
 
 

 

 

Exploring the Production of Marginalizing Behaviours 

in Women who have Sex with Women 
 

by 

Jenn Clark 

 

B.A., Kwantlen College, 2013 

 

 

A THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF 

THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF  

 

MASTER OF ARTS 

in 

The Faculty of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies 

(Gender, Race, Sexuality and Social Justice) 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 

(Vancouver) 

 

 

April 2021 

 

 

©Jenn Clark, 2021 



ii 
 

 

The following individuals certify that they have read, and recommend to the Faculty of 

Graduate & Postdoctoral Studies for acceptance, a thesis entitled: 

Exploring the Production of Marginalizing Behaviours in Women who have sex with 

Women 

 

Submitted by Jenn Clark in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

Master’s of Arts 

In Gender, Race, Sexuality and Social Justice 

 

Examining Committee: 

Janice Stewart, Professor of Teaching, Associate Dean Innovation and Strategy, 

Institute for Gender, Race, Sexuality and Social Justice, UBC 

Supervisor 

Jennifer Jenson, Professor, Language and Literacy Education, UBC 

Supervisory Committee Member 

 

  



iii 
 

Abstract   
        

Our sexual self is learned across our lifespan. We learn what behaviour is acceptable 

and what behaviour is not. The things that we learn about our sexual self are steeped in 

hegemonic ideologies. Without conscious awareness, we then act out our sexual 

interactions with scripted behaviour which allows for mutual understanding between two 

parties but also women.  

 

Specifically, I examine the intragroup violence that is perpetrated through relational 

aggression using a sample of women who have sex with women (WSW).  

Interviewing WSW recounting interactions with potential paramours, participants were 

asked to discuss whether objectification was present in their experiences. 

A qualitative thematic analysis was performed on the interview scripts. The analysis 

identified several nodes of objectification. Using a combination of sexual script theory 

and film analysis, this research identifies the enactment of intragroup relational 

aggression tactics through the objectification of WSW by WSW.   

 

Objectification is one method of dehumanizing individuals. Objectifying paramours in the 

WSW communities’ acts as enforcement to conform others to the hegemonic ideologies 

of the groups. Further interrogation of the hegemonic ideologies of WSW communities 

brings forth an understanding of how these interactions are learned.  

 

This thesis explores the construction and enactment of ideologies that occur in 

interactions between women who have sex with women. 
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Lay Summary 

 

We learn the rules of gender and sexuality. There are cultural norms that we must follow 

in order to fit in. If we don’t follow them, other folks in society will gossip, make fun of, or 

bully us back into abiding by the rules. This study looked at stories told by WSW 

showing interest in other WSW. It was found that one form of making others follow the 

rules of sexuality in non-heterosexual women is to objectify them. What this means is 

that if a woman has the appearance of a butch person then others will interact with that 

person in a masculinized fashion. This interaction happens outside of trying to 

understand who the person is for their uniqueness.    
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Terminology  
  

Asexual Not having sexual feelings toward others: not experiencing 
sexual desire.  
 

Bisexual (Bi’s) Sexually or romantically attracted to people of same sex and 
the opposite sex. 
 

Dateability  How suitable or how worthy a person is to date. 
 

Gender fluids Someone who does not identify with a fixed gender. 
 

Gold Stars Lesbians who have never had sex with men. 
 

Hegemony The social, cultural, ideological, or economic influence exerted 
by a dominant group. 
 

Marginalized Relegated to a lesser position within a society or group  
  
Pansexual A person who is attracted to someone not based on their gender 

but on their personality 
 

Polyamory The state or practice of having more than one romantic 
relationship at a time. 
 

Queer Sexual or romantic attraction that is not limited to people of a 
particular gender identity or sexual orientation; not the norm. 
 

Scarlet A Someone who is labelled by society as bad 
 

Zeitgeist The general intellectual, moral, and cultural climate of an era. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Prelude to a Thesis 
 

I was out for dinner one night at the restaurant chain where my brother is the corporate 

chef. The establishment comes with prestige, great service, and a lot of attention. After 

finishing dinner, the food and beverage manager, my brother and myself went to the 

lounge to visit and have some drinks. The lounge is laid back with T.V.s on the wall and 

predominately female servers dressed in black. Customers show up in casual dress.  

The servers know the two men that I am sitting with. They are ‘big-wigs’ in the company, 

so we are attracting lots of attention at the table. Later that night, after the men with me 

had begun drinking starts what can best be described as locker room talk. Boasting 

about their conquests and commenting on the appearance of the serving staff. This is 

disturbing because one of the two men is married, and the other is my brother. Even 

more disturbing, I joined in. In that moment, I had no outside thought or critique of how I 

was behaving in this environment, or how absolutely outside my character and 

moralities I was performing. I left the lounge. Not a minute outside the door I stopped in 

my tracks – WHAT JUST HAPPENED??? I felt confused, odd, uneasy, disturbed. I had 

just joined in on behaviour that I know is destructive to women. I walked out of the 

lounge and reflected on what had just happened. I felt gross, unstable, outside myself. 

My behaviour reflected none of my moralities or who I see myself to be. Who was that?  

It threw me off for the rest of the day. Two years later and I was still replaying that 

evening in my head and trying to figure out: 

• Did I really objectify those women? 
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• As a WSW would I exhibit the same behaviour towards women I was attracted 

to? 

• How have women made that type of language a part of their conversation? 

• Why would I objectify other women? 

• What are the long-term negative impacts on members of the LGBTQ+ 

community downgrading each other?  

 

1.2 Research Purpose 
 

This inquiry examined intragroup violence that is perpetrated through relational 

aggression as a tool of conformity. To explore such a broad concept, the proposed 

research will sample women who have sex with women (WSW) as a case study group. 

This research hopes to uncover the complex intragroup relational aggression that is 

produced by (and against) women who have sex with women and their reasons for 

engaging in such tactics that upholds their own subjugation. If this behaviour ultimately 

results in their own marginalization, what are the underlying reasons for using these 

measures of conformity. Specifically, this research seeks to examine: the relational 

aggression as enacted by the WSW communities. 

 

1.3 WSW Defined 

 

Women who have sex with women (WSW) is a term that has been adopted by research 

communities in order to encompass the breadth of identities and orientations that 

comprise non-heterosexual women (Cast, 2003; Gergen, 2001; Young & Meyer, 2005). 
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WSW groups are based on behaviour instead of identity (Cast, 2003). There is great 

importance in being able to have one’s identity recognized (Dworkin, 2013; Stets, 2003). 

Grouping identities into an overarching label eases the discussion of similarities over 

one of differences (Diamond, 2013; Dworkin, 2013; Young & Meyer, 2005). All these 

factors acknowledged; WSW is the term that is used throughout this thesis to avoid 

listing all identities of non-heterosexual women at every juncture.  

 

1.4 Lack of Literature on WSW and Dating 

 

While using the term WSW to discuss matters of this thesis succinctly, the review of 

relevant literature was done with all non-heterosexual women’s orientations and 

identities considered. Finding literature that describes the rules of dating is difficult. 

Couple that search with trying to find literature on non-heterosexual women increases 

the difficulty. Research on courtship, sex, and pairing is most often looked at from a 

reproductive lens (Kiesling, 2013; Moore, 2010). In other words, the heterosexual is 

superimposed as the framework as to how we should discuss WSW dating (Crawley & 

Willman, 2018; Taylor, 2018). What this means is that the research on WSW is primarily 

examined from a butch/femme perspective as though no other form of couple exists 

(Crawley & Willman, 2018; Levitt et. al., 2003; Taylor 2018). The research on bisexuals 

focusses on biphobia (Diamond, 2013; Dworkin, 2013; Obradors-Campos, 2011; 

Stulberg, 2018; Wu et. al., 2019). This is rampant in both hetero and non-hetero 

communities (Dworkin, 2013; Salim et. al., 2020; Wu et. al., 2019) and results in the 

devaluation of bisexuals as potential paramours (Gurevich et. al., 2007; Wu et. al., 

2019). For trans* individuals research tends to focus on clinical angles (i.e., therapy) 
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(Lyons et. al., 2017; Nemoto et. al., 2011; Samons, 2009; Sanchez & Vilain, 2012) and 

discrimination in heterosexual communities (Clifford & Orford, 2007; Pearce et. al., 

2020). Literature on the history of the gay and lesbian civil rights movements tell us of 

the violence endured, the gaining of rights, and the continued struggles (Cartier, 2014; 

Hegarty, 2018; Rothblum, 2012; Rose & Hospital, 2018; Skidmore, 2011). The histories 

are told from one perspective and biased by the privilege of those who tell it (Bass, 

2018; Berlant, 2012; Griffin, 2018; Halberstam, 2018; Law & Urry, 2004; McRobbie, 

2013; Skidmore, 2011; Singer, 1993). Historical accounts can teach us about the past 

and the contexts in which WSW found themselves; however, they don’t teach WSW 

how to comport themselves in dating. 

 

Dating in general is rule bound. Don’t kiss on the first date. Don’t message for 3 days. 

Don’t talk about religion, politics, or exes. These are some of the spoken rules of dating. 

There are also unspoken rules of dating and these are learned through experience and 

socialization. Don’t date fat folk (Conte, 2017; Felkins, 2019; Taylor, 2018). Don’t date 

outside your race (Hall & Greene, 2002; hooks, 2015; McIntosh et. al., 2011; Lane, 

2015; Liu et al., 1995; Phua & Kaufman, 2003). These rules are prejudiced. Much of the 

unspoken rules are followed without understanding where they come from or what 

purpose they serve. We can be challenged to question our choices in who we date, 

however, this requires work that most of us are not willing to do.  

 

1.5 Insider Information from WSW  
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In order to understand the unspoken rules and roles of WSW dating, looking outside 

academia proved more fruitful. Online magazines, blogs, vlogs, online forums, and 

online groups function to inform from a subversive place (Zgoda & Shane, 2018). As 

stated above, the unspoken rules of dating are often based in prejudice and privilege 

which are hard to admit to. So, the unspoken rules are relegated to editorials – people 

demanding them to stop or making them fodder for humor – the man hating lesbian 

portrayal in sitcoms. The following will discuss some examples of one of the unspoken 

rules of dating in the WSW communities, what I call the propinquity to the penis rules. 

The most common example that is heard around town is the “Gold Star.” This term 

refers to a lesbian that has never slept with a man. In the WSW world, this sexual 

history comes with an arbitrary elevation (Manzella, 2018). The top spots in the WSW 

communities belong to those that are furthest away from sex with men. As Sam 

Manzella (2018) points out in their article, the gold star is regarded as ‘gayer’ than other 

orientations. Furthering this line of propinquity to the penis, bisexual women are seen as 

untrustworthy and on a temporary stay when sleeping with women (Dworkin, 2013). 

Bisexual women are seen as wanting to explore sex with women but ultimately returning 

to men for long-term relationships (Borver et a., 2008; Gurevich et. al., 2007; Salim 

et.al., 2020; Wu et. al., 2019); therefore bisexual women are seen as closer in proximity, 

time, and orientation toward the penis. The unspoken rules are part of what maintains 

the hierarchy in WSW communities. 

 

When we are with a particular person, in a particular time – we conform to the standards 

that are prescribed for that situation, even if we don’t agree with them. When we do not 

http://www.newnownext.com/author/manzells/
http://www.newnownext.com/author/manzells/
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endorse a rule, we are devalued by the group. When we see someone else acting 

outside the bounds of the scripts, we are expected to devalue them. 

 

1.6 Research Approach 

 

This study employs a qualitative approach using in-depth, fluid interviews guided by 

conversations with WSW participants. A qualitative thematic analysis was then 

performed on the interview scripts. 
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2 Literature Review 
 

Socio-cultural theorists are driven by the learned nature of the socialization of 

behaviours and identities (Andersen & Chen, 2002; Chen et al., 2006; Gedeon, 2015; 

John-Steiner, 1999; Lantolf & Poehner, 2014; Tarver, 2011). In order to discuss how 

individuals and societies inform each other, I open with the assumptions that I make 

when referring to learning.  

 

2.1 Learning 

 

Learning occurs throughout our day and across our entire life. I make several 

assumptions about learning:  

 

• One, learning impacts every environment that we interact with, including our 

prenatal environment.  

 

Barnes (2015), performed a study looking at interactions with prenatal environment. In 

their study, they examined the language that women used to address their fetus. After 

an ultrasound revealing that their future child was a girl, mothers used typical gendered 

scripts to talk to their baby. For example, referring to them as a ‘little princess’. This 

anticipatory socialization has not been shown to change the prenatal environment itself.  

However, it has set in motion the traditional scripting of gender prior to the birth of the 

child (Barnes, 2015). This gendered scripting then impacts the environment that the little 

princess is born into - the pink bedroom with floral motif.   
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• Two, learning occurs outside the bounds of consciousness (i.e., is implicit) 

 

In terms of teaching, we don’t always use our critical thinking in the messages that we 

impart to others. The hidden curriculum is learning that occurs outside the formal 

syllabus (Cassese & Bos, 2013; Lee, 2014; De Lissovoy, 2012; Picower, 20012) and 

includes things like: textbooks focus on male scientists while female scientists are left 

out (Lee, 2014); textbooks are limited to heterosexist language in their examples (Lee, 

2014); and, textbooks are told through the biased lens of colonialism (De Lissovoy, 

2012). Educators do not set out to enforce these hegemonic ideologies of race, gender, 

and sexualities (Picower, 2012); however, students internalize and reproduce what they 

see (Lee, 2014; De Lissovoy, 2012; Picower, 2012). In the same fashion, our daily lives 

contain a hidden curriculum that sends messages about gender and sexuality to those 

around us. 

 

• Three, learning prunes the connections in the brain, fine tuning them so that they 

operate faster but also narrowing their range.  

 

Learning occurs as a result of activity in the brain. The colloquial phrase in 

neuroscience is ‘fire together, wire together.’ This Hebbian theory says that co-activated 

brain synapses will create faster action (Guzman-Karlsson et. al., 2014; Verguts & 

Notebaert, 2008; Whitaker et al., 2016). In opposition, synapses that are not activated 

are released or pruned from the brain (Gibon et al., 2016; Guzman-Karlsson et. al., 
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2014). This means that when rules of behaviour are learned together, they are then 

wired together so that they can be activated rapidly. The diversity of playing behaviours 

that children exhibit in early childhood, aka imagination, begin to narrow as they age 

(Beghetto & Plucker, 2006; Gelman & Gottfried, 2016). They learn the appropriate rules 

of play from their environment (Leaper & Bigler, 2018; Peplak et al., 2017; Weisgram, 

2018). Neuroscientists have linked issues in synaptic pruning to Autism Spectrum 

Disorders which can be characterized by impaired social skills (Ebrahimi-Fakharia & 

Sahina, 2015; Kim, 2016; Lia et. al., 2015). Synaptic development in the brain could 

account for a portion of this socialized learning. 

  

• Four, we apply what we have learned about our self to learn about others again, 

outside our conscious awareness. 

 

There is a theory in research about envy called two-ness: it describes the brain’s binary 

nature (Ninivaggi, 2015). If we had to process each piece of information that we come 

into contact with, we would be in constant cognitive overload (Rutkowski & Saunders, 

2019). The binary nature of the brain means that when we learn about one aspect of 

something, we simultaneously learn the opposite (Ninivaggi, 2015). To illustrate, when 

we learn that boys are aggressive, we ascribe passiveness to girls.  As we learn 

aspects of our self, we learn to distinguish our self from other people in all matters of 

identity, including gender and sexual orientation.  
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2.2 Learning Gender 

 

The construction of gender and sexuality are linked – it is hard to discuss one without 

the other (Bancroft, 2002; Hines, 2004; King et. al., 2019; Lips, 2019). Gender has been 

studied from many different perspectives (biological, evolutionary, cultural, 

psychological, etc.). Each discipline has a guiding paradigm for their inquiries. For the 

purposes of this thesis, I will concentrate on the social construction of gender from two 

aspects: one, our internal sense of gender; and, two, the way we perform our gender.  

Socio-cultural theorists articulate that gender is built on a system of culturally informed 

social roles (Braun & Davidson, 2017; Gedeon, 2015; Glaveanu & Tanggaard, 2014; 

Lantolf & Poehner, 2014; Roof, 2016; Westwood, 2016). The socialized gender rules 

then dictate how someone should behave and what role they should take when in social 

situations (Braun & Davidson, 2017; Johansson, 2007; Liben & Bigler, 2017; Roof, 

2016; Westwood, 2016).  

 

Social Roles Theory examines roles that different genders enact in society that maintain 

societal expectations (Robinson, 2005; Roof, 2016; West & Zimmerman, 2002). Social 

roles are formed from hegemonic ideologies (Diamond & Butterworth, 2008; Robinson, 

2005; Roof, 2016; West & Fenstermaker, 2002). The roles are hierarchical with some 

roles seen as more valuable than others (Clarke & Arnold, 2017; Endendijk et al., 2016; 

Lips, 2019; Roof, 2016; Westwood, 2016). For example, fathers are seen as 

hardworking outside the home while mothers are seen as caregivers and stay at home 

(Scicluna, 2017; Smith, 2017).  
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Social Dominance Theory looks more broadly at how groups function to maintain 

hierarchy enhancing ideologies (Ho et. al., 2012; Sidanious & Pratto, 2004; Vargas-

Salfate et. al., 2018). For example, individuals who exist on the periphery of a group will 

work to conform toward the norm. These changes allow the individual to feel more 

secure in their place within the group (De Drue, 2007; Haaker et. al., 2016; Steinel et. 

al., 2010; Wilson, 2017).  Some research has looked at the influence of anonymity on 

the performance and enforcement of group norms. While there is some research to 

support that anonymity within a group lessens the need to perform and enforce group 

rules, there is a divergent line of thought that no matter the presence of others in a 

group there is a pressure to conform to group norms (Fiske, 2011; Lea et al., 2006; 

Pinsonneault & Heppel, 1997).  

 

Panopticism is a theory based on a prison design that had no blind spots where 

prisoners could not be seen (Brivot & Gendron, 2011; Foucault, 2008; Gane, 2012; 

Manokha, 2018). Extrapolating from this, Foucault took the premise of nowhere to hide 

in society (Foucault, 2008; Manokha, 2018). We have internalized the group norms and 

we carry them with us whether or not we are present in the group in that moment (Fiske, 

2011; Krakauer & Rose, 2002; Manokha, 2018; Postmes et. al., 2001; Prasad, 2013). In 

addition, this overseeing eye functions to make individuals enforce (police) the 

ideologies when others step out of line (Fiske, 2011; Glasford et. al., 2009; Steinel et. 

al., 2010). The group hierarchy is therefore maintained.   
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Children do not exhibit adherence to normalized gender roles until they have 

appropriately learned them (around age 4) (Martin & Ruble, 2010). We understand our 

gender as early as 24 months (Martin & Ruble, 2010) but its reinforcement continues 

indefinitely (Spears Brown & Stone, 2018; Weisgram, 2018). At 24 months of age, we 

understand rudimentary stereotypes that pertain to gender – boys play with trucks, girls 

with dolls (Cherney, 2018; Martin & Cook, 2018; Martin & Ruble, 2010; Weisgram, 

2018). As we age, these stereotypes grow in range and sophistication (Spears Brown & 

Stone, 2018; Martin & Ruble, 2010), but the imaginative play or transgressive play 

narrows (Bruan & Davidson, 2016; Spears Brown & Stone, 2018). For example, boys 

stop playing with dolls. 

 

Socialization theorist, Albert Bandura studied how gender performance was learned 

through imitation (1995). His Bobo doll study has children watch as an adult 

aggressively acts toward a blow-up doll. The results found that the children imitated the 

adult behaviour. The results were almost identical when the adult was the same gender 

as the child watching the video. 

 

Sandra Bem, another socialization of gender theorist, hypothesized that gender learning 

and portrayal is not static, but changes over time with new information (Bem, 1981; 

Bem, 1983; Bem, 1993; Bem, 1995; Bem, 1998). For example, Bem found that children 

have a mental representation of how a policeman looks and acts. Bem uncovered that 

children can take in new information and apply it to this representation (Liben & Bigler, 
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2017). Bem found that using minor changes to language such as police officer allows 

the mental representation to expand beyond just a man (Bem & Bem, 1973).  

 

Researchers, including Bandura have now expanded the social learning theory to 

include cognitive processes in its underpinnings (Bandura, 1995; Thompson & Dahling, 

2012; Pasterski et.al., 2010). The social-cognitive learning theory incorporates the 

intrapsychic understanding of gender and its roles in recognizing and performing gender 

in different contexts (Pasterski et.al., 2010; Prati, 2012). The social-cognitive learning 

theorists look at the interaction between the learning of gender (as discussed above) 

and incorporating the social into their sense of self (Martin, 2004). Their sense of self 

then becomes an evaluation of their gender based on the social norms learned as well 

as their experiences with punishments/rewards of the norms (Pasterski et.al., 2010; 

Prati, 2012). The self and the social then interact in a reciprocal fashion. The self plays 

out in the social, the social enforces, the self learns.  

 

The process of reciprocal determinism highlights the interaction between the 

intrapsychic and the interpersonal to inform the use and creation of gender scripts 

(Bandura, 1995). We continue to learn gender roles as we understand more human 

dynamics and presentations of gender outside its current binary nomenclature (Lazar, 

2014; Stokoe & Attenborough, 2014). The rules change with the zeitgeist. There is more 

knowledge around different presentations of gender currently; however, there are still 

many constrictions on expressing gender in any form that feels comfortable for that 

individual (Lazar, 2014; Stokoe & Attenborough, 2014; Queen, 2014). In a discussion of 
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sex and sexuality, we cannot exclude our sense of gender and society’s expectations 

around gender as they influence one another. It is my belief that they should not 

influence each other, but as we exist in this moment, they are heavily reliant on each 

other. Gender and sexuality are so intertwined that as we learn about one, we often 

learn about the other within the same message.  

 

2.3 Sexual Script Theory  

 

Sexual Script Theory postulates that our sexuality is formed through our social 

interactions with people and our environment (Gagon & Simon, 2017). Sex and its 

surrounding acts (flirting, cruising, courtship, etc.) have been largely driven by the idea 

that humans engage in these behaviours in order to procreate (Edelman, 2004; Hines & 

Davis, 2018; Jackson, 2005). Our sex and sexuality are not as narrow as reproduction 

(Browne, 2002; Jackson, 2005; Rohy, 2014); however, the norms that we learn about 

sex and sexuality are still informed by the reproductive paradigm (Jackson, 2005; Rohy, 

2014). When we start to think about our sexual self, we have already had our internal 

beliefs shaped (Gagon & Simon, 2017). In the same fashion as gender, the reciprocal 

social/ self interaction has framed our sexual self. The biologically based social norms 

narrow our understanding of the sexual self to biology (Edelman, 2004; Gagnon & 

Simon, 2017; Jackson, 2005). The reproductive paradigm thus masks the social nature 

of the construction of the sexual self (Gagon & Simon, 2017).  

 

“As a result of our commitment to nature and to the sexual organs as the primary 

sources of meaning we fail to observe that the doing of sex (even when alone) requires 
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elaborate and sequential learning that is largely taken from other domains of life and a 

resultant etiquette that allows for the coordination of bodies and meanings in a wide 

variety of circumstances… it is only our insistence of the myth of naturalness that hides 

these social components for us.” (Gagon & Simon, 2017; p.6).  

 

The above passage has several key pieces. Myth of naturalness,says that the sexual 

self is guided by biological desires. Sexual organs as the primary sources of meaning,  

form the ideologies that we are grounded in our genetalia and that our sexual responses 

must be guided by the etiquette  that then corresponds with those organs.  

 

2.3.1 Myth of naturalness 

 

Illustrating the myth of naturalness, the scientific community interchanges the term 

sexual differentiation with gender differentiation (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Fine, 2014; Fine 

et al., 2013; Hines & Davis, 2018; Rahman et. al., 2017; Rippon et al., 2014). The term 

refers to the way the brain is developing as a result of chromosomal difference between 

XX and XY embryos (Hines & Davis, 2018; Rahman et. al., 2017). An embryo is created 

by two sex chromosomes (X chromosome or Y chromosome) (Sadler, 2015; 

Schoenwolf, 2015). The possible combinations of sex chromosomes are XX or XY 

(Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). Of note – there are other combinations that appear in 

humans but are proportionately rare (Feder, 2014). For ease of discussion, I will 

concentrate on the XX and XY pairings. Regardless of the XX or XY nature of the 

embryo, the first 6-7 weeks follow the same path (Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). 

Around the 7-week mark, the influx of hormones differentiates the embryo (Hines & 
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Davis, 2018; Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). The XY embryo under the influence of 

testosterone (and Mullerian Inhibiting Factor) causes the Wolfian ducts to grow and 

suppresses the growth of the Mullerian ducts (Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). This is 

the point at which scientist term the sexual/gender differentiation of a human (Hines & 

Davis, 2018; Rahman et. al., 2017). It is argued that the testosterone that is responsible 

for the Wolfian duct growth (which ultimately forms the male genitals), is also 

responsible for sexual/gender differentiation in the brain (Hines & Davis, 2018; Sadler, 

2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). Testosterone is seen as the agonist in many male behaviours 

(Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Hines & Davis, 2018; Voyer & Voyer, 2000). For example, 

multiple studies have deemed male participants better at spatial relations than women 

(Rahman et. al., 2017; Voyer & Voyer, 2000). They tie this difference to brain 

differentiation as a result of testosterone (Voyer & Voyer, 2000).  The brain 

differentiation occurs prenatally but it is tied to a behaviour that occurs much later in life. 

With all that information in mind, we are taking a very complicated behaviour such as 

playing with trucks and linking it to our biology. We are naturalizing boys as playing with 

trucks. If the behaviour is tied to conditions before birth, we have no control over it. As 

illustrated in the learning of gender, there are powerful mechanisms at work shaping 

play behaviour in children. There is also an increasing number of researchers in social 

sciences that are debunking brain differentiation studies (e.g., Cordelia Fine, Gina 

Rippon).   

 

2.3.2 Sexual organs as the primary sources of meaning 
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Sexual arousal is thought to be shown by a change in the genitals (aka sexual organs) 

(Bancroft, 2005; Bossio et. el., 2018; Chivers et. al., 2004; Reyes et. al., 2017). In 

studies on the arousal of men, an instrument known as the penile strain gauge is used 

to measure how aroused the participant is. The strain gauge is placed around the penis 

to measure turgidity. The more aroused, the higher the strain gauge reading (Bossio et. 

el., 2018). This signifies that there is more blood in the penis which is attributed to an 

increased arousal of the participant (Bancroft, 2005; Bossio et. el., 2018; Chivers et. al., 

2004; Reyes et. al., 2017). The arousal is concentrated on the genital (Bancroft, 2005; 

Bossio et. el., 2018; Chivers et. al., 2004; Reyes et. al., 2017) and not on the stimuli that 

the study is using to elicit the arousal. The androcentric nature of science limits the 

research on female sexual arousal (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Law & Urry, 2004; Woodard 

& Diamond, 2009) however, arousal in women is commonly attributed to increased 

blood flow to the vaginal canal resulting in lubrication (Chivers et. al., 2004; Chivers et. 

al., 2010). There are multiple tools that measure other areas of the female genitals 

(clitoral tumescence, temperature of the labia, etc.) (Woodward & Diamond, 2009). The 

lesson to be learned here is that female sexual arousal has historically been seen as 

occurring within the vaginal canal and research is now expanding its inquiries to other 

facets of arousal (neural substrates) (Mitricheva et. al., 2019). The lesson behind the 

lesson is that the organs are still the site of meaning.  

 

2.3.3 Etiquette  

 

Taking the reproductive paradigm and pairing with the meanings of sex attributed to the 

organs, the etiquette centers around how to have sex to procreate. It is between a man 
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and a woman, an egg and a sperm, a penis, and a vagina (Barker, 2018; Martin, 1991; 

Martin & Luke, 2010; Jackson, 2005; Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). Side note, the 

correct terminology for female genitalia would be vulva because it encompasses the full 

structure (Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015); however, the term used most often in 

everyday language is vagina (Braun & Kitzinger, 2001). This is evidence of sex being 

placed in the organs but also in reproduction – the part of the woman’s body that is 

involved in reproduction is the vagina (Martin, 1991; Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). 

The structures around the vaginal canal are primarily sources of pleasure (Boisvert, 

2019; Goldey et. al., 2016; Nobre & Pinto-Gouveia, 2006) but they are increasingly 

becoming the subject of research (Woodard & Diamond, 2008). The vaginal canal is the 

opposing structure to the penis, the cylindrical nature of the penis fits into the canal 

shape of the vagina. Not only does the etiquette refer to sex acts themselves, but it also 

refers to the behaviours leading up to sex (Barker, 2018; Gagnon & Simon, 2017). We 

have metaphors for the progression of sex. We round first base and head to second – 

meaning we start at kissing and then move to fondling. We all end up at home plate 

which signifies sexual intercourse (Vernacchio, 2013). Intercourse, in its current 

definition, involves the sex organs (Barker, 2018). The involvement of the sex organs is 

what moves us from foreplay to sex. Sex occurs at the site of the organs and we get 

there in a prescribed manner.  

 

2.4 Learning Sexuality 

 

Sexual scripts are learned long before we see humans as sexual beings. We learn the 

norms of sexuality starting in childhood. We are punished for inappropriate sexual 



19 
 

interactions (Angelides, 2019; Gagnon & Simon, 2017; Martin, 1991). For example, 

children of different genders play doctor together. This involves one child, the doctor, 

examining another child, the patient. The punishment here comes from the patient 

usually being in some form of undress (Angelides, 2019). If interrupted in this interaction 

by an older person, the children are scolded and told not to do so again (Angelides, 

2019; Gagnon & Simon, 2017). Punishment here would take form around the ‘opposite’ 

genders interacting together with the presence of nudity. Being nude with children of the 

same gender occurs in showers at pools without a sense of wrong. Being nude with 

adults of the same gender, for example bathing with a parent, is not wrong either (up to 

a certain age) (Allen et. al., 2018). The nudity does not impact the punishment of the 

behaviour, but the opposite genders coupled with nudity is deemed wrong. The person 

punishing the doctor play has relegated the interaction to being sexual (Allen et. al., 

2018; Angelides, 2019; Gagnon & Simon, 2017; Leander et. al., 2018; Martin, 1991). 

Gagnon and Simon (2017) posit that playing doctor in the child’s mind is them acting out 

an occupation and not sexually exploring. The child has now learned about appropriate 

sites of nudity and appropriate persons to be nude with. Another example is when 

children explore their genitals at a young age. There is no sexual arousal (as deemed 

by the review of literature above) but there is a reaction from others to this act 

(Angelides, 2019; Cacciatore et. al., 2020; Davies & Robinson, 2010; Johansson, 2007). 

The older person will punish the behaviour (Cacciatore et. al., 2020; Davies & 

Robinson, 2010). The older person may also inform the child that they should only touch 

their genitals in private (Allen et. al., 2018; Davies & Robinson, 2010). The child has 

learned that touching their genitalia is a behaviour that should be hidden from others. 
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The child with no sexual arousal is merely exploring their body and the reaction of the 

older person gives meaning to it. Despite sexual learning taking place, there is no 

clearly defined timeline in terms of the emergence of sexual acts in humans (Cacciatore 

et. al., 2020; Davies & Robinson, 2010; Leander, 2018). It is usually marked by puberty 

or the onset of the secondary sex characteristics and hormone increase (Martin, 1996; 

Pinto & Macleod, 2019; Sadler, 2015; Schoenwolf, 2015). The definition of puberty and 

the timeline associated with it is in flux depending on the zeitgeist as ‘puberty’ or the 

onset of sexual behaviour is occurring at an earlier age than previously thought (Pinto & 

Macleod, 2019).   

 

Reinforcing appropriate and inappropriate behaviours of sexuality and gender shapes a 

person’s internal dialogue around their sexual self. This process begins at an age where 

people are not able to cognitively understand the construction of this internal dialogue 

nor the ability to understand what drives the evaluation of the appropriate or 

inappropriate (Angelides, 2019; Cacciatore et. al., 2020; Davies & Robinson, 2010; 

Johansson, 2007). In the same fashion, those that are imparting this knowledge – our 

parents, our teachers, etc. – may be in the same state of unawareness of the 

ideological formation of the rules and regulations of gender and sexuality (Barnes, 2015; 

Berlant, 2012). 

 

“Previously learned moral categories and oppositions (good and evil, purity and 

degradation, modesty) and gender role activities (aggression and submission, control 

and freedom, needs for achievement and affiliation) are integrated into new sexual 



21 
 

scripts, at first private and then collective, which contain new meanings to be applied to 

organs, orifices, activities, and people that make up the conventional sociosexual 

drama.” (Gagnon & Simon, 2017 p. 38) 

 

The examples above function in two ways: one - it shapes our internal understanding of 

sex and sexuality; and two - it shapes our interpersonal understanding of sex and 

sexuality.   

 

In early childhood, our primary influences of learning are our nuclear family (parents, 

siblings, people who live in the home) and media (television, movies, YouTube) 

(Shelton, 2019). These are some of the institutions that shape our learning.  

 

2.5 Male Gaze Theory 

 

The male gaze is a term that was coined by Laura Mulvey in 1975 to describe the way 

in which a spectator engages with the female form in film (Mulvey, 1975; Sassatelli, 

2011). Mulvey used the gaze to examine the eroticism of looking at another as an object 

formed through the interplay of the lens, the audience and the characters on the screen 

(Mulvey, 1975; Sassatelli, 2011). The interplay of these three perspectives determines 

how we look at women's bodies (Mulvey, 1975; Sassatelli, 2011). The lens focuses on 

her body in portions, obscuring any human element and paralyzing her as an object 

(Kilbourne, 1999).The dark cinema allows the audience member a sense of anonymity 

for their gaze and psychologically removes them from the consequences of that gaze 

(Mulvey, 1975).  Mulvey reasons that “[t]raditionally, the woman displayed has 
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functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the characters within the screen story, and 

as erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium, with a shifting tension between 

the looks on either side of the screen.”(Mulvey, 1975 p. 11-12) Mulvey argued that, 

based on sociological ideologies, the passive role is occupied by women and the active 

role is occupied by men. The inferences made by Mulvey (1975) is that society’s 

hegemonic ideologies (patriarchy in this case) influence the way that the three 

perspectives of film interact thus creating a narrative around how we look at the 

characters in film (specifically female characters).  

 

In critique of Mulvey’s original formulation of the male gaze, Gaylyn Studlar, frustrated 

by the narrow view that the spectator is male, suggested a reading from the perspective 

of a female spectator (Studlar, 1989). In addition to looking through the eyes of the 

female spectator, Studlar (1989) critiques the psychoanalytic perspective that occludes 

the historical influences on looking and seeing. Studlar says that the spectator can take 

multiple identifications viewing several films, but also multiple identifications in one film. 

According to Studlar, the identification occurs with the character in the film but also 

relates to the context in which the film occurs. The properties of the identification with 

characters, storylines, and cinematic environment are driven by multiple aspects of the 

self and must also be located within the context of history. The intersectionality of the 

viewer must also be seen in understanding how the spectator identifies and absorbs the 

film (Longfellow, 1991; Studlar, 1989). 
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In 2004 Mulvey reflected on her original essay on the male gaze.  This reflection 

involved an acknowledgement that the way that people engaged with films had 

changed- now being more controlled by the viewer. The cinematic experience brought 

into the home, with a pause button at hand, allows the spectator to access more control 

in their interaction with the film (Mulvey, 2004). This technological advancement also 

meant that spectators could access films outside of the time in which the film was made. 

So, the advancement allows the context in which we view a film to change.  

 

The viewing of films does not only teach us how to evaluate the character based on the 

camera angles and the darkness of the theatre, but we learn power relations outside 

those of gender. 

 

The imperial gaze speaks of how film constructs the way that whites look at people of 

colour (Kaplan,1997). The imperial gaze discusses the construction of knowledge from 

the perspective of hegemonic western ideologies (Allen,1998; Kaplan,1997). bell hooks 

(1992) advances the gaze to one of opposition. The oppositional gaze reflects how the 

way that we see film can construct the way we look at others, but we can also defy the 

gaze and recognize the white supremacy found in the construction of films (hooks, 

1992; Jacobs, 2016). Films have ideological messages that we internalize. For the 

scope of this thesis the male gaze is the focus.  

 

Film is not the only place where we learn the rules of gender. Jean Kilbourne, a 

prominent feminist critic of advertising, discusses the narrative that is caused by 
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advertisers' objectification of women. In a similar vein to Mulvey, Kilbourne describes 

the portioned way that women are seen in ads. Women are often portrayed in pieces. 

Kilbourne also examines the stories being told in the language and surrounding images 

in advertisements. All these pieces, the woman, the story, and the background, work 

together to script the way we view women and the way women view themselves. In a 

series of 4 documentaries called Killing Us Softly Kilbourne begins her examination with 

the partitioning of women in ads. Her astute theory is that this focus on portions of 

women’s bodies causes their dehumanization. They are objects of desire. the key here 

being objects. Women are often shown in pieces in advertising. They are legs, a neck, a 

mouth but not a whole body (Kilbourne, 1999). In addition to being seen in parts, 

advertising imparts ideologies around the nuclear family, heteronormativity, 

heterosexism, gender roles, capitalism etc. (Kilbourne, 1999; Kilbourne, 2020). So, 

while we are learning and seeking out role models for the scripting of our sexual self, we 

are bombarded by the ideologies that are used to sell products, including women as 

products. Interestingly, Kilbourne has re-released documentaries in the Killing Us Softly 

series and despite the advancement in our understanding of their harm, the messages 

and images remain. In fact, Kilbourne uses similar jokes in each video.  This tells me 

that there is not a great deal of change in the ideologies that advertising is advancing 

but just a change in the pictures. Kilbourne illuminates that we passively absorb 

advertisements, much like we engage in the voyeuristic looking that Mulvey described.  

“[T]he extreme contrast of the auditorium (which isolates the spectators from one 

another) and the brilliance of the shifting patterns of light and shade on the screen helps 

to promote the illusion of voyeuristic separation…” (Mulvey, 1975 p. 9) 
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“Advertising is our environment…we don’t pay direct attention to the very nature of 

these ads, but we are powerfully influenced, mostly on an unconscious level by the 

experiences of being immersed in an advertising culture….” (Kilbourne, 1999 p.27) 

The removal of the conscious in both the theatre and in advertising allows people to 

exist in a hegemonic ideology driven world. We are absorbing the rules of all aspects of 

society. As broached earlier, panopticism, or the boundless surveillance of individuals, 

also functions to obfuscate the influences of our learned behaviour.  

 

“[the panopticon] makes it possible to perfect the exercise of power. It does this in 

several ways: because it can reduce the number of those who exercise it, while 

increasing the number of those on whom it is exercised. Because 

to intervene at any moment and because the constant pressure acts even before the 

offences, mistakes or crimes have been committed. Because, in these conditions, its 

strength is that never intervenes, it is exercised spontaneously and without noise, it 

constitutes a mechanism whose effects follow from another. Because, without any 

physical instrument other than architecture and geometry, it acts directly on individuals; 

gives 'power of mind over mind’.” (Foucault, 2008 p. 9-10) 

 

The panopticon because of its boundless surveillance also functions to internalize the 

ideological messages of power. The panopticon functions to make every site in which 

an individual exists to be one of surveillance. When we are surveyed, we obey. The 

feeling of surveillance in every location has brought the enforcement of ideologies into 
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an internal surveillance of our self (Foucault, 2008; Gane, 2012; Gray, 2002; Manokha, 

2018; Prasad, 2013).  

 

We learn the hegemonic ideals of gender and sexuality and enforce them on our self.  

Self-objectification is looking at our self through the enforcer lens (Fredrickson et. al., 

1997; Haines et. al., 2008; Quinn et. al., 2011; Sanchez & Broccoli, 2008). The literature 

on self-objectification has primarily focused on women but is now expanded to men’s 

self-objectification. For the purpose of this study, research on self-objectification in 

women was the focus. In a well-known study, Fredrickson and colleagues (1997) split 

women into two conditions. In one condition the women were asked to try on a sweater 

in front of a mirror. In the second condition the women were asked to try on a bikini. In 

order to align the variance between the groups to objectification, the women were asked 

if they felt objectified. The female participants indicated that they did feel objectified. The 

following task was for the women to answer some math questions. The women who 

were in the bikini condition performed worse on the cognitive test than the women who 

wore the sweater (Fredrickson et. al., 1997; Haines et. al., 2008; Quinn et. al., 2011). 

The internalized body surveillance has diverted cognitive function away from the task at 

hand (Quinn et. al., 2011). Research in self-objectification has also tied the 

sexualization of women to increased self-objectification (Karsay et. al., 2018; Smolak & 

Murnen, 2011). The voyeurism discussed by Mulvey and Studlar and the sexualization 

of women in the media are interacting and influencing how women evaluate their self.  

The panopticon means that our environment, no matter where we are, is imparting 

hegemonic ideologies on us. In addition to evaluating our self and others, panopticism 
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creates enforcers. So, we enforce the social norms on our self and on others. The 

panopticon creates a complicated chasm of ideological control of the intrapsychic and 

the interpersonal.  

 

2.6 Relational Aggression 

 

Psychology began with the premise of understanding the individual mind and branched 

to include the study of the collective mind (Le Bon, 2017; McDougal, 2012). Examining 

the intrapsychic and the interpersonal aspects of sexual script theory overlays the 

movement from individual think to the collective think. Group dynamics posit that we 

cannot understand the mind of one individual when we are in a social situation (Brown & 

Harris, 2014; Forsyth, 2000; Le Bon, 2017; McDougal, 2012; Szanto, 2013; Wildschut 

et. al., 2003). The mind of the individual is now the mind of a group of individuals. The 

minds of the group do not resemble the individual minds of the group members 

(Forsyth, 2000; Le Bon, 2017; Szanto, 2013). This performative thinking does not 

always occur in the presence of other individuals. As with self-objectification, the 

ideologies found in the group follow the members outside of the physical space of being 

in a group (Forsyth, 2000; Szanto, 2013; Turner et. al., 2007). The individual finds a 

connection to a group (I am a girl). The individual then seeks out to learn the mores of 

the group (girls play with Barbie). As a result of the identification with this group, the 

individual then takes on the rules of the group to guarantee their continued affiliation.  

Group think plays a large role in shaping how we act in social situations (Forsyth, 2000; 

Steinel et. al., 2010). Affiliation creates dynamics both within the group(s) with which 

you identify (intragroup) and interactions with others outside of the group(s) with which 
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you identify (intergroup) (Fiske, 2011; Hipp et. al., 2009; Hogg, 2000; Wildschut et. al., 

2003). For example, a girl playing with a Barbie will invite a girl to join but if a boy wants 

to join, he will be rebuffed (intergroup dynamic). If the girl who joined the Barbie party 

has Ken hook up with Ken, that girl will be corrected – “Ken doesn’t do that” – or will be 

punished for their transgression – “go away,” (intragroup dynamic).   

 

For the purposes of this inquiry, the focus of group dynamics will be centered on 

intragroup agonist behaviours. In other words, how we punish those we affiliate with 

when they do not follow the group rules.  

 

Agonism is behavior that is associated with conflict and can range from physical 

aggression to passive aggression. It is commonly related to resource allocation, social 

organization (i.e., power), and kinship (Chun & Choi, 2014; Fiske, 2011; Glasford et. al., 

2009; Hipp et. al., 2009; Ma et. al., 2016; McDonald et. al., 2012; Steinel et. al., 2010). 

Agonism in groups occurs for many reasons, most of which relate to the power structure 

of the group (Chun & Choi, 2014; Glasford et. al., 2009; Steinel et. al., 2010). According 

to structural models of conflict, conflict occurs when the task trying to be accomplished 

meets the social context of the group (de Wit et. al., 2012; Korsgaard et. al., 2008). 

Deutsch sees group conflict as arising from interdependence (Korsgaard et. al., 2008). 

In this situation, agonism is higher when interdependence means that your goals are 

better met if another person’s goals are not met (de Wit et. al., 2012; Korsgaard et. al., 

2008). Emerson views conflict as arising from the value of the goal and the availability 

of alternate resources to meet that goal (Chun & Choi, 2014; Korsgaard et. al., 2008; 
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Ma et. al., 2016). Process models of conflict see conflict as a series of events. Conflict 

occurs, the conflict is internally assessed, the person assessing searches for a 

transgression at the fault of the person with whom they are in conflict (Korsgaard et. al., 

2008).  

 

Maintenance of group dynamics are done through relational aggression, a non-violent, 

form of aggression that harm an individual’s position in a group. Relational aggression is 

used as an enforcer of power structures (aka hegemonic ideologies) (Coyne & Ostrov, 

2018; DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007; Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007; Hanish et. al., 2012; Mason, 

2002). The group with which one affiliates also influences the type of relational 

aggression used (Hanish et. al., 2012; Werner & Hill, 2010). Affiliation with a group 

creates an adoption of the group ideologies (Fiske, 2011; Glasford et. al., 2009; Steinel 

et. al., 2010). Agonism within the group is assessed against the rules of the group and 

the transgressor is punished through relational aggression.  

 

We learn gender. We learn sexuality. We join a group of similar individuals. We adopt 

the group norms. We enforce the group norms. If we do not conform, we suffer sexually 

and socially.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

 

3.1   Purpose of Study 

 

In an attempt to understand our behaviour, I look to the social. The purpose of this study 

was to listen to the stories of Women who have sex with Women (WSW) in order to 

understand how interactions between WSW are learned, scripted, and enacted.  

Of particular interest the research uncovers the complex intragroup relational 

aggression that is found in the WSW communities. The beginning of this chapter 

focuses on the guiding principles that help me in my inquiry: my paradigmatic stance 

and my researcher positionality. Secondly, I discuss the practical aspects of the study, 

the methodology employed. And thirdly, I outline the ethical considerations that are due 

discussion in any research endeavor.  

 

3.2   Guiding Principles 

 

3.2.1 Paradigmatic Stance 

 

My paradigmatic stance informs how I view and interact with knowledge (Hopp, 2020; 

Zahavi, 2018). I see this as the lens that guides me in understanding how our 

experiences (aka knowledge) are shaped and maintained throughout lifespans. My 

understanding of knowledge is that it is socially constructed (i.e. learned) and 

maintained through group dynamics (i.e. scripted and enacted).  
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Critical paradigm proffers that knowledge is socially created and influenced by society’s 

ideologies (Buniss & Kelly, 2010; Scotland, 2012; Wolgemuth, 2016). Knowledge then 

operates in a reciprocal deterministic fashion – the person is internally influenced and 

externally reinforced to act within the bounds of their learned knowledge.  

 

The diversity of humans in a variety of places, histories, and generations means that 

one single truth cannot exist, as indicated by constructivist theorists (Bridges, 2017). We 

can see how knowledge has changed over time if we look at some historical junctures 

regarding homosexuality and mental health in North America. In 1973, homosexuality 

was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) of psychiatric disorders) 

(Hegarty, 2018), it had been a category of disorders in every edition of the DSM since 

its inception in 1952 (Kawa & Giordano, 2012). Despite the removal of homosexuality 

from the DSM in 1973, the ‘treatment’ of homosexuality was reviewed and denounced in 

2009 (Resolution on Appropriate Affirmative Responses to Sexual Orientation Distress 

and Change Efforts, 2009). The governing institution, the American Psychological 

Association (APA), removed homosexuality as a category of disorder in 1973 (Hegarty, 

2018), reviewed therapeutic responses to sexual orientation and denounced methods of 

reparative therapy as ineffective and likely to harm in 2009 (Resolution on Appropriate 

Affirmative Responses to Sexual Orientation Distress and Change Efforts, 2009). 

Knowledge is shared within groups by the individuals that belong to that group. For 

example, homosexuality is punishable by death or imprisonment in some countries 

(Christie, 2016) whereas in Canada being gay is not criminalized and same-sex 

marriage is legal. Despite the social tolerance of homosexuality in Canada, LGBTQ+ 
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individuals are still at higher risk for mental illness, homelessness, etc. (Taylor et al., 

2011). Knowledge is created. Knowledge carries its history forward (Hopp, 2020; 

Zahavi, 2018). Knowledge differs between groups and zeitgeists (Hopp, 2020; Zahavi, 

2018).  

 

My paradigmatic stance is that knowledge is learned through the sociality of humans. It 

is based in a set of principles that were institutionalized a long time ago. They still serve 

enforcers of knowledge and influence how we interact with it. Knowledge is a 

complicated and always changing entity. 

  

3.2.2 Researcher Positionality 

 

I am a 38-year-old Caucasian female and I consider myself to be a visible minority (I 

look gay). I grew up in a middle-class family in a middle-class neighborhood and school. 

I came out when I was 19. Before 19, my family, my neighborhood, and my school had 

no one that was out as gay. My population of study is women who self-identify as 

women who have sex with women (WSW). I have social capital in this group as a result 

of looking gay. This could have impacted interactions with my participants in several 

ways. As an insider, I have knowledge of the colloquialisms and therefore less must be 

explained to me. Also, I am someone who has a better understanding of the 

participant’s story which can result in a more comfortable atmosphere to share. When 

dealing with highly charged stories (i.e., dating, sex, and love), having someone with 

whom you are comfortable can increase the likelihood of honesty and elaboration 

(Sherlock, 2016; Wiederman, 1999). Thirdly, as an insider, my familiarity with the stories 
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of WSW meant that I might not probe a participant to elaborate where I should. As 

someone who has a ‘butch’ appearance, an interview with someone who identifies as 

butch can elicit a, for lack of better words, bro-interaction (a shared masculine 

communication pattern). When interviewing someone who identifies as femme, the 

dynamic is performed differently. The role ideologies change based on the different 

appearances. I have been an active member of the WSW communities, specifically the 

dating community. I help organize and run speed dating events for WSW. I not only 

participate in many of the events as a dater, but I also observe and talk with the 

participants during the events. Given my familiarity with the common happenings across 

events, I wanted to understand the motivations behind the interactions. My familiarity 

means that I see things that others may not see across situations, but it also biases me 

to look for the interactions that I have seen before.  

 

I used a fluid script with my participants to allow them to share their experiences with 

minor guidance. I did my very best to maintain a neutral stance and agree with 

participants in order to keep the conversation flowing. I identify as an intersectional 

feminist and many of the comments were not aligned with my beliefs. I also identify as 

interdisciplinary researcher with a BA in psychology - I look at the way the participants 

answer questions as well as their body language, and the intonation in their voice. My 

background in psychology could also mean that I am attempting to explain behaviour 

attributing it to unconscious thoughts when they may be consciously directed. The 

unconscious thoughts, in this instance, refer to knowledge, beliefs, etc. that guide our 

behaviour but occur without our awareness (Barg & Morsella, 2008).  
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3.2.3 Phenomenological Methodology 

 

To understand the complicated intrapsychic and interpersonal aspects of WSW, I used 

a methodology that would allow a deep dive into the stories of my participants. 

Phenomenological methodology deems that ‘things’ have relational value (Zahavi, 

2018). This means that we have ascribed meaning to objects based on our previous 

knowledge with that ‘thing,’ where that ‘thing’ is located, and the common/shared 

understanding of what that ‘thing’ is. To illustrate, a necktie is a piece of fabric that is 

often made of silk and can have plain, pattern, or comical prints. Ties by themselves 

seem to remind many of Father’s Day as they are often the present of choice. A tie 

hung on a doorknob has a much different meaning ascribed to it that is shared by most. 

A tie on a woman can bring forward the image of the Catholic school girl fantasy if she 

possesses long hair. And a tie on a woman with short hair is seen as the lesbian 

prototype. Each of these interpretations of a tie are based in who is observing the tie, 

where the tie is, and the meaning the tie carries. A play is not complete without a 

character, a storyline, a set, and an audience. 

 

I sought out to examine the stories that my participants told me with three goals. Firstly, 

to look at the stories that WSW tell about interacting with other WSW. How they come to 

understand that a WSW is interested in them and how they demonstrate to another 

WSW that they are sexually interested in them (i.e., flirting). Secondly, I wanted to look 

at the shared understanding of these behaviours. Are the stories they tell like others’ 

accounts? Are the interactions toward them easily understood? And thirdly, I wanted to 
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look at the evaluation of these actions. Do they see anything wrong with these 

behaviours? Do they enjoy them?  

 

Examining the interrelatedness of stories could only be done with a phenomenological 

methodology that allows me to examine the conscious aspects of the participants’ 

stories alongside the unconscious aspects. When I discuss the unconscious aspects of 

my participants’ interviews, it is based on my assumptions of what is driving their 

behaviour/thoughts. My assumptions are made with research to support them.  I would 

never assume that I can accurately describe the unconscious as it is still debated as to 

whether the unconscious exists (Barg & Morsella, 2008).  Law and Urry (2004) argue 

that researchers are meaning makers. Meaning makers in this context implies that the 

scientific process is not devoid of bias. Our ideologies influence how we conduct, 

interpret, and discuss research. These biases are hidden because scientists see the 

scientific method as empirical. Law and Urry are referring to the overall methodological 

processes. I kept this in mind when discussing the unconscious in someone else’s 

story. I also see great importance in examining and discussing the  

asynchronicities between the story that we tell of ourselves and the behaviours we 

enact. Thankfully, the phenomenological lens that I employed allows these complex 

relations to be deconstructed.  

 

3.3 Study Population 

 

Participants were chosen based on two criteria: individuals who self-identify as women 

and who also identify as sexually attracted to women. The inclusion/exclusion criteria 
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were kept broad in order to allow all orientations of WSW to participate in the study. 

Prior research on WSW are segmented by orientation which allows a closer 

examination of certain types (i.e., bisexual women, lesbians); however separate 

inquiries doesn’t allow for a comparison of the interactions that are shared across WSW 

of all orientations. Self-identity was a very important distinction for me in recruiting 

participants. It is not up to me to decide how someone should identify. In addition, 

research indicates that self-identification as a particular gender is correlated to gender 

differentiation in brain matter (Kranz et al., 2014). For example, if someone self-

identifies as a woman but may not have been ‘born’ a woman, their brain could more 

closely resemble that of a ‘born’ woman. feminine traits and characteristics than their 

‘birth’ gender. Of note, studies such as Kranz et al. are in their infancy and more 

exploration is needed. The criteria did not include specific location, race, ability, etc. in 

order to garner an intersectional sample. That being said, the participants who ended up 

part of the study were between the ages of 32-54, predominantly Caucasian, and 

University educated. Literature on lesbians, bisexual women, and queer women is still 

sparse in comparison to studies on male orientations and literature that does exist is 

contradictory. In one study WSW will be understood as having a butch vs femme 

dynamic (Diamond, 2017) and in another study there will be a rich dynamic of 

personalities found in the WSW population (Diamond, 2013; Diamond, 2017). In order 

to see some of the similarities across various orientations in the WSW communities, this 

study was designed to avoid classifying WSW and instead allowing the participant to 

identify in whatever way felt most true to themselves.  
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3.4 Recruitment  

 

Participants were sought who were part of the WSW dating world. Being a person who 

is actively involved in the WSW communities in Vancouver, I sought out participants that 

would not know me personally. I posted in several Facebook groups that were geared 

toward a variety of sexual orientations and were predominantly occupied by individuals 

who identify as women. The groups that I contacted were called Butch-Femme, A Little 

Lez Conversation, and Girls that_♥ _Girls. I contacted the moderators to obtain 

permission and reassured them that my intentions for the research were genuine and 

that I respected their space. I found these groups because I already belonged to them, 

however I am a social media lurker not a poster and therefore I felt like my being a part 

of the group would not influence my interaction with the participant. Once a potential 

participant contacted me, we would decide how best to conduct the interview. Interviews 

were conducted on Facebook messenger, Skype, and over the phone.   

 

3.5 Data Collection 

 

I conducted a total of 6 interviews with WSW. I used a fluid script for the interviews, 

which meant open ended questions asking them to describe their interactions with 

women that they were interested in (for list of questions, see Appendix A). The open-

ended questions were used to start the conversation. I then allowed the participant to 

talk as much as they wanted about their experiences. I had prepped several probing 

questions to draw the stories forward and to allow the participant to reflect further on 
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their past. I used them minimally as I did not want to influence their story. I engaged 

with the participants as an active listener. I am a loud and gregarious person, so I held 

my personality at a minimum to show engagement while not taking over the story telling. 

I also maintained a neutral reaction to the stories that participants were recounting. One 

of the reasons for this thesis is to explore the denigration that occurs in WSW 

communities. There were many examples within the interviews. Participants would look 

to me when saying something that they knew was prejudicial.  I did my best to hold my 

reaction so the participant would not feel judged, but I also tried not to agree with their 

statement.   

 

The interviews were conducted over the phone, on Facebook messenger (chat not 

phone or video), and Skype. The choice of how the interview was conducted was 

decided by the participant. Interviews were not conducted in person because recordings 

would have been too hard to hear. Also, participants discussing topics of a sensitive 

nature, such as dating, would be more likely to open up and share if they were in a 

place where they felt more comfortable.  

 

Once an interview was completed, it was transcribed into word documents for ease of 

review. Identifying information was removed.  Research ethics were maintained in the 

care and consideration of the participants and the data (see below for a more detailed 

discussion of ethics). 
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3.6 Data Analysis  

 

When looking at data from a phenomenological perspective, it can be done in different 

ways. One is to look at the words and their meaning (hermeneutical phenomenology), 

the other to look at the “essence” (Zahavi, 2018) found within the interviews (descriptive 

phenomenology). For the purposes of my thesis, I took the descriptive approach to the 

data analysis. The essence of the story is found in the tale itself but also the 

surrounding senses felt by the storyteller in recounting their experiences. Not only does 

descriptive phenomenology allow me to look at the sense felt by the participants but 

also the underlying motives behind the experiences. While descriptive phenomenology 

dictates that the researcher, aka me, must take an unbiased stance in interpreting the 

data, it is impossible for any researcher to be completely devoid of their own 

perspective. I kept my privileges in my awareness (e.g., white cis-gendered middle-

class woman privilege) to confront them when examining the data. The most important 

aspect of research for me is to bring forward new perspectives of participants’ stories 

and making the voices of individuals heard, I am not concerned with being right but am 

concerned with being just. 

 

The first step was to transcribe the interviews. This is an arduous task and does not 

particularly allow for an interpretation of the stories. It is simply pragmatic to have a 

written copy. Once the interviews were transcribed, I began to read them. I read them 

multiple times with space and time between readings. Their words never really left my 

head but stayed in a constant state of analysis as I continued my day to day activities. 
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Once I felt as though I had a grasp on some essential elements, I began to make point 

form notes of key words or phrases that were similar across interviews as well as a list 

of elements that were incongruous across their stories. It is the directive of descriptive 

phenomenological analysis that the researcher not only examine the similarities of 

experiences but also the differences between experiences to have an overall 

understanding of the data (Kuckartz, 2013; Ponterotto, 2006; Sandelowski, 2010). I 

looked at the story of each of the participants as an entity unto itself.  Learned 

behaviour is often automatically performed without conscious effort (Semenza, 2017; 

Solms, 2017). When a behaviour becomes automatic, it can become less recognized by 

our self as characteristic of who we are (Barg & Morsella, 2008; Semenza, 2017; Solms, 

2017). For example, I can call myself a feminist and believe in equality between 

genders from a moral stance but my actions toward women can often be interpreted as 

being driven by internalized misogyny. The identified behaviour as told through the 

participants’ story provides the essence of the context, their experience, and their 

interactions. The incongruities are a part of the essence of the experience whether they 

occur with conscious direction from the individual or not.   

 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethics in simple terms is a set of rules that researchers must follow. In conducting this 

study, I kept several considerations in mind. Firstly, I considered the implications of 

researching a marginalized population. Secondly, content that concerns relationship 

dynamics and sexual attraction requires a respectful and safe space to discuss 
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(Hunting, 2014; O’Donoghue, 2019; Ponterotto, 2010; Sherriff et al., 2014). Thirdly, and 

possibly the most difficult consideration, was how to deal with any prejudicial comments 

 

3.7.1 Marginalized Populations  

 

Marginalized populations face prejudice, increased scrutiny, isolation, and decreased 

social power (Browne, 2005; Hill et al., 2016). I actively work to confront my own 

privileges as to increase my competencies regarding cultures, genders, orientations, 

and abilities. Research ethics functions to design studies that are sensitive to 

marginalized populations and to lessen harm that could occur (Browne, 2005; Sherriff et 

al., 2014). Researchers can also supplement institutional regulations with the ethical 

treatment of research participants (Sherlock, 2016; Sherriff et al., 2014; 

Wiederman,1999). For example, I have read and continue to read grass roots 

publications that have broadened my knowledge of the historical treatment of 

marginalized populations, specifically but not limited to the LGBTQ+ communities. I 

have also changed and continue to change my language to be more inclusive and less 

ignorant of prejudice.  

 

3.7.2 Sensitive Topic 

 

Upon a participant indicating interest in this study they were sent the informed consent 

(discussed in further detail below and provided in Appendix C). Participants were 

informed of the purpose of the research as well as the kinds of information that would 

be discussed. Once the volunteer read and was still interested in participating, I 
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presented several options for communicating with me (Skype, Facebook messenger, 

call or video, or telephone). The participant was free to choose whatever method felt 

most comfortable to them. All participants chose to not meet in person – perhaps due to 

comfort of discussing matters of a sensitive nature. 

 

3.7.3 Prejudicial Comments 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the interactions that WSW experience 

interacting with women where there was sexual attraction. In conducting research while 

also being committed to social justice, I had to decide on what I would do when faced 

with a comment that was harmful to others. Literature on making these decisions is of 

varied opinions depending on the context of the comment. In therapy, there are 

regulatory bodies that have delineated that the therapist must assess the comment in 

the context of harm to the patient (being confronted with being prejudiced) versus the 

harm to others (Romani, 2018). Researchers are not bound by the same regulatory 

bodies; however, they are guided by the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 

for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2, 2010). Literature indicates that the researcher 

must balance the need to maintain the story of the participant and the research dynamic 

versus the social justice of allowing a prejudicial comment to stand (Canadian Institutes 

of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, 

and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, 2018). I chose to allow the 

story of the participant to be the predominant factor in dealing with prejudicial comments 

and thus I maintained my researcher role of allowing the story to be told without 

interrupting the process with an attempt to inform around prejudicial attitudes. Of note –
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two of the participants were quick to identify their own prejudicial comments while 

continuing to hold the beliefs in their actions. For example, they admitted, “The only 

sexual orientation that I will not date (I’m sorry that community is going to hate me, but 

you want me to be honest): trans male to female preop is a no to me.” If I were to have 

intervened in this situation, it may have compromised the comfort of the participant in 

openly sharing.  

 

3.7.4 Informed consent 

 

Informed consent has 3 principles that must be followed when conducting research. 

One, consent must be freely given. This means that the individual wants to participate in 

the study as a result of their own decision. There must be no undue influence driving 

them to do so. Two, consent must be informed. Informed indicates that the participant 

understands the various aspects of the study (the time it takes to participate, where the 

interview will take place, what kind of questions will be asked). Thirdly, consent is 

ongoing. Ongoing consent means that the participant may choose to withdraw from the 

study at any point in time without reprisal. This includes but is not limited to, ending the 

interview, and withdrawing data after the interview is conducted (Canadian Institutes of 

Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and 

Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, 2018). When an individual indicated 

an interest in participating in this study, they were sent the informed consent document 

as an attachment to an email. The following instructions were contained in the body of 

the email: “Please carefully read the informed consent document attached to this email. 

You have 24 hours to read over the form. Please reach out to me if you have any 
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questions or concerns and I will be happy to answer them. Thank you for considering 

participating in this study…. After having read the consent document if you would like to 

participate, please return the signed consent form and I will contact you to set up the 

interview.”  

 

The informed consent document for this study can be found in Appendix C. 

Once a participant emailed with their signed consent form, they were asked where they 

would like to be interviewed. Once the interview began, I introduced myself and asked 

them if it would be ok to record our session so that I could review the materials later. All 

participants verbally consented to being recorded (video and/or audio). Participants 

were also informed of the procedures used to maintain their confidentiality during and 

after data collection. After the interview, the recordings were transferred to an encrypted 

thumb drive  

 

3.7.5 Maintaining Confidentiality 

 

Confidentiality must be considered not only in terms of data but also in terms of 

participants. Interviews were transcribed into word documents for ease of review. The 

transcripts were cleaned of identifying information and the original and a cleaned 

version were both saved. For the purposes of this study identifying information includes 

any pertinent details found in the stories that could help someone outside the study 

decipher who the participant is. The data cleaned from the transcripts can include: 

names, dates, popular locations, and identifying features (tattoos, hair colour, etc.) The 

transcripts, the audio/video files, and the signed consent forms were transferred to an 
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encrypted thumb drive. The thumb drive was copied to another encrypted drive as a 

precaution. These procedures conform with the regulations of data and participant 

encryption as indicated by UBC’s research ethics board.  

 

3.8 Risks and Benefits of Participating 

 

Individuals who want to participate in a research study must be informed of any 

potential risks and benefits of doing so. This study is of minimal risk. Sharing personal 

stories around relationships can elicit emotional reactions. To support my volunteers, I 

provided them with a list of LGBTQ+ allied counselling services that they could access. 

Participants were also informed that there were no concrete benefits for participating in 

this study (i.e, gratuities). The only tangible benefit would be feeling good about helping 

expand research in communities of which they are a part.  

 

3.9 Limitations  

 

The purpose of this study was to explore how WSW learn how to interact with other 

WSW. Best practices in feminist research is to collect stories from an intersectional 

sample of participants. In this regard, intersectional refers to diversity in the lived 

experiences of the participants (Collins et al., 2016; Hunting, 2014; Nagel, 2000; 

Sherlock, 2016). Having a sample of heterogenous participants means that the stories 

that we hear are complicated by the participants’ gender identity, race, socio-economic 

status, location, etc. (Collins et al., 2016; Hunting, 2014; Nagel, 2000). Intersectionality 
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in participants provides richer data (Hunting, 2014) and therefore better results. The 

biggest limitation of my thesis is intersectionality. 

 

3.9.1   Intersectionality of Presentation 

 

My inclusion criteria indicated that participants would self-identify as WSW. This 

criterion allowed a broad definition that would fit a lot of people. This allowed 

participants to readily come forward and volunteer. My entire sample of participants 

identified as either ‘butch’, ‘femme’, or ‘butch presenting but femme identifying’. 

Targeting potential participants who do not identify within these presentations would 

have enriched my analysis.  

 

3.9.2   Intersectionality of Race 

 

Most of my population identified as Caucasian. I had one participant who identified their 

race as “Technically I am Heinz 57, but on paper I’m Caucasian.” Racial identity plays a 

role in evaluations of the self (Collins et al., 2016) and evaluations of the other (Collins 

et al., 2016; Liu, 1995) in the dating world (Lui, 1995; McIntosh et al., 2011) and would 

have been discussed if I had representation from women of colour in my sample. 

 

3.9.3   Intersectionality of Location 

 

My entire sample came from North America. I did not ask participants if they had 

previously lived elsewhere but as of the time of the interview, they were all located 
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within North America. As discussed earlier, shared knowledge occurs as a result of 

location, time, and space (Gergen, 2001; Scotland, 2012; Wolgemuth, 2016). 

Participants outside North America would have brought in the influence of location 

(space, context, and ideology) on the stories.  
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4 Findings 

 

Within the 6 interviews, 2 were not usable for data as the participants gave short yes/no 

answers instead of stories around their interactions. I believe that they were nervous 

and uncomfortable, and I did not pressure them to continue. Their data was therefore 

withdrawn from the study. 

 

Objectification is defined differently depending on the discipline that is defining it; 

however, they mostly involve the reduction of humans from complex characters to a flat 

typology (Calgero et.al, 2011; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gervais et.al, 2013; Moradi 

& Huang, 2008). Sexual objectification focuses on the reduction of humans to parts of 

their body (Kozak et. al, 2009; Nussbaum, 1995; Szymanski et. al, 2011). Most of the 

participants in this study were familiar with the concept of objectification although they 

all asked for clarity. In order to make sure everyone had the same understanding for the 

interviews, participants were provided with the definition of “objectification: the reducing 

of someone to their physical self (i.e., size, race, gender etc.) and/or their appearance 

(i.e., femme, butch).” (See Appendix A for interview script).  

 

The reader may find it helpful to refer to definitions of terminology list page viii in 

processing the participants scripts. 

 

4.1 Instances of Objectification found in this data set 
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4.1.1 Objectification: Denial of Subjectivity 

 

We have an idea about who we are as a person. We have personality, likes, dislikes, 

sense of humor, etc. that together form part of who we are. Subjectivity is the 

compilation of these attributes. Denial of subjectivity is when we are seen (evaluated, 

treated) without consideration for our traits (Nussbaum, 1995). When we are denied our 

unique characteristics, we are being objectified.  

 

Example 1  

Jenn: do you fit a particular type? 

Ans: a little bit more on the butch side. 

Jenn: do you find that people objectify you for this butch side? 

Ans: yes 

Jenn: can you tell me what that would look like? 

Ans: that’s how I feel inside. I may dress that way but that’s not who I feel like I am. 

Jenn: OK, you said people interact with you like you are butch but you don’t feel like you 

are, can you tell me more how you would identify? 

Ans: I guess (my girlfriend would tend to disagree with me) but more femme 

Jenn: OK, what is it that you think makes the characteristics of either butch or femme? 

Ans: I guess taking initiative in things, opening the door for you or that sort of stuff. 

Jenn: do you think there’s a particular look? 

Ans: I guess short hair, flannel clothes, jeans & tie 
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Example 1 demonstrates the participant’s understanding that they are read by others as 

‘butch’ but do not feel that characterizes them accurately. When asked to list some of 

the characteristics of ‘butch,’ the participant relays “taking initiative, opening the door…” 

which is in contradiction to their courtship comforts “I guess to wait for them to initiate or 

follow through; I’m not the initiator.” While this individual is aware of the rules of dating, 

they identify as ‘more femme’ and not the initiator, while being aware they are presumed 

to act butch. Her appearance is defining how people interact with her instead of 

recognizing that she has a more passive nature.  

 

Example 2  

Jenn: have you spoken with people who looked a particular way but didn’t match the 

look? Do you find that often. 

Ans: not often but “I know exactly what you are talking about”. 

Jenn: So how do you think our interactions are impacted by how we look? Do you think 

that you appear as butch but don’t identify that way, does that influence the way you 

interact with others? 

Ans: I think so. 

Jenn: Can you tell me a bit more about that? 

Ans: People who are butch might see me as competition or not someone they would be 

interested in for a relationship. My girlfriend is still shaking her head because she 

doesn’t think I seem femme. 

 



51 
 

Example 2 shows we make judgements daily on people based on their appearances 

(our prejudices and stereotypes are found here). Examples 1 and 2, are two instances 

where the participant is recounting being denied their subjectivity. The participant, sitting 

next to their partner while talking to me on the phone, is telling me about their internal 

feelings of being ‘more femme’ and twice her partner denies those feelings – “(my 

girlfriend would tend to disagree with me) but more femme”, and later “My girlfriend is 

still shaking her head.” The participant is describing being denied their subjective 

femme self by others and their partner is reinforcing that denial. Despite the long-term 

relationship these two are in, the partner continues to deny the participant’s sense of 

self.  This is a form of relational aggression; the partner hears the participant operating 

outside the norms of the group and is refusing to acknowledge the participant’s feelings. 

Further on in the interview, I ask this participant “You say you identify as more femme; 

how does it make you feel when your girlfriend shrugs that off?” The participant replied, 

“I just know anyways, it doesn’t really matter.” The participant still sees themself as 

unique, however, they allow their long-term partner to contradict. The long-term 

girlfriend is shaking her head as the participant is expressing who she is.  

 

4.1.2 Objectification: Reduction to Appearance 

 

When we first encounter a person, we make several judgements based on their 

appearance. Someone wearing a blazer and black shoes during the day may be going 

to work. Someone who is wearing shorts and a tank top may be going to the beach. We 

not only make judgements around their appearance as to their activities but also 

opinions on their personality, their beliefs, and their worth to us (Nussbaum, 1995). For 



52 
 

example, flannel shirt and a tie, short hair presupposes an individual as being butch. 

Being butch also carries personality characteristics such as being more aggressive.  

 

Example 3 

Jenn: So, after there’s an exchange of emojis, and you decide that each one is 

interested, what happens then? 

Ans: For the most part its always been me, like when can we get together? But there 

have been a couple of people who have taken more initiative on the actually initiating 

getting together part and that’s always interesting. I feel like I am like a femme-

presenting person, people are caught off guard to find out that I am typically the 

aggressor, not necessarily aggressive but I like to move the ball along. Direct is good 

and not a lot of endless conversation back & forth like weeks over text, like no thank you 

very much.  

 

Example 3 shows that the storyteller acknowledges that there are designated roles that 

are scripted to play in an interaction based on how someone looks. The participant is 

discussing the ‘back and forth get to know you’ conversations that people have before 

they meet in person. Interestingly, this participant indicates that they are the aggressor, 

but only aggress to a certain point then turn the control to the other as seen in the 

exchange below. 

 

Example 3 continued 



53 
 

Ans: why don’t you come over to my house and we can play board games its like an 

open invitation we could just play board games or we could not just play board games, 

that’s kinda like on YOU. That’s where my forwardness stops, I will initiate getting 

together I will initiate you coming to my house but after that it’s up to you. That’s 

basically how that goes. 

 

It is unclear from the interview if the discontinuation of being the aggressor past a 

certain point is due to fear of rejection or as a result of acting in accordance with the 

interpersonal understanding of femme presentation. It is, however, clear that this person 

understands that their femme appearance should follow certain rules and that their 

actions are incongruent with the shared understanding of that femme appearance (not 

sexually aggressive). The intrapsychic evaluation of herself is that she presents as 

femme and therefore is acting outside the rules – she is reducing herself to her 

appearance. In addition, the “caught off guard” as a reaction to the participant acting 

outside her designated role re-enforces that femme presenting does not mean 

aggressive.  

 

Example 4 

Jenn: Do you have a type in terms of women that you are attracted to? 

Ans: Butch 

Jenn: Personality wise or looks wise? 

Ans: Like you       lol 
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The interview with the participant in example 4 was done through Facebook messenger 

(participant’s choice), hence the emoticon in the interview. My presentation is read by 

others as butch even though I do not identify as butch. The continuation of example 4 

(below) is a compilation of the characteristics that the participant is ascribing to butch 

folk.  

 

Example 4 continued 

Jenn: Would you date someone that identified as femme? 

Ans: Yes. I have. But mostly butches…. I don’t mind pursuing. But I like them to pay. 

Cause I am the femme one.  

Jenn: Can you tell me what “butch” means to you? 

Ans: Someone who can wear a tie. Or just boy clothes, That’s all I got. Lol 

Jenn: If you were going to act in a play and they told you to act butch, what would that 

look like? Is there a personality that goes with it? 

Ans: Yes, kinda a bit gruff…kinda a bit tough. I’d wear something more boyish…. A 

flannel shirt over a t-shirt. 

 

Example 4 shows how clothing can be read to indicate someone’s personality – “a bit 

tough”; someone’s role in an interpersonal interaction – “I like them to pay”; and their 

value to us – “butch…like you      .” By calling me butch, the participant is presupposing 

that I have these characteristics (which for the most part do not match who I am). Who 

knew a flannel shirt could mean so much?  Author’s note – I have never worn flannel a 

day in my life. 
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4.1.3 Objectification: Reduction to the Body 

 

In opposition to Gestalt, reduction to the body is being seen not as whole but parts of a 

body (Nussbaum, 1995). The value of a person is made up of their body parts. The 

interviews that I conducted did not result in many different examples of reduction to a 

body part, however there was a re-occurring form of reduction across participants. In 

this data, examples of this form of objectification were shown in the transphobic 

admissions of the participants. 

 

Example 5 

Jenn: When you go for coffee with someone, are there any identity flags that would 

deter you from dating them? 

Ans:  I don’t date trans ppl.  

Jenn: Ok  

Jenn: You said before that you wouldn’t date a trans person. May I ask why? 

Ans: I don’t want to deal with them transitioning. May not be fair. But I just wouldn’t. 

They are one thing then something different.  

 

People know that the reduction is wrong, “May not be fair” but continue to propagate 

that the body itself is where we see the worth in the person. Unfortunately, it is my 

experience that WSW see their orientation as one to the vulva/vagina and not to 

women, as illustrated in example 6.   

 

Example 6 
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Ans: The only sexual orientation that I will not date I’m sorry that community is going to 

hate me but you want me to be honest: trans male to female preop is a no to me.  

Jenn: I think that’s a common feeling across the community that people have 

expressed.  

Ans: post op …… preop …. There are certain things I am attracted to, I am a lesbian 

(emphasis from the participant on the word lesbian) 

 

The participants in examples 5 and 6 both understand that their comments are 

transphobic: “May not be fair” and “I’m sorry that community is going to hate me.” Both 

of these participants also did not identify themselves as individuals who objectify others, 

however as illustrated with their quotes, this is objectification. Genital preference (as 

labeled by some literature) more aptly - transphobia – places the worth of that person 

solely on their genitalia.  

 

4.1.2 Ownership/Commodity 

 

Many scholars have looked at women as being commodified by society. Women are 

objectified and reduced to objects to be consumed by society. Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 

1995; Plaxton, 2016) examines the concept of fungibility – that objects or persons who 

have been objectified are traded as parts that are interchangeable. The commodities 

market, according to Marx (Chattopadhyay, 2018) carried with it, its historical values. 

The commodity was not valued based on production or labour but was derived from the 

social (Chattopadhyay, 2018; Nussbaum, 1995; Plaxton, 2016). In this sense, 

Nussbaum’s commodification of women with Marx’s demarcation of value limits the 
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objectified person to be valued based on hegemonic norms. To illustrate, the objectified 

woman is seen as parts that are interchangeable with other commodified women and is 

then valued for the standards of beauty. An hourglass figure would be worth more to the 

person possessing it than an apple-shaped body. The person holding the hourglass 

figure is then recognized as being higher in social status. The more we follow the rules 

of what is seen as valuable, the more we fit into the structure of society.  

 

Example 7 

“Or more butch may have a little more testosterone and kind of be attracted to the pretty 

ones. Or some of the little pretty ones do what to be taken care of. That’s where we 

have pillow princesses and all that, I’m sorry I’m a feminist and very independent. I’ll get 

on a tangent. That’s where you become that and sometimes that works. That opposite 

attraction works where they want somebody to be more dominant and the other one 

wants them to be more pretty and laid back & fluffy & soft.” 

 

Example 8 

“For the most part, all my queer friends fall into that. I don’t have any masculine leaning 

friends that are attracted to masculine leaning folks. It’s just not really a thing. I’m not 

sure if that’s something that’s conditioned into us like “little baby gays” that you have to 

fit into this mould and I feel like the odd time that it does happen it not so much like 

when two fem-presenting queers get together but definitely when two masculine folks 

get together its’ like that weird, that can’t happen like “who’s gonna be the top now.” 

Which is really unfortunate & silly but its definitely a conversation that exists in the world 
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because a lot of fems are really angry when two butches get together it’s like well shit 

now what are we going to do. They can’t date each other that’s not acceptable.” 

 

Example 9 

“I am pretty feminine. I like butches. I am not super femme. But femme enough” 

 

Examples 7-9 show that the pairing of the aggressive with the passive, the masculine 

with the feminine. No matter the sexual orientation, the heterosexual dyad is 

normalized.  

 

Example 10 

“Jenn: We label, we have these hierarchies, like this person is a better lesbian that this 

person based on…” 

“Gold stars are better and the Bi’s are way over here with the polys? & the asexuals & 

the gender fluids & the pans? Other ones I can’t remember all of them, I’m trying and 

I’m respectful, but I can’t remember all of them…. the “+” includes too broad of a 

spectrum but I’m getting close. It’s the judgement and I don’t know why.”  

 

Example 11 

“I feel like there’s obvious privileges in het culture but I feel like there’s more privilege in 

butch culture than in fem culture because I feel like there’s less of them and so they 

have more options and have more at their disposal. I think a lot of them really know that. 

just my experience.” 
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Examples 10 and 11 are the participants discussing who is seen as having the most 

privilege in WSW communities. Again, reflecting the ideological norms, the masculine is 

more valuable than the feminine. The hierarchy is not only used to increase the value of 

some individuals but also to devalue others.  

 

Example 12 

“I’ve dated a couple bi’s. I’m remotely ok but I don’t deal with the young ones that have 

recently been with a man and popped out a baby. There are certain little things that I 

don’t put my heart out there willing to get squished, been there done that a few times & 

I’m not going to be that vulnerable but Bi’s to a certain extent, if they’re grown & know 

who they are and … who they are, I’m good on that one.” 

 

This is a part of the hierarchy that I call the propinquity to the penis. The closer in time, 

space, and orientation to a penis devalues the person as a potential paramour. 

Sexuality is understood as biologically based. Biology is not seen as fluid. Therefore, 

fluidity in sexual orientations (such as bisexuality) is devalued unless their identity is 

solidified. Like example 12 indicates, “if they are grown and know who they are.”  
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5 Discussion 

 

At the outset of this thesis there were several questions I asked myself:  

• Did I really objectify those women in the restaurant? 

• How have women made objectifying language part of their conversation? 

• Why would women objectify each other? 

• What are the long-term negative impacts on members of the LGBTQ+ 

communities? 

 

5.1 Did I really objectify those women?  

 

I did objectify those women. Objectifying women is part of the normal. “All women live in 

sexual objectification the way fish live in water” (as cited in Nussbaum, 1995 p. 250) 

In order to fit into the group, we adopt the norms of the group. If I challenged what was 

being said in that moment, I most likely would have been made fun of. In social 

situations we are apt to go along with the behaviour that will make us fit in. If we feel like 

we are on the periphery of the group, we work harder to conform to the norms of the 

group. We become louder in our enforcement of the norms (objectifying women) in 

order to secure our sense of belonging in that situation. My desire to fit in overrode my 

social justice warrior. The objectification of women may be normalized as a behaviour, 

but it is not in line with my morals which dictates that humans be treated with respect 

and dignity. 



61 
 

5.2 How have women made objectifying language part of their conversation? 

 

In order to communicate with one another, we must share a common language. That 

language does not necessarily mean a verbal language but can be one of body 

language, sign language, imagery, etc. The important part of the language is that it is 

understood. Groups have their own languages that arise. Their language is formed from 

the ideologies of that group. The language in the group then allows members of the 

group to communicate effectively. The intragroup language also functions to keep 

people that are not a part of the group out of the group (Talbot, 2014). In talking to my 

participants, the similarities that arose in discussing the ‘butch’ were shocking. Despite 

the increasing visibility of other representations of WSW, the butch/femme dynamic 

holds strong. The continued pairing of butch/femme coupling may not be the number of 

couples with this dynamic but the visibility of the couples themselves. Butch is an 

aesthetic that can be easily identifiable. Because it is visible to be butch, the butch 

person becomes the mental representation or the stereotype of a WSW. Being butch is 

a look, a personality, a stereotype, a suitable partner for a femme. The butch/femme 

dyad is representative of the male/female coupling in heterosexuals. According to 

Edelman (2004), for the non-heterosexual to hold value in a world of reproduction they 

must emulate the heterosexual pairing. The burgeoning focus on the family as the future 

focuses the learning of our sexual scripts toward reproduction. We have a shared 

understanding of the hierarchy of sexualities in the heterosexual and the WSW realms. 

The language used to communicate in WSW communities then reflects the reproductive 

ideologies but also the hierarchical ideologies.  
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Not only is there a shared language of terms, there is also a shared gaze that indicates 

interest in someone. Looking a person from foot to head is a social indicator of sexual 

interest. One of my participants performed this action when asked how you tell 

someone that you are interested in them. This look is not solely found in WSW 

communities. It is a replication of the camera pan that Mulvey (1975) described. 

The communication that occurs in groups is learned. We endorse the communication 

unconsciously based on our need to belong. 

  

5.2 Why would women objectify each other? 

 

Objectification of women is not always a bad thing (Nussbaum, 1995). In terms of 

sexual objectification, objectifying a sexual partner can be part of the arousal. 

Nussbaum (1995) cautions in her analysis that the person’s autonomy must be 

maintained. The objectification should be situational and not universal. For example, a 

person can perform butch in a sexual situation if that is a turn on, but it should be seen 

as a performance and should not limit the identity of that person. It is the removal of 

autonomy that is the transgression in objectifying someone (Nussbaum, 1995). The 

types of objectification that were found in the data were in service of enforcing the 

norms of the group. We reinforce transgressions of sexuality through reducing 

individuals to objects. This is a form of relational aggression – the denial of an 

individual’s humanity here is working to maintain power structures.   

 

If we want to be of value to the group, we can tell others how they must feel based on 

the set of ideas that maintain the hierarchy of worth. Simultaneously, like Foucalt (2008) 
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discussed, the power structure is internalized and occluded from conscious 

endorsement of the ideologies. Once we have internalized the power structures, we 

become enforcers policing others back in line.  

 

The reason I asked myself this question at the outset is that I was wondering why I 

would objectify women given that I identify as a woman, how is that harmful to my sense 

of self. Would I not act with more respect toward a group with which I identify? The 

answer is that we are normalized to objectify women and our paramours. The 

internalization of hierarchical values does impact our sense of self. Self-objectification is 

as much a part of women’s lives as objectification from others is. In order to avoid the 

objectification of our self and others, we must interrogate the ideologies that guide our 

actions. That takes a lot of work and it can place us in a dangerous location in terms of 

group affiliation. 

 

5.3 What are the long-term negative impacts on members of the LGBTQ+ 

communities? 

 

Recently in the Vancouver Dyke March, a part of Pride weekend that centers around 

women in the gay communities, has been bombarded with transphobic messages. In 

2018, a group of TERF (trans-exclusionary radical feminists) protested at the Dyke 

march which starts off the celebration. The group had placed rocks on the grounds of 

the park where the march ends that contained transphobic messages. In 2019, a group 

of self-identified lesbians showed up to the celebration with t-shirts that had a uterus 

with the word lesbian written on top of it. The group believes that trans persons are 
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relegated to their gender assigned at birth. Their own argument is that lesbians are 

found in the pairing of two individuals with XX chromosomes. Chromosomes are not 

visible. Chromosomes of XX do not always result in ‘female’ babies but it is a shorthand 

for discriminating against individuals who are born ‘male.’ The article written by one of 

the members of the group is called Lesbians are being excluded from the Vancouver 

Dyke March in the name of ‘inclusivity.’ The tag line below the title of the article is 

Lesbians are being harassed and bullied out of their own spaces and events by trans 

activists and their allies. The group is identifying their activism: 

 

“Having chosen “lesbian heroes” as our theme for this year’s March, we carried 

homemade signs that featured lesbians we admire — our lesbian heroes — pioneers 

who have made significant contributions to lesbian culture or allies in the ongoing 

struggle for lesbian sexual autonomy.” (Cormier, 2018) 

 

The hypocrisy of this group is wanting space for their discriminatory statements – trans 

women and not real women. They wanted the dyke march to deem TERF (Trans-

exclusionary Radical Feminists) as hate speech. The group of lesbians wants to 

espouse their beliefs despite the marginalizing that it performs but does not want to be 

called out for their marginalization of others. The Toronto Pride Parade in 2016 was 

halted when Black Lives Matter sat down in silent protest of the whiteness of pride. The 

protest was polarizing in the communities across Canada. Some saw it as a positive act 

to increase visibility of minorities of LGBTQ+ communities. Others saw it as an act 

against the Toronto Pride seen in a negative light by many. In Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
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and Trans (LGBT+) communities, there has been a consistent lack of progress for 

people of colour, bisexuals, trans, and gender non-conforming individuals (Berebu, 

2017; Lamble, 2009). There is a sense of activism in gay communities but there is 

resistance of acknowledging that gay activism is not inclusive of everyone. It is the 

unconscious endorsement of ideologies that allow us to act out discrimination while 

maintaining our sense of self as an activist.  
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6 Conclusion 

 

The field of sexuality studies is broadening to include the socialized. Despite the 

increasing investigations of the learned aspects of sexualities, we are still binding our 

research in a ‘one truth’ system of science. The truth of sexuality is that sex is for 

procreation. The naturalization of our sexual scripts removes the ownership that we 

have in their enactment. If our sexuality is biology based then we have no agency in our 

sexual self. We are distanced from the consequences of our actions. In a group that 

incorporates our identity as well as our sexuality the goal of the behaviour guides our 

actions more than our sense of self. This thesis is just a beginning to exploring the 

influence of our learning on the operation of our intrapsychic self and our interpersonal 

interactions. In future, I hope to examine the discordance between the sense of self and 

our behaviours. The strengths of this inquiry are that it incorporates both aspects of the 

sexual script (intra and inter). Other inquiries have focused on one or the other. The 

limitations are found in the concentration of knowledge and participants in the western 

world. The ideologies of sex and sexualities are varied. People are more diverse than 

my sample of participants and inclusion of other voices would greatly expand my 

interpretations.  
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Appendix A: Interview Script 
 

 

Institute for Gender, Race, Sexuality and Social Justice  
 

 

 

   

Title of study: Exploring the Reproduction of Self-Marginalizing Behaviours in Women Who Have Sex 

With Women  

  

Principal Investigator  Dr. Janice Stewart, PhD, Senior Instructor, Institute for  

Gender, Race, Sexuality, and Social Justice University 

of British Columbia  
  
  

Janice.stewart@ubc.ca  

Co-Investigator  Jenn Clark, BA  

(contact person)  MA Candidate, Institute for Gender, Race, Sexuality, and 

Social Justice  
  University of British Columbia  
  
  

Jclark6@mail.ubc.ca  

 

INTERVIEW SCRIPT  

This study seeks to understand how women interact with women that they are sexually attracted to. 

We would like to hear your stories of interactions you’ve had with women that you have been 

sexually interested in or that have been sexually interested in you. Feel free to share whatever 

stories you would like to with the researcher. This conversation will be led by what you are willing to 

share. For the purposes of clarity, the researcher may ask you follow up questions. (This portion 

should take about an hour depending on how much the participant is willing to share)  

1. Can you tell me some stories of interactions that you’ve had with women that you were 

sexually interested in?  

2. Can you tell me some stories of interactions that you’ve had with women that were sexually 

interested in you?  

Examples of Probing Questions:   

- How did that make you feel?  

- Is this something that happens a lot?  
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1 

Version 1  

- Did you feel as though you didn’t want to act this way? Or didn’t want to be acted upon this 

way?  

- Do you see any issue with these stories?  

After stories have been shared. (This portion may take up to an hour to discuss)  

We would also like to understand how women objectify other women when their sexual interest is 

involved. For these purposes: objectification is the reducing of someone to their physical self (i.e., 

size, race, gender, etc) and/or their appearance (i.e., femme, butch).   

1. Do you have any stories of where you may have objectified women that you have been 

interested in?  

2. Do you have any stories of how you may have been objectified by women that were 

interested in you?  

Examples of Probing Questions:  

- How did these interactions make you feel? When you were performing them? When they 

were acted upon you?  

- Do you see any problems with these interactions?  

- Would you want to act differently? Do you act differently than how others act toward you?  
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Appendix B: Consent Form 
 

  
 
 
 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of study: Exploring the Reproduction of Self-Marginalizing Behaviours in Women Who 

Have Sex With Women 

 

Principal Investigator Dr. Janice Stewart, PhD, Senior Instructor, Institute for 
Gender, Race, Sexuality, and Social Justice 
University of British Columbia 

 Janice.stewart@ubc.ca 
 
Co-Investigator Jenn Clark, BA 
(contact person) MA Candidate, Institute for Gender, Race, Sexuality, and 

Social Justice 
 University of British Columbia 
 Jclark6@mail.ubc.ca 
 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about how women interact with women that they 

are sexually attracted to.   

WHO CAN PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY? 
This study is open to self-identified women who are sexually attracted to self-identified women; 
this could mean lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer cisgender and trans* women. Any person who 
meets these criteria is eligible to participate. 
 

WHAT DOES THIS STUDY INVOLVE? 

Consenting to participate in this study involves one interview. The total time for this interview 
could range from 1-2 hours. The location of this interview is flexible; it will occur where ever 
you would feel comfortable discussing the topic of women that you are sexually attracted to. 
 

Institute for Gender, Race, Sexuality and Social 
Justice 
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During the interview, we will go over the procedures for this project, including any specific 
details or questions you may have. You will be asked to provide some basic demographic 
information, which will take approximately five minutes. You will then be invited to tell the 
researcher how you interact with women that you are sexually attracted to and how women 
that are sexually attracted to you act with you.  
 
This interview could last between 1-2 hours. This interview will be audio recorded. 
 
WHAT HAPPENS TO THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY? 

The results of this study will be reported in a graduate thesis and may also be published in 

journal articles or presented at conferences. Once completed, the thesis will be a public 

document that will be available through the UBC library. If you would like to have a copy of any 

publications that come out of this research, you may provide an email address to the 

researcher on a separate document. 

 

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE HARMS AND SIDE EFFECTS OF PARTICIPATING? 

Some people may feel uncomfortable answering personal questions about being objectified by 

and/or objectifying others to an interviewer. It is also possible that discussing past experiences 

may bring up painful or difficult feelings. It is important that you know that you do not have to 

answer any questions if you do not want to and that you may stop the interview at any time. If 

you need to someone to talk to about your feelings or experiences during or after this study, 

you will also be provided with referrals to counselling agencies including ones that are known 

to LGBTQ+-safe. 

 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY? 

There are no direct benefits to participating in this study; however, being a part of research and 

sharing your experiences can be a positive event.  

 

WILL MY TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? 

Your identity will be kept strictly confidential within the limits of the study. This means that only 

the Principal Investigator and the Co-Investigator will have access to the audio recordings or 

data from the interviews. All audio recordings and data files will be encrypted and accessible 

only to the Principle Investigator and the Co-Investigator of this study. All physical documents 

will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. 

 

All identifying information will be removed in the publication of materials.  

 

WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY DURING MY PARTICIPATION? 

If you have any questions or would like further information about the study, you may contact 

Jenn Clark at jclark6@mail.ubc.ca or You may also contact Dr. Janice Stewart at 

Janice.stewart@ubc.ca. 
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WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE ANY QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS ABOUT MY RIGHTS AS A 

SUBJECT DURING THE STUDY? 

If you have any concerns or complaints about your rights as a research participant and/or your 

experiences while participating in this study, contact the Research Participant Complaint Line at 

the UBC Office of Research Ethics at 604-822-8598, toll free at 1-877-822-8598 or e-mail 

RSIL@ors.ubc.ca. 

 
Participant Consent and Signature Page 
Taking part in this study is entirely up to you. You have the right to refuse to participate in this 
study. If you decide to take part, you may choose to withdraw at any time without giving a 
reason and without any penalty. 
 

• Your signature below indicates that you have received a copy of this consent form for 
your own records. 

• Your signature below indicates that you consent to participate in this study. You do not 
waive any of your legal rights by signing this form. 

 
  

Participant Signature Date (mm/dd/yy) 

 
 
 
 

 

Printed Name of the Participant signing above  
 
 


