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ABSTRACT

Lesbians, as a group, have been under-researched to date. This study examines the
lived experience of lesbians in the hopes that stereotypical and presumptive notions about
leshian psychological development will be replaced with knowledge based upon research
data. The experiences of lesbians who have a later resolution of their sexual identity and
the effect a later resolution has on their work identity and professional attainment is
explored in this retrospective qualitative study. Nine subjects who resolve their lesbian
sexual orientation in their late twenties or later are interviewed twice using a life story
narrative methodology. A post-modernist framework and Jessica Benjamin’s theory of
intersubjectivity anchor the study. Specificity and individuality replace the idea of a
single metanarrative to explain what it means to be lesbian. The intrapsychic and the
interpersonal experience of the participants are both privileged.

A holistic-content data analysis reveals several findings. Lesbians who resolve
their sexual orientation later are not a homogeneous group. While they share many
commonalities, there are also significant differences in their life experiences. It cannot
be assumed that a later resolution is necessarily due to homophobia, either external or
internalized. Important aspects of sexual and work identity need not be completed in
adolescence or early adulthood for healthy and happy psychological outcomes to be
obtained. When leshian sexual orientation is fully resolved, even when it occurs later in
life, there is a noticeable positive impact in the realm of work. Finally, a more nuanced
and complex view of sexual and work identity development can help clinicians discern

the difference between individual specificity and pathology.
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The best way out is always through.

-Robert Frost
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Clinical Example

The client, Zoe, is an Ivy-Leaguer with impressive academic credentials. She
graduates from college in the late nineteen seventies feeling not precisely “unequipped”
for the next stage of her life but rather uninterested in it. This surprises her because she
has known herself to be an ambitious sort. Choosing a “professional career” lacks
salience for her and this is an uncomfortable situation because all of her peers are gearing
up for professional schools or “good jobs.” She thinks to herself, “All I really want is to
fall in love.” But therein lays the difficulty. The person she would like to fall in love
with, that as yet unknown, unmet, person is another woman. Zoe is gay and knows it but
cannot allow herself to reveal this knowledge to another soul nor can she allow herself to
fully know it. She is aware of groups on campus where there are lesbians, but she feels
utterly unable to have any sort of association with this group of women. She can scarcely
bring herself to say the word “leshian” to herself much less to say it aloud.

Zoe is simultaneously scared to death that someone might suspect her of being a
leshian —although none of her behaviors would lead to such a suspicion—and horrified
that no one will ever figure out that she is a lesbian, leaving her utterly alone and
forsaken. Work, career, a profession, seem, if not irrelevant, colorless and devoid of

meaning. She does find employment, after all, she is well schooled, but work feels flat



and often pointless because she feels she needs to leave a big piece of herself at home
each day. Zoe dates men. She fulfills the societal obligations of a single, available,
woman. It takes increasingly more energy to manage her feelings around knowing she
wants a relationship with another woman while acting as if she is heterosexual. To Zoe
there seems to be no way out of her dilemma. She realizes that being gay carries less
stigma than it did in previous generations but that does little to allay her fears about how
she will manage in her world among family and friends and employers and others, if she,
not some faceless other gay person, proclaims her homosexuality.

Zoe does her best to sublimate, but not being able to share the internal drama that
most preoccupies her circumscribes her friendships both at work and socially. Keeping
her feelings to herself seems to have the effect of dulling her, of making her less engaged
with all of her activities. As aware of it as Zoe is, she feels powerless to do anything
about it. And so it goes, for years. Zoe marries and has children. She loves her husband
and her children. But the knowledge that she is a lesbian gnaws at her, refusing to go
away. There are a series of unfulfilled crushes on women and then a divorce. Zoe enters
therapy. She is in her mid-thirties. Over the course of therapy, Zoe is finally able to
accept who she is and what she wants. To her amazement, the world she beheld in pale
shades of gray suddenly blooms in Technicolor. And to her further astonishment, Zoe
finds her way out of an unsatisfying job and onto a career path that promises challenge
and fulfillment.

For Zoe, coming to terms with her lesbian sexual orientation and settling into a
career path are linked. There is not only a revitalization in the sexual realm but in the

realm of work. Work, career, professional development, which seemed to hold only



limited value for many years, suddenly become imbued with possibility. Zoe feels
invigorated and enlivened. The advanced academic degree that held little import before
now seems worthy of extraordinary efforts. Gaining a professional identity seems not
only a plausible goal but so obvious a one that it is hard for Zoe to believe that there ever
was a time when she did not feel motivated and energized. Reaching her full potential
suddenly feels within Zoe’s grasp. Soon after, when Zoe is almost forty, she falls in love
with a woman and has a full emotional and sexual relationship with her.

Zoe’s story is one of coming to embody not only her sexuality but her place in the
world of work. This occurs later in her life. Zoe’s resolution of her sexual identity has a
noticeable effect on her work identity. Sexual identity and work identity seem vitally

connected.

Formulation of the Problem

This study explores the experience of leshians who integrate their sexual identity
later in life and the impact of late resolution of sexual orientation on their work identity.

Work is the adult “playground,” encapsulating crucial aspects of an individual’s
personality and internal psychic structure (Grey, 1989; Axelrod, 1999). Work also
powerfully affects and shapes adult personality and psychic structure (Grey, 1988; 1989;
Axelrod, 1999). Developmental psychologists, psychoanalytic theorists, and sociologists
concur that work represents the culmination of childhood and adolescent identity
processes: it is the proscenium upon which adults lead their lives and leave their marks
(Freud, 1930; Erikson, 1950; 1959; Vaillant & Milofskyt, 1980; Settersten, 1999; Sterns

& Huyck, 2001). Work can be seen as the summary of the developmental and identity



processes leading up to adulthood while also being at the center of adult development
itself. Work plays an essential role in an adult’s meaning system, at least in Western
societies. Work gives meaning and purpose to people’s lives as well as being a place,
physically and psychologically, where meaning gets expressed for adults.

The personal and work experiences of lesbians are under-researched and
understudied in the psychoanalytic and clinical social work fields (Saari, 2001; Magee &
Miller, 1997; Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000). Magee & Miller (1997) cite Mitchell’s
1981 position, which he recanted in 1996, that homosexual material does not often appear
in psychoanalytic case write-ups because most analysts feel that “homosexuality does not
pose particularly distinctive or unique features in terms of analytic work” (p. 59). There
has been a tendency, until recently, to universalize the developmental route to
homosexuality in the psychoanalytic field. Etiological theories based on pathology took
precedence over clinical material (Magee & Miller, 1997; Downey & Friedman, 1998;
Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000; Reed, 2002). The lived experience of lesbians is solicited
in this study.

For too long the lesbian experience has been invisible. Saari (2001) speaks to the
toll on lesbians of their invisibility. The inability to share meaning with others, in Saari’s
view, impedes recognition of options for behavior and constricts the ability to envision a
future (2001, p. 648). This is consistent with Erikson’s (1959) belief that the formation
of a solid ego identity emerges out of the experience of being with others where a person
can be most himself, among those who mean most to him. All too often in clinical work

the meaning of being a lesbian is unexamined and, in important ways, the lesbian may



remain invisible to her therapist and to herself (Saari, 2001; Magee & Miller, 1997; Reed,
2002).

Lesbian experience and the difficulties that might ensue from identifying as
leshian are generally seen in terms of social stigma and social discrimination.
Homophobia certainly continues to be an especially repugnant reality that lesbians have
to contend with. Coping with homophobia, in its external and internalized
manifestations, however, is not sufficient to explain the experience of these particular
lesbians. Lesbians living in the United States in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
have all had to contend with a social and cultural milieu that is at times discriminatory,
intolerant, and oppressive. Even in this less than ideal environment, some women
integrate their sexual identity early on, in their adolescence or early adulthood. But this is
not the case for the lesbians in this study and the question is how best to understand this.
In this study a later resolution of lesbian sexual identity is viewed as both an intrapsychic
and an interpersonal phenomenon. Career and professional attainment are investigated in
relation to late resolution because work is a place where the internal (intrapsychic) and
external (interpersonal) forces operating in an adult’s life are readily revealed (Grey,
1988; 1989; Axelrod, 1999; Vaillant, 1980; Levinson, 1978).

Work itself has tended to be under-examined in the clinical domain (Axelrod,
1999). It is common practice, for example, when clinicians publicly present their work to
“disguise” their patients’ professions, as if what patients do is somehow less pertinent and
relevant to the understanding of the case. The experience that individuals have in their

work life has the potential to illuminate many of the psychodynamic issues patients bring



to therapy. This study paves the way for the intersection and connection between work
and sexual orientation to be thought about in new and vital ways.

In looking at the work and career experiences of these particular lesbians,
stereotypical clinical understandings of the integration of a minority sexual identity are
replaced by more nuanced versions. By exploring sexual identity and work identity
together, a deeper psychological understanding of these particular lesbians who have had
a later resolution of their sexual orientation is obtained. Visibility replaces invisibility
and the psychoanalytic ideal of individual specificity and knowing becomes possible.
Cohler & Galatzer-Levy (2000) speak directly to the importance of this for clinical work:

As in all aspects of psychoanalytic work, there must not be any a prior

assumption of a privileged position for either heterosexuality or

homosexuality. The sole focus is on the meaning for the analysand of an

aspect of sexuality and on fostering an enhanced sense of vitality and
responsiveness . ... (p. 313)



CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

Overview

Life Cycle and Life Course Theories

Erik Erikson’s (1950; 1959) epigenetic theory of development was the catalyst for
this study. Erikson (1950; 1959) built upon Freud’s psychosexual drive theory, with its
age-specific erogenous developmental phases. Erikson (1950; 1959) delineated a stage
theory of development that continued throughout the life cycle, extending psychoanalytic
theory beyond infantile sexuality, and broadening the conflicts and vicissitudes of
development to include not only the psychosexual but the psychosocial as well. Erikson
(1950; 1959) was interested in how the relationships an individual had with others and
with the larger culture and society affected that individual’s development and the
formation of his identity.

Erikson (1950; 1959) conceptualized development and identity formation as
emerging from a series of natural, unfolding progressions from one maturational stage to
another. Successful completion of one stage was a prerequisite for movement into the
next. Pathology was understood as failure to successfully master the developmental
challenges of a given stage. Indeed, failure to master one stage was seen as preventing
mastery of subsequent stages (Vaillant & Milofsky, 1980). Developmental gains were

achieved through the resolution of psychosocial crises which Erikson ([1959] 1980)



formulated in dialectical terms: trust vs. mistrust; autonomy vs. shame and doubt;
initiative vs. guilt; industry vs. inferiority; identity vs. identity diffusion; intimacy vs.
isolation; generativity vs. self-absorption; integrity vs. despair (pp. 51-107). These
psychosocial crises were viewed as expectable, predictable, and necessary developmental
events, following the epigenetic principle of growth ([1959] 1980, p. 53).

Of significance to this study was Erikson’s contention that the consolidation of a
sense of self, what he called identity formation, preceded the individual being able to take
his place in society and achieving intimacy and a work identity (1959; McAdams, 2001).
Erikson ([1959], 1980) felt that an individual “learn[s] to be most himself where he
means most to others — those others, to be sure, who have come to mean most to him,”
(p.109). Identity was an expression of “both a persistent sameness within oneself (self
sameness) and a persistent sharing of some kind of essential character with others,”
(Erikson, [1959] 1980, p. 109). Being oneself in the context of others, sharing one’s self-
sameness and identity with others and achieving adult intimacy were all seen as critical
components to establishing a place in the world of work. In Erikson’s stage theory of
development, achieving adult intimacy was not only a crucial part of establishing one’s
identity, it was what permitted “the apprentice to become the master craftsman,” (Vaillant
& Milofsky, 1980, p. 1349).

Erikson’s epigenetic developmental construct establishes a normative sequencing
of events where identity, sexuality, and work are seen as vitally connected. Life cycle
theory raises many questions that are relevant to this study. For example, how are
subsequent stages of development navigated when a lesbian is struggling to resolve issues

related to self sameness in the context of her sexuality? When this particular lesbian is



ambivalent about sharing what she may know or suspect about herself, what sort of
impact does that have on her ability to take on a work identity that requires, in life cycle
theory, a significant sharing of herself with others? If Erikson ([1959]1980) is correct,
and there is a correlation between achieving mature intimacy with a significant other and
career, then, would it not to be expected that unresolved issues around sexual identity and
orientation would have an effect on the establishment of a work identity and/or career
advancement?

In the nineteen sixties, life cycle theory began to be supplanted by life course
theory (Fry, 2003). Salient features of life course theory for this study include the
importance of social norms, social roles and social timing. The theory of social norms
encompasses ideas about what is socially expected and expectable; the theory of social
roles revolves around the expected tasks of individuals. Social timing relates to when
individuals are expected to do what is normative.

Life course theory reiterates the importance of work for the adult. Work is seen
as the center of adult development. Work is what adults strive towards according to
social norms and roles and according to social clocks. Work is also viewed as a
developmental force indelibly shaping adult lives (McAdams, 2001; Settersten, 1999;
Nemiroff & Colarusso, 1980; Axelrod, 1999).

Life course theory allows for more individual variance than life cycle theory
posits. The idea of equifinality, for example, emphasizes that developmental outcomes
can come about in a myriad of ways (Settersten, 1999). This would mean, for this study,
that late resolution of sexual orientation might not have as negative an outcome as life

cycle theory might suggest. Having said this, however, a prominent concept in the life
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course literature is that of “on-time” and “off-time.” “On-time” refers to developmental
milestones completed at the expected time according to the norms of society. “Off-time”
refers to when accomplishment of these tasks and goals occurs at non-normative times.
Neugarten (1979) was the first to identify the importance of this phenomenon. As other
theorists have explored this idea, what has emerged is that while there is a great deal of
variance among individuals as to when certain events occur in their lives, those
individuals who do things “on-time” seem to experience a greater satisfaction and
“positive morale” (Cohler & Boxer, 1984). The advantage of doing things “on-time”
clearly extends into the world of work for adults. Settersten (1999) in his review of the
life course literature found that those individuals who enjoyed early success in their
education and work lives reaped significant benefits in the latter part of their careers (p.
59). If this idea from life course theory is correct, and the preparation for work and early
work experiences have a significant impact on an individual’s work life, then it might be
expected that the lesbians in this study, who find themselves stymied in the formation
and/or solidification of their sexual identity and orientation, would see a difference in the
progression of their work lives. To put it differently, these particular lesbians who have
taken longer to integrate their homosexual identity might very well experience
themselves as “off-time” in comparison to their heterosexual peers and to other leshians
who are not wrestling with their sexual orientation. Based on life course theory, the
subjects in this study would be expected to experience some adverse effects in the realm

of work.
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Vocational Psychology Perspective

The idea that these particular lesbians might encounter delays or derailments in
their career development as a result of the added developmental and social challenges and
difficulties of having a minority sexual identity was borne out in a review of the
vocational psychology literature on lesbian career development (Boatwright et e., 1996;
Croteau & Hedstrom, 1993; Dunkle, 1996; Fassinger, 1995; Hetherington & Orzek,
1989; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996; Nauta et al, 2001; Rheineck, 2005). These researchers
found that the consolidation of a lesbian identity involved the expenditure of considerable
emotional and psychological resources that left many lesbians with significantly less
energy and motivation to deal with career concerns.

Boatwright et al (1996) described the turmoil of securing a lesbian identity as “a
second adolescence,” a time which “recycled” the identity confusion and struggle Erikson
identified in adolescence (p.212). The result of this “second adolescence” was a sense of
being “behind” their peers and “off-track” from expected norms for career development
(p.223). Dunkle (1996) also frames the establishment of a gay or lesbian identity in
developmental terms, suggesting that difficulties in integrating a homosexual sense of
self result in lower vocational maturity and adaptability (p. 157).

Self-concept, with its correlate self-esteem, and exposure to role models are
viewed as critical components in career development. A strong sense of self, self
confidence, and seeing positive role models are integral to career development
(Hetherington & Orzek, 1989; Fitzgerald & Betz,(1983); Fassinger, 1995; Dunkle,1996;

Rheineck, 2005).
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Issues related to low self-esteem and lesbian identity are connected, in the
vocational psychology literature, to the “coming out” process. This is the developmental
trajectory that lesbians (and gay men) are seen as having to traverse in order to secure a
healthy identity as a homosexual person. The vocational psychology literature
emphasizes that for many lesbians, securing a homosexual identity and securing a career
occur at the same time, making career development especially stressful and complicated.
The idea is that the process of assuming a lesbian identity involves, at least short-term, a
loss of self-esteem as the individual confronts, privately and/or publicly, the negative
effects of homophobia among family, friends, and larger institutions, including the work
environment. Lowered self-esteem is seen as an outcome of either having to hide one’s
sexual identity and the negative impact of maintaining secrecy or as the outcome of
confronting homophobic responses to one’s sexual identity. In either case, low self-
esteem often leads to a lack self-confidence and lessened self-efficacy making career
exploration and decision making more difficult (Nauta, 2001; Dunkle; 1996; Fassinger,
1995; Chung, 1995; Hetherington & Orzek, 1989).

The lack of leshian role models is viewed as another major factor in the
difficulties lesbians have in finding their place in the world of work. This is often
characterized, in the vocational psychology literature, in terms of lack of role models in

non-traditional careers (Hetherington & Orzek, 1989).

Homosexual ldentity Developmental Models
The vocational psychology literature on lesbian career development utilizes

models of lesbian and gay identity development, but the idea of a separate and additional
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line of development for lesbians and gay men began to emerge in developmental studies
in the nineteen seventies (Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).
Perhaps the most cited of these stage models of lesbian and gay identity development is
that of Cass (1979). Cass (1979) outlines six stages that lesbians and gay males go
through in the establishment of an integrated and positive homosexual identity:

Stage 1: Identity Confusion

Stage 2: Identity Comparison

Stage 3: Identity Tolerance

Stage 4: Identity Acceptance

Stage 5: Identity Pride

Stage 6: Identity Synthesis

In Cass’ model of homosexual development, Stage 1 is when the individual first
begins to consider that he or she might be homosexual. Cass describes this as the
individual’s first attempt to translate the concept of homosexuality into a first-person
perspective from a third-person perspective (p.234). This is the stage when the
individual begins to self-observe and to think that there is something about his or her
behaviors (which Cass defines as acts, thoughts and feelings) that could be called
homosexual. Coping with the confusion and discomfort that arises when the individual
realizes that they might not be heterosexual, as is expected in Western society, is a
hallmark of this stage. At this juncture, the individual can either shut down the whole
process and refuse to accept that they might be homosexual, Cass refers to this as
foreclosure, or the individual can accept that this idea has some meaning and begin to

deal with it, either in a positive or less than positive manner (pp. 234-236).
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Stage 2 in Cass’ model is that of Identity Comparison. This is the period when
the individual very tentatively begins to consider that he or she might be homosexual.
Given that homosexuality in Western societies is negatively valued overall, the idea that
the individual might belong to this minority sexual group can produce significant feelings
of alienation, a sense of loss of continuity and confusion. Foreclosure can occur at this
stage as well.

In Stage 3, there is a growing acceptance of the idea that the individual is
homosexual. This explanation of self makes increasingly more sense and the individual
makes more attempts to get social, sexual, and emotional needs met. This often includes
some disclosure to others, in particular to other lesbians and gay men. This stage is
characterized by a growing tolerance on the part of the individual that he or she is
homosexual. Foreclosure remains a possibility at this stage if there are too many negative
experiences.

The hallmark of Stage 4 is that tolerance is replaced by acceptance. There is
increasing contact with other lesbians and gay males. Cass sees this as an essential piece
in the solidification of a homosexual identity: as more people come to identity that person
as lesbian or gay, this encourages a stronger sense of being that kind of person (p.244). In
this stage there is also more disclosure of sexual identity to non-homosexuals. These
processes are viewed as helping the lesbian or gay male to more strongly embrace their
identity and to feel that “gays are just as good as straights,” (p. 245).

During Stage 5, Identity Pride, the idea that lesbians and gay males are just as
good as non-homosexuals is replaced by a devaluation of heterosexuality. Being

homosexual is preferred to being heterosexual. There is an immersion into the gay and
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leshian subculture with a strong sense of group identification. As Cass puts it, “lesbian or
gay identity has now become a public pronouncement” (p. 246).

Stage 6, ldentity Synthesis, represents a stage of less anger and alienation and
opposition to heterosexuality as “an ideology” (p. 246). There is greater public
interaction with others as a lesbian or a gay male which Cass believes strengthens the
inner psychological experience of identity. Being a lesbian or gay male is now an
integrated part of the whole self which can be well maintained in a daily fashion. (p.
247).

Both McCarn & Fassinger (1996) and Gonsiorek (1995) review and discuss the
leshian and gay identity developmental models, including those of Cass (1979), Coleman
(1982), Troiden (1989) Sophie (1985-1986), Chapman & Brannock (1987), Dank (1971),
Grace (1979), Hencken & O’Dowd (1977), Lee (1977), and Plummer (1975). The
models of each of these theorists have much in common. There is found to be: 1) a long,
often arduous, process of personally coming to terms with same-sex desire and the
changes in self-concept required to accommodate and act upon those desires; 2)
movement from self-affirmation to disclosure to others of sexual orientation; and 3) a
strong identification with the gay and lesbian community (p. 513). McCarn &
Fassinger’s (1996) main critique of many of the developmental models, and the rationale
for coming up with one of their own, is that group affiliation and group identification are
considered to be a higher developmental achievement than self affirmation and identity
consolidation. McCarn & Fassinger go as far as to describe many gay and leshian
developmental models as imposing a “tyranny in which political activism and universal

disclosure become signs of an integrated lesbian/gay identity. The models deal little with
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the meaning of homoerotic intimacy, addressing mostly accommodation to minority
group membership” (p. 519).

The tension in lesbian/gay developmental theory is the same, then, as that of
mainstream developmental theory: how to balance the intrapsychic with the social and
cultural experience. The social, political, cultural and historical milieus play an indelible
role in shaping the internal experience, and internal experiences shape how the social,
political, cultural and historical milieus are received. The challenge is to avoid
privileging the intrapsychic over the interpersonal or the interpersonal over the
intrapsychic but to give due consideration to both aspects.

Having said this, the lesbian/gay developmental models certainly expand the
paradigm of life cycle and life course theories, which often presume heterosexuality as
the normative and healthy outcome of adolescence and young adulthood (see, for
example, Nemiroff & Colarusso, 1980, EBSCO, pp. 4-5). The leshian and gay identity
developmental models provide a means of depathologizing the leshian and gay
developmental experience. They also effectively open up the discussion, enabling the
exploration of the effects of societal oppression and persecution, or homophobia, on an
individual’s development.

In the literature on homosexual development and the homosexual psychological
experience, societal and cultural discrimination, intolerance, and oppression are seen as
playing a large role in the developing psychology of lesbians and gay men (Cass, 1996;
Malyon, 1982; Drescher, 2000; Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000). Malyon (1982), in what
is considered a seminal work on internalized homophobia in gay males, suggests that the

socialization of children depends upon their internalizations of culturally sanctioned
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attitudes and values which means that gay men internalize antihomosexual attitudes and
values since the greater society is heterosexist and homophobic (Downey & Friedman,
1996, p. 472). These negative internalizations affect “identity formation, self esteem, the
elaboration of defenses, patterns of cognition, psychological integrity, and object
relations,” contributing to “a propensity for guilt and intropunitiveness among
homosexual males,” (Malyon, 1982, p. 60).

Cass (1996) maintains that when expectations in a society are linked with a
heterosexual orientation, then being a leshian is experienced as a loss of continuity with
the past, present, and future (p.236). Gair (1995) writes of the loss of self-cohesion and
the rise of the “false self” when the leshian’s self is viewed as “foreign, malevolent,
contemptuous, and hateful,” (p.108). Gair (1995) suggests that the lesbian can look
socially capable and well-functioning but self-cohesion is based on a false self. For Gair
(1995), the impact of hiding one’s true self is not feeling entitled to “the possibilities,
responsibilities, partnerships, families, success, and respect” that are automatically
allocated to heterosexuals (p. 114). Magee & Miller (1996) discuss how the need to hide
and be secretive about one’s sexual identity inhibits the elaboration and organization of
the self (p. 198). Falco (1996) concurs, maintaining that non-disclosure of sexual
orientation often generalizes to other psychological areas of a lesbian’s life. She believes
that hidden aspects (her words) of the self are very often self-interpreted as bad aspects.
She believes that this internal landscape often results in rigidity in interpersonal

relationships (p. 401).
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Psychoanalytic Perspective

Downey & Friedman (1998) in their overview of how female homosexuality has
been discussed and portrayed in the psychoanalytic literature make the point that for a
long time it was assumed that the experiences of lesbians mirrored that of gay men.
Socarides (1978) in particular characterized leshian psychological development in this
way. There has also been, until quite recently, a pervasive view in psychoanalytic theory
that female homosexuality could best be understood as an outcome of developmental
psychopathology, most often depicted as clustering around difficulties in separation-
individuation (Downey & Friedman,1998, pp. 474-475; Magee & Miller, 1997; Reed,
2002). Lesbian and feminist psychoanalytic writers have sought to challenge the idea
that to be a lesbian signified a developmental derailment or arrest (Schuker,1996; Reed,
2002; Magee & Miller, 1997; Cass, 1996; Harris, 1995, 2005; Downey & Friedman,
1998; Jacobo, 2001; Fassinger,1995). Schuker (1996), writing in the Journal of the
American Psychoanalytic Association, is typical of these writers, as she takes issue with
the notion that there is a singular route to female homosexuality, “ ... there is no unitary
dynamic or etiologic theme [that] provides us with universal understanding of these
[lesbian] patients” (EBSCO, p. 10). Schuker (1996) makes the point that being
immutable does not necessarily mean it is biological (EBSCO, p. 9).

Finding a biological basis to explain homosexuality has been one way in which
gay and lesbian writers, and their supporters, have sought to lessen the psychoanalytic
pathology associated with the topic. If being homosexual is a result of having a “gay
gene” or a different set of prenatal hormones, then, the thinking goes, homosexuals

cannot be blamed for their object choice (Downey & Friedman, 1998; Magee & Miller,
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1997; Reed, 2002; Schuker, 1996; Harris, 2005). The biological data, to date, is
inconclusive and as Magee & Miller (1997) and others suggest, even if there is a
biological explanation for why a person is homosexual as opposed to heterosexual, such
explanations do not capture the subjective experience and meaning of being gay or
leshian for that particular individual.

The etiology of lesbianism is beyond the scope of this study. The goal is to find a
way to understand and appreciate what the experience of these particular leshians who
have struggled to integrate their sexual identity has been. To do so requires that the
voices of these lesbians be heard in as unfettered a fashion as possible. Just as feminist
psychoanalytic thinkers in their theorizing on gender revealed that women’s experience
was not simply a female version of the male experience (Chodorow, 1989, 1995; Harris,
1996, 2005; Goldner, 1995), so too with leshian experience. Lesbians are not simply
female versions of male homosexuals or masculine women (Reed, 2002; Magee &
Miller, 1997; Young-Bruehl, 2000.)

Psychoanalytic theory in many ways has been unkind to lesbians. Lesbians were
portrayed as regressed, developmentally arrested at preoedipal levels, disturbed in their
oedipal relationships, seen as caricatures of men (Reed, 2002; Jacobo, 2001; Magee &
Miller, 1997; Young-Bruehl, 2000; Downey & Friedman, 1998). But psychoanalytic
technique offers a way out. By exploring with lesbians their thoughts, feelings, and
fantasies, by adhering to the principles of over or multiple determinism, by giving berth
to both conscious and unconscious phenomena, and by acknowledging the interplay
between internal and external experience and development (Magee & Miller, 1997;

Jacobo, 2001; Chodorow, 1989; Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000) it becomes possible to
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move beyond descriptions and theoretical assumptions to learn and know in an intimate
and meaningful way what the experience is of lesbians who have had a later resolution of

their sexual orientation.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

It makes sense to situate a study of identity, in this case sexual and work identity,
in developmental theory. Classical psychoanalysis is, after all, a developmental theory
where psychosexual development, is seen as the biological and ontological impetus for
growth (Freud 1930; Lichtenstein 1970; Saari 1991, 2001; Erikson 1950, 1959). Since
Freud, the psychoanalytic field has broadened its view of development, reaching beyond
drive theory and libidinal phases. Nonetheless, ideas about development have remained a
theoretical constant. Developmental issues are evident in ego psychology as it grapples
with the vicissitudes of the developing ego; in object relations as it seeks to understand
how the internal life affects and is affected by external interactions with significant
caregivers through the mechanisms of projection and introjection and fantasy; and in
self-psychology as it conceives self-structure deficits emerging from less than optimal
caregiving, to name a few of the major trends in psychoanalytic thought. In life cycle and
life course theories, development is cast as a series of epigenetic life stages or, at the very
least, as a series of expectable and prescribed stages or phases. Throughout
psychoanalytic thought there is an implicit, oftentimes explicit, universalizing and
essentializing character to the theories (Chodorow 1996, 1999; Harris 2005).

Theory is necessary to guide the clinician. But there are dangers to viewing

individuals in universal and essentialist patterns, of forcing unity by excluding or
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repressing that which would disrupt that unity (Benjamin 1995, p. 10). As Chodorow
(1999) says:

Patterns and tendencies are useful clinical reminders of possible empirical

repertoires and orient us, in our listening, in a generalized preconscious

way. They are useful in the individual case, or at different times in the

analytic process, but they cannot be more than that for a particular patient

at a particular moment. (pp. 61-62)

In this study, life cycle theory and life course theory has proven to be an
invaluable starting place for thinking about the lives of these particular lesbians. But as
helpful as life cycle and life course theories are, the limitations of the overarching
theoretical construct is to be found in the loss of the individual’s specificity, that is, in
locating the unique meaning each lesbian brings to her experience. Stage theories aptly
and usefully describe “patterns” (Chodorow 1999); indeed, they are persuasive because
of the ability of so many to identify with the pattern. Cass (1973) and McCarn and
Fassinger’s (1996) elucidations of the “stages” gay men and women go through on the
way to accepting their full identity as gay men and women has much that would resonate
for this population. The purpose in theorizing a separate or additional line of
development for gay men and women was to address and correct heterosexist notions of
sexual identity and orientation. The problem with this strategy is that it repeats the
failings of the developmental constructs it criticizes: theories positing a separate line of
development for homosexuals imagine an equally prescribed and invariable set of stages
through which gay men and women proceed to attain their homosexual identity. Stage

theories of development have great descriptive utility but they are hindered by a one size
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fits all approach, and, its critics would argue, a sense that there is a desired, normative
outcome that is predicted from the outset (Harris 2005; Dimen 1999; Schwartz 1999).

For the lesbians being investigated in this study, lesbian developmental stage
theories might well describe the sequencing of events, but they would fail to explain why
for this particular group of lesbians the resolution of their sexual orientation takes longer.
What is missing is the internal, intrapsychic, experiential piece of the equation for these
particular subjects. This, it seems, is the point Shelby (2000) is trying to make in his
refutation of Drescher’s (and many others) idea that understanding and overcoming
internalized homophobia requires more than addressing the effects of social stigma. He
writes, “If something has been internalized, we must consider the entire personality and
how the internalized element is woven and managed within the complexity and
uniqueness of the individual human mind” (pp. 276-277).

How best to surmount the limitations of developmental theory while retaining the
valuable insights and guideposts it can offer? Jessica Benjamin’s (1988; 1990; 1995;
1999) formulation of intersubjectivity offers a robust theoretical and conceptual
framework for deepening the field of analysis.

Four major ideas contained in Benjamin’s articulation of intersubjectivity will be
helpful to this study. They are: 1) the stance of “overinclusiveness,” referred to as a
position of both/and; 2) mutual recognition and its corollary, breakdown; 3) use of the

object; and 4) “thirdness.”
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The Stance of ““Overinclusiveness™ and Both/And

Benjamin’s stance of “overinclusiveness” means that the realms of the
intrapsychic and the interpersonal are both valued, and neither perspective is privileged
over the other. The advantage of this both/and position is that it can, in Benjamin’s
([1990] 1999) words:

...account both for the pervasive effects of human relationships on psychic

development and for the equally ubiquitous effects of internal psychic

mechanisms and fantasies in shaping psychological life and interaction.

(p. 185)

Benjamin views development as resulting from the inevitable internal and
interpersonal tensions the subject experiences upon discovering that the other is not
merely an object of its own intrapsychic wishes and phantasies but is a separate subject in
possession of its own mind. In this sense, development is understood as what occurs
when two minds meet — or the failure thereof. The meeting of two minds is understood to
be at once an internal, intrapsychic experience and a relational one.

The both/and position also provides a means of moving beyond the dualism
present in so much of Freudian and post-Freudian psychoanalytic thought. The binary
construct of either/or, with its conceptualizations of male/female, active/passive,
heterosexual/homosexual, has retained a position of explanatory authority at the expense
of the lesbian’s experience. To say that a leshian “must be like a man, wish to be a man,
or have inadequate feminine identifications,” (Reed 2002, EBSCO 1/16/06, p. 3) because
there are only two gender categories, male and female, is to do a great disservice to the
subjective experience of lesbians (Burch 1993). By adopting Benjamin’s approach of

both/and [a position taken by other feminist psychoanalytic theorizers such as Chodorow
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as well] this study will, hopefully, be freed from the constraining binds of dichotomous

categorizing which is the antithesis of psychoanalytic investigation.

Mutual Recognition and Breakdown

Benjamin ([1990]1999) believes that an individual can only experience her full
subjectivity, that is, her full sense of self in another’s presence. A person can only be
fully herself when others recognize her and when she is able to recognize others in return.
The mutuality of the recognition, the sense of mutual influence and understanding, leads
to a powerful and pleasurable feeling of being known and knowing others. When there is
mutual recognition, as Benjamin defines it, there is ample room in the dyad for two
subjectivities, two sensibilities, two minds ([1990] 1999, pp. 186-188).

Benjamin’s ideas about mutual recognition are an outgrowth of the extensive
mother-infant research which indicates that, from the very beginning, there is more
reciprocity and interaction going on between mother and baby than was previously
supposed ([1990] 1999, pp. 188-189). Mother and child respond to each other by way of
recognition and this early caretaker/infant dyad(s) forms the initial basis of
intersubjectivity. In Benjamin’s articulation of development, maturation is evidenced not
solely in the steps the child takes towards separation and individuation but also in her
creation of connections and mutual recognition ([1990] 1999; 1995). Benjamin is of the
view that separation and individuation should not be privileged over attachment and
connection. She states, “The implicit assumption in differentiation theory is that
acknowledging difference has a higher value, is a later achievement, and is more difficult

than recognizing likeness,” (1995, p. 49-50). When studying women, a framework such
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as Benjamin’s which strives to understand attachment and connection as something more
than symbiotic and merger phenomena, has much to offer. It allows for the psychology
of the women who are to be studied here to be seen as mature and non-pathological rather
than as incomplete, fixated, regressed or immature (Benjamin, 1995; Chodorow, 1989,
1996, 1999; Reed, 2002; Jordan et al., 2004).

The road to mutual recognition, in Benjamin’s ([1990]1999; 1995) formulation, is
not an easy one. The struggle for recognition involves balancing the dialectic inherent in
the acceptance of both likeness and difference in the other person and the ability to
sustain the paradoxical tension of the two. The encounter with the other as subject rather
than object is not a one-time occurrence but is an ongoing affair. In the meeting of the
intrapsychic and the interpersonal there are inevitable and unavoidable moments of
breakdown. Benjamin (2000) describes breakdown in this way:

It is when the tension or dialectic between negation and recognition

collapses that we see breakdown. Breakdown means unassimiliable

difference. It feels impossible to recognize the other because her

“interpretation” of our actions and intentions, or even her very existence,

is too alien (too negating) to our own sense of self. The most typical form

relationships take in breakdown is complementarity, the relation between

“doer” and “done-to” — the relation in which only one person can be

subject, can decide meaning, can determine the course of action, can get

his way. (pp. 1-2)

When there is breakdown, relationships are played out in the register of power
(Benjamin [1990]1999, p 194). There is room for only one subjectivity, one mind, and
the other is forced to either submit or resist. Reality cannot be shared. This has major

ramifications intrapsychically and relationally. In this construct, the failure of mutuality

leads to a paranoid/schizoid withdrawal, where the mechanisms of projection and
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omnipotence are predominant. The object has been destroyed and cannot be used
(Benjamin citing Winnicott, [1990]1999; 1995; 2000).

How might this theoretical conceptualization be useful to this study? Benjamin’s
ideas of mutual recognition and breakdown can provide another way of understanding the
experience of homophobia for the leshians in this study. Homophobia could be viewed
as a failure of mutual recognition and as “breakdown.” Hatred of homosexuals and
homosexuality could be understood as a collapse of the two person, two subject environ.
In homophobia, there is only one subjectivity, that of the homophobe. There is no mutual
recognition of homosexuality or the homosexual. In a homophobic environment, the
homosexual must either submit to discrimination and intolerance or resist by standing
outside of it. Either way, the power struggle is not dismantled but remains a powerfully
corrosive and coercive force.

Internalized homophobia could be understood as occurring in response to the
failure of mutual recognition by significant others. As Benjamin ([1990] 1999) says,
“What cannot be worked through and dissolved with the outside other is transposed into a
drama of internal objects, shifting from the domain of the intersubjective into the domain
of the intrapsychic” (p. 192). In the context of this study, facing a lack of mutual
recognition could, potentially, draw these lesbians into an internal world fraught with
splitting, where projection and omnipotent fantasy are activated. This would look like
different things in different subjects: for some, it might manifest as extreme rage towards
outside others with fear of retaliation having an inhibiting or constricting effect on
behavior leading to social isolation or social anxiety. For others, rage and destructiveness

might be directed at the self resulting in self-loathing and self-punishing and depriving
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behaviors. For still others, the effect of breakdown is an internal world heavily
populated with bad objects or part-objects, making all relationships problematical. These
are just a few of the possibilities. Benjamin’s framework provides a theoretical
framework for thinking about homophobia: homophobia is not just a particularly
repugnant social and cultural construct but can be viewed as a manifestation of a
breakdown in intersubjectivity. The ideas of mutual recognition and breakdown can
provide this study with the theoretical traction for getting at these particular lesbians’

subjective experience of homophobia.

Use of the Object

Benjamin (1988; [1990]1999; 1995; 2000) incorporates Winnicott’s ([1969]1971)
ideas about object usage in her theory of intersubjectivity. The object’s ability to survive
its destruction by the subject allows the object to be “used,” to be experienced as more
than a projective entity. An object that survives its destruction by the subject can be fully
discovered, known, appreciated, and loved. An object that survives its destruction by the
subject moves outside of the subject’s omnipotent control (Winnicott [1969]1971, p 121)
and becomes real. Reality can now be shared.

The “use of the object’ is an integral part of Benjamin’s ideas about mutual
recognition and breakdown. When there is mutual recognition the object is able to be
“used” in the sense that Winnicott meant. When there is breakdown, object-relating has
replaced object usage. For our purposes here, use of the object has been separated out
because of its utility as a concept when looking at the realm of work and work identity.

Work is the reality principle writ large. Rose (1966) quotes Freud (1930), “No other
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technique for the conduct of life attaches the individual so firmly to reality as laying
emphasis on work,” (p. 2 EBSCO July 9, 2006). Gaining a foothold in the world of work,
being effective at work, requires, one could argue, object usage. Benjamin (1995) does
not pretend to claim that object usage and mutual recognition are gained once and
forever. Indeed, one of the strengths of her theory is an understanding that breakdown
and complementarity are constant features in the intersubjective realm. What leads to
difficulties is when aggression and the destruction of the object are not worked through or
tolerated [the object has not survived] and the individual remains in the domain of object
relating rather than in the domain of object usage. The individual resides in an internal
world of unremitting projections and unconscious fantasy. This can result in what
Benjamin (1995) describes as “a loss of balance whereby fantasies of frightening objects
overshadow all psychic experience,” (p. 92). This is essentially a paranoid/schizoid
position. Relating to the world in this way severely compromises social interactions. If
as Axelrod (1999) suggests, that “mature working requires the individual to find her place
in the social group,” (p. 14) then the inability to “use” the object in the workplace might
be expected to interfere in a significant way with achieving a solid work identity and
work attainments. Utilizing the clinical idea of object usage in this study allows this

intrapsychic experience to be explored.

Thirdness
Benjamin’s ([1990] 1999) theorizing about thirdness references the work of
Winnicott (1971) and Ogden (1986). She sees thirdness as emerging out of the

experience of mutual recognition. When two minds, two subjectivities meet in mutual
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recognition a third space is created which is greater than the sum of the two subjects.
This third space can allow for the transcendence of the bonds of complementarity and the
oscillating imposition of wills and desires. It is worth quoting Benjamin ([1990] 1999) at
length:

The notion of a third implies that there is a quality to this otherness that is

external to the reversible complementarity, something outside just me and

you to which we orient ourselves in order that the dialogue sustain a

tension between the selves rather than collapse into oneness. Only from

this standpoint can we be separate-yet-connected beings capable of a

desire that does not endlessly reflect the other’s desire—a condition in

which we are doomed to either be what the other wants, or make the other

be what we want. (pp. 205-206)

Benjamin (1995) makes the point that the child wants more from mother than
mere reflection back and mirroring. She maintains that the child experiences pleasure
from not being able to predict mother’s response and from not being able to immediately
assimilate mother’s response as long as it is in the context of understanding and not in the
context of subjugation and/or retaliation. Differences and similarities can be celebrated
within the domain of mutual recognition. This is the realm of thirdness where there is not
only pleasure but the ability to play and be creative (Benjamin, [1990]1999).

This idea of thirdness, where the interaction between subjects potentiates a space
for creativity and pleasure, is another useful concept for this study. If work is the adult
playground, as so many developmental psychologists posit, then a failure to attain a
strong work identity and place in the world of work would intimate that what might be
missing is the transitional space of thirdness. This suggests that mere tolerance in the

workplace, as advocated by the vocational psychologists, might not solve the problem of

work identity and attainment for these leshians. Tolerance certainly is an improvement
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over discrimination but it might still be too constricting. There may be too little give and
take, too little opportunity for mutual play and creative endeavor to emerge out of a

relationship that is primarily proscribed rather than naturally felt.

Theoretical and Operational Definitions

In this study, late resolution will mean that the women being studied here will
have consolidated their identity as lesbians in their adulthood rather than during mid- and
late adolescence or early twenties. Consolidation of lesbian identity will be understood to
mean that the individual lesbian has fully come to terms with her homosexuality. This
does not necessarily mean that the study participant is “out” publicly; it does mean that
the study participant no longer questions her choice of a same-sex love object.

For the purposes of this study, lesbian sexual orientation and leshian sexual
identity will be used interchangeably and as synonyms. Homosexuality as an identity is a
construct of the nineteenth century (Broido, 2000; Foucault, 1976/1990; Sedgwick,
1999). Foucault (1976/1990) is cited as the seminal work on this issue. Prior to the
nineteenth century, homosexuality was categorized as behavior, aberrant and deviant
behavior, but actions that anyone might engage in. In the nineteenth century, sexual
orientation, that is, sexual behaviors, came to characterize who an individual was. As
Foucault (1976/1990) has written about the transformation:

That nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case

history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form,

and a morphology . . . . Nothing that went into his total composition

was unaffected by his sexuality. It was everywhere present in him: at

the root of all his actions because it was their insidious and indefinitely

active principle . . . It was consubstantial with him, less as a habitual

sin than as a singular nature. . . . The sodomite had been a temporary
aberration; the homosexual was now a species. (p. 43).
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This study will make no distinction between orientation and identity in the
behavioral sphere, which is to say that women who call themselves lesbians will be so
considered whether or not they are or have been sexually active with other women. A
past history of sexual involvement with men would not disqualify a participant from this
study if the participant identified herself at present as a leshian.

Work in this study will be defined and delimited to paid labor. This is not to
suggest that unpaid activity, including volunteering, household management or child
rearing are unimportant. Lesbians can be found in the unpaid work force as readily as
heterosexual women. This study does not place a value judgment on paid versus unpaid
work. However, this study focuses on lesbians who are part of the paid labor force.

Work identity will be defined as the individual lesbian’s sense of herself in the
world of work. The term will incorporate the lesbian’s work-related ambitions and goals,
as well as her outlook on the likelihood of achieving her ambitions and goals. Work
attainment will be defined as what the individual lesbian has actually accomplished in the
sphere of work.

Intersubjectivity, as defined by Jessica Benjamin (1988; 1990; 1995; 1999),
incorporates the dual perspective of the intrapsychic and the interpersonal with mutual
recognition and breakdown, use of the object and thirdness as the key developmental and
theoretical terms. How and what the individual brings to the milieu, how the milieu
affects the individual, as well as what gets created when the intrapsychic and the
interpersonal meet will be considered.

In Benjamin’s theoretical construct, mutual recognition refers to the acceptance of

the likenesses and differences between two people when they encounter each other. It is
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conceptualized as both an internal and relational affair that affects both parties on
multiple levels. Breakdown occurs when the existence of two subjectivities, that is, of
two separate minds, cannot be tolerated by one or both parties. Breakdown is when one
individual feels the need to either submit to or resist the other. When there is breakdown,
there is only room for one subjectivity, one point of view, one mind.

Benjamin’s borrows from Winnicott in her ideas about the use of the object.

Use of the object is the theoretical idea that in order for an individual to fully recognize
and value another person, that other must survive his or her destruction. By surviving the
hatred and destruction thrust upon him or her by the individual, the other person can be
appreciated and loved and seen for who they truly are, rather than as a mental creation, or
projection, of the individual.

Finally, Benjamin’s concept of thirdness, which again is indebted to Winnicott, as
well as Ogden, encompasses the idea that the meeting of the two subjectivities, the two
minds, results in something greater than the two, namely a third space. This is the idea
that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Creativity and a freeness to be oneself
is found in thirdness. For this study, a successful work life would be seen as the adult

version of thirdness, just as play represents thirdness for a child.

Research Question Explored
The research question explored is how the late resolution of lesbian sexual
orientation impacts on these particular lesbians’ work identity and professional
attainment. What effect, if any, is there upon these lesbians’ work life and professional

goals and achievements when the consolidation and integration of their sexual identity
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and orientation have taken longer? The life-cycle and life-course literature suggests that
there will be a significant effect because “identity formation,” of which sexual identity
and orientation are a part, is “off-time.” The concept of “equifinality” softens the blow by
positing that most individuals do arrive at their given destinations at some point. But
equifinality seems to fail to capture the very personal impact of homophobia,
discrimination, heterosexism, and the lack of mutual recognition that may get embodied
and enacted by these particular leshians. It is the hypothesis of this study that the
struggle to integrate a lesbian sexual orientation does get embodied and worked through
the individual psyche. It is not enough to understand the cultural and societal framework
of homophobia and heterosexism and intolerance and discrimination to comprehend the
lives of these women. This study hypothesizes that the intersubjective experiences of
being lesbian, of knowing oneself to be a sexual minority without a way of expressing it
during adolescence and early adulthood, is not reducible to stage models of identity or to
environmental diffidence or hostility without the dynamic, psychological aspect of these
leshians’ lives being missed, ignored, or subsumed in theoretical abstraction.

This study hopes to give voice to a group of lesbians whose experiences have
remained mostly invisible to researchers. How do these particular lesbians view the
unfolding of their work lives? Do they feel that their professional and career
development went along smoothly or with difficulty during the period they were trying to
integrate their sexual orientation and identity? Did they make any sort of connection
between what was occurring in these separate realms of their adulthood as they were
going through it? Did they think about it later? Do these particular lesbians feel that

their work lives would have been different if they had been able to resolve their issues
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around their sexual orientation? If so, how? If not, can they imagine any differences in
how their work lives would have played out if they had gained an earlier resolution of
their sexual identity? Do these particular lesbians feel that this question of unresolved
sexual orientation and work is important? Does it have valence for them? Why or why
not?

In the last ten years, the field of vocational psychology has turned its lens to the
experiences of lesbian, gay and bisexual individuals in the workplace. But again what
has been given short shrift is a dynamic understanding of the internal processes these
individuals encounter as they navigate their sexual orientation and identity (Croteau, et.
al, 2000). Cultural and societal discrimination, hostility, heterosexism, and intolerance
have an enormous impact on how lesbhians, gays, and bisexuals interact with the world at
large and with the world of work in particular, and therapists and counselors are advised
to be aware and sensitive to these issues. But why do some lesbians seem to resolve
these issues more easily and feel freer to embody their lesbianism while the subjects in
this study take longer? Using an intersubjective approach to the narrative material of
these subjects, an approach that examines both the interpersonal and the intrapsychic
experiences of these particular lesbians, allow this question to be more fully and

complexly understood.

Statement of Assumptions

It is an assumption of this study that examining the realm of work can be useful
for learning about the internal dynamic of lesbians who have taken longer to resolve their

sexual orientation. It is believed that looking at these lesbians’ experience with work and
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the workplace may offer a means of making sexual identity issues, which often remain
invisible to the observer because they are internal processes, visible. Equally, an
assumption of this study is that examining the later resolution of sexual identity might
reveal important information about the work experiences of these lesbians.

In this study, homosexuality is viewed as non-pathological. Homosexuality was
officially dropped as a psychiatric disorder by the American Psychiatric Association in
1973 and it is the stance of this study that being a lesbian does not suggest or assume
anything negative about these subjects’ mental health or ability to successfully pursue a
career.

It is beyond the scope of this study to enter into the debate about who “qualifies”
as a lesbian (Brown, 1999). It will be assumed that a subject who self-identifies as a

leshian is a leshian.
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CHAPTER 111

METHODOLOGY

Research Design and Strategy

The epistemological framework anchoring this study is that of postmodernism.

A life story narrative approach is used in the collection and interpretation of data.

Framework of Postmodernism

Postmodernism is well indicated for the study of a heavily marginalized and
stigmatized population such as lesbian women. Postmodernism rejects the idea of a
single metanarrative that can adequately describe a universal reality for “humanity”
(Tierney, 2003; Burch, 1993; Sedgwick, 1990). In the postmodernist perspective, there
is room for alternative interpretations and the fluid nature of identity is posited. Subjects
and their observers are contextually situated, in the postmodern view, and as Tierney
(2003) states, “Individual lives are constant constructs embedded in societal and cultural
forces that seek to constrain some and enable others “ (p. 299). Tierney (2003) goes
further and references Smith and Watson (1992) who write, “The autobiographical
occasion becomes a site on which cultural ideologies intersect and dissect one another in
contradiction, consonance and adjacency” (p. 304). The postmodernist attempts to

investigate identity through the peeling away of cultural constructs, ideologies, and
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monolithic positivist and modernist explanations, aware, all the while, of how much the
researcher himself is “situated” in the very same labyrinth he is attempting to study.

Chodorow (1999) brings postmodernism into the realm of psychoanalytic thought.
She reminds us, as do other feminist psychoanalytical writers (Harris, 2005; Burch 1993;
Schuker, 1996; Reed, 2002), that deconstruction of the metanarrative must ultimately
reference back to the individual and the internal meanings that are operative. Knowing
that lesbians are affected by and respond differently to the cultural and societal milieu is
critical information but it is not sufficient for the psychoanalytically minded clinician. As
Chodorow (1999) writes:

As psychoanalysis documents, people avail themselves of cultural

meanings and images, but they experience them emotionally and through

fantasy, as well as in particular interpersonal contexts. Emotional

meaning, affective tone, and unconscious fantasies that arise from within

and are not experienced linguistically interact with and give individual

animation and nuance to cultural categories, stories and language (that is,

make them subjectively meaningful). Individuals thereby create new

meanings according to their own unique biographies and histories of

intrapsychic strategies and practices—meanings that extend beyond and

run counter to cultural or linguistic categories. (pp. 71-72)

In this study, a postmodernist approach allows the researcher to go beyond the
binarism of heterosexual/homosexual that has constricted the conversation about sexual
orientation and identity (Sedgwick, 1990; Magee & Miller, 1997; Harris, 2005;
Roughton, 2001). The deconstruction and re-construction of identity from a
postmodernist stance encourages a freer range of thought. Lesbians can be studied in a
less restrictive register, one that sees them as more than their dichotomous opposite, that

is, more than a non-heterosexual. It allows women who call themselves lesbian to be

viewed in all their particularity and subjectivity rather than grouped into a monolithic
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category. Benjamin (1995) speaks eloquently to the need to preserve diversity, especially
in the psychoanalytic and clinical realm:

In contemporary gender theory the use of the term “identity” assumes

difference as equivalent to the boundary between identities . . . . The

notion of singular difference as a dividing line implies that on either side

of that line is something called identity, something homogenous with

everything else on that side. . . .The idea of gender identity implies an

inevitability, a coherence, a singularity, and a uniformity that belies

psychoanalytic notions of fantasy, sexuality, and the unconscious.

(pp. 50-51)

The overarching framework of postmodernism frees this study from the
dichotomist and modernist metanarrative intrinsic to a positivist approach. This has
allowed the research to go beyond the essentialist versus social constructionist debate on
homosexuality. The essentialist position states that homosexuals are born that way, that
homosexuality is a biological and genetic circumstance (Broido, 2000; Downey &
Friedman, 1998). The essentialist stance reflects the belief that there is a specific
category of persons who are homosexual who go through a particular, homosexual,
developmental identity sequence (Broido, 2000, p. 27; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).
Those who ascribe to an essentialist position believe that there have been homosexuals in
every age and culture and that, therefore, cultural and societal constructs are, ultimately,
of little import (Broido, 2000, p. 16). Social constructionists hold that homosexuality is a
choice individuals make based upon the social, historical, and cultural contexts available
to them (Broido, 2000, 27). By using a postmodern approach, with its embrace of
multiple possible narratives, this qualitative study is able to contain both, or neither, of

these positions. Postmodernism provides a framework for the voices and experiences of

this particular subset of the lesbian population not only to be heard but to be valued.
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Life Story Narrative Approach

The research methodology of this study combines the life story narrative research
models of Lieblich et al. (1998) with Hollway & Jefferson’s (2000) free association
narrative method. Both methodologies position themselves in the postmodern
framework. Lieblich et al. (1998) hold that life story research narratives “. . . provide
access to people’s identities and personalities” (p. 7). Hollway & Jefferson (2000)
maintain that research subjects, and researchers, are “defended” subjects, meaning that
their stories and biographies reflect “anxiety-provoking life-events . . . which have been
unconsciously defended against” (p.24). The rationale behind using these two
complementary methodologies is that together they can provide a means not only to elicit
these particular lesbians’ life experiences but a robust psychological and psychoanalytical
platform to understand and interpret the meaning of these leshians’ lives. The two
methodologies gather and interpret information in a format similar to the “case study”
pioneered by Freud, and, indeed, both methodologies often refer to the data collected as
“case studies” (Lieblich et al., 1998; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000).

For the sake of reading convenience, Lieblich’s et al. (1998) terminology for
their method of life story narrative research and Hollway & Jefferson’s (2000)
terminology for their method of free association and defended subject narrative
interviewing will be collapsed into the terms life story narrative or personal narratives.
The reader will understand that such shorthand is just that: a linguistic device to refer to
the two methodologies, incorporating life story narrative research and free association

and defended subject narrative interviewing.
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The underlying premise of life story narrative research is the belief that the way
individuals make meaning of their lives is by telling stories about themselves and their
experiences (McAdams, 1993; Lieblich et al., 1998; Atkinson, 1998; Barresi & Juckes,
1997; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000; Cohler, 2000).
Lieblich et al. (1998) sum it up well:
People are storytellers by nature. Stories provide coherence and continuity
to one’s experience and have a central role in our communication with
others. . .. One of the clearest channels for learning about the inner world
is through verbal accounts and stories presented by individual narrators
about their lives and their experienced reality. (p. 7)
Life story narratives form the fabric out of which individuals make meaning of their lives
and their experiences (Cohler, 2000; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000; Atkinson, 1998;
McAdams, 1993). In an individual’s life story, the internal meaning is bound in an
historical, social and cultural matrix; people’s stories are contextually-bound (Tierney,
2003; Cohler, 2000; Lieblich et al., 1998). Life story narrative incontrovertibly places
individuals in their historical time. As Lieblich et al. (1998) write, “ [in life story
narratives] the researcher can access not only the individual identity and its systems of
meaning but also the teller’s culture and social world,” (pp. 8-9). This was useful in this
study in order to understand to what degree each participant experienced marginalization,
homophobia, discrimination, and/or discomfort with her sexuality as reflective of the
external environment and internal processes. Life story narrative methodology can elicit
this data (Tierney, 2003).

This study uses life story narrative because of it compatibility with a

psychoanalytical approach to understanding human subjects. Psychoanalysis as a

technique relies on patients telling their stories to their therapists. Freud (1920) in The
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Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman reiterates the importance of the
“analysis,” of hearing the patient’s story rather than depending solely upon
developmental schema. The metapsychology Freud was developing was broad in scope
and robust in its ability to synthesize but, he admitted, it could not predict how
development would proceed for a specific individual. One might speculate that this struck

him as particularly salient for homosexual women. It is worth quoting him at length:

So long as we trace the development from its final outcome backwards,
the chain of events appears continuous, and we feel we have gained an
insight which is completely satisfactory or even exhaustive. But if we
proceed the reverse way, if we start from the premises inferred from the
analysis and try to follow these up to the final result, then we no longer get
the impression of an inevitable sequence of events which could not have
been otherwise determined. We notice at once that there might have been
another result, and that we might have been just as well able to understand
and explain the latter. The synthesis is thus not so satisfactory as the
analysis; in other words, from a knowledge of the premises we could not
have foretold the nature of the result.

It is very easy to account for this disturbing state of affairs. Even
supposing that we have a complete knowledge of the aetiological factors
that decide a given result, nevertheless what we know about them is only
their quality, and not their relative strength. Some of them are suppressed
by others because they are too weak, and they therefore do not affect the
final result. But we never know beforehand which of the determining
factors will prove the weaker or the stronger. We only say at the end that
those which succeeded must have been the stronger. Hence the chain of
causation can always be recognized with certainty if we follow the line of
analysis, whereas to predict it along the line of synthesis is impossible.
(pp. 167-168)

Certainly, those writing about lesbian women would agree on the importance of listening
to the distinct voices and stories told by lesbians, as their experiences have so often been

overlooked or subsumed into the narratives of others or reflexively pathologized by

unanalyzed theoretical presumptions and assumptions. (Magee & Miller, 1994, 1997;
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Reed, 2002; Abramowitz, 1997; Jacobo, 2001). Life story narrative, through its
specificity, its likeness to the psychoanalytic case study, is able to capture the complexity
and subjectivity of this study’s lesbian participants. As a qualitative research method, it
is sturdy enough to find and showcase nuance and difference, as well as what was
familiar and similar. Life story narrative addresses both the intrapsychic and the

relational; life story narrative embodies intersubjectivity itself.

The Participants

Non-probability, purposive and snowball sampling methods were used to recruit
subjects for this study (Rubin & Babbie, 2001). Purposive, also known as judgmental
sampling, is especially useful when a subset of a population is being researched. In this
case, a subset of the lesbian population was interviewed, specifically, those lesbians who
resolved issues concerning their sexual orientation later in their lives rather than in their
adolescence or early adulthood. Snowball sampling proved helpful as several subjects
were able to direct the researcher to other lesbians they knew who had a later resolution
of their sexuality. Snowball sampling methods make sense when working with a
minority population that still suffers from stigmatization: subjects may be more willing to
participate when their identification as lesbian comes from a familiar rather than
unfamiliar source. Having said this, however, a third of the subjects responded to either a
flyer or to a posting on a gay and lesbian mental health research study site.

Nine lesbians were recruited for this study. There were several criteria for

participation in the study. The criteria included:
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1. The women had to have had a later resolution of their sexual identity. This
meant that they did not fully accept themselves as lesbian in their adolescence
or early twenties but only later, in their late twenties or beyond;

2. They were still in the workforce, at least part-time;

3. They were to be between the ages of thirty and sixty-nine; and

4. They were interested in exploring the connection, if any, between their later
resolution of their sexual orientation and their work identity.

The rationale for placing an age limitation on the subjects was to narrow the
number of generational cohorts. This was important in this particular study since there
has been a progressive lessening of intolerance and discrimination over the decades and
lesbians coming of age in the nineteen sixties and seventies, and later, experienced a far
different environment in terms of homophobia and intolerance than those leshians
coming of age in the forties and fifties (Cohler & Galatzer-Levy, 2000).

Recruiting participants who were still working was done in the belief that the
topic of work, work identity, work accomplishments and attainment would have more
salience for working leshians than for those who were retired.

Three participants were recruited via personal friendship circles, three subjects
learned about the study through colleagues, two participants responded to an online
posting of research studies at a local gay and lesbian community center, and one saw a
flyer posted at a local feminist bookstore.

One participant was in her early thirties, one in her early forties, three in their

early fifties, two in their mid-to-late fifties and two were in their mid sixties. Two thirds
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of the participants were Caucasian. One participant was African-American and two were

of Asian descent.

Data Collection Methods

This was a retrospective, qualitative study where the subjects were asked to think
about an earlier period of their lives. The goal was to encourage the participants to tell
stories about their experience of having a later resolution of their sexual orientation and
stories about their work lives. This was done using Lieblich et al. (1998) and Hollway &
Jefferson’s (2000) life story narrative approach where questions were deliberately broad
and open-ended. Each participant was interviewed twice. The first interview generally
lasted ninety minutes, the second, follow-up, interview, usually was sixty minutes in
length. The second interview provided an opportunity to clarify information elicited in
the first interview, it gave participants an opportunity to reflect further on whether they
felt there was a connection between sexual identity and work identity, and it further
facilitated the making of life story narratives because of the “relationship” established
between the participant and the researcher in the first interview. Participants in second
interviews were generally more relaxed and at greater ease in talking about themselves
and the subject matter at hand, as Hollway & Jefferson (2000) predicted.

Following Lieblich’s et al. (1998) premise that childhood memories and stories
often prove to be a particularly rich source of information about an individual’s
personality and lifestyle, the first interview began with an open-ended question about the
participant’s childhood that did not ostensibly have anything to do with either sexual

identity or work identity (p. 79). The participant was asked to relate a memorable story or
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two about her childhood and growing-up years. The purpose of starting the interviews in
this fashion was to set the stage for story-telling and to communicate to the participant
that the interview could be wide-ranging and free in format. This was done in an effort to
encourage the emergence of personal narratives rather than “correct” or “compliant”
answers to researcher inquiries.

Each participant was asked the same questions in the two interviews with
allowances being made for the researcher to ask additional questions that clarified,
amplified, or assisted the participant in understanding and/or expanding on the query. The
interview process was, thus, structured and semi-structured as is necessary when
undertaking a qualitative study involving more than one subject (Hollway & Jefferson,
2000; Lieblich et al., 1998).

Hollway & Jefferson (2000) emphasize, correctly it seems, the idea of the
“defended subject” and the impact being “defended” has on data collection. This is what
they have to say about the “defended subject,” and it is worth quoting at length:

The concept of an anxious, defended subject is simultaneously psychic

and social. It is psychic because it is a product of a unique biography of

anxiety-provoking life events and the manner in which they have been

unconsciously defended against. It is social in three ways: first, because

such defensive activities affect and are affected by discourses (systems of

meaning which are a product of the social world); secondly, because the

unconscious defences that we describe are intersubjective processes (that

is, they affect and are affected by others); and thirdly, because of the real

events in the external, social world which are discursively and defensively
appropriated (p. 24).

They outline four data collection caveats of which the researcher must be aware:

1. The subject may not hear the question the same way the interviewer or other
interviewees hear it;
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2. The subjects may seek to protect vulnerable aspects of themselves and this will
emerge in the way they tell their stories;

3. Subjects may not know why they feel things the way they do or why they
experience things the way they do, and

4. Subjects are motivated, unconsciously, to hide or disguise the meaning of at least
some of their feelings and behaviors (p. 26).

The idea that research participants are defended in one way or another seems a
concept of universal utility and validity to the researcher; it certainly has merit for the
researcher who is studying and analyzing data about a population that has been
marginalized and ostracized as has the lesbian population, in general, in contemporary
America.

Hollway & Jefferson (2000) hold that it is not just the research participants who
are defended. The researcher brings her own set of defenses to the interview process and
to the analyzing of data. Undoubtedly, this affects how material will be heard, what will
be asked to be clarified and amplified, as well as what the researcher communicates non-
verbally during the interview process. Lieblich etal. (1998) are mindful, as well, of the

influence on the data of the interaction between interviewee and interviewer (p.9).

Method Used for Data Analysis
Each participant was interviewed twice. Interviews were held in private spaces
where confidentiality was assured. These spaces included the researcher’s clinical office,
participants’ homes, the office of participants, the researcher’s home, and the researcher’s
hotel room for two participants who did not live in the same geographical area as the
researcher. Privacy and confidentiality were important to each participant but for several

it was extremely important: although all of the subjects had fully resolved their sexual
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identity, there was a variance in how “out” the participants were. It is important to make
this differentiation. A fully resolved sexual identity is not the same thing as full
disclosure of that identity. Generally, those subjects who were more careful in who they
disclosed their sexual orientation to were in careers or jobs where they felt that being
fully “out” was either inappropriate or potentially detrimental to their job security. The
need to be cautious in the work arena seemed to result in a greater caution around
disclosure overall for these particular subjects.

None of the participants expressed psychological distress due to the interview
process. Some were more comfortable talking about their personal life and their sexuality
than others, underscoring the value of using Hollway & Jefferson’s (2000) “defended
subject” narrative approach and Lieblich’s al. (1998) life story narrative approach. Some
discomfort was expected with this particular subset of lesbians and the methodology was
equipped to handle it, both in the data collection phase through the use of two rather than
one interview and in the data analysis phase, as the material was handled as if it were a
psychoanalytic “case study,” where contradictions, placement of material, deflections and
tangents all had meaning and could be interpreted. As Lieblich et al. (1998) state:

Meaningful components of a life story sometimes manifest themselves

through silences, namely, nonelaboration in the narrative. Their force in

the story is implied by their lack, by what may seem like avoidance, or by

abrupt flashes of intense nature. (p.73)

Each interview was transcribed verbatim. This study used Lieblich’s et al. (1998)
holistic-content model of life story narrative analysis. The holistic-content model uses
the entire life story of an individual and focuses on the content presented. The researcher

analyzes parts of the story in the context of the whole. Lieblich et al. (1998) liken this

type of reading to how clinical “cases studies” are read and interpreted (p. 13). Lieblich
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et al. (1998) offer the researcher specific guidelines for analyzing the transcriptions of the
interviews using the holistic-content framework (pp. 62-63):
1. Read the material several times until a pattern emerges.

2. Keep an open mind while reading and re-reading. Trust your ability to discern the
meaning of the text.

3. Put initial and global impressions into writing. Take note of any exceptions to
the general impression. Note unusual features of the story, contradictions,
unfinished descriptions. Notate episodes that seem to disturb the subject or that
produce disharmony in the subject’s narrative.

4. Decide which foci or themes to follow. Themes are determined by the space
allotted to the telling of it, its repetitive nature and/or the number of details given
about this aspect of the story.

5. Use colored markers to mark the various themes to keep track of them.

6. Follow each theme throughout the story. Note when the theme first appears as
well as the last time it appears. Note transitions between themes and the context
that they appear in. Pay attention to episodes that seem to contradict the theme
in terms of content, mood or evaluation by the subject.

Lieblich’s et al. (1998) method of analyzing and interpreting data dovetails nicely
with Hollway & Jefferson’s (2000) ideas about the defended subject. The noting of
contradictions, of placement of material, of thinking about parts of the narrative in terms
of the greater whole allows for the emergence of significant links and associations, in
effect, the life story’s gestalt. It is this gestalt, the idea that the whole is greater than the
sum of its parts, that enables the researcher to understand and capture more fully the
subjective experience of the participants, and often hidden meanings of each participant’s
narrative (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p. 34; pp. 70-77; Lieblich et al., 1998, pp. 62-87).

Finally, Lieblich et al. (1998) encourage what they refer to as “reflexive

monitoring” of the act of reading and interpretation when it comes to data analysis
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(Lieblich et al., 1998, p. 10). For Lieblich et al. (1998) and Hollway & Jefferson (2000)
it is a given that there can be no one correct reading or interpretation of the data
particularly because, as Tierney (2003) emphasizes, the researcher is always situated in
the text by the nature of the inquiry itself, the questions asked and what is tended to in the
analysis (p. 301). It is the full circle of the postmodernist frame, of the decline of the

metanarrative and the positivistic explanation for all things, in this case, lesbian.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS A: THE PARTICIPANTS, NINE “CASE STUDIES”

Introduction

Summaries using a life story narrative methodology look different from
summaries used in other methodologies. In order for the “life story” of each participant to
be known, verbatim excerpts from the interviews are presented. In this way, each
participant’s unique “voice” can be heard and the manner in which she tells her story is
made visible, two crucial aspects of this research model. Both Lieblich et al. (1998) and
Hollway & Jefferson (2000) liken this approach to the psychoanalytic case study where
specificity is seen to illuminate important features of the individual’s psychology.

Utilizing the methodology of life story narratives, the first interview with each
participant begins with an open-ended question about each participant’s childhood. The
subject is invited to tell the researcher about her childhood, and her relationships with her
family, her mother, father, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles, her friends. What is
it like growing up in her household? Who is she close to? What memory or memories or
an incident or incidents stand out? The response to the opening question proves highly
relevant in this study, foreshadowing what is to follow. In answering the first question,
salient themes are first announced; frequently, the degree of reservation and

defensiveness around the topics of sexual orientation and work identity are first
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discerned. For this reason, each summary will begin with the subject’s reply to this very

first question about her childhood.

“Stella”

Stella is 58 years old and lives with her female partner of ten years. When Stella
is still in college, she marries a man and has three children in quick succession. Stella
divorces in her early thirties. She resolves her sexual identity when she is close to 40
years old. This is how Stella speaks about her early life: “I was raised in a very
dysfunctional family, with heavy drinking and smoking. I carry asthma from the
smoking. My mother died of emphysema and my father committed suicide a few years
ago.”

Stella goes on to share that when her mother was pregnant with her, her mother’s
brother died. She’s not sure if it was a heart attack or suicide that killed him. She shares
that her mother went home from the hospital in a wheelchair with a case of phlebitis and
was told by the doctors that she might never walk again. This is how Stella reflects on her
beginnings: “So | was raised in this cloud of depression. | am climbing out of it now but
it has taken.”

Stella matter-of-factly reports that she was the victim of sexual and emotional
abuse. She remembers a childhood where she could do no right, where she was deemed
the “bad” daughter and her younger sister the “good” daughter. Her grandparents and a
sewing teacher in high school provide some of the love and affection and belief in her

abilities that she does not find at home. This is how Stella tells her story:
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Stella: | was my father’s child. And Dad had no power and I was called
fat and | had bad hair, and my sister’s hair was just like my mother’s and
she couldn’t handle that. I’ve since dealt with it. . . | am the one who does
things outside of the box. And my parents strictly believed that there was a
proper way to do things.

Jill: Are we talking in terms of gender or just in general?

Stella: My gender was wrong. We were supposed to be boys. . . So | was
“only a girl” my whole life. I actually did not know what my father’s
business was because | was “only a girl” and couldn’t “understand” it.

So that was the way. But my sister was the pretty little cheerleader, the
kind who did ballet and my parents every night of my life, my
grandparents came over for cocktails at five o’clock and we ate dinner at
seven or eight and as a little-bitty thing, | was put into a pretty little dress
with patent leather shoes and then grandpa and grandma came over for
drinks and we were put in the backyard and told to stay clean. And | never
did. Oh, my God!

So I don’t think inside the box. And I also had a high school teacher I

really loved. Not the gym teacher, the sewing teacher. You know, that I

loved. So I’ve always had people who cared about me but home was never

a safe, caring place.

Oh, there’s another important piece. My mother didn’t speak to me the

whole time | was in high school, unless it was, “Stella come to the dinner

table,” or “You can’t do that.” But she never had a conversation with me.

Jill: What was your relationship with your sister?

Stella: We were competitors all our lives. We didn’t speak. . . . | always

knew that | was a different type of woman and | couldn’t name it. But |

loved to sew and things and | thought that was how | was different. But |

always wondered why people bothered to date boys and that kind of stuff.

Doing and thinking outside of the box becomes the way that Stella understands
the difference she feels within her family, a difference she also feels among her peers.
She is a girl of the 1960s who likes sewing and quilting and weaving, she is a girl of the

sixties who embraces the domestic arts at a time when girls and women are shunning

those things. And she is not interested in boys.
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Her feelings of difference carry on into her adult years. Difference leads to
conflict, as this story about college illustrates.

In high school I loved to sew and | wanted to be an artist. I’m quite an

artist. . . I was told that my dad would pay for college. I didn’t want to go

to college but I was told that I had to go and | had to be a teacher or my

dad wouldn’t pay for it. I loved kids. | was in child development and

always wished | followed through with that . . . Childhood development,

nursery and kindergarten, he (her father) couldn’t see the value in that, and

it is still a great interest. He didn’t see it as viable. | should teach high

school or something. And | wanted to get married. | didn’t want to have a

career at that point. So I got married and had three kids in four years.

What makes this story interesting is what Stella shares about getting married. In
terms of placement in her narrative, she tells this story about getting married to her
husband before she speaks about “feeling different” and about *“not thinking inside of the
box.”

Jill: How old were you when you got married?

Stella: Twenty. | was in college and my parents had a lot of money at the

time and took off for Puerto Rico for three weeks and they didn’t tell me

where they were. It scared me terribly. And I got married to the guy | was

dating because | wanted some kind of security and I really wanted kids.

I’m a real child-oriented person.

According to her narrative, Stella marries for several reasons: she feels scared
because she does not know where her parents are, she is in conflict with her parents,
particularly her father over what she should do with her life, and finally, she sees herself
marrying because she feels different and does things “outside of the box,” that is, out of
step in comparison to others.

When the interview moves on to questions about career, the narrative threads of

seeking safety and security through an important relationship, the presence of conflict
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and conflictual interactions, and the sense of approaching life by doing things “outside
the box” continue.

Stella divorces her husband and returns to college. Although the arts still captivate
her, she pursues an entirely different direction: she goes into the seminary. Here are
some of the things Stella remarks about this career decision:

Hindsight is wonderful. I got my spiritual life from my grandma and fell

deeply in love with a woman pastor when | was thirty-one. | wasn’t a

leshian. Long story short: Got divorced, had to go back to school for two

years. | could have gone back one year to get my bachelor’s but I think |

was going to seminary because the female pastor wanted me to be a

pastor.

In the second interview Stella is asked again what she thinks is the impact on her
work life of not accepting herself as lesbian until later. This is how she replies:

I would have taught art or early childhood development if the female

pastor hadn’t wanted me to go to seminary. . . Yeah, if | had been out to

myself, I would have made a different choice when | got divorced. It was

just too scary and | would have lost the [relationship with] female pastor —

if I had come out because my church is so bad about this.

Only in the second interview can Stella let herself fully talk about her deep
feelings for the female pastor who influences her career decision.

I was not out to myself and we were at a [religious] retreat and | saw her

naked in the shower one time and | had this — “Ohhh! moment “and I ran.

At the time | didn’t know what was going on. It was too scary. It was a

good 5 years later that | came out to myself. But | remember the physical

response of seeing her naked.

Stella enjoys being a pastor although being different continues to be a factor. She
decides after graduating from seminary to return to her home state outside of Illinois.

This is what Stella says of her reason for doing so and her experience of ministering:

Decided to go back to my home state because | dearly loved the female
minister who was there. But | was not a lesbian. I did not know that at the
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time. .. And she sent me a card saying, ‘I’m looking forward to you
coming back. | want to see you. | want to spend time with you.” | got back
and was sent to a little country church that didn’t want a woman, didn’t
want a divorced woman, and definitely didn’t want a divorced woman
with children. And their male pastor had told them that the church was
forcing him out to hire a woman. And he had requested the move but he
snuck back in all the time. And then | became a parish nobody could be
with. All the clergy wanted nothing to do with me. | thought so differently.
In the urban area (where she had ministered while at the seminary), we
used inclusive language. God was He or She, and | was sent to the Bible
Belt. I didn’t know how to talk to these people. They kicked me out after
the first year.

It turns out all right. Her church gives her a choice of three other parishes and
Stella finds a new home.

I made the decision that | was going to do whatever | had to do to succeed
in this church. Now my friend [the female pastor], had never had lunch
with me, had never once come by my parish. The clergy women stayed so
far away because | was doing all these awful things, | was a bad
housekeeper . . . the congregation | began hitting them over the head with
the Bible and preaching it, it is so easy to do. And | also recognized in
each family that has three or four kids, one or two stay home and one or
two leave. And | was pastoring the ones who stayed home. And I’m the
last one to stay home! I’m the one who leaves!

At this point during the first interview, Stella totally disrupts the narrative:

| tried to commit suicide. It was a gesture, | see now. | was in the hospital for 3
weeks. The police came to my house because | had disappeared. | was very
isolated. And | was succeeding in the church but my inside was dying. It was right
before my fortieth birthday. The year | was 39, | buried two women who were
39, and | realized | was going to die if I didn’t get a different job. It was my
second Easter there it was after my father’s suicide and all this stuff had
happened, | came home and my oldest daughter had cooked Easter dinner for us
and | was vomiting all the time. And | was having severe migraines. And | had all
this codeine medicine so that I could do Sunday church and | was doing
wonderful.

I had succeeded at it but all the clergy at that time . . . | was so different
they couldn’t stand it. And the churches I was in, didn’t quite know what
to do with me because | think so differently.
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When Stella is asked if the suicidal gesture has something to do with her
sexuality, Stella states that she is out to herself by that time and moves the narrative into
the story of how she comes to realize that she is lesbian. By her account, resolution
occurs when a friend brings over a calendar of naked men to cheer her up and she realizes
that naked women “turn her on” more than naked men.

And | thought, wait a minute, it was one of those, you know, 1I’m a lesbian.

I’ve been in love with the female pastor. Oh, of course! It was just sort of

that quickly. Just sort of that quickly.

Later in the interview Stella speaks of leading a double life, of being a minister

and going to a lesbian bookstore and playing on a lesbian ball team.

Jill: So you’re leading this double life . . . is that why the suicide attempt?

Stella: Yes, and money was terrible, my car had died. | was succeeding as
a pastor in the church where | was pastoring but not in the larger church.

In the second interview, the narrative line around Stella’s sexuality and her
suicidal gesture becomes clearer but this is definitely tender territory. Clarification
emerges from a different set of questions:

Jill: Did you have the experience of feeling unrecognized, estranged, or
alienated from important others earlier in your life before your sexual
orientation became an issue for you?

Stella: Oh yeah. Oh yeah. My family didn’t want anything to do with me.
And | am very conscious that my dad, | was my Dad’s child but as | got
older he traveled, Monday thru Thursday every week and my parents went
out every Friday and Saturday drinking and | spent my summers with my
grandparents so . . . being a grandparent is very important to me because
my grandparents were so — they saw me. My mother — my mother loved
me as she was able but | was so very different and | thought differently
from how | was supposed to. | was raised in one of those families where it
was “ This is how it is and this is how it is.” Any other idea was wrong.

And my mother bought a sewing machine when | was born and tried to
sew and messed it up and she’s all thumbs and she couldn’t do anything.
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And taught me to sew, just a little bit and I just took off. And | remember,
before | was even in junior high taking sewing classes, | was making pants
with elastic and | wanted to learn how to put in a zipper. And she took me
shopping and bought me fabric and bought me a zipper. And she was
going to work with me the next day and teach me how to do it. And I
thought, “That’s not going to work!” So I got up at four in the morning
and | read the directions on the pattern and on the zipper and they were
different. And I figured out how to do it and | put the zipper in and she
got up and | said, “There’s the zipper.” And | remember her looking at me
and not knowing what to do with it. That I had this talent.

And then when | met Mrs.. B. [at school], I think I was as much a gift for
her as she was for me, because one time | bought yellow fabric to school
to make a vest—and she said, “You can’t make that at school.” And I
said, “Why not?” And she said, “You’re not going to learn anything. Now
you can take this pattern and blend it with another pattern, and you can
make a jacket, or you can change the collar or you can do what you want
to but you just can’t make this pattern.” And so she really saw me and
pushed me.

But my family — I think outside of the box . . . it’s cute, my partner and my
kids — my son is just as creative as | am and | didn’t see it but she did.
Until she named it, I didn’t see it. And I’m now seeing it. And he talks
with his hands just like 1 do and the girls do. [laughs]

For me, part of it was sexual orientation but part of it was my creativity
and my right brain thinking.

Jill: So when you were struggling with your sexual orientation, those
feelings did they feel similar to what you felt earlier on with your family,
with your mother?

Stella: You know, I really didn’t struggle with it because | put it away
and one day | knew and then as | explored it, | had to figure out — it was
like, I’ve got to deal with this.

Jill: It was buried? You kind of knew but you didn’t let yourself know?
Stella: Yeah.

Jill: And then one day you let yourself know?

Stella: And then when I knew, | knew. There was no question about it.
But what to do with it. I was very suicidal.
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When Stella fully resolves her lesbian sexual orientation she has to leave her
church and her career as a pastor. She does so in a rather public way which not only has
professional consequences but personal ones as well as this excerpt from the first
interview reveals:

Stella: The Methodist system was doing these things called Listening
Processes. They were going around talking to the churches that were
reconciling churches — there were many churches that were against gay
and lesbian issues and it was a group of bishops doing this. And they were
having a big worship service and they needed a speaker for the worship
service and | was approached to be the speaker. | was just turning forty.
My division leader came to me and told me that if | spoke at this meeting,
they were going to put me on trial. So | spoke at this meeting and I turned
in my letter of resignation and made all the Methodist newspapers. So my
mother and sister who are Methodists found out about me that way. |
didn’t handle it well — but we weren’t speaking anyway.

And the world just crashed around me. I hitareal . . . [long pause].

Jill: So having to leave the church.?

Stella: Yeah, that was my struggle. It was always what held me together.
And when | moved back to the city, and my youngest daughter was living
with her dad, she wanted to live with her dad -- he was very dysfunctional.
He just died weighing 656 pounds. But she and I have worked a lot of
things out.

Jill:  So you lose that part of you that has been pastoring, they take that
away from you because you come out as a lesbian.

Stella: Yes, and it was just, and | was so low and at the same time my
mother told my oldest daughter that | wasn’t a lesbian, that | was lying . . .

Traumatic as resolving her sexuality is, in terms of losing her work identity as a
minister, Stella is clear that she chose the right path. This is what she says in the first
interview:

Stella: Once I claimed myself as lesbian, | knew it was right.

Jill: 'You paid a high price for it.
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Stella: A very high price. In hindsight, twenty years later, I’m not a
pastor. There are so many parts | can’t, don’t do well.

Jill: So looking back, how do you think that not having your sexual
orientation figured out earlier affected, if at all, your work identity, your
ambitions or goals, your overall work experience?

Stella: Oh, if I had known I was a lesbian, I never would have gone to
seminary. | was the female pastor’s little puppet. I didn’t want to go to
seminary. | wanted to be an art teacher and she wanted me to go to
seminary, so | went to seminary.

In the second interview, Stella is more emphatic about how her life changes in a
positive way, despite the difficulties she endures.

Jill: After you accepted yourself as lesbian, did your ideas about work or
career change? Can you share a story or two about that?

Stella: 1 had to struggle to figure out what to do as a career. And | also
have accepted a lot more, as | see my kids interact with their mother-in —
law, how much I love kids. And how much | love sewing and that aspect.
And | look forward to retirement and really being able to have time to
explore all of that. And to find ways to bring money in but claiming my
sexuality, opened myself and gave myself solid feet to walk on so that |
can now claim my creativity also.

It’s like trying to live with one hand tied behind your back when you’ve
got this thing that you’re hiding from yourself and others. | dated a
Methodist pastor before and it was just craziness, her pastoring and — she’s
since married a man. She wanted to be a pastor so much that she handled
it that way.

And so, it has changed so much.

Jill: That’s an interesting image you just said, going through life with one
hand tied behind your back.

Stella: And that is what it is without claiming it.
Stella’s work trajectory is more difficult after she leaves the ministry. In the years
immediately following the resolution of her sexual identity, Stella does a series of odd

jobs before finding more permanent work in health related fields. Yet, it is during this
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transitional and uncertain period that she meets her future partner, a woman she has been
with for 10 years and with whom she shares a full life:

It changes the whole world which is part of, you were talking about work
and how it affected our work and it’s given me the freedom to be who |
really am. To have the supportive home to come home to. It’s changed
everything for me.

What is most striking in Stella’s narrative about her work; is that although she has
a good, steady job, she views her “real” work as that surrounding her domestic life:
taking care of her family and her partner’s family.

My job now is very much taking care of my mother-in-law. | spend a lot
of time doing that. And | spend a lot of time with my children and
grandchildren. My grandchildren are easy. My children have dealt with
their anger and abandonment issues and all of that kind of stuff. And |
feel really good about where all the kids are now. But it has been a
journey. In order for me to be able to engage them, as an adult on my own
two feet, | had to have my sexuality out there.

And when folks give my children a hard time about my sexuality, their
issue is, “I don’t know what God thinks about it, | don’t know what the
Church thinks about it, I know that my mother is healthier than she has
ever been and she’s not suicidal and she takes care of us, she loves the
grandkids, she’s in a wonderful relationship, so it’s a good thing.” They
look at the results.

My father committed suicide a couple of years before I quit pastoring. So
suicide is very real in our family. And all the consequences of that. And
my children have all dealt with suicide. | passed it on, it’s the family
disease. So we talk about it, bring it into the light. That’s all I can do for
them. And so, we’re getting stable was a part of me getting stable. And
my partner is so solid and stable. In a lot of ways, she’s very boring.
[laughs]

It’s being able to walk on your own two feet that’s what dealing with my
sexuality is about.
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“Julie”

Julie is a 33 year old physician of Asian descent. She “comes out” as a lesbian
when she is 29 and has been in a stable relationship with a female partner for several
years. The question about her childhood signals what will turn out to be the major
themes in Julie’s life.

Julie: I had a very great childhood. Every time | have to recall about my
childhood, I have fond memories. Our family was very close. We moved
around a lot because of my dad’s work so that lead us to live in different
countries. Throughout that though, the constant factor in my life was my
family, my mother, my father, and my younger sister. So we remained
very close.

Jill:  How much younger is your sister?

Julie:  Two years. And, umm, there’s also a cultural component too
because Asian families tend to be close. So grandparents, aunts and uncles
were all very integral part of growing up. The familial ties, the manner in
which you are supposed to respect your elders, that was a very much
important part that was sort of drilled into you when I was a child.

In eighth grade the family moved to the States. In terms of demographics,
I would probably be an outlier in your study. It mattered what I did and
what I didn’t do because it was all about saving face for my parents. My
behavior was very much a reflection of my parents. So I had every
incentive to do the right thing. Who was | closest to? You know actually,
if I have to think about any negative things about growing up in such
close-knit, multigenerational family structure with those kinds of values —
there was a lot of misogynistic, if | have to say, for lack of a better word,
misogynistic attitudes where the value of a woman was based on certain
criteria. Itis a very male-dominated society so it was not uncommon for
my uncles, for example, to comment on my weight gain for example. Or
my father would say things like, “Oh, girls don’t do that!” As a child
growing up | had a lot of interests very different from other girls. | would
belong to a science club or would enter a contest in model-plane making,
or | would be out running around with the neighborhood boys and my dad
would say, “Girls don’t do that.” So there was a lot of that that affected
my identity as a woman.
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When the questions move from Julie’s childhood to how she thought about career
issues, Julie reveals that she is aware of having same-sex attractions as a young girl:

Jill: Moving on to the second question now, as a young person, how did
you think about career and what you wanted to do for a living? What
were the family expectations for you?

Julie: [Long pause] Do I have to think about this in relation to my
identity as a lesbian or?

Jill: Not necessarily . . . when you were growing up, maybe before you
had any sense of . . . I don’t know when you had a sense of being attracted
to girls or women, when that happened to you. . .

Julie: That was in grade school. Starting in grade school. | had a very
intense crush on my best friend to the point where | would get extremely
jealous that she would talk to other girls or --

Jill:  How old were you?

Julie: Third grade. That’s when I first realized. . .. | knew that there
were gay men, | just didn’t know that there were women who were in love
with women. So, | didn’t really process it. | had no idea what it was.
Since then, I’ve gone through many, many crushes on best friends. ... As
far as career goals, it was very early on that | knew | wanted to become a
doctor. Essentially | wanted to save the world. I think a lot of it has to do
with living in third world countries and growing up in third world
countries that shaped that goal.

Cultural factors play an enormous role in how Julie views her place in the world
and how she views herself. In the second interview when Julie is asked about her
thoughts since the first interview, she says:

I think I realized that more than my sexuality, | think my ethnicity,
the cultural background probably plays a bigger role.

The best way | can summarize it is, in my culture there’s a saying that
says: “The nail that sticks out will be hammered down.” You have to
blend in, you have to be affable, you cannot stick out. There’s no
individual. Now in American culture, “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.”
There’s so much value put on individuality. So that was a big struggle
trying to balance that and coming to terms with what that means for me
and executing the things that I’ve learned from both cultures.
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The more that Julie thinks about the resolution of her sexual orientation, however,
the more Julie is able to consider additional factors, beyond her ethnicity. Julie gives a
very thoughtful and elaborate answer to the question about what enables her to embrace
her lesbian sexual identity.

You mean that I was fully at peace with it [her lesbian identity]? Wow,
that’s a really difficult question. It was definitely not when I first came
out. When | first came out, | really wasn’t sure what | was. | knew that |
could be sexually attracted to men also because | dated men before. So, |
was very confused and everyone loves to put labels and put other people
in boxes so they can feel comfortable. So, at first, | didn’t have an identity
label as a lesbian and the closest thing I could define myself as was
bisexual. And then when | first came out and was trying to date women,
there was a lot of “bi-phobia”. Yeah. So, that made me feel even less
confident about my identity inside. | thought, well, maybe | am just
confused and maybe I am just going through a phase. So that didn’t help.

Umm, | don’t know if it’s what. | think when | finally embraced my
sexuality was when | think that the community that | created with time,
with friends that were, are gay or lesbian, the friends that were supportive
or whether they were straight but it’s the community that’s supportive,
friends, and also when I finally found myself in a relationship that was
accepting. There wasn’t really internal — it was more external validation
from others, “Yeah, okay. It’s okay to be gay. You’re gay and that’s fine.”
And that’s when | started embracing myself, my own identity.

The more and more | realized that what, where people draw the line of
that label of lesbian versus bisexual versus poly-amorous, | don’t know,
whatever that whole different definitions are, | realized that it’s very
different for everybody and just as people define dating as different.
Some people define dating as just sleeping with a girl, or dating means
you’re exclusively in a relationship, though just as there are many
different definitions, I’ve realized that there are many different
definitions.

And it took some time for me to figure out what my definition was. Which
is not the sexual part, it’s the emotional relationship part which | never
really had any satisfaction with men. So now I could look back and say
“Ok, that’s because I’m a lesbian!”

So yeah, a lot of it was external and so when I finally came out to my
colleagues at work, and | saw that they weren’t treating me any
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differently, so that was another additional step of — the affirmation that I
got. So it wasn’t one particular “what,” it was more of a gradual process.

Julie does not feel she can share her struggles with accepting herself as a lesbian

with the people she has the closest relationships with:

Julie:  While I was trying to struggle through the acceptance of myself, | pretty
much kept that, the personal life a secret from my family, my mom, my sister and
that drove me—and that was the thing that drove us apart for 3 years.

Jill: What was that like for you?

Julie: [sighs] It was very difficult. | mean at times, it was basically, I lost
my basic support. The support that | used to have. Anytime there were
difficulties in schoolwork or relationships, I would always talk to my
mother or my sister. And in this instance, during this time period, | found
that I couldn’t. | was in a very verbally abusive relationship when I first
came out. And it was very controlling and it was very difficult and |
didn’t know where to go to talk to, I didn’t know who I could talk to
about this because | certainly couldn’t talk to my mother or my sister.
And since | was forced to find new bonds with people who would be
supportive, and that happened with some of the nurses that | worked with
— but it was hard because I didn’t know who was going to be accepting
and who wasn’t. And on top of that to try and talk to somebody about
this messed up relationship.

Jill: So you felt like you lost the people closest in, your mother and your
sister?

Julie: And my best friend. My best friend, actually several friends.
Jill: So you felt like you couldn’t share that with them.

Julie: Yeah, because that would mean that I would have to come out to
them and | wasn’t ready for that because | wasn’t sure at the time what

this was going to be.

Jill: So did you maintain contact with them and just kept it at a different
level or,

Julie: Very superficial, it was much more superficial and very seldom
would we get to talk because I felt like when I did talk to them like I had
nothing to say.
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Julie has since come out to her mother and her sister and to close friends. But she
is careful about self-disclosure. She is not at all confident that it would be well received
in her ethnic community and feels that she wants to protect herself and her parents from
any potential hurt or insult. Julie very much feels she straddles two worlds, the American
and her Asian community, and this complicates things for her. Her father, for example,
does not know that she is a lesbian.

Julie speaks a great deal to the issue of gender; growing up she is very aware that
she does not fit the gender stereotypes for an Asian girl. She feels that she does not fit
into the feminine mold expected of her, either in appearance or in interests. Julie is not
“girlie” as she puts it, nor does she claim to want to be and she is interested in things boys
are interested in, for example, science and medicine. She determines early on that she
wants to be a doctor.

Julie: Culturally speaking there was a lot of these expectations that the
girl was supposed to behave this way and girls were supposed to wear this
and look like this, you’re not supposed to be fat, you’re supposed to be
demure, you’re supposed to be feminine. | really didn’t care for it.
[Laughs] So, there was a lot of, my mom and my sister were, they were
like the ultimate feminine Asian women, and so, even with adults, male
figures in my family, or even my sister and my mom, there was a lot of
criticism on how | looked or how | behaved. There was a lot of this,
“Well, girls don’t do that” or “Girls should do this.” There was a lot of
that and it made me . . . yeah, | probably felt—I definitely felt inadequate
compared to the standards that was being presented to me. And it bothered
me a great deal. But | also realized that those were wrong. That a girl
should be able to do whatever she feels like doing, including those
“stereotypical” boy activities

Jill: And when did you realize that? As a child or later? You said you
belonged to the science club, you made model airplanes, and they are not
very typical girl activities.

Julie: At the same time | would sit at home with my sister and play with
Barbie dolls. 1 got to do everything and certainly having a professional
career also was a male thing to do because girls are supposed to have a job
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not a career, they are supposed to be married by a certain age, and have
kids by a certain age. | have basically broken a lot of the rules because
I’m already 33 and | don’t have babies, yeah — | run into my mom’s
friends or people that I know and they’re like, “You don’t have babies yet?
Stop working and have babies.” The value of a woman is so different.
And yeah, so, for most of my life | have basically fought to prove people
wrong. Yeah. | think it helped me to become stronger, | do.

Jill: Prove people wrong?

Julie: They said, well, my uncle said, | couldn’t do it because | was a
girl. He said, “Oh, she will never get into medical school. She just came
to the states when she was in the 8" grade, how is she going to get into a
good college or go to medical school? 1 go, “Well, I’ll prove you wrong.”
The other thing is that my mom and dad only had two girls and so people
always made comments, “Oh, you don’t have a son.” So then | felt that it
was on me to prove that hey, I’m better than your loser son. So, there was
a lot of that. I’ve always felt a lot more masculine around my girlfriends,
my friends from high school for example. My best friend she was very
much really a girlie-girl and I always felt, I don’t know, like I never could
explain what that was. But | always felt very much more masculine. |
don’t know if that meant something but . . .

Jill: And it sort of bothered you?

Julie: Oh yeah, totally. It felt like I was this awkward — I didn’t fit into
this mold. So | rebelled. | rebelled because | didn’t want, I didn’t look like
those Asian girls that were petite but slim, girlie, perfect hair, perfect
clothes. I was, like, I don’t fit into that, so I’m going to rebel. So | went
through a goth phase. It did allow me to experiment with a lot of different
things.

Jill: And your sister, does she have a career? Has she done it more the
way she was “supposed t0?”

Julie: She’s married to a lawyer, she’s a nurse. She already has a baby.
Yeah, so she’s like the perfect child. [laughs with some bitterness.]

Jill: So there are some feelings about that.

Julie: Yeah. | definitely felt incompetent being a girl. . . . It wasn’t like |
excelled in sports either. | always joked that | missed that softball gene.
How is it that | am a leshian who doesn’t even know how to play sports!
[Laughs] I missed that gene. | think that a lot of these things are based on
stereotypes, boys are supposed to be this way, girls are supposed to be this



67

way, lesbians are supposed to be this way and | feel like I don’t fit in
anywhere.

Julie gets very depressed during medical school and takes a year off. She feels
enormous pressure to conform and cannot figure out how she would or could have a
relationship with a woman.

Julie: I was in three very short-lived relationships with men in med
school. That was about the time that all my friends and classmates were
getting married. And | was really unhappy with dating these men and |
thought that that was what | was supposed to do, find a man and get
married and graduate med school and | was not very happy about that.

Even though I knew enough to sign up to go to one of those gay-lesbian
student groups, it never really occurred to me to date anybody around me
because—and | had crushes on my classmates—big time, | would have
these impossible straight-girl crushes. And | would be like, “Why even
bother because this is not going to go anywhere?”

At the same time nothing is like clicking to tell me, . .. I had no idea. |
didn’t know that it was like fluid. I thought that it was more . . . | thought,
there are gay women out there somewhere but | just don’t know where
they are and I never met them so — meanwhile I’m getting these boys. It’s
so difficult and I’d always heard that relationships are difficult and are a
lot of hard work. And I thought, man, this really is hard work. 1I’m having
these parallel things but I’m not actually like connecting the two and
going, “Ah, wait! What is so difficult with boys and so unsatisfying is
because you are a lesbian. No, | didn’t think about it that way. | never
made the connection.”

Jill: So you say, yeah there are gay women, but you never say, “Maybe
I’m a gay woman”?

Julie: [laughs] No, right. And I would like to meet or find out — I mean |
never even talked to a gay person, so maybe | should go to these student
things and find out but at the same time I’m thinking, but I’m not really,
maybe I’m bi- but, you know, | think that was the time that was the most
confusing during those years. Now that I think about it. | never ever
really knew gay classmates, it never occurred to me. It’s funny, when |
first came out, | would always, | would always be fascinated by the stories
of what was it like when you came out? Now | don’t even care. But for
the longest time, “So, what was it like when you came out? How did your
family handle it?”
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So the whole medical school thing, when | took a year off, I didn’t like
school, I didn’t like my relationship, I didn’t like my life, | was miserable
and 1 just didn’t know who | was. That was why | was so unhappy.

Julie gets married during the year she takes off from medical school.

I met this guy and within the year | got engaged and married because it
was too complicated. It was too difficult. How am | gonna date women
and have my family accept it, | have to come out, Oh! It’s too much to
deal with. And so, basically, | took what was easy because | figured, you
know, it wasn’t like I thought that | probably could be happy. It wasn’t
like a big priority, “I must have a relationship with a woman for me to be
happy, whole and fulfilled.”

Julie does what is expected of her. While Julie is married to her husband, she puts
career first. She works very long hours, volunteering for extra work. She trains for the
marathon. Her home life takes a back seat to her work life. After a few years, Julie
realizes that her marriage is not working out and she decides to divorce her husband. In
her ethnic community, getting a divorce is a big deal, a disgrace, a shameful act. By this
time, Julie has completed her medical training and is established in her career.
Weathering the familial disappointment over the divorce and being a doctor gives Julie
the courage to pursue relationships with women:

When | decided | was going to leave him, it was a big, huge deal dealing
with my family and once that, it was like a floodgate that opened up.
Because if I got a divorce and | was okay with my family, and the family
was okay. After that, | decided, “I’m doing what | want.” | got a divorce
and like there can’t be anything worse that | can do. 1 just felt like I had
nothing to lose anymore. Gosh, why did I feel that way though?

I guess if | was going to be marked, and the divorce was one of those
things. | don’t know what it was that happened but after that | was like, “I
have nothing to lose.” | have already disappointed the family, how much
more can | disappoint them? And by then, paralleling that, | had already
graduated medical school, I had become a doctor, right, | was working all
my life, what close to twenty years, and so | finished and gotten to that
point, and now | had new found confidence in myself because “Wow, you
know what, I’m a doctor!” | have accomplished my goals and that sort of
helped me define other things.
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Whereas before this becoming a doctor, this thing was like my whole self-
worth. But once I’ve attained that it was much easier. And | started
feeling more comfortable with myself.

After Julie divorces she actively dates women. It is a tumultuous time. She
describes having a lot of “dating drama.” The ups and downs affect her work life,
making it more difficult for her to focus and concentrate. Despite the “dating drama”
being with women feels “right.” Once Julie makes the decision to be with women, either
dating or in the current stable relationship that she is in, her approach to her career and
work changes. Julie no longer wants to work long hours and volunteer for extra call and
procedures. Julie’s priorities shift: she wants to have a personal life. Julie is now in a
stable relationship and she wants to be home with her female partner.

When | started dating women | knew that that was it, that felt right but it
was the wrong people, the wrong women | was dating and there was a lot
of turmoil and they were costing me a lot of energy and my work suffered.
I wasn’t able to concentrate or | would get very like—or it would get very
interrupted. It was my personal life coming into my work life and kind of
causing interruptions. Once | found peace with my identity and peace
within my personal relationship, then it wasn’t costing me much energy
and so now | was able to function in both personal life and work life. And
my work life is probably much easier now. . . | don’t want to work that
much. | need to redistribute my energy and time now and 1I’m taking some
of that from work and putting it into my personal life. Whereas it was all
work before. Now I’'m saying, my personal life is more important than my
work. I’m going to move some of that over here to my personal life.

When | was with my husband, having a personal life was not a priority.
Yeah, yeah. | loved him, | cared about him but we never actually merged
any finances. | never had to change my name. | always wanted kids but |
could never picture myself having kids with him. It was sort of like we
were just like living together. Married but he wasn’t very important. It
wasn’t important—I never did anything to prioritize us, our time, anything
like that. Whereas—gosh, that is so weird, | never realized that—it’s
funny, because I would go through times when | was co-habitating with a
female partner, living separately or like single, |1 went through a big single
phase, | definitely made sure that my work schedule worked around my
personal life. So it was, “No, I can’t be on call that night because | have to
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go to this lesbian party or whatever.” Or, it was like, | can’t be on call that

night because it’s my partner’s birthday. So it was like that big priority

shift. And before, when | was still living the “straight life” [laughs], it was

definitely like, “Career, career!”

At the end of the interview, Julie shares that she is changing jobs so that she has
more control over the number hours that she works; she wants a better balance between
work and her personal life. She mentions, in passing, that her new job is with an agency

that services a predominantly gay and lesbian population.

“Elaine”

Elaine is 52 years old. She is a former nun. She is in the convent for 8 years. She
meets the woman who will be her partner for the next 20 years in her religious
community. Elaine accepts her sexual identity as a lesbian when she is 28 years old.
Elaine has spent her entire work life teaching in Catholic schools. Over the course of the
past several years, she has gone back to school to become a school counselor. Her hope is
to continue to work within the Catholic school system but as a counselor rather than as a
teacher. This is how Elaine answers the question about her childhood:

Elaine: I had four siblings, | am the middle child. I am four out of five.
My oldest brother is 61, he left home when he was 17, he is a religious
brother. Q. would have been 56. He died of AIDS in 1992. He was a
social worker and special ed teacher. He’d been in the Peace Corps. My
sister is 54 and she is a nurse and she lives on the East Coast. And then the
youngest, another brother, is 50 and he is an attorney in the Midwest. | am
52.

We grew up in a pretty Scottish-Irish Catholic family where you didn’t
express feelings. Well, people got angry. It was okay to yell but it was
never okay to cry. It’s not that we didn’t cry, but it wasn’t—what do |
want to say?—it was like you’re a baby if you’re crying. We never talked
about sexuality. Ever. | do remember asking my mother once because |
was always reading and | think I saw the word homosexual and rape in the
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paper. And | remember asking her what it was and she wouldn’t talk
about it. I was about 8 or 9.

We all played together, we played in the neighborhood. We lived in a
small town in the Midwest. So we were outside all day from morning to
night playing together with kids in the neighborhood.

My dad was a . . . when they moved there [from the East Coast when her
oldest brother was two years old] he took whatever job he could. Then he
took a job at a welding plate company. He drove a truck for a number of
years. He was delivering oxygen tanks and nitrogen. And then he had a
heart attack, a serious one, when | was 12, so then he moved into the
office and he stayed in that job until he retired. My mom was a housewife.

Friends, kids that we went to school with, we all hung out together. You
know, in a small town. It was a town of 1200, eight streets one way, eight
streets the other. The older kids had to take the younger kids with them to
play. Everyone in town knew who you were. Everyone kept an eye out if
you were doing something wrong they would call your mom.

I was close to my youngest brother and to Q. who was my deceased
brother. My sister and | were too close in age and we fought like cats and
dogs. | was the peace-maker in the family. My oldest brother left when he
was seventeen and | was nine so | don’t know, we don’t have much of a
relationship. But my sister and youngest brother particularly had tempers
and so | was always sort of the smoother-over in the house.

My dad was . . . I can sort of recall my mom getting mad at my dad
because he would go up town with his friends, he was not a drinker but he
would play poker and she [Mom] would just get pissed. She’d be yelling
at him. They didn’t go out, their going out was shopping on Friday night
to get groceries. My oldest siblings would babysit.

I went to a Catholic school that we walked to. Talking about sex . .. I can
remember the nuns telling us when we were little that we should never
touch those private parts. | grew up in that age when sex was just not
talked about, you just didn’t talk about it with anybody.

And then Q. who was gay. Q. was so much fun. He loved everyone and
everyone loved Q. And he had girlfriends, he was very smart, very
likeable, but he didn’t have an athletic bone in his body. But he always
hung out with all the jocks. And then when he went off to college,
probably were his first gay experiences, is my guess. | mean I can
remember when he must have, | don’t know, my dad found something that
Q. had written that indicated that he was gay, | don’t know exactly how it
happened, but | remember my father telling me, “Did you know that your



brother was a homosexual?” And | said, “No, “ but I think I kinda knew.
And it was a really shameful thing. | remember, I was probably about 18-
19, and I was at a party with a bunch of kids that | went to high school
with. So Q must have been 22 or so, because he was four years older than
I was, and there were some guys . . . people gathered in a room talking. . .
and one of the guys—and he didn’t know that | was within hearing
distance— said, “Did you know that Q is gay and is going to marry a
black guy?” ‘Cus Q. must have brought a black guy home with him. That
would have been really taboo. And the guy talking was making fun of Q,
and | remember one of my male friends saying, “Do you want me to go
beat the shit out of him?” 1 said no, but | was just like, I just wanted to
leave and crawl into a hole. | didn’t have any inkling at that point of about
my own sexuality.

Jill:  So at 18 you still didn’t have any sense [about your sexuality]?

Elaine: I’ll come back to that, but no, not really. Not using the word
lesbian. | had a sexual attraction for the first time when | was about 18. |
worked on a real popular retreat program for high school seniors. | made
[the retreat] when | was a senior and then my first year in college the
people who were running it in my area asked me if I would work on it, and
I said sure. And I got close to this girl, I was a freshman in college and she
was a senior in high school. | got very close to her. And that was my first
time of feeling of having sexual feelings towards another woman. But |
didn’t do anything about it. | just ignored it.

Jill: All girls at the Catholic school, or was it co-ed?

Elaine: It was co-ed but the retreats were either just for boys or just for
girls.

Jill: So in high school, any dating?

Elaine: Oh yeah, | dated boys. It was real important to have a boyfriend.
I mean the only word we used for homosexuals was queers. And |
remember having a professor when | was a freshman in college, in junior
college, who must have been gay. He was a great teacher but he was very
effeminate, didn’t have the best hygiene, and so people made fun of him
behind his back. Including me.

[long pause] I’m trying to think of a memory or memories that stand out.
Well, one of them was the incident I told you about being 19 or 18 and
being at this party where they talked about my brother, and made fun of,
and | didn’t say anything and | was really pissed and hurt.

Jill: And what did you take away from that incident, do you think?
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Elaine: Well it was... | was ashamed. And yet | loved my brother Q.
deeply. And so | just wanted to go and hit this kid because | was so pissed
that he would say something like that.

Elaine starts her preparation for being a nun at age 20. She has a relationship with
an older nun who is affiliated with the convent but does not reside there. The relationship
goes on for about six years. This is what Elaine says about her relationship:

Elaine: | had developed what I would call a sexual relationship with
another nun, not in the house. She lived in town. And she was older than |
was and, in retrospect, | see that. She gave me the affection that | craved,
that I never got from my own mother. It was turning into something
sexual but she would never say that she was lesbian. It was really an
unhealthy relationship but we didn’t end it until — it went on for 6 or 7
years.

Jill: 1t’s funny how you phrased it, “you would call it sexual?’

Elaine: Yeah, there was some sex involved but it was—[long pause] well,
I’ll just leave it at that. It was not, it was more sexual on my part than
hers. But she was very manipulative. | remember the people that I lived
with, all tried to warn me about her. At that time, someone in the house
was involved also with a woman so she didn’t say much. But we weren’t
using the word, we were talking about intimate relationships, which you
know has lots of implications.

Jill: So for this other woman, for you, for you, you wouldn’t have
considered yourself a lesbian, you wouldn’t have called yourself a
leshbian?

Elaine: No, I never used that word. | found that word really frightening.

Jill: So how did you, how did you think about what your relationship was
with this woman?

Elaine: 1don’t know. I don’t think I wanted to look at it because one of
the women that I lived with was particularly on me about looking at the
relationship, and the nun | was with had this reputation in the community.
And | didn’t want anyone telling me who I could see and couldn’t see. |
was very resentful of people telling me what kind of relationship I should
or shouldn’t have.
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I was never really questioning my sexuality. It was probably there but I
wasn’t thinking really consciously about it. | was intent upon being a nun,
and being a teacher, you know, teaching my first year was really hard.
Even though | had taught half year, it was really hard. It was junior high, it
was rural kids.

In spite of having an ongoing relationship with the older nun, Elaine does not
think of herself nor want to consider that she is lesbian. Elaine begins to “consciously”
become aware that she might be lesbian when she is around 26 old and is volunteering
and becomes involved with a woman who is not a nun and who is openly lesbian.

Elaine: Ok, so | spend my first year teaching, out in a rural area, then |
moved into town to be a novice, I’m not teaching, learning about being a
Franciscan, being at the mother house. And | have to do some volunteer
work which I’m doing at a Catholic Worker House. Catholic Worker
Houses are found all over the world, founded by Dorothy Day. So there
are a couple of women who run it and one of them is a woman named KB,
not in the convent but spent a lot of time with the Franciscans, kinda
hanging out with them who is openly lesbian. And she and | get to be
friends and her girlfriend also lives there, well, we began to spend more
time together and she’s the first one who ever used the word lesbian with
me and I’m, “Oh! Oh, my God, don’t say that word!”

That’s when | started to think about myself as lesbian. So | was, what, 25-
26. And she and I had a very short-lived affair but she was the one who
really kind of introduced the word to me where it became real conscious.
But I was still in the convent. So, of course that didn’t stop me from
having some little flings.

So went out and taught again, after my novitiate year, umm, that’s when
my current partner and I got involved. And then the first nun | was with, I
got done with all that. Then I did community organizing for a year. We in
the convent were talking more about people being gay, friends had left
who were openly gay.

Jill: So is the church struggling with this? The Convent, as you’re talking
about it?

Elaine: | had already. | had kind of come out, kind of, but,

Jill: To yourself? To others?
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Elaine: | think others knew I was struggling with the issue and that. | was
28, | think I had come to some understanding that | was gay and that |
didn’t have much integrity if | was saying | was celibate but I also wanted
to be in a relationship with a woman. So | left the community and | was
back to teaching.

I left in the middle of the year. It was really hard to explain to my students.
I was Sister Elaine one day, at the beginning of Christmas vacation, and
when | came back | was Miss Z and how come | left. Obviously I’m not
going to tell kids. 1 said, “You know, it just wasn’t for me.” That was the
first time that | had, what’s the word I’m looking for, it’s hard to be in a
Catholic institution and being gay. Now I spent my entire life in Catholic
schools, and so it’s always been a struggle to be gay and to be in Catholic
schools because of the teachings of the church.

Elaine leaves the convent. In the second interview, Elaine is more expressive
when she talks about her same-sex attractions.

Jill: So, what enables you to, what’s that process like of becoming more

aware of yourself personally and accepting that about yourself? What

allows that to happen do you think?

Elaine: Well I think | began to realize that | was more attracted

emotionally to women than | was to men. And that it felt a lot better. |

had never fallen in love with a man like | had with a woman, let’s put it

that way. Never felt for a man what | felt for women.

Jill: So the guy you came close to marrying before you entered the
convent?

Elaine: Oh! I never had that kind of feeling, never. I think I just had
boyfriends because that was what you did.

Jill: So it just seemed more natural to be with a woman because you had
more feelings?

Elaine: Definitely an affectional preference.
Elaine resolves her identity as a leshian and leaves the convent when she is 28
years old. She lives with her female partner. It is not all clear sailing in terms of her self-

acceptance as a lesbian as the following excerpts reveal:
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Jill: What enabled you to embrace your identity as a leshian?”
Elaine: Hmm, I’m not sure | fully embrace it.
Jill: Even now?

Elaine: Yeah. Umm, but | think when 1 finally realized | was lesbian in
the Fransciscans. The Fransciscans were very affirming about it. Nobody
told me | was a terrible person. So it was easier to accept myself and feel
fine about it. Now that doesn’t mean that | always felt good about it.
Embracing it and feeling good about it, I don’t know if they are the same.

Jill: It’s how you interpret the word embrace.

Elaine: [pause] I accept myself as lesbian. | don’t always like being
lesbian.

Jill: Tell me when you first began to have some idea that you might be a
lesbian and what that was like for you. If there is anything else you want
to add to it?

Elaine: No, just that it was really scary.
Jill: Because of all the messages you were getting?

Elaine: Yeah, it was terrible. Terrible. Couldn’t be any worse than to be a
leshian.

Jill: So, do you come out to your family?

Elaine: My dad died in 1986, and my current partner and I had just been
together about a year, so | never came out to him. | came out to Q, not to
my oldest brother but that’s partly because we have no relationship.
We’re siblings but that’s about it. And my mother loved my current
partner. And | think she knew. | just could never tell her, it was just. My
mom spent tons of time with us, and we spent a ton of time down in my
home town with her, but I never—it’s like I couldn’t tell her.

Jill: ' What was the worry?

Elaine: I think that she wouldn’t say anything. She died, you know. That
she wouldn’t know how to respond, yeah, that she wouldn’t respond at all.



My mom never really knew how to talk about her feelings. And so, I
think she, and I think I inherited this from her, she worried. | think I know
how to talk about my feelings. She worried. She just kept it all up in her
head, worrying about all these kids who are scattered.

Jill: So she knew about your [gay] brother Q?

Elaine: Yes, and she helped to care for Q when he died in a hospice in
Washington, DC. She spent a lot of time with him.

Jill: It’s just interesting, given that your brother’s out, your mother has to
deal with having a gay son, that you feel you have to?

Elaine: I think | felt that I would be a disappointment to her if | was gay
too. Like she did something wrong. And | was going to protect her and
myself.

Jill: Was it hard not to be open to her?

Elaine: Well, it seemed to work better. We didn’t talk about feelings. |
don’t recall my mother ever saying “I love you.” When my mom got sick,
I was the one, | mean, I loved my mother; I loved my mother very much.

I was the one who took a leave of absence from work. School hadn’t
started but | went in and told them | needed to take a leave of absence and
go home and take are of my mom. We didn’t hug and cry and tell each
other that we loved each other until she was sick. And that was a cathartic
thing for me to be able to say, “I love you, Mom.” But | wasn’t going to
say that | was gay at that point.

Elaine: You know what happened to me, | think when | first left the
convent | felt — I obviously had not come out to my family but I had come
out to a lot of friends. My [current] partner was still in the convent. | was
determined that if she was going to stay | was going to make my way. |
mean | couldn’t wait around for her to make some decisions. So | decided
to go to graduate school and then she decided to leave and we moved here
together. | had to write a paper on homosexuality or that was my topic. |
don’t remember what the exact topic was but it dealt with homosexuality
and so | did a lot of research. And when I read all the stuff that the church
has said over the years, it got into my head and | began to feel like | was a
bad person.
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So I went through a few years of feeling like “I’m bad. I’m doing
something really bad.” We were still living together, | was kinda talking
about how that was in my head and some of that harks back to when | was
growing up, it was such a bad thing. Sex period. Sex and the Catholic
church was a bad thing for years. | mean you only ever did it for kids, for
procreation, not for any sort of pleasure.

Elaine leaves to go to another Catholic school, out-of-state. After 9 years she
resigns because of the pervasive homophobic environment. She returns to the school she
taught at before, a parochial school where she was “out” to many of the administrators
although not “out” to parents and students. Her partner can accompany her to school
functions, something that is not possible at the out-of-state school. Elaine makes the
decision not to work in what she experiences as an overly repressive, conservative
environment. Her move into counseling from teaching occurs shortly after her return.
Her lesbian sexual identity seems to be one component in her decision to switch careers
from teaching to counseling.

Elaine: Well I think I have always had an interest in being in some sort of
social service. As | said | was a social work major for half of college.
Ummm, | wanted to be. | mean I liked teaching, I loved, it’s kind of like
your own little fiefdom but I also know that for me it takes a lot of energy
to stand in front of kids, five classes a day. You really are on stage, if
you’ve never taught, you’re on stage and for an introvert like me it took an
awful lot of energy. Plus I’m teaching stuff, a lot of times I didn’t really
agree with and so | felt that counseling was a natural, kind of an
instinctual thing for me. 1 mean obviously there’s lots of stuff I’ve needed
to learn and will continue to learn.

Jill: 'What helps you make that move, that shift over? Any correlation
with your sexual identity?

Elaine: Yeah, if I’m working [clears throat], even if | am in a Catholic
school, which | very well may be in, | don’t have to — if a kid comes in to
talk about her sexuality I don’t have to say as religion teacher, “You
know, now here’s what the church says.” In counseling | can talk about
her sexuality because it is all confidential and help him or her explore. . .
My sexual identity has been at odds . . . | have been at odds my whole
professional career because | would lose my job if | was out. . ..



Jill: But for you, in your work life, once you say, yeah | really am lesbian,
does that affect you and how you are able to work, in how you approach it,
freed up or whatever. Does it make a difference?

Elaine: I don’t know if | can answer that. I’m trying to think back on my
first years of teaching when | wasn’t necessarily aware of it and now. |
kinda have tunnel vision when I’m teaching. I’m focused on what I’'m
doing that day, that moment, in that classroom. So I don’t think so.
Resolving it hasn’t made a huge difference in my career. Personally yes.
But career-wise and my work life other than it’s just easier. Some jobs are
easier to do when you’re lesbian.

Jill: ' What do you mean?
Elaine: I think counseling will be easier. [pause]
Jill: How so?

Elaine: Because | don’t have to live with the fear of being fired for my
sexuality. [pause]

Jill: 'You move into counseling and that feels like you don’t have to hide
the fact that you’re gay, because you’re not going to get kicked out, you’re
not going to announce it to the kids but you can talk about the issue if they
bring it to you. Ina counseling environment where it can’t be talked about
in the classroom.

Elaine: Right.
Jill: So on your end, what is it like to be able to do that?
Elaine: Oh, it’s very freeing.

Jill: Is the move to counseling a progression of sorts, have anything to do
with being gay? With your fuller acceptance of your sexual orientation?

Elaine: | don’t know if I can be objective about it because my sexuality
has always been hanging out in the background. [pause] | remember
when | left the [out-of-state] school, | told the president, “Whether you
know it or not, I’'m gay.” And he said, “Oh, yeah, yeah.” | said “I just
can’t deal with this conservative place.” So, yeah, it’s there somewhere.
I don’t know how to put it into words, | don’t have language. It’s there,
there’s a connection between being gay and my career but it’s not the total
reason why | move into counseling.
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Jill: But it somehow feels, at this point, like a better fit.

Elaine: I think counseling always would have been a better fit for me but
not necessarily because of my sexuality. I think it is more my personality.

Jill: And again, looking back, the reason why you didn’t go into
counseling right off?

Elaine: I never really thought about guidance counseling because when 1
was in high school the only time you saw your counselor was for
something related to college and | thought, I’m not interested in that. And,
I know that still happens in public schools but that’s not true in Catholic
schools. Catholic school counselors do a lot of personal counseling. 1’ve
been trying to change careers for the last 10 years and get out of teaching
religion. Teaching religion—there’s a correlation between getting out of
teaching religion and being gay. | had to get out of teaching religion
because | could not bear what the Catholic Church had to say about being
gay. | had to go in some other direction. And counseling is just a better
fit for me.

In the two conversations that Elaine has with me, she makes a point of telling me
that she feels that if she had been born 20 years later, she might have been more
comfortable with her lesbian sexual identity.

Elaine: Part of that is my age, | think. Having grown up in that age that |

did. If I was born 30 years later, 20 years later and | figured it out, | don’t

know if | would have gone to the convent. Everything would be different.

I think of kids today who talk about knowing that they are gay. . . when

they’re little.

Jill: The idea that they have language for it . ..

Elaine: And I didn’t have the language for it. | just knew it was wrong.

[long pause] | think I did everything not to be gay. Being in the convent

was a very convenient way to hide it. You could have your little sexual

flings.

Elaine returns to the idea that she might have handled her sexuality differently

had she been born later in the second interview:

Jill: It’s interesting, your brother Q. is openly gay and he’s okay with it.
[He’s 4 years older than Elaine.]
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Elaine: Yeah, he lived away from home. I’m not sure how he got where he
was. How he got to that spot. We grew up in the same family. Maybe it
was because my parents knew and there was nobody else to worry about.
Q. was always a personality that was really extroverted and real
entertaining, so | don’t know; maybe it had something to do with his
personality.

Jill: And did you ever talk with him about your own sexuality?

Elaine: Hmm, somewhat. When he died, | hadn’t been out for that long.
He was, he had already been diagnosed with AIDS so a lot of our
conversations were about that. [pause].

Jill: His way of being out doesn’t serve as a model in any kind of way, in
being out and comfortable?

Elaine: | think maybe if I had been born 20 years later, | may have been
more out. | don’t know. 1I’m out to lots of people, I’m just not going to go
right now and hold a sign in the street pronouncing the fact that I’'m
lesbian.

Elaine grows up in the sixties and seventies, and is a tomboy, but states that that
was the “style” back then. Elaine connects being a tomboy to the social times rather than
to a sense of being different in terms of sexual orientation from other girls and women:

Elaine: You know when | grew up, | grew up with women’s liberation
and it was a time when a lot of women weren’t wearing make-up.
Weren’t trying to please men, and so, that part | think has sort of been
ingrained. Andso...

Jill: And your Mom and your sister? Was there a difference in?
Elaine: In the way we dressed?
Jill: In how you were from them.

Elaine: My mother was always trying to dress us — my sister and | both
were tomboys growing up. My sister wears make-up, she dresses pretty
nice. | would say that | dress — a part of this, my dressing is so much of it
feels like I always wanted to live a simple life. And part of it has to do
with not having very much money and part of it is just wanting to be
comfortable. Sometimes I see the girls, the women, in their very spiked
heels and | mean, | have dress clothes, and I’ll dress up, dress decently,
sometimes well to my school, but teachers always dress differently,
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they’re a little less professional-looking if you will, then if you’re going
downtown to work. | see people, women in their high heels and think,
‘why do people subject themselves to that?” | mean, it would be more out
of rebellion; I’m not dressing to please anybody but myself. So, umm,
that’s not to say that there haven’t been times when | wished that | was
prettier or had a better figure but | don’t know if that has anything to do
with being gay or not.

Jill: So you didn’t feel less feminine and feel that that was a problem.. .
And your sister, who is heterosexual, was just as much of a tomboy as you
were.

Elaine: Uh-huh, I grew up in the days when girls were wearing bib
overalls and long underwear and T-shirts and work boots. All of my
friends, and all of them as far as | know are heterosexual, we all dressed
the same way. It’s part of the age.

Jill: Right. But it doesn’t take on any other meaning for you, other than,
this is the age, this is what we do.

Elaine: No it doesn’t.
Jill: Even looking back at it?

Elaine: No. I don’t think, I think it was more driven by style and comfort
than anything else.

In the second interview, Elaine does speak to feeling different from her peers but
she places it firmly within the context of her spirituality rather than in the framework of
her lesbian sexual identity, even in retrospect:

Elaine: 1 think I always felt a little different from my peers. When | talk
about my peers, umm, and | don’t know whether it had anything to do
with my sexual orientation. I always felt that it was more about, kind of
this sense of liking quiet and feeling this religious vocation. | mean |
never talked about it with my friends. I mean | might have joked about it.
I mean no one would have ever suspected that | was a spiritual person or
wanting to go into the convent. There was always the fact that | was
different from, a sense in me that | was different internally from other
people.

Jill: And looking back, from the perspective of now, and understanding
that feeling of being different, would you characterize it the same way?
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Elaine: [Looks at me wide-eyed, uncomprehendingly.]
Jill: 'Was there a part that might have been related to your sexual identity?

Elaine: | don’t know that I thought very much about my sexual identity as
a high school kid.

Jill: But looking retrospectively, kind of thinking about what might have
made you feel different — and maybe it wasn’t that, maybe it was the
spirituality you felt that your friends didn’t have. Did any of it have to do
with your sexual orientation? Looking back.

Elaine: | don’t think so. | mean not that | can consciously recall.

“Lucinda”

Lucinda is a 52 year old African-American woman. She reports being aware of
same-sex attractions in elementary school. She does not fully accept her lesbian sexual
identity until her late forties, early fifties. Lucinda’s response to the question about her
childhood reveals a significant history of trauma that indelibly shapes her sense of self
both in the sexual realm and in the realm of work.

Lucinda: Ok, well, I grew up — this is kind of weird. For what I can reflect
back on, the relationship between my mother and me was not great, from
childhood on. She basically, | guess abortion wasn’t one of the things
they could have did legally or safely so—she didn’t want me. That’s the
bottom line. She didn’t really want to have me, and stuff like that. She
drank throughout the whole pregnancy. The thing with her, | do
remember as a — | was an infant, | remember a red color room. Now those
were those light bulbs with the colors, they had the red, the green, yellow
and stuff like that. I remember music playing, but I also remember a
pillow being put over my face, trying to snuff me out. And then after that
I was no longer with my mother. Meaning that | don’t know if my
grandparents walked in, did my stepfather walk in while she was trying to
do something to me, but my sister — | have an older sister, she is two
years older than me --- and she and me went to live with my grandparents
from that time on.

The relationship that | have with my stepfather — great person. | was just
sharing with people in group, that if it wasn’t for my grandfather and my
stepfather being the nurturing, strong black male, uh, they cared for us,



they provided for us—if it wasn’t for them, | would have had a very
distorted picture of men because | was—well, I’m going to get to that.

What was it like growing up in the household? My grandmother, beautiful
gem, | mean, she was really the pillar and she, | guess she saw the abuse
that my mother was inflicting on me, that she was the one | remember the
nurturing, the show of the love, what a child needed and everything like
that. Because when my mother —whenever my mother would have me
around her, either she was scolding or verbally abusive because | guess
she couldn’t do the physical any more because she was being watched or
something. But she had always related this story, even until | was 42
years of age, uh, the relationship between her and me was—she really
didn’t want me but at the same time she manipulated and co-depended me
S0 to a point for 42 years whenever | would try to go away. | didn’t do
what my sister did, go off with the first john who walked down the street,
just to get away from this woman, got married —that was a terrible
marriage she was in.

My mother would find a way to manipulate me as well as my auntie and
another cousin to get me to come back home. There was always that chain
that she kept me towards her. But like I say, my grandparents were really
pillars. They were the ones who made sure we had the right upbringing.
Now I can’t condemn the old girl for everything. She was just a bad
mother. She didn’t know how to be—now she wasn’t like that with my
sister. It was the weirdest thing — why was | picked on. She wasn’t like
that with her, unless my sister knew how to handle it well?

Jill:  Did you both have the same fathers?

Lucinda: No. My sister had a different father from mine. And so, my
mother, | guess, just made bad choices with men. And got knocked-up
twice so it was like — The strange thing with my mother—even though
she never really let me know who my father was, | kinda had an inkling
but I never did really know — she kept relationship with these two guys.
They was all drinking buddies. They all was alcoholics. And I guess it
was cool, it was still fun to hang out with them, you know, alcoholics are
the best of buddies with anybody as long as the booze is still flowing.

But they was, all the way up until they all died, they was all buddies and |
was like, wow, she didn’t allow me to know him and yet she’s hanging out
with him. That woman had issues.

Friends? Didn’t really have any because | was a child who was sexually
abused as an infant to 8 years old. As far as friends, didn’t really have any
because | was kind of a sickly kid, just for the fact, you know, of having
my virginity taken from me in infancy, when | was child, a baby, it kind of
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messed my pelvic. They used to call me pigeon-toed, but as | thought
about it, years ago someone was saying, like the pelvic was all out of
whack, of course, you’re going to be deformed, so I’m thinking maybe —
here’s this male penis going into this infant, it probably messed with my
pelvic, my uterus, so | had a lot of female problems.

Just the fact that | was a sickly kid | wasn’t out there with the others. Also
I was a chubby kid too and that was a mockery thing. Kids picked on me
and stuff like that. So I kind of isolated and didn’t really have friend
friends.

Growing up with some kids in the building. My grandmother would take
in children, to take care of and stuff, I guess just to make extra money and
things. | remember, it was a sister and brother, then there was another
little girl in the complex, in the building, and we would play with each
other because we all was, now that | think back on it, all children of sexual
abuse -- so we did the usual exploration things, that kids do with each
other but I always caught myself always more attracted to the females than
I did the guys.

I don’t know if | was first or second grade, there was this girl and
obviously | was very attracted to her. We used to go out to recess in the
yard where the convent and the rectory was and the school — we were in
that little grassy area, and | remember going up to her, this young girl.
And | was always so forceful a type of person because like | say, whoever
was doing me was forcing me. So when | was with the young girl I would
force her in a sense, not to the point of pain or hurt but it was like a
pinning her down or against the wall, forcing a kiss on her and things of
that nature. And I guess the nuns saw me and the next thing | know I’'m
in the convent and all I remember was, “You are wicked! Evil! You’re
bad!” She shook me and oh gosh. Trying to shake the sex demon out of
me or something, | guess. She was just really mean. And after that | was
like her target. She picked on me for 8 years. And whatever she said or
did to me, other than the shaking and calling me evil and wicked, and what
you’re doing is a sin — it obviously took away what little freedom | had,
even though it was freedom of sexuality. She killed it. She frightened it
away. She paralyzed it. She made me hate myself because at first nobody
questioned it. | mean even the girls didn’t question it. They thought | was
cute. But like I say, we was kids. And so that was when | first felt shame
and guilt and what’s wrong with me and so | was just a basket case. And a
withdrawn person. | really withdrew. | was like, I didn’t know how to act
and because of being withdrawn and not being like a kid, not having fun
or anything like that. . . My mother thought | was crazy. Therefore, she
talked to her teacher—she was going to school to be a nurse—and she
talked to the doctor and “oh, something’s wrong with her” because now |
was being kept up not to show emotions, | was destructive inside so |
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would - so with the kids teasing and taunting, with whatever was going on
with the rape and stuff, I internalized it. | didn’t say nothing. But there
was that breaking point when | couldn’t take it no more and | would react
like [makes a sound like a wild animal]. I would, I guess, scream and
holler and shake. She thought | was having a fit, a seizure. So they
prescribed phenobarbital. | was on it from second grade until I was ten
years old. So when | was being bullied, or beaten up by kids or being
raped, | was a zombie. ‘Cause | couldn’t react, cause | was in La-la land.
And | was like, man, | was wondering, “Did my mother know this? Did
my mother know the effects of this? Was this planned by her or what?”

Lucinda’s extensive history of sexual and emotional abuse at the hands of family
members and teachers creates a deep sense of shame within her and leads to social
withdrawal and isolation. The social withdrawal and isolation create an additional set of
relational difficulties for her, as a child and young person and later, as will be seen, as an
adult. Not all of Lucinda’s trauma is directed towards her; she is exposed to a very
traumatic environment. In the face of what Lucinda witnesses, she decides at an early age
that being a “girl” is not a good or safe thing:

I used to hate Fridays and Saturdays because in the apartment building
people would get drunk and the women became punching bags. Beaten
and you would hear the screams from the gut, begging for mercy, “Please
stop!” You would hear these thumps against the wall and running across
the floors and this would be in different apartments but you would just
hear it. And being a kid in the fifties and the sixties, people tend to their
own self. They had the so-called “community” but if something was
going on with your own self, that was your own business. All | know was
that | used to lay in the bed curled up because I guess | thought about my
own physical —somebody attacking me. But at the same time, here was
these females just begging for somebody to help them but nobody was
doing it. And in my mind, as a little kid, I guess | formed the worst
possible image of what could be happening to these women.

There was this one woman. She was such a beautiful, gentle person and
she was—Iike I said, by me not having friends, she was like the only
friend that | had. She was just a nice lady. She, you know, | would ride
over there in the hallway on my tricycle and she would say, “Hi, my little
precious one.” And just to hear that word “precious” was something that |
welcomed. And she would give me cookies. And we would talk and stuff
— but I don’t know what we talked about, you know. And then one Friday
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or Saturday, | don’t know what day it was, | just heard this fighting. This
time it was on our floor. It wasn’t up in the building or across the
courtway, nothing like that. It was closer. And of course it was just
terrorizing for me. “Oh my God, this is starting to get close.” And she
was begging and hollering and screaming for mercy and stuff like that and
next thing | hear was Pow! Pow! Pow! And of course I felt like my heart
just fell out of my mouth and then you kinda of heard the adults in the
apartment building moving around, like shush, because they didn’t know
if the boyfriend or the husband of this woman was going to go up and
down the hallway. So it was just a scary, terrorizing feeling and | guess it
was the next day, and still nobody is saying nothing about what happened,
nobody venturing out. Just this hush, hush amongst the adults. And |
guess | walked up the hallway but I saw the cops and the stuff and I saw
the people in the room and | saw the bloody pillow case, so he obviously
took a pillow case and buried her face and then shot her in the face. And I
just knew my friend was gone. To me she was my friend and I knew she
was gone.

But I had no one to talk to, nobody explaining what this was, what was
happening. And | remember going back to our apartment and I guess I hid
myself off into the bedroom and | remember just sort of curling up and
saying, “Oh God, I don’t want to be a girl.” I don’t want to be this way. |
don‘t like what’s happening. ‘Cause you either get killed or somebody
hurt you. | don’t want to be a girl. From that day forth, I just didn’t want
to be a girl. I never knew what feminine was or femininity was.

And | basically didn’t want to be a girl no more or associate in any way
with being a female. So I didn’t know how to dress like one. My mother
would always put us in dresses. 1’d find someway of tearing that thing up.
They would get on me about — in church I was kneeling, and then in those
days dresses were over your knee back then—and so | guess when | was
getting up my knee would get caught on the hem of the dress. “Gosh!
You’ve gone torn up another dress again!” And they thought it was
intentionally but I was just clumsy. And you know I just never identified
with anything feminine.

When the conversation moves to career, Lucinda is frank about how her
childhood impacts how she thinks about career aspirations and expectations:

Because of the abuse that was going on in my life, be it the sexual abuse,
the verbal abuse, kids bullying me, things happening all around me and
stuff, I didn’t think 1 would ever live to see a next year. From year to year,
until 1 was 30 years old, when | realized that | had a voice and a choice,
that | wanted to live and wanted to have a career. But coming up, | think at
one time | thought about wanting to be a teacher because I didn’t like the
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way the nuns treated me so | figured that no child should be treated that
way.

But other than that, it wasn’t until I was like thirty that | really realized—
and the only reason for that was that | became a born-again Christian at
the time. And | began to focus on there’s a God who loves me more than
anything so I have a chance to live. | got a chance, that in spite of a
society that don’t want me, He wants me. It gave me a sense of being. But
I still had my conflict with my sexuality, “Ok, God, now I know you’re
not too wild about this” but if He love me in spite of, He love me in spite
of. He knows my past, my present and my future, so He knows how to
deal with me when the time comes. Dealing with me in a good way,
meaning the relationship between us was never going to separate or come
apart because it was an eternal bond that | had committed to and vice versa
because I took his Spirit into me.

Becoming a born-again Christian helps Lucinda feel better about herself but she
has troubles in the workforce nonetheless. She perceives the problem as being seen as too
“masculine.” Lucinda constantly feels judged by her peers on the basis of her looks. It
does not help matters that she has an alcohol addiction. Lucinda recognizes that this
interfered with career goals and attainments. Lucinda solution to what feels to her to be
relentless harassment, and her difficulty in coping constructively with it, is to become a
“temp” worker:

Lucinda: I was being judged about how I looked or about how I acted. |
was just acting like me. You know, like I said, feminine things was not
something — | didn’t have Seventeen Magazine like my sister with the
lipstick. | was always judged at these places to the point where it made me
feel awkward to even go to work. I saw the old pattern—dang, | used to do
that at school when it was so uncomfortable. But | had to go to work
because it was my livelihood whereas when | was a kid, | didn’t have to.

Jill: So growing up, nobody told you what you might be good at.

Lucinda: My grandfather. The typical female role: secretary! He was a
janitor. He was a well-paid janitor. That man brought in some big money
back then. He said he walked into a doctor’s office and to see the
receptionist, he thought that she was the queen. To him that was a poised
woman. She ran, she had an organization... but back in the seventies, the
beginning of women’s liberation, I didn’t want to hear that. | was a



teenager; | didn’t want to hear about being a secretary! [said with
vehement disdain] And so | fought it. But damn, | was always working in
somebody’s office!

Jill: You knew what you didn’t want, did you have any ideas about what
you did want to do?

Lucinda: 1didn’t want to be a secretary. | tried other hats but it didn’t
work out. | was going to be a medical lab technician but | went to class
one day, and it was the day we had to do the pipette, where you sucked the
urine and the blood. | was nursing a hangover and so | forgot and | sucked
up some piss — well that was the end of the medical lab technician! | was
like, Ok, we can’t do this, because | might go to work drunk and forget
what | was sipping on. So that was out the door. Like I said, I always
found myself in somebody’s financial management office or accounting
department. But like | said, | never thought about going to school for that.
I was good in high school for three years straight. | won the top science
and biology and chemistry kind of stuff. So I was kind of geared for
that—biology, ecology. But in my mindset — unfortunately, black history
was not part of our family. We knew about everybody else’s history but
we didn’t know about our own. So I didn’t know about the George
Washington Carvers and the great explorers and scientists, the developers
of modern day things that we even see to this day. So | had no image of a
black biologist. So | didn’t venture down that road. | just basically stayed
in the business world and took whatever job they gave me.

I had no goal, no particular thing but I didn’t like working in the large
areas, what I call the pool; I kinda liked the four or less if possible. But
when | would get into those environments, |1 would do my job well, |
would get the recognitions, they always wanted to promote me to
management. | would think, “You don’t want a drunk to be a manager,
please, uh-huh.”

Jill: So alcohol became a problem when?

Lucinda: It was probably all the time, “‘cause we would get the sip of the
beer, the whiskey.

Jill: When did it start to interfere?

Lucinda: Okay, what had happened was that, one of my grandfather’s
clients, because he also had business clients that used his janitorial
services as well as working apartment buildings, like that. One of the
lawyers, he was a black lawyer; he gave my grandfather a case of some
very expensive wine. That’s how | knew | had an alcohol problem because
before | would venture out to school, in high school, because we had to
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walk up a few blocks to the train, so that | was involved with a lot more
people, it was terrorizing, an intimidating thing for me because either |
was pointed out, “Oh, look at the dyke, look at that!” And | was thinking,
what the hell was that? So it was always kinda scary so | would go out on
the back porch and pop that bottle, that cork, and give me a good swig of it
and then walk out. | started maybe sophomore.

Jill: Sounds like you started as a way of handling anxiety against all the
bullying and bad treatment.

Lucinda: And also they had started me on the Phenobarbital at either
eight or nine and so | —that’s how the drug environment began. But going
back to being in the workforce, | mentioned to you over the phone that |
was at a firm downtown and | had on, you know, | was dressed
appropriately, I had a skirt or something like that on, and then to walk into
the lunch room and the first thing that a black male shouted was, how did
he say it? “What the hell is that? She look like a man!” And I’'m
thinking—I was always uncomfortable because there was always a fool,
that I called ‘em, that was going to make those kind of comments and then
start the ball rolling. So it was like, Ok, should I go temporary? So I did
temporary work for like twelve years. | worked temporary because if |
didn’t have to set roots somewhere, just as long as | could get a paycheck
to take care of my needs, but to be a part of a work force I could never fit
in, could never feel comfortable because someone was going to do a
“shout-out.” It made me feel embarrassed. It was that same pattern that |
did from grade school all the way through life because whenever it got too
challenging or too intimidating or whatever, | would run. Just run.

Lucinda begins to come to terms with her sexuality after her mother dies, when
she is 42 years old. But although things ease in her mind, full resolution does not seem to
occur until 2006 when after a health scare, she gets into therapy and gets into recovery
for her alcoholism. Her work with her therapist provides her with the tools and the
support to fully accept who she is.

Jill: How old are you when you finally come to terms with your
sexuality?

Lucinda: Well, I would say after — | began to accept it. When | was in
the church, I was trying to deal with the issue. No one wanted to deal with
the issue in the church. When | tried to bring it out, no one wanted to hear
it. So, okay, you all can’t deal with me. After | left the church — I really
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think after my mother died, in 1998, and | was really out on my own, and
it was like, “I’m who | am.”

Jill: So not really until your forties?

Lucinda: Forty-two. And I’m like, forget it. I am who | am. If nobody
likes it, damn! I now have to take care of me. Whereas before | was
having my episodes where | was running away from jobs or whatever, |
had family I could lean on. | could stay with them. Didn’t have to pay
rent. But now it was like | was forced to be out here now and if they don’t
like it, they don’t like it. Like I said, I’m learning to be more assertive,
what in the last nine months. Learning to be assertive that you don’t do the
off-color joke about the gay community. They don’t mess with you, you
don’t mess with them. So be it. Sometimes, you know | have this share-
ride with the para-transit, sometimes people say, “000, you in faggot-
town!” And | say, “What’s your issue? How do know?” I’m more
outspoken. “Shut-up! Keep to your own life!” So it was like, | wouldn’t
say that, | wouldn’t say a thing because | don’t want to be judged, I don’t
want to lose a friend. They wasn’t my friend. So right now I’m learning
how to distinguish who can be a friend and who cannot be a friend. Who
to social with and who to stay away from.

I had this thing because | was so needy, | wanted acceptance. | wanted to
belong because of the way | was coming up in life. Now I’ve got a choice.
Whether you like me or not, hey!

I found out since I’ve been going to therapy since 2006, | was like because
of post-traumatic stress | was acting out when | thought I was defending
myself. 1’m going to therapy to learn assertiveness, learn how to speak up
for myself, learning that I have rights. Because | was just a push-over. |
was just didn’t want the challenge. | didn’t want anybody pointing me
out. | didn’t know that I had post-traumatic stress all these years. That |
had lost jobs because | would do well but there was always the co-worker
or maybe a couple of co-workers--- they would team against me. Not
knowing why, I didn’t do nothing, why they would come at me and say
these things. Then the management would hear and I’m out the door. But
before 1 go out the door, I might have had a tantrum. Basically you would
have to nit and pick at me for months, maybe a year or more and then I’m
going come at you, “ Get the F—out of my blankity-blank face! I’m tired
of this!”

I guess that the way that | would do it was — I didn’t know how to handle
it so that was the biggest disappointment. Though I’m not satisfied with
my work life, | had opportunities to stay places but because | didn’t know
how to handle the way people was treating me, | made the exit.
Fortunately, they all gave me good references but some people have said,
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“Haven’t you ever thought about going back?” “No! I’m not going back
into that craziness.” If they did what they did to me, it was a sign of
weakness. If | tried to go back, they may be even worse and I’m not quite
at the point where | can defend myself in a positive way, in an assertive
way. I’m still working on me.

Getting sober, learning through therapy how to understand and cope with her past
and with current stressful situations helps Lucinda accept her sexuality and helps her in
the work arena, as well. Lucinda’s fuller acceptance of herself leads her back to a
childhood dream of a career in broadcast journalism.

I’m learning how to set boundaries and stuff. And if somebody do make
an off-color, a joke about my sexuality or whatever — first off, they don’t
know me, second, that’s their opinion. So I’m learning on how to say,
“That’s your issue, not mine.”

I also want to make a choice of disclosure where — I would love to get into
broadcast communication. That’s my — with this aftercare, alcohol
treatment thing I’m going through, and with my counselor, they all kind of
say, find the child within, find the child that used to want to do whatever.
And for me, I always wanted to be in broadcast communication.

The only reason | was working in the kind of jobs that | was, was the
familiarity, | know what I’m doing when 1I’m doing that kind of stuff. But
I didn’t like it, I wasn’t happy with it. And | want to start to do the things
that make me happy. The relationships, the places that | work, even if it’s
temporary like that.

Jill: But again, what’s helped you to be able to make that jump? How
come you can do it now and you couldn’t do it before?

Lucinda: Oh, umm . .. kinda just finally, now that I got a label of post-
traumatic stress — because all those years up until I was 52. | now realize,
oh my gosh, | was so f—‘ed up, | didn’t have a mindset to do nothing.
You know, even if | tried to without attacking the issues. Because now I’'m
attacking the issues. | got a ton of baggage and | want to deal with it
because I’m tired of it!

I’m tired of carrying this stuff around; | want to deal with it. Now that |
got a label for it, I can understand it. I’m going to counseling where | can
deal with it because even through the bad there was the good too. Of
course the bad outweighed it but the good was that I lived to be 52, and |
am a survivor, even though I tried to commit suicide.
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And the thing with broadcast communication is the fact that that will give
me an avenue to discuss and have open discussions on public television.

Because just like you’re doing a study on lesbians and their careers and
how it affects them, that could be something that could be put out there.
Because people are still in the dark. And the more that | get knowledge
about things, and the more | find out that when 1 talk people do listen, |
never had that before, where people used to say, “You got nothing to say.”
“Shut —up” And I found out that | have a great deal to talk about and a
great deal of things to say and whether it be personal or be on a large
scale, it’s about knowledge sharing. And the reason why | want to do that
is the fact that I think that this would be a great forum. When you do see
gays in the media it’s more male but it’s still that mockery, “He’s so
feminine.” And everybody ain’t like that.

So it’s like, people can be educated. We can be doctors and Indian chiefs
too. And so they need to understand that. So that’s another reason why |
want to it.

Jill: It’s interesting when you think about broadcast and media, you are
thinking about actually talking about issues around sexual orientation.

Lucinda: Yeah, because like | say, it’s out there and yet again — What
came across my mind is when people think of a strong woman or an
opinionated woman, “Oh, she’s a bitch.” Well, | ain’t never seen a talking
female dog. I’m thinking right off the bat, where did that come from?
They need to know that if a woman has those characteristics, she’s not
that, she’s just playing the game the boys are playing. But the fact that she
just happen to be female. And so, the reason why | chose broadcast
journalism is that as a lesbian I think it would be a beneficial thing to have
that forum in media that it can be expressed.

And yet again, from a woman’s point of view behind the camera and

produced by a woman and people can see, “Oh!” Because you don’t know

until “A woman did that?”

Lucinda struggles a long time to understand herself and her attraction to girls and
to women. She connects it to her traumatic past but in the second interview, Lucinda

affirms her lesbian sexual identity as something positive, an identity she is proud of.

Jill: ' What do you think enabled you to embrace your identity as a lesbian?
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Lucinda: | always had an inkling that | was different from other females.
Back in childhood and stuff, whether it was from the fact that | was raped
from infancy until eight years old, I really don’t know. Because
somebody | know asked the question, if that had never happened to me,
would you still have become a lesbian? And I really did not have an
answer for that. Hmm, I never really thought about that. | said that
fortunately, and perhaps that is a poor choice of word, but if I didn’t have
that trauma, and if it is a deciding factor or it’s not a deciding factor, if
that’s the reason why | am a lesbian or not, 1’d rather be than not because I
don’t want to be the typical female. | said because when we come out of
our mother’s womb, first thing that hits us is heterosexuality. | mean,
we’re pink or we’re blue, you know, and you see in your household, a
mom and a dad, you don’t see a mom and a mom and a dad and a dad. It’s
in our media, it’s everywhere we look. It’s almost like we’re stressing it
so, if you’re anything but this it’s bad.

I’d rather be out the box than in the box. And conform that way because
then | wouldn’t be able to have choice. A choice meaning that | guess
coming with the title “lesbian” it is a lifestyle but it’s also how you see
things. How you see things mentally, how you see things physically.
Because you almost have to be strong, you almost have to show a tougher
character in order to adjust because of the fact that you are going to be
ostracized by society. So you have to have this calmer—I don’t have to act
or be or do a certain way, | am the way | am for a reason but at the same
time I’m not going to pacify or down the fact that | have a brain, that | can
make a decision for myself, I don’t have to rely on somebody. You know,
so, that’s the part that | embrace about being a lesbian.

| really don’t know as | was growing up whether I even thought about it. |
always felt different from most females, in the sense that most females — |
didn’t do the “doll thing.” I may have had done it because my caregivers
put that in my hands or something but did I care, did I like it? Did | want
to be a mommy? Nah. More like a Daddy [laughs]. | guess that’s why |
say | was outside the box, that I didn’t fit that pattern or whatever it is that
they were trying to do. | remember when my grandfather tried to my
sister and me, now my sister was into Seventeen Magazine, | wasn’t. My
grandfather he sent us to Sears talent school, I guess to learn to be
“ladies.” What the hell was that? We were supposed to be “secretaries.”
[Said with a lot of disdain.] 1 didn’t “get” it. My sister she fell right into
it. And I was like, “Huh? What are they trying to do?” It kinda reminded
me of the nun when | was in grade school, | was left-handed, and how she
tried to force me to be right-handed. She tied my hand behind my back
and tried to force me to write with my right hand. I’m like, forget it!

I’m outside the box, it makes me have the ability to think for myself and
not have society or other people tell me what I should think as a female.
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Umm, there’s a certain strength and armor, you almost have to be tough

skin because you know you’re going to have opposition and stuff out

there. But, at the end of the day, you can say, at least | made my own

decisions.

“Anne”

Anne is 65 years old and has been with her female partner for 25 years. She
enters the convent after completing high school and stays in for 18 years. Anne meets
her partner in the convent when she is 32 years old; she is immediately attracted to her.
Anne’s partner leaves the convent after 3 years. Anne remains in the convent for another
5 years. This is a period of particular struggle and conflict, as will be seen in the
narrative below. Anne is an elementary school teacher. The religious order that Anne
belongs to is predominantly a teaching order but Anne seems to have been a natural when
it comes to teaching.

In answering the researcher’s first question about her childhood, Anne, sounds
some of the predominant themes that will mark her struggles with her sexual identity. She
feels like the “lost child” in her very large family. There are few opportunities, until high
school, to socialize with peers outside of her family. She is shy, a “follower,” not at all
assertive, very often afraid.

Anne: | was the third oldest of ten children. | grew up on a farm [in the

Midwest]. And it was definitely rural life. My father was, | was afraid of

my father. He was very authoritarian, very strict. And | think with all of

us, there was a sense in him that if he gave us too much leverage, we were

out of control. But we were a very quiet; we were very quiet as kids. |

remember being at the dinner table, we called dinner at noon, and my

father would come in and everybody would pretty much quiet down and

then he would listen to the markets and the grain prices on the radio and

we were quiet when we were eating. | sometimes wonder how that could

possibly be with ten kids and there was always a baby. Umm, and then
the atmosphere would change when he went outside. We would begin to
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talk or whatever. But we had to be quiet and if there were days when he
wasn’t really listening to the markets, we wouldn’t talk.

Jill: ' What was his background? His ethnic background?

Anne: He came from German background. His parents were born here
and he lived on a farm and had a number of brothers and sisters. My
mother was very much, she was much more gentle and much more
compassionate. But she did pretty much what he wanted. He ruled the
household. He was the boss and in a sense, we all knew it. Umm, let see
what else. So | think my mother was somewhat trapped also. | don’t
think her personality was as authoritarian and she was German and
Luxembourg in background. And she wasn’t nearly as strict but I think
that because of Dad, she was. She knew that she was supposed to follow
his rule and keep us in order.

Jill: How many girls and how many boys?

Anne: There were 7 girls and 3 boys. And I’m third oldest of ten. Our
grandparents lived close. One set of grandparents lived on a farm not far
away from ours — my mother’s parents. And my father’s lived a little
farther away on a farm also. As they got older they both moved from the
farm into town. My mother’s father was very strict, not a happy person.
Pretty grumpy and my mother’s mother was very outgoing, almost had a
frenetic kind of energy. She seemed always to be busy. You’d come and
she’d give you the candy and then you’d play games. When | think back it
was almost too much.

The opposite was true of my father’s parents. His dad, my grandfather,
was very much out there, friendly, good-natured and Dad’s mother was
very strict. Didn’t smile much. So we would go over there and we were—
she’d give us things to eat but we were very quiet and very good there. We
had more fun at my mother’s parents even though Grandfather was a bit
difficult.

Jill: And how far from town was your farm?

Anne: Five miles. And at that point in my life, when | was growing up, it
was, it seemed far away. It seemed very far away.

Jill: So you didn’t go into town much?

Anne: No, we didn’t because it seemed . . . as a child until 1 got into high
school, I didn’t do any activities. Like learning how to swim or ice-
skating. We would do some stuff on the farm but we did not take lessons
like a lot of other kids did.



Jill: How big a farm did your parents have?

Anne: 160 acres. They raised corn and soybeans and then my father really
made money by feeding cattle and selling it. But after a while that didn’t
really pay off. But in his prime, he fed cattle and then sold it for a high
price.

Jill: And you helped with the chores?

Anne: No, my older brother helped mostly with the chores. | did more
things inside. I did the inside work. | remember having the wringer
washing machine and helping mother wash.

Jill: There were ten of you, tell me the boy, girl order, how that broke
down.

Anne: A girl first and then a boy. Then me. And then a girl, and a girl,
and a girl, and a girl, and then two boys and then a girl. So the oldest a
girl and the youngest a girl.

Jill: And in terms of the siblings, who were you close to?

Anne: Well, I think, I was close to the sister younger than me, M., and |
was also close to my oldest sister. 1 think | almost see her as being my
mother. And it is interesting because | had a lot of conflict with her and
it’s the kind of conflict I always thought | might have with my mother and
I never had the conflict with my mother. | had it with my sister and she
was only 4 years older than me. But she still seemed like she took care of
me. Because my mother was so busy with the little ones.

| felt very lost as a child. Very lost. My oldest sister was like the Queen.
Firstborn, and then a boy. And then me. | was very shy. | remember as a
little kid hiding behind my mother’s skirts when people would come. | can
remember doing this. | didn’t talk much. And | think part of it was, | think
I was afraid of my father. He did not have a temper but it seemed to me
that he had so much inside that | was afraid of what was going to come
out. Now some of this | am talking about as an adult [looking back], and
there was always something about the silence that seemed pretty deadly to
me. Or that something was going to happen.

Jill: Menacing?
Anne: Yes! Something not good happening. And in his later years, he

mellowed so much. And | remember as a kid, the neighbors used to help
each other and so when the neighbors came over, my father was so
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different. He’d talk to the other men, of course, they had a good time. But
then what | couldn’t figure out was, even with neighbor kids coming over
or my cousins when they came over, he seemed to talk to them more than
he talked to us. And I’m thinking, “what’s the matter with me that Dad is
so different when someone else comes or we would go with him to a
neighbor. And he’s just talking away and having a good time and very,
very pleasant. And so it was very confusing to me. It was like, how is it
that when he’s with someone else he seems different? And there was
always this sense that | remember, my mother and my father both saying,
“what will the neighbors think?” [Laughing] We were miles away from
the nearest neighbor!

The career expectations for Anne are set by her father and they are limited.
Despite being an excellent student in elementary and high school, going on to college is
not an option. Anne accepts this and then finds a way around her father’s interdiction.
Her way, though, is not through rebellion or self-assertion: she follows the path of her
older sister into a religious community. This is what Anne says:

Jill: As a young person, how did you think about career and what you
wanted to do for a living? What were the family expectations?

Anne: Well | did know from early on from my oldest sister that my father
was not —he did not approve of going to college. Part of it was expenses —

Jill: For everyone? Boys and girls alike?

Anne: Yes, boys and girls. Part of it was the price of it. Another part of it
was, we were just expected to go out, get a job somewhere, wherever it
was, and get married. And have kids. That was the expectation. And I
remember being in high school and someone coming from a local college
wanting to interview me and talk about college. And Dad just said no, no
she’s not going, that’s it.

Jill: So you just accepted that?

Anne: Yes.

Jill: 'You were a pretty good student? In high school, they come and talk
to you.

Anne: Yes, | was a very good student.
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Jill: So you just accepted it, and that was that?

Anne: There was a part of me that wanted to go to college. | know that
there was a part of me that wanted to go to college. And that part
somehow was always there. And then when my oldest sister went to the
community, to the Franciscans [convent], she was educated there. And |
think that part of my reason for going, for entering the community, was for
me to get an education.

Jill: Because they would provide college?

Anne: The Franciscans provided college. Another reason was | had my
older sister on a pedestal and | wanted to be like her. Another reason was,
I just followed her. She got all this attention and | wanted it too. When she
went into the community, after high school, she got even more attention
because it was a big, big thing in the Catholic Church to have a son or a
daughter in religious life.

When | was in high school, | worked as a nurses aide in a nearby city and |
liked the work as a nurses aide and | remember — I remember this Irish
nurse, she was short and stocky and she was very grumpy and she was the
head nurse on the floor and she said to me, “Anne, you need to go into
nursing.” And she would not just say that to anyone.

And then when | went into the community, it was very much, it was

mostly a teaching community. There wasn’t too much other choice. |
could have become a nurse but | think | really did want to become a

teacher.

Anne goes into teaching and from the outset it is a good experience. She has an
aptitude for teaching, and this is despite, or perhaps because of, traumatic experiences she
has as a kindergartner in a one room rural schoolhouse.

Anne: | think as a young person in high school and even in junior high, |
did a lot of babysitting. And it was always with little kids. 1 would go to
the neighbors and babysit for a quarter an hour. And | was really good
with them. | was really good with them. And also, really good with my
younger brothers and sisters. | always took care of them. | had a lot of
practice. So | think I knew | was good with young kids so therefore
teaching young kids, I thought, I could probably do that.

I remember being in the community. It was my very first year of teaching.
I had forty-seven first graders. And then it was summer, and all the nuns
would get together and we would have classes. We were sharing our



100

experiences of teaching. And | was about one of a whole group of them
who said, “My first year of teaching was really great!” And | had 47 kids.

I really felt successful. And it was my first year. Everybody was like, “It
was such a disaster. | didn’t know what | was doing. It was terrible. | don’t
know if | want to stay in it.”

I taught in a Catholic school my first year. My principal gave me, it was
like a mentor even though they didn’t have a mentoring program. So this
one nun, | remember her distinctly. She would come into my classroom
every single day. And she would say, “Anne, | want to see you do this
reading group today. Tomorrow | want to see your math group. | want to
see your social studies.” In those days you taught every darn thing. They
went out for recess. We didn’t even have a gym at that point. We just
taught everything. I taught art. | taught music. I had no idea how to teach
those things, especially music.

And she [her mentor] was so wonderful. She was such a wonderful
teacher. And she would tell me, right then and there, in the beginning of
my teaching career, in those first months, what | was doing right and what
I should change.

Jill: 1t also sounds like you were a natural.

Anne: It came easy. | was a natural. | never otherwise could have dealt
with 47 students. But she was also very, very helpful and I met with her
weekly to talk over stuff. “This is what we do, and this is what we don’t
do.” So I was there for 5 years and | taught before 1 had my degree. Then
I guess I was there 4 and a half years because in the middle of the year,
they pulled me out and told me, “Anne, you need to finish your
education.” And so, this young person came and took over my class. It
was in the middle of the year which was very difficult to do. And then |
went to the local college and the rest of that year and one more year and
then | was finished.

Actually my work experience has been, | feel very positive about my work
experience. It seemed like every single place I taught it was a good
experience for me. It was a good experience.

Well today | think that because of my experience in kindergarten, | think
my traumatic experience in kindergarten could have gone both ways. That
I would have totally, totally not be near a school as a career but it’s
seemed to me that it was because of that situation that | wanted to be a
teacher and to be a different teacher. So I think that that event triggered
my career, along with other things, like the Franciscans.
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As a kindergartner | went to the one room schoolhouse. It was maybe half
a mile from where we were. And the teacher was very strict. When |
didn’t know my word, she put me in front of the class with a paper bag on
my head and made me sit in a wastebasket. And this is interesting. My
oldest sister and | were talking about this and she said that she didn’t only
do that to me, she did it to other kids as well. And she did it to her when
she was very small. And | always thought that this teacher was a witch
and that she must have been old. And then when | saw pictures of her,
when | was grown, and she was this young, beautiful person. | was
shocked. In my mind she was a witch and | could not remember what she
looked like. And that certainly affected my career from the very
beginning.

Anne finds her place in the world of work easily. This is not the case with her
leshian sexuality. She admits to having had a “crush” on one of the nuns who taught her
in high school but she does not contextualize the experience into a broader sense of her
sexuality. She has only a few dates with boys in high school. In the first interview, Anne
portrays this is a function of being shy.

Jill: Tell me when you first began to have some idea that you might be a
lesbian and what that was like for you.

Anne: Well it was certainly was late, late, late. | never even thought, I
don’t think I even knew what a lesbian was in grade school, maybe even
in high school. I mean the word never came up.

Jill: What about attraction to girls, how about that?

Anne: | was very aware of having a crush on one of the nuns and | would,
I would do anything just to get to see her when she was having office
hours.

Jill: And that was when?

Anne: That was when | was in high school.

Jill: Were you doing much dating?

Anne: | wasn’t doing much dating but I never, I always thought it was
more my shyness. | thought the boys just didn’t like me.

Jill: ‘Was your older sister dating?
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Anne: Yes. Yes. Yes.

Jill: And the other girls in your class were?

Anne: Yes. Yes. | never thought of being a lesbian at that point. It never
entered my mind. It was more me being shy. | wanted to be out there

more.

Jill: Did you understand, a lot of girls get boy-crazy, did you understand
that?

Anne: Yes, | did. | wasn’t boy crazy like so many were. Now | did have, |

definitely had some dates but it wasn’t — | really didn’t enjoy them that

much.

Jill: But you explained it, I’m just shy?

Anne: Yeah.

In the second interview, when Anne is asked to expand on her answer about how
she feels about boys and men, it is clear that her lack of dates with men is more than just
about being shy.

Jill: You talked about being very shy as a younger person, and in high

school not really dating and feeling like the boys weren’t interested in you.

Did it work the other way? That you weren’t that interested in boys? Did

you have that sense?

Anne: Yes, | did have that sense. That | was not interested. Yeah, | did.

Jill: Other girls your age might have been “boy-crazy” but they just didn’t
hold your interest?

Anne: Yeah, it was like, “What? Do boys really matter to them?” Because
| didn’t feel like they mattered to me.

Jill: And the way that you explained it to yourself at the time was, I’'m
just kind of shy.

Anne: Right, right.

Jill: But really, it was you didn’t have as much interest in boys.
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Anne: That’s right. Absolutely.

Jill: And, was that true, as you were getting older too? Did you notice that
you weren’t as interested in boys and men?

Anne: Well, I joined a religious community after | finished high school,
so — | think, I don’t know, that probably says something. Um, I think
that’s true. I mean, | uh, even when | worked for a year, | didn’t do much
dating. There was only one guy that I really seemed to like when | was
doing nurse’s aide work. And | always wanted to have a date with him.
And, the other women | was living with kind of tipped him off, and we
went out on this date. But it wasn’t, it was like, | always wanted to—he
worked down in — we were above an appliance center. He worked in the
appliance center; we lived in the apartment above. And, it was nice but it
wasn’t like | thought it was going to be, the date.

Jill: So it was different from what you expected. You didn’t have much
feeling around it?

Anne: The anticipation of having the date was greater than —I wasn’t so
thrilled.

Anne joins the convent and during her first year she begins “jumping into bed,” as
she puts it, with another nun. She has another experience with another nun but at 23 and
24 Anne is still not framing her behavior in terms of being lesbian or having same-sex
attractions:

Anne: | was in my first year of teaching. There was a whole group of
nuns in this house, maybe 25, going from very young to old. And I was
very attracted to the one nun who was probably just a year older than me.
And | would in the morning wake her up and jump into bed with her. And
that’s when — | can remember in those days taking all these little kids to
church because they went to church every day. It was a pain in the butt.
And | was thinking, “Oh my God, | got up this morning, | was in the bed,
and we did kissing and hugging, and now I’m in church praying?”

There was some [she trails off in thought.]

Jill: So what did you make of what you were doing? Did you have any
idea what you were doing? How did you understand it? To yourself.

Anne: Well, it felt good. It felt good. | wasn’t real comfortable with it
because it went against everything that | had been taught. Really. But |



104

didn’t stop it. Nor did she. And then, she — I think that went on pretty
much for two years. And then she left the community. She left the
community. That was hard. That was difficult. That was the beginning of
a lot of nuns leaving. And also it was at the point that my sister left. So
that was also very difficult. So I kind of let the whole thing, being
attracted to Z. just kind of — “Okay, it happened.” We just happened to be
together. We were just close friends. And then | did have close friends in
the community after that but —

Jill: Close friends meaning? You’re hopping into bed with them?

Anne: No, no. Close friends in the sense of doing a lot of sharing.
Knowing that there is an attraction there but didn’t act on any of it. |
remember F. and she was having a real hard time and we became close
and shared a lot. But nothing physical really with her. But | knew and
when she left it was very, very difficult. So I am beginning to think now,
my gosh, this happened before with Z., and now with F. — but nothing
happened so — I’'m still not thinking I’m lesbian. It was just | was living
with women so I’m going to get close to them, some of them, my friends.

And then, S. was a very good friend of mine. Nothing happened there. But
we did a lot of emotional sharing and we were very intimate. Because at
that point we were doing more shared prayer, where we prayed out loud.
So it was really like getting your soul out there. You are saying to God but
you are really saying it out loud to someone else who is hearing you. So
that was very intimate.

Jill: Nothing sexual going on?
Anne: No.
When Anne is 32 years old, she meets the woman who will end up being her life partner.
Anne: And then my partner came to the convent. | was 32 years old. |
was immediately attracted to her. And she came to live in my same house.
And with Toby that was the beginning. And we did a lot of praying
together first, a lot of touching the face and | think that after a year we
were definitely physically involved.
Jill: So by that time you are kind of catching on?
Anne: Yes. I’m catching on. And then she left after 3 years. And that was

extremely difficult. And | was still in, still thinking that I was going to stay
in. After she left, it took me 5 years to leave.



105

When Toby leaves, Anne’s world feels turned upside-down. The way that Anne
experiences this is that she feels, quite suddenly, that maybe she has chosen the wrong
career and should not be teaching but should be doing parish work instead. Anne no
longer feels secure and confident in the profession where earlier she felt like a natural.
This is how Anne talks about it:

I was in a very confused state of mind. | was thinking, well maybe it’s my
career. Maybe I need to get out of teaching. | was very discontent. | was
not happy. Not happy. A very close friend was living out-of-state. And by
that time, we were pretty much able to go where we wanted, to say where
we wanted to go and do, in the community. So | was going to do pastoral
work, like work in a parish and give it a try and just see. Is it really my
career. Well, it wasn’t. But | spent a year down there and that was very
difficult. I’d say I was depressed. Yeah, | was. Yes, it definitely affected
my mood.

Anne is frightened of what she is learning about herself and her affectional
preferences. She continues to see Toby regularly but cannot bring herself to leave the
convent. It is the very real fear of losing Toby that propels Anne forward in her
acceptance of herself as a lesbian.

Jill: Toby leaves the community. You’re in the community for 5 more
years. In the fifth year you go to the parish out-of-state and then the year
after that you leave the community.

Anne: Even the year before that, before I went out-of-state, we would
spend almost every other weekend together. She was in one city, | was in
another. It wasn’t that far away. Maybe three hours. And I’d spend the
whole weekend in bed with her. And then come back and conduct a
community house meeting. That was like, “Oh my God, | can’t do this. I
can’t do this.” But | was so afraid to say that | was a lesbian. And you
know what really clenched it for me. Well, Toby at that time was very
honest. She was saying, | really need to get involved with other people.
And she got involved with this very aggressive woman. And one time |
was visiting and we were in bed and she called me by the other woman’s
name. | thought, “Oh, oh. This is serious. If | really want her then | need to
make a decision.” | was extremely afraid to leave.
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After a year of doing parish work, and 18 years as a nun, Anne leaves her
religious community and moves in with Toby. She continues to struggle with worries
about what others will think of her if they knew her to be a lesbian. She does not tell
anyone in her family about her relationship with Toby for 6 years.

Jill: What were you afraid of?

Anne: Afraid that people would know. If I left and lived with Toby then |

really am a lesbian. And you know what is really interesting? 1 did not

leave until after my father died. 1 did not leave the community until after

my father died. 1 think | was really afraid of what he would say or think.

And | couldn’t do it. He had such power over me.

Jill:  So coming out to your family, have you done that? Did you do that?

Anne: Much later. Much later. Toby and I were living together. | thought

we could get by for a couple of years as roommates. And | don’t have

money, so they’ll think it’s just until I get on my feet. And then after that,

that’s when | had to learn to deal.

Jill: ' What did that look like for you, to begin to deal?

Anne: | went to therapy. | was very scared. My therapist said, “Look in

the mirror and say, ‘I am a leshian.”” | was afraid of the word. | was

afraid of everything. | remember going into a gay bar and two other

friends when we were traveling, and Toby saying, “Anne, your hand is

like a board. It’s so tight I can’t even hold your hand. We can hold hands

here.” [She’s laughing as she recounts this story.]

When Anne and Toby begin to live together as a couple, Anne returns to teaching.
They move to an urban metropolitan area and Anne makes the decision to leave the
parochial school system for the public school system in order to earn more money. As
Anne resolves her lesbian identity, changes occur in how she approaches her work: she
becomes more assertive. This is how Anne puts it in the first interview:

I could not teach in a Catholic school because of the money. | got an

application for a public school. Nothing was online then, it was all paper

stuff. And I went for the first interview and | know it went very, very well.
I remember saying to the guy who interviewed me, and | don’t know
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exactly where I got this confidence. He said to me at the end, “Well, we
will let you know. We are looking for the right person for the job.” And |
said, “I’m the right person for the job!”

Anne elaborates on this idea of being more assertive and the relationship it might
have to her lesbian sexual identity in the second interview:

I was in therapy and | remember dealing with, beginning to deal with my
sexuality there. Ok? 1 think I was in the process of trying to be more
comfortable with who | was as a leshian. And so | think, yes, | think there
was a correlation between my being assertive in saying to the head of
personnel, “I’m the person for the job!” It was a sense of me coming to
know myself better. | got along so well with the head of personnel,
because he was gay, and | only found that out later. But we connected
immediately when | went into his office. My anxiety level just way down
and we connected and 5 years later | realized that he was gay.

As an elementary school teacher, Anne feels that it is necessary to be closeted at
work. After several years, she confides in the teacher she works most closely with. She
states that it was very “freeing” to do so.

Anne: Umm, | never ever told people at my work—that affected me very
much because | just thought, if parents ever found out and other teachers
find out, I’m working with these kids and what are they going to think
about me and these little girls. I was very concerned and | was very
closeted.

When I first went out to the public school, it was so difficult because | was
becoming a friend of my partner-teacher, who was married, and | would
always say what “I”” did over the weekend. Was concerned about “we”.
All of that. And | can’t remember, it took me a few years and then | told
her. I said, “I just need to tell you.” She was wonderful. After that, all |
needed was one friend.

Jill: So having her know took the pressure off. Somebody to know about
your real life.

Anne: It took the pressure off. It was so difficult. It was getting more and
more difficult. Just talking about what we did over the weekend. And who
I was with. My friends, because they were all women. In my work world |
was very isolated as far as anyone knowing | was lesbian.



A part of me was hidden. Actually, after I told my partner-teacher, it was
like, 1 don’t have to tell a lot of people. | felt really, really free.

Anne elaborates on how she felt “freer” in the second interview.

Jill: Ok, so what was the impact, if any, on your work life of not
accepting yourself as lesbian until later?

Anne: [pause] Well, I think I wasn’t truly myself. | think I did my job, |
was a good teacher but I don’t think | was totally myself or free. And, I
don’t know what impact that had on kids at that point. But | do know that
after, the more | accepted my being a lesbian, it seemed like the more free
I was to live my life and I really believe | was freer in my work also. |
was more confident, | was less afraid, | wasn’t so worried. It was like, this
was who | am. | was more available to the kids as | accepted. | am sure
that | was more sensitive, less judgmental.

Jill: 'What do you mean by that?

Anne: | think when | was not able to accept who | was, | was judging
myself that I wasn’t good enough, or wasn’t and then | would put that
judgment out there, on other people. | was much more judgmental. This
is really interesting. This is true.

When | was a younger person, | was more judgmental. | wouldn’t say it to
you out loud, but I knew in my head that | was judging other people. And,
the more that | accepted myself and less judgmental of me, the less | was
judgmental of other people.

Yeah, there was a whole judgmental thing. And | remember that Toby
would say, “Oh, Anne, you are so judgmental!” I’d say, “Really? | am?”
And | wasn’t really aware of it but there was a stiltedness or following the
rule thing for me that was — because | had grown up that way, following
the rules, I was a good girl. And then | went to the [religious] community
and | was a really good person because | knew my boundaries and | knew
what | was supposed to do and I did it. And, when I left the community
and went out into this bigger world, | had a really hard time because |
didn’t have these boundaries.

Jill: And you were breaking the “rules?”

Anne: | was breaking all rules, yeah. So I think being judgmental, that
that would be a really big difference. And I think being emotionally
available to the kids or even being available to the staff. | was much more
in the beginning, I’d go to my room, the partner-teacher and | were always
friends from the very beginning, but it was okay if | didn’t see other
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people a lot. Or talk to them or—that was especially true in the beginning
of my teaching.

Jill: So as you become more comfortable with yourself, you become more
social —even though you’re not out.

Anne: Right.

Jill: 'You’re not disclosing but you move more freely socially and
emotionally in the world?

Anne: Yes. Absolutely.

“Wanda”

Wanda is 66 years old and a professor and researcher in the field of nursing at a
state university. She marries right out of college, has two children, and divorces after 17
years of marriage. By the time of her divorce, Wanda has already self-identified as a
lesbian. She is 39 years old. After her divorce, Wanda has an 11 year relationship with a
woman she describes as emotionally and at times physically abusive. Wanda does not
foresee getting into another relationship but she strongly identifies as lesbhian and is
currently doing research involving the lesbian population.

This is how Wanda answers the interviewer’s very first question, about her
childhood:

Wanda: Umm, growing up in my family was not terribly unusual or

unlike families of my friends. My father was an alcoholic. He, we, | think

my family was kind of an upward aspiring family, uh, but my Dad also

had mental health problems so was unable to work off and on throughout

my whole growing-up years.

Jill: 'You mentioned the alcoholism, anything else you were aware of?

Wanda: Like what?

Jill: You said mental illness?
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Wanda: He was just very depressed and uh he spent time in a State mental
hospital, he spent time in and out of hospitals, he had electric shock
therapy in the early days of that. Also, my mom was the one | always
thought who held everything together. I have two sibs, a brother two and
one half years younger and a sister eleven years younger and we are pretty
close still, we’re all still alive. We get together every couple of years; we
don’t live close at all.

Jill: So did your mother work then, with your father’s work being so
unstable?

Wanda: She worked at home some of the time. She was a dressmaker and
a tailor, so she was able to do that at home. And once | left for college, she
went back to business college and finished a two year course there and
then was the office person for a surgeon for many, many, many years. So
she was, she had the stable income. My father was on disability. So there
was some income there too, so it wasn’t like there was nothing. [pause] . .
It is a big question.

Jill: It is a big question.

Wanda: | have no idea what else to talk about.

Jill: ' With your father being ill and unable to work, did that bring the rest
of you closer together? With your mom, your sibs, how did that play out?
Did you have friends, relationships with neighbors? Or were you a kind of
isolated family?

Wanda: We were always very much involved in the neighborhood. And
in church. So were not in any way isolated.

Jill: And what church did you belong to?

Wanda: It was a Methodist church. In fact this last fall, I went back for a
reunion with my adolescent church group. And it was a lot of fun. Those
were probably the kids that I spent the most time with. And most of them
went to my high school too.

Jill: And did people know what was going on in your house or not?
Wanda: Some people did, not everybody did.

Jill: And being the oldest child did you feel, what was your role in the

family in terms — given that your father was off and on — | don’t know
how he was when he was well.



Wanda: When he was well, he was, | don’t know how to describe him. He
was fine. He seemed fine but that was when he drank a lot more, so that
wasn’t great. My mother did not like his drinking; there was a lot of
tension about that.

Jill: ' Would there be fights in the house? Were there fights?

Wanda: Uh, I wouldn’t call them fights, no. She wouldn’t let herself do
that.

Jill: And how did he treat you, your sibs?

Wanda: Well I think he was kind of distant most of the time. Umm,
[pause] but [pause] yeah, I don’t know, he was either there or not there.
And when he was there, he was interested in what we were doing and sort
of participated in the family and when he was depressed, he didn’t. When
he was depressed, he was there but he was not there.

Jill: So I really wonder what that was like for you, growing up in a
household like that.

Wanda: It was — I just remember sort of getting used to it. It was not
[pause] anything that — I mean | don’t remember anything really being a
big deal about it.

Jill: You just kind of accepted it? It was your normal?

Wanda: Uh-huh, yeah.

Jill: And did you invite, did friends come over to the house?

Wanda: Uh-huh.

Jill: You just kind of worked around Dad?

Wanda: Uh-huh. [Pause. No elaboration given.]

Jill: And your sibs kind of responded the same way? You kind of tell your
story, it’s kind of matter of fact that this was going on in your house.

Wanda: | think my little sister hardly ever knew my dad when he was
more normal.

Jill: So he got sicker as he went along?
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Wanda: Yes. Right. And my mom was working away from home during
the day all the while she was growing up. Which was very different from
how my brother and I grew up.

Jill: Your mom was really around a lot when you were growing up.
Wanda: Right. [Pause. No elaboration.]
Jill: And would you visit your father when he was in the hospital or not?

Wanda: No. Never. We were never--- it was sort of like that wasn’t
allowed or something.

Jill: Did you wonder where he went? Or were you told?

Wanda: Yeah, | knew where he went [almost indignant tone]. | just didn’t
go see him there. There was one incident when | was about seven or
eight, we actually lived in the same town as the hospital for awhile and he
left —[laughs]-he went AWOL. And there were announcements on the
radio about this guy who escaped from the hospital. And that was sort of
weird.

Wanda states that she wanted to be a nurse from the time she was a young
adolescent and that she happened upon that career on her own.
Jill: And how did you come to that?

Wanda: | have no idea. | probably read some Cherry Ames nurse books
and | had a good neighbor who was a nurse, a baccalaureate. As | got
older she just kept really encouraging me. She was a wife and a mother
who lived across the street. A family that our family neighbored with and
they were just really nice people and she specifically encouraged me to go
to a baccalaureate program, which very few people did in 1960. You went
to a three year hospital affiliated training program and you didn’t get a
degree. And, uh, she said, “You will be able to do much more if you have
a bachelor’s degree.” And uh, you’ll be able to teach and she just—it just
made a lot of sense to me.

Jill: She was very influential in how you thought about it —

Wanda: Uh-huh. Once | went away to school | never saw her again. They
moved.
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Jill: So you kind of decide you’re going to be a nurse. Does career get
talked about in the house? Or do you just announce that this is what you’re
going to do and that’s fine.

Wanda: That was fine with my mother. My father thought I ought to be a
medical technologist. He thought that was a way to make more money
than a nurse would make. But he wasn’t opposed to what | wanted to do.

Jill: So it really comes from within you? The career ideas rather than
coming from your parents or your family.

Wanda: Uh-huh, yeah.

Jill: And in your household, do things get talked about? Or not talked
about?

Wanda: A lot of not talking about. But I don’t think that was the thing
that didn’t get talked about. There was a lot of not talking. If things didn’t
go the way my mom wanted them to, there was a lot of sulking and not
talking to people.

Jill: Including her kids?

Wanda: Uh-huh.

Jill: So you kind of learn how to be a “good daughter”?
Wanda: Probably.

Jill: And do you think that the interest in nursing might have had anything
to do with Dad being sick a lot?

Wanda: No. I don’t remember associating it with that at all. [Pause]
When | applied to college, | wrote whatever stood for the essay then,
which was hardly anything; | said | wanted to be a medical missionary.
Because | really wanted to travel. And I thought that would be a perfect
combination. Be a nurse and go someplace and work. | wasn’t interested
in the missionary part really except as part of being able to go to some
foreign place and do something.

Jill: So it’s very interesting that you decide to become a nurse coming
from your family but it’s almost like you don’t know how you hit on that
exactly, except this woman who you like a lot who tells you this is what
you ought to do.
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Wanda: But I had already decided to be a nurse before she started
encouraging me. Because her encouragement had to do with going to a
baccalaureate program rather.

Jill:  So why nursing, what about it, do you think attracted you to it?
Wanda: | think it attracted me to be able to help people. It sounded varied
and interesting enough. | was a Candy Striper at one of the local hospitals
and that was not a particularly good experience.

Jill: How old were you when you were doing that?

Wanda: Probably 15. Or 16. They didn’t have any kind of good supervision for
us. And we were sort of thrown in to do whatever happened . [laughs]

Jill:  Sounds scary actually.

Wanda: Yes, it was. It was really a very poorly handled.

Jill:  But it doesn’t dissuade you?

Wanda: No, no it didn’t. It gave me an experience with patients in a hospital. But

I didn’t stay with it because | was really —I really felt at sea when | would go

there.

Both my mother and my father were great readers. You know, there was

just no question in our house that reading and being educated were

important things to do. And my mother only had a high school education.

My dad had two years of college. But that was during the Depression so

that wasn’t bad. Both of my parents were very smart. And uh, so all the

kids ended up going as far as we could with our educations.

I’m the late bloomer. Umm, yeah. | don’t know what else to say.

Wanda may have known at a young age that she wanted to be a nurse but it takes
her much longer to resolve the issue of her lesbian sexual identity. Wanda first brings up
the topic of her lesbianism in response to a clarifying question presented to her about her
work life.

Wanda: So, while | was teaching at the small private college, | needed a

little more money and one of the ways I got it was to work part-time at a

local hospital in the community where | lived. So | did some more
inpatient care but it was with obstetrics and | did, | worked on the obstetric
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unit, 1 did a lot of te