey that alcohol and drug abuse was an issue in the gay community, but that the
percentages of lesbians who suffer substance abuse was no higher than for women in the
general population.

Maria felc that living in a large urban center influenced her decision to come out. She
felt that “TI would not have come out, perhaps as fast as I did when I started” had she not lived
in a city because there would not have been the same opportunities to be involved in lesbian
groups, have access to dances and so on. However, living in the city where there was some
access to a gay community did not aid her in realizing her feelings when she was younger.
It often seems that those who are outside the gay community can be oblivious to it. Certainly
it is so that regardless of the circumstances or social context, reconciling one’s sexual
identity can be a long struggle.

Gabrielle did not feel that iving in a small community influenced her coming out for,
as she stated she “came out in spite of it.”” She identified her major struggle as finding the gay
community. Atthe time, there wasn’t much and what she did find was to her, a “really rough
bar scene.” In addition, Gabrielle did not feel the same negative societal viewpoints that the
other two women mentioned. In particular, she mentioned her schooling which she felt was

different in that it provided her with “an intellectual openness about a lot of things.” She
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continued, “there wasn’t judgement in high school, but nobody was really out.” She
explained, “you can’t say it was supportive, but in an indirect way it was because it wasn’t
negative.” However, there was nothing to read and no place to go, so “there was an
incredible sense of being alone with this.” She did know she was not really alone, though
which was interesting, considering the time of which she speaks and given that many people
did and still do feel this way.
Relationship to the Gay Community

Gabrielle does not feel the same identification with the community as she once did.
She does not feel her lack of participation is age-related, but rather reflects other concerns
in her life at this time. Some of her experiences with the community in the past few years
suggest to her that she does not have a lot in common with the community. She felt that
much of her discomfort was about social class. When she first came out, the gay community
consisted mostly of people from working class backgrounds and they often did not have the
same career concerns as people in so called white collar jobs may have had. This working
class community, Gabrielle felt, was more open and did not set up such rigid requirements
for acceptance which she felt exists today. She questioned whether a “real”” gay community
remains in existence. In addition, Gabrielle felt that, for what community does exist, “if
you’re older, you’re not really a part of that or you’re not perceived as being attractive as a
young person would be.”

For Maria, becoming a part of the gay community has been somewhat difficult as a
middle age lesbian, but she also stated, “I honestly do not think that the gay community is

any harder for me to make friends than anything else.” However, she admitted, “it’s hard
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to make grapevine to connect the little groups so that’s why I think I don’t meet a lot of
people in my age range.” Despite this, Maria has attended various lesbian and gay functions
and found “going to...social events eases the coming out process.” However, Maria did find
that, at dances, the music was often geared toward the younger crowd, but she admitted,
depending on the event, there was often a mixture of women of various ages.
Age and Coming Qut

Of the three women, Cher was most strongly affected by age in terms of coming out.
It was nearing the age of 50, in addition to other events, that pushed Cher to admit her
feelings. Cher set 50 as her target and felt that if she didn't make the move by then, she may
not make it at all. She felt she might lose her courage, thinking that, perhaps, at that point
she would be too old to change. For Cher, now, being in middle age has enabled her to be
more open because she does not have the same fears as younger péople might have when
coming out to parents and family. She felt, "I got an attitude once I turned 50." She
continued,

I turned 50, I stopped caring what people thought and started living for me

and for what I valued in life. I started living for my integrity, what was

truthful, what was meaningful. I did not stay around people any more just

because. I stayed around my friends were people that meant something, it

was friends, not acquaintances. So it was a combination of all of that, that

built up, I guess my self esteem.

For Gabrielle, being in middle age is not the greatest influence on her decisions
regarding coming out; other issues have been more deciding factors. However, she did feel

more comfortable being who she is because she felt that, since she had been out so long, she

had had more ime “to incorporate that {coming out and being out] into my life.” In terms
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of being in middle age, Gabrielle, like the other women, felt the messages from society were
changing. As she stated, “I used to think, ‘Oh my Gosh, I’'ll be middle aged some day.’
Now I think, I'm still the same person.” She felt that “because the baby boomers...[are]
getting into middle age now, I think it’s a little more positive message than maybe it used to
be.” She also felt societal messages for women do not have the same impact on lesbians,
I think it’s always been easier for lesbians to be older and be considered
attractive to other women, or to be considered a possible, or a potential sexual
partner, although you don’t get the propositions or the interest...you used to

get.

Sang (1991) affirmed this notion in Lesbians at Midlife: The Creative Transition.

Maria also did not feel age impacted her coming out and her degree of openness.
However, she felt, “being middle aged, I'm more accepting of other people” and, in turn, of
herself, which enabled her to be more open with others. Maria also admitted, “I don’t think
I’m alot different than when I was 16 or 18 or 20 or 30.” In terms of society’s portrayal of
middle age, she felt there was a greater focus on being active. She stated, “[w]hen you’re in
your middle age, people don’t criticize you if you say, I want to do some fun things, I want
to enjoy myself. AndI think that’s what’s happening now.” This theme was a common one
in many of the articles in Lesbians at Midlife: The Creative Transition. Maria, at middle age,
felt more relaxed and had a better sense of her priorities. She would like to change careers
and did not feel being in middle age was a barrier to this, “[i]t’s not until your 40's and 50's
‘til you really get the nitty-gritty of what you like, what you don’t like, what would work or
not work. So in a way, your life is just beginning.” For her, “the things that I like about

middle age are just more reinforced by being a lesbian.”
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For Cher and Maria, coming out at this age, as Cher relates, was reminiscent of being
18 or 19 because "I feel like I'm just starting my life.” This feeling is not uncommon for
someone who has come out, who goes through the stages of youth again because they are
relating to people and relationships in a whole new way.

Age has impacted, to some extent, on these women’s involvement in the gay
community. Each of the women admmitted that, at many of the gay events they have attended,
there were often more younger women who may tend to be exclusionary of older women, as
is much of society. However, Cher, in particular, noted the importance of bonding between
the older and younger generations for support and sharing.

None of the women seemed to conmsider themselves old. Each woman was
comfortable talking about her age amnd was proud and happy to be where she was. They all
seemed to feel that society has changed somewhat, though ageism continues to exist for both
the young and the old, a fact noted by Loulan (1984) also. In addition, none of the women
try to hide their age in any way, which may be reflective of their age and the fact that there
is less pressure on lesbians to meet societal stereotypes of what it means to be a woman.

Other concerns of aging - iillness, finances, and loneliness - also occupied these
women’s thoughts. Health issues were noted by Bradford and Ryan (1991) in the lesbian
health care survey. All the women lxad some fear around being ill, not being able to care for
themselves and having to depend om someone else. However, as Cher stated, "being who I
am makes the negative part of it [aging] easier for me to deal with.”" Cher now considers
herself to be middle class and, as w-as indicated earlier by Baker (1988), class and income

level impact on one’s experience of aging. She has been able to make preparations such as
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a living will, retirement plans and life insurance. Cher and Maria, the two women who are
presently in middle class, did not seem to have fears in the same way as Gabrielle, again
likely reflective of their class differences.

Besides health concerns, aging parents of lesbians were also a concern. Often, the
care for aging parents falls on the women of the family, and often on a lesbian daughter who
may be seen not to have the same responsibilities and commitments as other family (read,
heterosexual and married with families) members. Cher and Gabrielle do not live near their
families at this point and did not feel that the main responsibility would fall in their hands
as other family members were likely to be better able to handle this responsibility due to their
proximity. Maria, however, did have this concern, which is compounded by the fact that she
has not come out to her family.

Relationships seemed to be important for each of the women at middle age for a
variety of reasons, including companionship and health. For Cher, having a relationship now
was important. However, she felt that the importance of being in a relationship resulted from
the fact that she was currently in a relationship. As she stated, before this relationship
developed, “I didn’t know if I ever wanted to live with anybody again,” a likely result of
many years in an unhappy marriage. For Maria, being in a relationship “becomes more
important every year.” Gabrielle felt it was important to be in a relationship as she aged,
particularly because of how the community has changed. “[I]t’s such a lonely place.” The
national lesbian health care survey noted that 60 percent of middle age lesbians are in
relationships, however, Coss (1991) found that, for many women over 40, having a

relationship would be fine, but these women enjoyed being independent as well.
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Despite the fact these women wish to be in a relationship, finding that relationship
may be difficult, as noted by Loulan (1991). However, none of the women in this study were
particularly concerned about this aspect of their lives. Cher did not feel it was difficult to
begin a relationship if you were willing to go out and meet people. Maria felt it might be
easier in middle age because as women age they often become more interested in a longer
term relationship. However, she did feel that older lesbians were not as visible within the
gay community. Gabrielle also did not feel it was any more difficult, because “if someone’s
meant to come into my life, they’ll be there.”

Aging brings with it a variety of issues for a middle age lesbian. Some are positive
in nature, such as a better sense of one’s self, whereas others are negative, such as difficulty
finding a relationship and being a part of the gay community. However, it seems that each

of the women was quite content in middle age, both as a woman and as a lesbian.
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Chapter 7
Epilogue

The courage to come out and identity as a lesbian or gay man in our often
homophobic and heterosexist society can be seen as truly amazing and inspiring. The last
40 years, since the beginning of an active gay and lesbian movement in Canada, we have
seen many changes in our society. The gay community has come together to form supportive
organizations and develop resources for those coming to terms with their sexuality. There
are books and magazines available, not only in gay bookstores, but in mainstream
bookstores. Our lives have been depicted in movies and television. Despite this, the battle
is not yet won when individuals such as Jerry Falwell accuse children’s toys (TeleTubbies)
of being gay and thus inappropriate role models for young children or young men like
Matthew Shepard are beaten to death because of their sexuality. Thus I am always moved
upon hearing someone declare with pride “T am a lesbian” or “I am gay” and am continually
inspired and curious to hear others struggles and stories.

This research began as the result of my own struggle in coming out. After eight
years of denying my feelings, I realized I could no longer hide how I really felt. However,
finally admitting my feelings and living as a lesbian became a struggle that continued as I
faced daily - and continue to face - what it meant to live as a lesbian in a homophobic and
heterosexist society. Isearched for information to help me deal with the myriad of feelings
that were a result of my declaration. Ifound some information to aid in coming out, but felt
it was focused more on the struggles of gay men. I was unable to find much information

about women in Canada, particularly women in the Atlantic Provinces. This dearth of
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information lead me to ask members of the gay community who I came into contact with to
hear their stories. As a result of this, when the opportunity emerged to do graduate research,
the only research that would possess true meaning for me was to further explore coming out
stories for other women from the Atlantic Provinces. I have not been disappointed as a result
of my work. What I discovered were three inspiring accounts of struggle because of
unfamiliarity and isolation, but eventual triumph because of increased awareness that could
no longer be denied. The experiences of these women each of whom came from a different
Atiantic Province resonate with my own experiences, but also offered other struggles and
insights. Thus for me personally this thesis was another step in my coming out and
acceptance of my lesbian identity. Ifeel greatly impacted by these women’s stories and think
of them often.

This thesis represents the specific stories of three middle age lesbians. The benefit
of this work goes first of all to them in providing the opportunity to voice their stories. Each
woman was happy to have the opportunity to participate and has asked for a copy of the final
thesis, which has been provided. The second benefit of this research is in the
acknowledgment and documentation of stories that have been ignored in our history. As
mentioned by several of the authors (Reinharz 1992; Conway 1992; Anderson and Jack
1991), hearing women’s stories is important in a society where women have long been
silenced. Though the experiences of the gay community are finally beginning to be
documented ( Kinsman 1987 and 1996; Faderman 1981 and 1991; Miller 1995; Ross 1995),
the experiences of middle age lesbians in Canada and the Atlantic Provinces are all but

absent. This thesis represents one instalment in an amended history.
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This study was an attempt to address the impact of issues such as gender, location and
age on coming out and identity formation. This research generated a vast amount of data.
Thus there are many other areas available for further research. For example, a more in-depth
gay and lesbian history of the Atlantic Provinces is needed, as well as more work into the
social construction of identity through involvement with and experiences in the gay and
lesbian community. Clearly from the data collected in my research, it may be concluded that,
as lesbians, we often inhabit the prevailing discourses through which our identities are
constructed. These women may be seen as both “taking on” existing categories of definition
around what it means to be a lesbian as well as resisting other categorical definition.

As stated in the introduction, women of color, various classes and cultures possess
issues with coming out and identity formation that were beyond the focus of this research,
but which warrant further study. I chose the factors of age and location on coming out and
identity formation because of how these resonated with my own experiences and concerns
as well as the community of which I am a part.

There has been a wide, varied and evolving gay and lesbian history in Canada and the
Atlantic Provinces. To come out and identify as a lesbian in Canada, or the Atlantic
Provinces for that matter, is to have been part of a culture and history largely hidden. Gays
and lesbians have become more visible in society in the late 19" and 20® century, however,
in Canada, this visibility centers more in larger cities. There was not evidence of an
organized gay movement in Canada until the 1960s, but as indicated by the film, Forbidden
Love, a community, though largely hidden and in large cities, did exist. It was not until the

1970s, and then only to a limited extent, that much visible activity occurred in the Atlantic
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Provinces. Though more organizations exist today, I believe that, as a lesbian living in
Halifax, the largest city in the Atlantic Provinces, there still remains a lack of gay community
of which to be a part and that which does exist is often male-dominated. This lack of a
lesbian community was evident for the women in this study. As Gabrielle related, for those
who are not aware of their sexuality or who are outside of the gay community (read are
heterosexual), the gay community can be a whole different world of which many are not
aware, despite the increased level of knowledge that exists in our society today. This lack
of activity was evident in the fact that two of the three women did not come out until much
later in their lives. One woman, Maria, was largely unaware of the gay community whereas
Cher felt isolated in her small rural community. Thus there is a need for support from the
gay community and the heterosexual community for these women, particularly middle age
lesbians. Research such as this can highlight these needs and act as a starting point for
change. These experiences also highlight the need for a broader social discourse to exist, for
example, within educational institutions and media.

Each of the three women who participated in this study had very different experiences
of coming out and identity formation, but they shared many factors of influence such as
family, friends, and society, in addition to gender, location and age, and they shared many
experiences as well. Their ideas about homosexuality were formed from societal messages,
though sparse (and nearly always negative) in the Atlantic Provinces, from family and peers.
It was clear that the subject was largely taboo and that gay people were to be pitied, feared
orrejected and were considered disgusting. The reduction of homosexuality to a medicalized

definition, in addition to its admonition by many church groups, clearly impacted on these
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women’s ability to come out and accept their lesbian identity. By the late 19® century, a shift
from a moral and religiou:s view of homosexuality to a more scientific one had occurred, but
it is important to note that the impact of all of these views remains today.

The three women., so chosen because of theiridentification as lesbian, offered varying
definitions of that identity. None of the women felt their identify was a choice, but rather
was an admission or acsceptance of their true feelings. Their definitions changed and
expanded because of theuir differing life circumstances, family and personal relationships,
work experiences, gendesr, location and age. In addition, an indication of the impact of
location and age was particularly evident in their initial identification as bisexual and their
identification with butche/femme ideology as was the impact of gender socialization of
women that enforces hetterosexism. The continued existence of a narrow butch/femme
ideology points to the comtinued impact of heterosexual society and the lack of education
related to broader discouxses of sexual difference on issues of identity. In addition, these
limiting factors impacted their language used to name their sexual ditference and their
comfort with its use.

The importance of their identity to their present lives varied, being greater for the two
women, Cher and Maria, *who had recently come out. Part of this was reflective of their age
and the fact they do not hzave the same fears they might have had when they were younger.
It was also reflective of the fact they have only recently admitted their feelings. Thus
Gabrielle’s identity was mnore integrated because she had been aware of her feelings longer
and had been involved im the gay community for a long time. Not surprisingly, Cher,

because of her struggle to reach this point, was the most open about herself. Beingin an
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unhappy marriage for 18 years and now being ill has prompted her to want to live her life
fully and openly. Having a happy relationship has also made being open easier and to some
extent more important, as Maria also related.

For all of the women, coming out represented a freeing process because it was an
admission to themselves of what they considered the true nature of their feelings. Perhaps
the widest variance in the lives of the three women was in their coming out stories. Though
they shared similarities in terms of the impact of factors such as location, age and so on, each
woman also had very different experiences. The fact they were no longer denying their
feelings seems to have been somewhat life changing in more than just the obvious sense.

Gabrielle came out very early, but now remains more separate from the gay
community because of personal concerns and what she feels is the loss of a community
feeling that existed in the 1970s. Most surprising from her story was her feeling that there
were others besides her who shared her feelings about women and her search for a gay
community in her area in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Though still not open with all her
family, she is open with some family members and friends. However, time and other
concerns have lead her to a quieter sense of her identity and the assertion that there are other
parts to her identity than being a lesbian. In addition, from Gabrielle’s story, we find that
though her schooling was not open about issues of homosexuality, there was a certain
openness in attitude. This feature of Gabrielle’s story illuminates the fact there is a need for
education within our school systems at all levels, as well as within our work places, around
the issues of the gay community. In the early school years, inclusion of such books as

Heather Has Two Mommies by Leslea Newman and Daddy’s Roommate by Michael
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Willhoite can open up dialogue to different families and help children who are a part of such
families feel more included and legitimized. In the junior and senior high school, along with
sex education, there needs to be education on coming out, homophobia, and identity for both
homosexual and heterosexual students. This education would help create a new
consciousness that would allow support not only from the gay community, but from the
heterosexual community within which the women in this study largely make their lives. Had
this educational space existed for the women who were part of this study, their coming out
could have occurred with less difficulty.

Cher, despite realization of her feelings at an early age, was confined by heterosexism
and marriage. Eighteen years of marriage, two children, a sudden illness and approaching
50 enabled her to gain the strength to make an admission of her feelings. Since that time she
has moved quickly forward in her new life. She is open with her family, friends and co-
workers. She is proud of her identity and her statement that she is “living a dream”
encapsulates her present life experiences. Cher’s “matter of fact” admission of her identity
and sheer conviction to live her life honestly is inspiring and, in this respect, I think of our
interview together often. Her story highlights particularly the need for outreach in rural
areas.

Maria was mostly unaware of the existence of the gay community and her feelings
until her 30s. Her realization was thus very frightening to her because of messages she had
heard and internalized from family and society. This fear has caused her to be more cautious
in her declaration of her identity. Despite this, she is open with many people in her life,

except her family whose reaction she still fears.
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As the literature and these stories indicate, thesre is no one way to come out, nor does
coming out have a true ending point. In addition, the ccreation of homosexuality as the ‘other’
and heterosexuality as the ‘norm’ has facilitated the- need to declare oneself as other. The
recognition by society of the issues of coming out aznd the difficulties faced by a gay and
lesbian person coming out would help decrease its ne-gative impact on our lives. It would be
a positive effect to work towards the abolition of the meed to come out, which could also be
aresult of the acceptance of all varying identities - bissexual, transsexual, transgendered, gay
and Iesbian. It was evidenced by authors such as Eichhberg (1990) and Signorile (1995) that
coming out and being open can help others change theeir views when the people they know,
live with, and work with are gay. They must rethink thheir previous understanding which can
lead to understanding and support. It is hoped research such as this is another step in the
direction of the rethinking of homosexuality and inccreased support from the heterosexual
community.

We are now living in a society that is rapially aging. Gee and Kimball (1997)
document the fact that women live longer than men . This can create problems for them
because of social, economic and cultural factors. Adld to this being a lesbian and we have
made the situation more complex. There has been sorme research on the issues of women as
they age. Worth noting in terms of the needs of olde=r lesbians is Claire Schneider’s work
Lesbian Aging: An Exploratory Study which looke=d at coming out, psychological and
physical health of lesbians between the ages of 55 to-. 65 around Toronto. However, I was
unable to find specific work on middle age lesbians i Canada, and particularly the Atlantic

Provinces which is where the focus of this research sesrves its particular purpose.
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As we age, some issues become less important, like being part of the status quo and
some, like health, may become more important. My overall sense from this research reveals
a certain ease with one’s self and one’s sexuality in middle age. The experiences of living
in a society that is still not totally accepting has helped these women develop mechanisms
to deal with other issues that arise as they age. For these middle age women, coming out
offered challenges and rewards. There was, for them, a new respect for their decisions that
may not have been there had they been younger. Reaching middle age provided these
women with a certain peace and confidence which extended to their identity. It also
impacted the importance of that identification as it became less a central force in their lives,
as was the case with Gabrielle. However, there were other issues of concern such as health
and aging parents. Health concerns were more prevalent for those women who were single.
Aging parents were also a concern for Maria, who will likely face alone the expectations of
their care. In addition, the lack of visible role models who are middle age within the gay
community leaves this population feeling underrepresented. Thus again, research such as
this is a further step into bringing these women’s lives greater visibility. Again, for me
personally, though I have had some fears as I age, this research has shed some light on how
life can be positive and I look forward to a more enlightened and understanding society as
I reach middle age.

;~‘."t (')\'rerall, this thesis points toward the impact of two issues in particular, location and
age, on one’s coming out and identity. However, it also shows the strength of women who
were able to come out and identify as lesbian despite the impact of these factors. There is

a certain comfort in this knowledge and that offered by these women as they reach middle
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age. In this thesis, I have attempted to hold a tension between the need for particular
stories to be voiced and documented and the need to interrogate and question the social
construction of these stories. Ibave, perhaps, leaned more towards the former as a focus of
my research. I have done so in order to maintain the freshness of these women’s stories and
to respect the vulnerability which comes with their telling. This thesis demonstrates the
power and importance of story both for those who have, finally, the opportunity to tell their

story and, as importantly, for those who have the opportunity to hear it.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Appendix 1
Interview Questions
Tell me about yourself.
How do you name your sexual identity?
What does this identity label mean to you?
Describe any memories of struggle or confusion you had with your sexual identity?

Do you still struggle with your sexual identity? If so, what is the focus of these
struggles? If you do not struggle, why do you feel that is so?

Has your sexual identity changed over time? Why or why not. If yes, how has it
changed?

Describe how your various relationships (friends, family, co-workers, etc) have
impacted on your sense of sexual identity?

Do you see a relationship between place of community (birth, early years, currently)
and how you see your sexual identity? If so what is the relationship?

Do you feel being at middle age has impacted your sexual identity? If so, how?
What does being out in your sexual identity mean to you?

Do you consider being out important? Why or why not?

Do you consider yourself out? Why or why not. If yes, how are you out?
Describe the coming out process for you as it has evolved to this point.

In what ways has your coming out been hindered? Supported? (eg. family, religion,
etc)

Describe how your various relationships (family, friends, co-workers, etc) have
impacted on your coming out.

Have your relationships been altered by your coming out? Why or why not? If yes,
how?
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

Do you see a relationship between place of community (birth, early years, currently)
and your coming out? If so, what is the relationship?

Would you change anything about your coming out process?
Do you feel being at middle age has impacted your level of outness? If so, how?
Describe your relationship to the gay/lesbian/bisexual/queer community.

Do you feel your relationship to the gay/lesbian/bisexual/queer community has been
affected by your being middle age?
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Appendix 2
Informed Consent

I, (print name) understand that this interview

is about the experiences of the coming out process and sexual identification for middle age
women. The information being gathered is to fulfil the thesis component of a master’s
degree program in women'’s studies. I have seen the interview questions and recognize that
some of the questions that will be asked are personal. I may refuse to answer any questions
that I do not feel comfortable answering. Given the nature of this material, I may contact
Debi Kaetz, a counselor, to discuss any issues that may arise from the interview. I
understand that my participation is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time with no
penalties. I understand that I will participate in taped interviews and will have the
opportunity to read and change the transcript of said interview. I have the right to ask that the
tape-recorder be turned off at any time. I also have the right to say that I am feeling
uncomfortable or that I disagree with Lisa. I understand that I will not be identified as a
participant and any identifying information may be deleted from the final report. Imay direct
the treatment of the tapes upon completion of the thiesis. I understand that the information
will be used for academic purposes only and confidentiality will be held in all instances. I
have read this consent form and understand what it says. My signature is my consent to

participate in the interview.

Participant Date
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Researcher Date
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