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* Abstract

This feminist qualitative study was ﬁndertaken to explore the lived experience of lesbian
helping professionals. The methodology consisted of life history intervieWs and a focps group
with women who self-identified as le'sbian and had education and work experience in nursing,
teaching, social work and counseling. Networking sampling resulted in six white lesbian
participants between the-ages of 37 and 47.

As part of claiming their lesbian identity these women asked to have their real names
revealed. Stories of gender socialization indicate traditional family structures. Resistance to -
gender roles and qualities of independence/leadership are seen in girlhood along with
remembéring of early same-sex attraction. Limited career options for women are noted in
teenage years as is a concern for social justice and a valuing of caring for others.

Journeys towards lesbian awareness span the coming out ages of 18 to 38. Two women
had been married and bore children within their heterosexual unions. Gender embodied ‘
experiences included pregnancy before marriaige, abortion decision-making, acquaintance raipé,
and the isolation of motherhood. Four women revealed feminism and therapy as the contexts for
the recognition of their lesbian desires in adulthood. The intrapsychic processes surrounding
lesbian-ness were labeled int¢mal compartmentalization and the social separation and secrecy
about lesbian idenity was termed external compartmentalization. Experiences of discrimination,
harassment and other negative reactions were documented as well aé stories of support. -

' Ethics and boundaries were issues which concerned these lesbians, who in 6loseted times
could not discuss their dilemmas openly. Some benefits of lesbian-ness in professional careers
include using their identity to educate others about diversity, disrupting the stereotypés, and
confronting discrimination.

Implications for helping professional education include increased lesbians and allies
among faculty committed to creating anti-heterosexist curricula. Lesbians are oppressed by
sexism and heterosexism, so education is needed about the complexity of identity and the

interlocking impact of multiple oppressions in capitalist patriarchal social structures. The

Appendices contain an interactive educational tool called A Sociometry of Oppressions.
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Chapter One: Introduction
- This qualitative study is an exploration of the life and work histories of six
(including myself) lesbian helping professionals: Nancy Buzzell, Susan Diane, Pat Mac
Diarmid, Joan Merrifield, Carla Randall, and Debra Sutherland. The participation,
commitment and passion of these women was the vital energy fhat initiated and sustained
this work.
Amazing Graces | '

Throughout the months of the fesearch process, I was consistently imﬁressed with-
the honesty, the courage, and the quiet activism of these intelligent, hard working womien.
. My academic supervisor noticed that | Was repeatedly commenting on how amazing these‘
women were and so one day she suggested the title Amazing Grace(s). I was a bit jolted by
this idea initially but as I considered the impact of Amazing Grace(s): A Qualitative Study
of Lesbian Helping Professionals it seemed attention grabbing with its religidus .
connotations smiggled up against the word lesbian. 1 dec¢ided it was an appropriate way to
re-frame a population that has been denigrated by many oppressive groups including some
1l ghf wing Christian groupé. |

During my twenty plus years of émployment as a nurse or counsellor, I have worked
with thousands of people, listening to countless stories of adversity, abuse, griéf and pain. 1
am always amazed at the endurance of the human spirit and its ability to surinount
tremendous obstacles and difficulties. 1 saw again this strength of spirit in these women as
they recounted the problems they have faced. My amazement was further fueled by how
these womén have travelled a step further to use their lesbian-ness' to confront and educate
on social justice issues ip their daily working lives. |

The stories I heard and that are re—presented‘in'this thesis were often about struggles

in life, but there is also a level of race, class, and educational privilege which assists my co-

'Lesbian-ness is a term coined by Wilton (1995), who rejects the pathological flavor to
the term lesbianism which she parallels to words like astigmatism. She finds lesbian-
ness a more flexible term with descriptive connotations such as “richness or loveliness”

(p. ).
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researcher/participants’ as they journey past these struggles towards empowerment and the
ability to affect change. There are other narratives that have been told and are waiting to be
told, where people are not as privileged and/or are unable to overcome tremendous
obstacles and injustices; where the human spirit does not receive the encouragement it
needs to continue and suicide, addictions or numerous other actual deaths or small daily
soul deaths prevail. There is much to be learned from all different types of stories and [ do
not want to negate these other lived experiences or minimize factors such as position on the
social/economic hierarchy which influence individual and group perceptions/outcomes.
This" having been said, I am still in awe of the quality, depth and inspiration contained in
the lesbian/career stories that I was privileged to obtain for this research project. The |
amazing part of my title I easily understood but I needed more information about the

grace(s) aspect.

Grace according to Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary (1977) has many meanings
and some of these are as follows:
unmerited divine assistance given man [sic] for his [sic] regeneration or »
sanctification, . . . a state of saﬁctiﬁcation enjoyed through divine grace . . . a virtue
coming from God. . . disposition to or an act or instaﬁce of kindness or clemency. . .
.a speciai favor. . . . a charming trait or accomplishment. . . sense of propriety or
right . . . the quality or state of being considerate or thoughtful. . . three sister
goddesses in Greek mythology who aré¢ the givers of charm and beauty. (p. 498)
Many of these connotations seemed suitable for women who, with courage and
kindness, have risen above the surrounding oppression to dedicate themselves to daily

helpihg and enlightening others. [ was especially interested in the three sister goddesses and

- 21 use this term to refér to the expanded role those in my study had in requesting to be
named, in giving feedback on codes in the focus group, and commenting on/annotating
the thesis. The lines between researcher and researched were blurred also when 1 was a
research subject with one of my co-researcher/participants interviewing me. Irecognize
that as the primary researcher who is obtaining a graduate degree as a result of this study,
I had the power and responsibility over much of the process in planning, conducting and
writing this thesis. See Stacey (1991) for more on power imbalances between researcher
and researched.




sought out other sources.

Stewart (1994) comments on these figures in Greek mythology:

Completing Aphrodite’s retinue these smiling divinities ruled budding p]anf life and
ripening fruit. Daughters of Zeus by the Oceanid Eurynome, their number and
names varied. In ;pime it was agreed that there were three: Aglaia, Euphrosyne and
Thalia. Bringers of joy to every heart, in spring fhey danced with the nymphs. In
Roman lore, they were depicted naked, as “they must be free of deceit” (Servius), or
barely-clad, as “benefits want to be seen” (Seneca). To Neoplatonists symbolizing

- the three fold aspect of love, in medieval times they epitomised Beauty, Charity and
Love.(p.289) |
The honesty and vulnerability of my co-researcher/participants as they recounted

their experiences to me, seemed high-lighted by this connection with the “naked” Graces.

. By wishing to have themselves identified in order to claim their lesbian identity, they are
becoming exposed,_wanﬁng to be seen. 1 felt quite thrilled with this association between the
women in my study and these three sister goddesses who play joyfully in the spring with‘ the
nymphs. |

Starhawk (1987), witch, ecoferninist, peace activisf and author, talks about Gfaces

also when she outlines the necessity of leadership roles and how these differ in hiera_rchical
énd non-hierarchical groups. In hierarchical groups she sees that “all roles are filled by one
person or a small elite, who are rewarded more highly than others”(p.276). In some types of
non-hierarchical groups, “in which everyone has immanent value, fulfilling certain roles
~ does not set one apart from the group or establish anyone as being intrinsicélly more
valuable than others” (p. 276). Using the four directions of earth based religions she
envisions four different types of leadership roles. One of these roles is for those she calls
Graces stating: | |
for the South, the direction of fire, of energy we have the Graces, who help the
group expand.' ... Graces are continually aware of the group’s energy, helping raise

it when it flags, and to direct and channel it when it is strong. Graces provide the

group with fire: enthusiasm, raw energy, ability to expand. They make people feel




good, generate enthusiasm about the group, welcome newcomers, bring people in.

They furnish inspiration and generate new ideas. (p. 277-279)

These qualities could also be associated with the nurses, teachers, social workers and
counsellors in my study. I have felt inspired by the wisdom and strength thﬁt permeates the
narratives of these women. As enthusiastic leaders, not only in the lesbian and gay
movement, but in their fespective professions, serving diverse populations, they are daily
creating new educational opportunities and strategies. More and more the title suggested by
my equally amazing and inspiring academic supervisor seemed appropriate. Starhawk
comments on Graces needing to “temper their énthusiasm with some of the grounding
qualities of dragons.” (p. 279). Dragons are from the North and they “establish and guard
the group’s boundaries” and “keep the group grounded”(p. 277). This is good advice also
for those in helping professional careers.

Some of my co-researchers/partidpants are educating the public in volunteer lesbian
and gay organizations. In this study though, under the theme, benefits at work, they
discussed their paid employment in institutions such as hospitals, universities, community
agencies and schools. In these more traditional settings, they are increasingly taking the risk
of using their lesbian-ness to bring about changes in the beliefs around them. Despite
worries for the security of their jdbs and the increésingly organized backlash, middle-class
- lesbians such as the six involved in this study, are coming out individually and in groups, at
home, at work, on the streets, and on bumper stickers everywhere. .

| | Claiming Lesbian Identity

As I focused my Master’s thesis on exploring the interface between lesbian identity
and the helping professions, I was aware that I would be publicly revealing my personal
identity as a lesbian, a member of a much maligned and very marginalized population.
Deciding to professionally, academically and personally disrupt heterosexism, was a risk 1
was willing and needed to take at this time in my life.* It seemed important to add to the

information on lesbians’ lives as they struggle to live in a subculture surrounded by an often

2

* Heterosexism is the belief that heterosexuality is superior thus rendering any other
sexuality inferior.
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hostile dominant culture. In conducting a qualitative study, I phoose to collect data through
a focus group and in-depth interviews, with others like myself, who interact daily in
professional helping positions. As nurses, teachers, social workers, and counsellors, we
have often remained invisible as lesbians in an éffort to ensure our livelihoods.

I was quite prepared to protect the anonymity of thel women who agreed to be
included in this study but, from the initial interview, these coufageous public service
professionals took an activist stance in expressing their desire to name themselves as
lesbians. They rejected my suggestions of using a pseudonym, instead choosing to be open
and honest about their lesbian identity. They generously gave me their time, their
lesbian/career histories and their personal and collective wisdom. One of these women
consented to interview me so that my story became part of the data collected. 1 feel
honoured and privileged to have heard their stories and to include myself as a member of
this group of amazing lesbian helping professionals. o

Entangled in the details of any one individual’s life are the personal details of other
" people’s lives. In order to address concerns about protecting the anonymity of significant
others, the women in this study reveal their names and professional positions as lesbians
who are tea&;hers, social workers, nurses and counsellors, but the detailé of their stories are
told in subsequent chapters under relevant themes, in a collectivé, non-idéntifiable way.

Although this thesis focuses more on professional paid work, these women have all

done much of the unpaid work of homemaking, in some éaseé with both male and female
| partners. Some have also performed the reproductive labour of child bearing and
shouldered thé enormous résponsibility of parenting. The six of us are listed next in

alphabetical order with a quote from our interviews, our educational credentials, and our

pfofessional employment history.
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“I am an out lesbian counselor, so when clients ask for a lesbian or gay positive counselor,
they get me. 1 can give them a safe place to explore their own sexuality, something [ never
had.”

NANCY BUZZELL B.PE., MSc., Ph.D.
Teacher (elementary), Athletic Director/Coach, Instructor (university), Psychologist

“It’s very hard to extract your lesbianism from your feminism. I can see heterosexism . .. . 1
see the structures of society and how they play on women and the oppression of women. They
end up being psychiatrized and medicalized - 1 will talk about their situation as a sociological
thing - society has these views on men and women - I’'l]l contextualize it.”

SUSAN DIANE RN, BA, M A 7
Registered Nurse, Staff Development Instructor, Clinical Counselor

“It (oppression as a lesbian) can sensitize you to other kinds of oppressions because you can ’
relate to it on your own personal level. You can say I’m white, so I have privilege in that way
but I’m lesbian so I don’t have privilege in that way.”

PAT MacDIARMID B A, B.SW., M.S.W.
Social Worker (community agencies), Volunteer Coordinator

“I’m very conscious of my language. I never say when you get married- [-say when you fall in
love with someone, when you decide you want to be a partner with someone. . . . I use those
kinds of words and I try to be really inclusive and I bring up options and alternatives. . . |
make it a very safe climate for the kids to discuss the issue.” '

JOAN MERRIFIELD B.ED.
Environmental Educator, Teacher (elementary)

“I have a vision of the kind of world I"d like to live in and I set about to do with my life -
whether it is as a teacher or student or partner or whatever- is to try and create that world. I
see that needing to occur across many borders, boundaries . . . what divides us - that keeps us
seeming as different.”

CARLA RANDALL RN, B.S.N,, M.S.N., Ph.D.(student)
Registered Nurse, Nurse Educator (college and university)

“Young kids are coming out in the school system and it is really hard for them and they need
role models. They need support not just of the gay and lesbian teachers but they need the
support from straight teachers.”

| DEBRA SUTHERLAND B ED, M ED.
Teacher (secondary), Instructor (community college), counselor (school, college, community)




‘Socio/Cultural/Historical Contexts

When looking at lived experience in qualitative research, it is necessary to be aware
of the political, social, historical and cultural structures in which this experience 1s
embedded. My co-researchér/participants made the choice to be open about their lesbian-
ness. How linked is this choice, at this historical time, to the activism that starfed n
previous decades at the grassroots level and has now infiltrated the mainstream culture and
the media? There are other scholars looking closely at this question (Faderman_, 1991; Ross,
1995), but I wish to include a few comments Here to give a background to my study and the
co-researcher/participants’ lives. | A |

We are embedded in the political/social climate of the spring and summer of 1998
in the Canadian city of Vancouver. Some of us are inQolved in a larger group called the Gay
and Lesbian Educators of British Columbia (GALE-BC). This grassroots, volunteer
organizaﬁon, over the past seven years, has made inroads into the education system by
:giving homophobia/heterosexism workshops on request. GALE-BC has also been a |
resource for other educators, administrators, parents, and community groups in the Lower
~ Mainland of British Columbia. This work has not gone unnoticed with the British
Columbia Teacher’s Federation recehtly voting to place heterosexism/homophobia into its
‘education mandate. Other factions in society have also taken notice of the work being done '
by these educators and there is an organized backlash. Groups which often have
connections to certain religious affiliations that view homosexuality as a sinful behaviour,
are very much involved in re'sisting' changés to teachers’ and the school systems’ ways of -
dissemin'élting information about gay or lesbian life. In April of 1997, the school board in
Surrey, a major city near Vancouver, banned three books (recommended by GALE-BC)
from being used by teachers in its lower-leVel, clementary classrooms. This act was seen as
discriminatory and led to an organized campaign by some teachers, parents .and students,
called Bigots Ban Books, to raise awareness and launch a constitutional challenge in the
form of a lawsuit against the school board. As I write this thesis, newspapers such as the

Vancouver Sun and the Vancouver Province, have daily headlines about this landmark court

casc.




This flurry of publicity is not isolated to British Columbia. The North American
‘ente‘rtainment industry has also seen an increase in depictions of lesbians and gay male
characters in major motion pictures and in magazines. Ross (1995) comments on this
increased public visibility stating “how is it that the lesbian love that dared not speak its
name is now, in the 1990's refusing to shut up?” (p. 3). She documents some examples of
this phenomena as it focuses on lesbians. |

| In 1993, Newsweek featured two lesbians ‘stepping out front and center’; New York
magazine made a spectacle of “lesbian chic’ and assured all the non-queers that it’s
all white, professional, Armani-draped style and no substance. And‘the August
cover of Vanity Fair showed singer songwriter k.d.lang and super model Cindy

Crawford playfully acting out lang’s lesbian sex fantasy. ( p.3) ,

This visibility has continued with North American wide interest as millions became
glued to their televisions sets in 1997, to watch as comedienne Ellen Degeneres “came out”

~on her television sitcom. The Gay Pride Parade for 1998 in Vancouver had more registrants
than ever Before_ This is quite surprising as a great many lesbians and gay men were out of
the country in Amsterdam, either as spectators or participants, in the sporting activities of
the 1998_Gay Games. Ross (1995) states “In urban and rural milieux, lesbian/gay/queer and
queer-positive resources are multiplying - not shrinking - a testament to the fortitude and
imagination of fhose faced with-adversity, Vhostility»and feelings of non-existence”(p. 230).

The reclaiming of the term queer” and the activism associated with it seemed to
begin with “Queer Nation” and the “in your face” activism by gay men to bring AIDS
awareness to the public. Thus a new generati_on of activism entered into the political arena

.~ but older activists remember other liberation moverﬁents that paved the way.

Queer rhetoric often gives the impression that direct action politics was invented in

*Queer, although not embraced by all gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people, is.
a term used to reclaim and empower a derogatory label. It is identified with an attitude
and strategies that deconstruct ideologies based on the homo-hetero binary, question
notions of gender, reproductive sexuality and the family, and call for radical change in
other social institutions all based on heterosexism such as “the press, the '%ducation
system, policing and the law”(Smyth, 1992, p.20). "




1987, that the Black and Women’s Liberation Movement haven’t happened that
the campaigns against nuclear weapons abortion, reproductive rights and violence
agamst women have not occurred and have had no influence on the way queer
activism mamfests itself. (Smyth, 1992, p.28)

Although Queer Nation‘ had some lesbian involvement, it was critiqued as ;‘having
too narrow a focus, one fhat appeals to primarily wﬁite, middle class gay men and is
oblivious to the special problems of lesbians, the working class and racial and ethnic
minorities” (Faderman, 1991, p. 301). The nineties coalitions amongst lesbians and gay men
is not without difficulties. “Of course ridding men of misogyny and creating a mutual '
confidence whereby lesbians no longer need to separate from men to define their owﬁ
agendas is a difficult process” (Smyth, 1992, p. 29). Smyth proposes a question that many :
- lesbians ask when working with gay men, one that could be broadened to include the

frustration and rage that the feminist movement has had in dealing with most men since its
beginnings. “Are gay men in queer settings willing fo listen and be challenged?” (p. 29).
Smyth also mentions the problems that non-white lesbians and gay men struggle with in an
involvement with queer»politics. Part of their struggle in “the 60's and 70's was the right to
retain their cultural distinctness. ‘Gay’ or ‘lesbién’ may not be the primary basis of their
identity, and to take on the label ‘queer’ is seen as a ‘whitewashing’ of their existence” (p.
32). Bisexuals and the transgendered populations are also struggling to find a place for their
particular issues under the queer umbrella.

Faderman (1991) describes a st_udy where older lesbians, looking back from the
elghtles saw that “in earlier decades, during the traumatic events of their lives suchasa -
breakup of a relationship, they received little or no comforting since they did not belong to a
lesbian commumty and they could not tell their heterosexual friends why they were
suffering” (p. 298). The eighties were seen by these women as much more supportive with

" a larger community and less of a need to be closeted in as ‘many areas of their lives (p. 298).
The seventies had witnessed the growth of small cluster_s of more politically active lesbian-

feminists, usually in larger urban centers. These activities gave birth to Lesbian Nation, a

forerunner to Queer Nation, which had a focus on consciousness raising and a vision of a
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world based on values other than patriarchal androcentric ones. Many women-run
cooperatives, fesﬁvals and other living, working and entertainment alternatives began
during these “radical” times. Faderman (1991) comments on the 1970's successes of these
very brave and hardworking lesbian feminists: |

They identified the women’s movement as homqphobic and the gay movemént as

sexist, and they fought against both. In the process they not only forced those

movements to open up to lesbian and feminist ideas, but they also established their

own movement that created a unique “women’s culture” in music, spirituality, and

literature that made at least a small dent in mainstream culture. (p. 244)
Lesbian communities and networks became larger and were more established in the elghtles
rooted in these initial social experiments of the seventles

These are some of the various social/cultural/historical contexts that surround the
lesbian-ness of the life stories in my study which span the seventies, eighties and nineties.
Also surrounding my co-researcher/participants is the gendered nature of the female |
socialization process which often leads women into the heterosexist environment of a
female dominated professional career. I discuss these linked subjects in more detail in the
literature review in chapter two.

Feminism, Sexuality and Lesbian Identity: A Conceptual Framework.

This thesis and the stories contained within it are very much embedded in a feminist
view of the world. The women’s liberation movement has and is changing oppressive
social/political structures and traditionsl which have constrained the human situation for
thousands of years. “Feminism is among other things, a response to the fact that women
either have been left ouf of, or included in demeaning disﬁguring ways in what has been an
almost exclusively male account of the world” (Lugones & Spelman, 1995). By claiming a
feminist view, I am expressing my belief that women have been oppressed and my

commitment to working towards changing this social/political/economic circumstance.

* Simone de Beauvior (1991/1952), a french philosopher who wrote The Second Sex

is credited for some initial feminist concepts, in particular, the construction and definition

of woman by man as “other”, as an object to his position as subject: The term “first wave
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feminism” usually encompasses the nineteenth century women’s movement which fought
for, among other things, the right for education for women, temperance, and women’s
suffrage. Black women were involved in the early feminist movement, for example
Sojourner Truth, a former slave who “challenged the popular doctrine of women’s delicacy
and physical inferiority” at a women’s rights convention in the United States in 1851
(Aﬁdersen, 1997, p. 306).

Second wave feminism, usuaﬂy thought to start in the late sixties, dealt with issueé
such'as “aécess to birth control, rights to education and employment, and exclusion from
formerly men only occupations and organizations” (Andersen, 1997, p. 3 13).. The feminis‘;
slogan “the personal is political” evolved from consciousness raising groups that brought ’
individual women’s lived experiences out into the open S0 that systemic oppression could
be recognized. The dominant discourse of the first wave and the early part of second wave
feminism, had been written by and was mainly concerned with the lives of white, middle-
class women who were attempting to throw off the inferior conceptions of woman/women,
were fighting for equal status with men, and exploring the cause(s) of this systemic
oppression. As more and more middle class women entered the paid workforce, equal pay
for equal work became a major feminist issue. In the f9605, 70s and 80s, the Black
movement and anti-racist politics ih the United States became the focus for many black -
women. They felt that they did not belong in the feminist movement which had evolved in
the 50s and 60s with its focus on the isolation of the middle-class (usually white) wife and
mother.

Responding to the criticism of racism from women of colour, of classism from
working class women, and of heterosexism from lesbians, means that the feminist
movement has now a much broadened perspective. Asserting the need for a women’s
agenda, not just proving equality to men, but looking at differences from them and amongst
ourselves, became part of the later stages of fhe second wave. The inclusion of other
oppressions continues to evolve with race, class and gender all high on the feminist agenda.

Heterosexism and ableism have more recently gained a share of the focus of feminist

politics and literature.  Lesbians of colour(s) make a distinct contribution as they document
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the interlocking affect of racism, sexism and heterosexism. |

Feminist theory is not one theory as this brief overview of feminism might suggest.
“Feminism is not dependent bn ideological purity (indeed it has always been a mixture of
conflicting ideologies) or any formal orgzinizational structure” (Krame'f, 1993, p. 52).
Douglas (1990) comments that “feminists who disagree with a group’s ideas or process just
form another group” (p.11). There are numerous and diverse theories and positions taken
by socialist feminists, radical feminists, cultural feminists (ecoffeminists), marxist
feminists, liberal feminists, lesbian feminists, postmodern feminists, poststructural
feminists, global feminists, afrocentric feminists and more, plus sub-groupings and
combinations among these branches. These different perspectives attempt to describe
women’s oppression and its possible causes and from these positions develop various
liberating strategies. Issues often important.tol feminism are power, gender, sisterhood,
voice and oppression. The deconstruction of hierarchies based on dualisms/binaries (for
example male/female, public/ private, nature/culture) are noteworthy feminist concepts that
influence political action and theory. Issues such as violence against women, unequal
economic/occupational situations for men and women, the unpaid female labour inside the
family structure, still very much plague society and garner feminist attention.

“Feminism is a medium for women to reclaim our anger, share it, proclaim it
publicly, and ground it in the economic and political conditions of our lives” (Briskin, 1990,
p.29). AUnraveling the contradictions in women’s lives can lead to liberating strategies,
according to Briskin. Two of these contradictions she discusses are most relevant to this
research. She refers to “the devaluation of mothering (mother work, house work, wife
work) and the simultaneous presentation of motherhood as a woman’s life work™ (p. 2). T'
will discuss later how the female dominated professions can be seen as an extension of :
women’s caring/mothering role into the public realm where caring is seen as “naturai” for

women and therefore devalued and not awarded a fair share of social power or monetary

. rewards.’

5> The word “natural” brings us to the feminist arguments against biological determinism.
Many behaviours that are seen as nurturing are learned and not confined to women.
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Another éohtradiction Bri skin reveals is the message that “hetérosexual practices are
deemed normal. and natural” yét “history shows that sexual practices change over time, vary
across cultures and must be learned. They also must be enforced through government and
social pressure” (p. 4). Thus we have compulsory heterosexuality were women are taught

“that their survival and life choices are (indeed, should be) bound up with men and |
marriage” (p. 4). This heterosexist ideolbgy and its homophobic messages police sexuality
and “result in an absence of gay - and - lesbian positive images and a deafening silence
about homosexual reality” (p. 5). Heterosexism and its effects are outlined in the stories re-
presented in this study so this subject will be discussed further in fhe literature review in the;
next chapter. . '

- Progressive academic circles now have an increasing interest m feminist and queer
theory/research, as sources of transformative social ideologies and ﬁractiéés (Hoheychurch,
1996). In education courses and curricula in general, material on gays and lesbians is still
negligible and adult education as an aca_demié discipline has been critiqued as having
neglet:ted'research in this area (Hill, 1995). Sexuality is often left out of the analysis in
many areas yet is basic to the conditions and structures surrounding human social relations
including institutional ones. ‘ '

In a similar way to race, s‘exuality is seldom understood as part of the material
~conditions  of one’s existence, even though there is ample evidence that sexuality . |

structures relations  in the workplace, the legal system and adm'inistrétion of justice, state
policies such as ‘ ' |

immigration, social welfare and much more. (Creese &Stasiulis, 1996, p. 7)

In the ﬁast and in many places today, lesbians or women who love women, have
‘been constructed predominantly in two ways: either as vilé, evil, and sick or as an inyiéible,
non-existent, or barely noticeable phenomena that happens only minimally and somewhere
else. This annihilation of the ideology and practice of women bonding sexually,
emoﬁona]ly and spiritually enables heterosexism and male supremacy to continue as the

only legitimate, “natural” existence (Kitzinger, 1987). Compulsory heterosexism serves the

patriarchal order by ensuring that women have sexual/reproductive ties to men (Adrienne -
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Rich, 1980). “The ‘private’ nature of sexuality . . . leaves sexuality beyond the boundaries
of most analyses, while reaffirming the normative assumptions about heterosexuality”
(Creese & Stasuilis, 1996, p. 7). '

The gay and lesbian activist social movement has brought attention to the injustices
perpetrated against this group. This may account for the increasing media curiosity and
preoccupation with lesbians in the nineties but the contrast with the past ihvisibility of

“lesbians is a bit confusing. Is this media blitz atad with the public interest being only
superficial and likely to fade? The Gay Games in 1990, held in Vancouver, and in 1994
held in New York, and recently in 1998 in Amsterdam, did not get media attention in North
America even though world records in some sporting events were broken. Is the public
really interested in the struggles and achievements of minority sexualities? Maybe as a
result of and certainly in the midst of these academic and social/historical changes, I have
chosen to focus my research on lesbians.

My Position

In this postpositivist era, the researcher can no longer pretend t(; be completely
objective, detached, and value-neutral. The white coat of the scientist we now know

. éovered a human being usually male, often white and middle class, whose perspecﬁve
coloured his research questions and methods. In qualitative methodology the researcher 1s

l' seen as the “instrument of research” with her presence in the lives of the participants seen as
“fundamental to the paradigm”'(Marshall and Rossman, 1995. p. 59). Krieger (1996)‘
discusses this “relationship between the observer and the observed. . . . the many ways in
which our analyses of others result from highly interactional processes in which we are
personally involved. We bring biases and more than biases. We bfing' idiosyncratic patterns
of recognition” (p. 180). Krieger looks deeply at the question of subjectivity in the research
process and states that in social research we often “see others as we know our selves”
(p190). She goés on to state “in social science, I think, we must acknowledge the personal
far more than we do. . . . We need to link our statements about those we study with

 statements about our selves, for in reality neither st‘ar_lds‘alone.” (p. 192).

The impetus for collecting career/life histories of other lesbian helping professionals
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came from a personal desire to share with and learn from others who are working in a
contradictory space. | expeﬁence daily the tensions and contradictions of how my lesbian
identity disrupts the heterosexist assumptions that inform the caring role of thqse like
myself who work as helping professionals. My work history as a nurse/counsellor/instructor
includes not only:giving the occasional hypodermic injection but a variety of experiences
such as facilitating group and individual therapy, case load management, and
designing/teaching educatibnal programs. 1 felt curious about the similarities/differences of
the life stories of other lesbian helﬁing professionals in areas such as nursing, teaching,
social work and counselling. Although this study is informed by a personal passion |
assume that it will offer insights and deepen understanding for others.

My particular insider status in this research project has been used to push deeper into
areas about which I have knowledge and experience. I tried to be aware, as much as
possible, of how fny subjective experiences can colour the lens through which I view other’s
stories. 1 have included thelparts,of my story here that seem relevant to my position of
lesbian helping prbfessional who is now researching the stories of others with similar
personal and,professic;nal locations so that my perspective/biases may be more obvious to
the reader.

' Growing up in small town Ontario in the fifties and sixties gave me no overt or
conscious knowledge of homosexuals or of homosexual activity. Sexuality was not an issue
discussed very often in my home and sex education at school was confined to sperm and egg
movies which we now know are gender biased.®

I vividly remember gaining knowledge from my peers at about age 10 or 11 abbut
intercourse and mienstruation but there is no memory of whisperings or giggles about sex
between women. How I learned or was told about lesbianism remains a mystery but [ know
that my very powerful reaction to the discovery of my lesbian-ness in my twenties meant

that [ had absorbed information/misinformation/myths at a deep level. This repression of

% See the Biology and Gender Study Group, (1988/1989) for more information, contrary
to nonular helief. ahout the active role the ege (ovum) plays as its microscobic villae
reach ont and “select” a snerm and then “rnll” it into the wall af it ctructure
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knowledge, yet actﬁally having knowledge which included society’s condemnation of sex
that is not heterosexual, seems to agrée with the repressive hypothesis whigh Foucault
(1978/1990) explores and deconstructs. Tracking discourses around sex back to the
Catholic confessional, he calls it “the disquieting enigma: not a thing which stubbornly
shows itself, but one which always hides, the insidious presence that speaks in a VOice SO .
muted and often disguised that one risks remaining deaf to it” ( p. 35). He maintains that

: fhere was a proliferation of talk and information about sex as parents and teachers worked -
to stop children from masturbating; medicine tried to therapize and cure people from_‘ all
kinds of so called sexual disorders; and laws were made regarding various sexual crimes “
with the police attempting to enforce these. Discussing modern soéieties’ views on sex he
states “they dedicated themselves to spgaking of it ad infinitum, while exploiting 1t as the

secret” (p. 35). ‘ |
1 can only see, in retrospect, glimpses,' of my lesbian-ness during my childhood and
adolescence. The roots of my feminist ideology cah be seen more easily. “It’s a man’s |
world and it makes me angry” my mother would say as she lived her traditional wife and
mother role. My father was probably more involved than many men in assisting in what
seemed to me to be my mother’s enormous job of raising their seven children. ‘Coming
home from his management position he would rhaintain, create and repair the structures. of
our various homes and automobiles and help with the houséhold and child-caring duties.
The traditional gender roles were expanded to include my brothers’ assignment to théir
~ regular turn at doiﬂg the domestic chore of washing dishes. This seemed a bit one-sided
though as I never did get a turn at mowing the lawn and my current ability or interest in
fixing anything mechanical is ﬁmited. I was aware from an early age that I did not see my
mother’s life as one that I wished for myself. I often said as a child that T was not getting
married. . This usually brought laughter from my extended family of uncles and aunts who
seemed interested in discussing what they saw as inevitable in the future of their precocious
niece. ‘ _ _ _
When I reached high-school at age thirteen, I remember deliberately avoiding the

weekly discussion group conducted for teens by our pastor (having been told he would be
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-discussing dating). 1 accom'piished this by explaining that I would rather join the church -
choir. Here I could sing beside one of iny close girlfriends. Dating was not an activity that [
looked forward to, and 1 eventually experienced it as somehow boring yet simultaneously
tension laden. [ could not understand why my girlfriends wanted a boyfriend with a car. 1
just wanted the car, the boyfriénd seemed like extra baggage. Much to my delight 1 was
able to purchase my first car from my grandparents at the age of eighteen. In this 1962
Pontiac I went off to pick up what seemed like the required boyfriend to go to the nursing
students’ dance. |

Foucault (1978/1990) discusses the “hysterization of women’s bodies” which leads
to pathologizing and discrediting women’s abilities due to biology (p.104). This discourse
has helped to keep women subordinate for centuries and enabled the allocation of women
away from the professions (de Beauvior, 1952/1974, p.xxx). At age eleven after having read
a book about a lawyer I discussed it with a male relative. This man was a lawyer himself
and did our family’s legal transactions. His resr.)onse to my enquiries about law school were
that [ should be sure to take typing and shorthand in high-school and he would give me a job
in his office as a secretary when I graduated. I remember being upset by his response and |
expressing some indignation about this to my mother. I completed high-school, and Was
accepted into several universities with an interest at that time in becoming a psychologist.
My parents saw university as impractical and a place where drug abuse was rampant.
Nursing was an occupation that my mother held in high esteem. Somehow 1 dutifu]ly
“chose” nursing school with my goal being to work in psychiatry as a way to help others and
possibly finance future university studies.

After graduating, | worked for three years as a nurse. [ then entered university and
simultaneously ended a somehow dull, dating relationship with a nice young man who
everyone thought was very “suitable” for me. I had been taking the occasional course and
felt that I was obviously not turning out t;) be the “wife and mother” type which seemed to
then point towards being a “career- woman”. [t was while studying full-time for an

undergraduate degree in psychology and working part-time as a nurse that [ fell very much

in love with a female co-worker.
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This was an exceptionally confusing time for both of us with intense, overwhelming
feelings and absolutely no framework with which to understand these. I remember saying
the word lesbian out loud once and this horrified my equally naive girlfriend. She seemed

to handle the situation better on a concrete level though, choosing to leave her husband and

“move in with me. This unfortunately lead to a “home-wrecker” image of myself and, along

with the concurrent stressor of my mother’s bout with cancer, plunged me into a depression.
To say that I was completely unprepared and had difficulty accepting the enormity of this
life-changing transition, is an understatement. One bizarre symptom of my difficulties
which lasted for the better part of a year, was the pattern of rising in the morning and
vomiting about three times a week. This [ now recognize as my inability to swallow this
new piece of information about myself. Even though I had no conscious awareness of
learning anything about lesbians, somehow it had been communicated to me at some deep
level that this was a despicable and deeply despised entity to which belonging was more

than nauseating. The discourses Foucault (1978/1990) mentions that surrounded the

+ “perverse adult” were obviously deep in my psyche (p. 104). I left the situation and put

distance between myself and my girlfriend. My attempt to deal with my physical and
emotional health lead me to see several health care professionals. For about five years, my
sexuality was never a topic of these discussions.

»Situated in small town Ontario in the seventies, a lesbian identity to me, seémed to
entail huge losses such as my respectability, my career as a professional in the community,
and the love and acceptance of my family. I worked as a nurse and as a staff development
instructor, finished my degree, occasionally dating men, but maintaining correspondence
and often vacationing with my ex-girlfriend who was now living a fairly “out” lesbian

lifestyle. Eventually I decided that I had to leave small town Ontario if [ wanted to evolve

“into a whole, complete person. I had read the six books in the town library on the subject of

lesbians, when a public display of homophobia/heterosexism clinched the matter for me. A
polic'e.raid on a public washroom where video-cameras had been leggcd, led to charges
against numerous men for homosexual activity. This led to court cases; families crumbling;

jobs lost; and the suicides of two of the men. Gay activists from an urban center came to



19

town and gained media attention. This tragic mess was the final push for me towards
finding a less barbaric community in which to deal with my eexuality/identity.

Migration to urban cenlers has been a theme in many lesbien lives. The move to
bigger cities can bring anbnymity so that working and living social lives as lesbians is
possible. Finding an organized lesbian community with bars, coffee houses and social -
interest groups 1S anothei draw. Vancouver, where I have lived for the past fourteen years,
contains many of these organizations. I have subsequently been involved in relationships
with women in this city with its large and very active lesbian and gay community. I have
sought out feminist therapists both lesbian and heterosexual and various self help and
therapy groups as I worked through personal and career issues, some of which seemed
related to dealing with external/internal oppression surrounding my lesbian identity end
subsequent relationships. Although I have found therapy helpful, the more open I am about
my lesbian-ness, the increasing Visibility of lesbians in the surrounding culture, and the
more I pursue expanded career opportunities, the happier and healthier I seem to feel. In the
past fourteen years I have been out to many of my co-workers, more in some work settings
than others but it is still a process for me to navigate the negative stereotypes and deal with
heterosexist assumptions. ‘ '

Choosing to focus my academic work and research on lesbians brought to the
surface many core issues/blocks for me. For example, the University of Toronto offered to
pay my airfare when I submitted a paper about my research on lesbians. It was to be
presented and published as part of a qualitative research conference. Much fear and grief
overcame me as I considered speaking in this academic public setting in the province in
which I was born. Attempting to negotiate this coming out in academia so that 1 would not -
be the only woman in a session with three other men, brought resistance from the organizers
i)f the conference. Fassinger (1996) pinpoints the problem I was having when she states “as
woman-identified women, lesbians may experience an even greater need than their
heterosexual counterparts for female support, again suggesting ﬂ:\);\% additive effects on

lesbians of a well-documented problern in women’s career development” (p. 168).

In therapy I connected with the shame I had around being female, having feelings
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and a body, amongst men who have been assigned traditionally a less embodied more
detached and therefore more “professional” position. Not only did I have blocks to having a
voice as a woman in a misogynist culture, but I also felt my core shame around speaking the
unspeakable, standing up in an academic setting and discussing lesbian identity.” I had béen
working with the Gay and Lesbian Educators of British Columbia doing workshops with
teachers and community groups but this was always done with the support of others and did
not seem to bring forth the fear that I had around presenting at én academic conference.
Luckily another woman had joined the session I was assigned to speak in, but I was still
unable to accept the opportunity. My final block seemed to be my need Vto.prepare my
brothers and sisters, many of whom lived in Ontario, for this sister who was speaking in
public about her lesbian-ness. After I had written all six of them about my plans and gotten |
some supportive comments from some of them, I finally felt able to take what seemed like
this 'enormous step of flying to Toronto and presentirig my paper. _
Although I am doubly oppressed as a lesbian and a woman, I’m aware that my class,
my whiteness and my educational background place me in a comparatively privileged
position to many other people. Ihave been struggling for some time with the “ghettoized”
nursing profession and its relationship to the medical Hierarchy (Valentine, 1996)%. When I
work in the role of counselor/therapist or psychiatric nurse, [ bring a feminist perspective,
viewing the systemic oppression of women as often a cause and certainly the context of
their circumstances/ unhapf)iness. I’m aware that not all lesbian helping profeséionals have a
feminist outlook and that many nurses see the medical model in a different light. Issues
such as these I attempted to deal with and monitor in my journal, a practice which is often

part of a qualitative research procedure. The opportunity to do research and to disseminate

"L wish to thank Miriam Mattila, rebirther, primal therapist and inner child counselor _
extraordinaire for her work with me on these debilitating issues.

*Valentine (1996), states in a discussion of nursing and its relationship to the female or
woman’s sphere that “female work ghettos are generally chq;@gterized by female
domination, low wages, poor working conditions and limited opportunities for
advancement”. (p.99).
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information, to add in some small way to the knowledge on this marginalized population, is
exciting and rewarding for me. Canada is a country whose institutions with their patriarchal
structures and relations of ruling like to be considered “tolerant” and “liberal”, so I have
been able to study this subject in a very traditional university. One of the drawbacks though
is that there is only the rare course which includes content on lesbians at the University of

British Columbia.

Research Questions _

As 1 pull on the thread of a lesbian life, the thread that is gender starts to unravel
also. The childhood of a girl, female gender socialization, often includes the roles of sister,
daughter and mother with duties and behaviours mapped out under patriarchal family and -
institutional structureé. Career choices are much affectgd by gender as the dominance of
women in helping professional careers reveals. As1 cohsidered the lives of lesbian helping

professionals my research questions were as follows:

Lesbian Identity

. How do these women define their identity/sexual orientation?

. - When and how did they become cognizant of this (coming out to self)?
. What was that ptocess/experience like for them?

. How has 'fhis affected personal areas of their life such as family, and friendships

(coming out to others)?
. How does their coming out process affect their careers and how do their careers

affect their coming out?

Heterosexism

. What are their experiences with heterosexism, especially in the work environment?

. If they have remained in the closet at some work sites, what was that experience
like?

. How do they view lesbian and gay activism?

. What social action is needed to assist them and other lesbian helpihg professionals?

Gender Socialization and Career

. How did these women come to be involved in the helping professions?
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. What do they like and dislike about their helping roles?
. What has their career journey (education, job satisfaction) been like for them?
. Do the participants feel that being female had a bearing on their decisions to become

helping professionals?

° How did they precieve the sexual division of labour as they were growing up?
. What career choices were open to them?
. How did the heterosexual socialization of women impact their careers?

Significance of this Study
The process of defining one’s sexuality has been done by many lesbians in what
: appears to be a knowledge vacuum. Out of thin air and sometimes alone, a lesbian may
have had to deconstruct the heterosexist knowledge of herself as she confronts her desires
and then reconstructs herself and her life. A lesbian is an ideal research subject for the
constructivist notion of _knowle.dge and learning. Hill (1995) discusses this transformation
of identity and how gay and lesbian and other “unfree society learners are socialized across
the life span to systemically misunderstand their identity, needs, relationships, and values. .
. people ‘unlearn’ major ideas and feelings . . . Heroic features of this ‘unlearning’ include
confronting stigmatization, discrimination, and self-hatred” (p. 148). Research on lesbians
c¢an give new insights into sexism less cluttered by heterosexist values, and possibly sﬁggest
alternative ways of dealing with the problems of human beings in many areas.

By using life history interviews and a focus group, this study facilitated and
documented some of these untold experiences. By identitying themeé in these six lives, the
processes around discovering and living a lesbian identity are highlighted as well as the
impact on careers in a professional helping capacity. Being placed ina professional
position to work closely with other human beings can make coming out a risky process that

many do not venture into as Khayatt (1992) explores in her book Lesbian Teachers: An

Invisible Presence. Like Khayatt, who had been a teacher and then chose to study lesbian

teachers, my awareness as an insider was that there were unt‘%\g stories here, including both

unexplored problems and strategies for solving problems, which can be illuminated and

shared. My life herstory, and those of other lesbian women, have been lived inside this
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dominant androcentric, heterocentric cultural ideology. We have walked a fine line.
between living our lives as we wish and surviving in a society that either hates us or denies
our existence. Interviews bring forth stories of how a marginalized, stigmatized identity
and/or leading a hidden or double life can affect health, economic survival and relationships
with family, partners and co-workers. Resistance and survival are also themes as strategies
are examined for living lives within and yet, somehow outside patriarchal structures. Social
“activism on a day-to-day basis unfolds as each interviewee talks of her everyday
professional and pérsonal intéfagtions with others. _

Women’s studies and in particular lesbian studies can be informed by this research.
Any social science discipline that professes to study human life could also be informed by
research into lesbian lives. The helping profeSsions, including the field of education, are
charged with serving everyone equally. This seems impossible with little documentation on
a segment of the population. Adult educators could become more responsive and inclusive
as they design and administer programs for adults, some of whom will undoubtably be
lesbian. Highef education programs with a focus on training professionals, can gain
knowledge for future curricula by listening to what lesbian helping professionals have to say
about their education and working lives.

Research focusing on lesbian experiences gives a message to participants that théy
not only exist but are being given é spéce in which to tell their stories, and that their
opinions are valued. They can gain increased sélf—understanding and receive somie of the
benefits of catalytic validity “in which the research process re-orients, focuses and energizes
participants toward knowing reality in order to transform it” (Lather 1991, p.68). Lather
talks of “an emancipatory research where both researcher and researched become in the
words of feminist singer-poet, Cris Williamson, ‘the changer and the changed’ « (p.56).

The goal of émancipatory research, according to Lather, is “to encourage self-reflection and
deeper understanding in the part of the researched at least as much as it is to generate
empirically grourided theoretical knowledge” (p. 60). As the lesbian helping professionals

in this study focus on our lives in the heterosexist and sexist institutions of family,

education, and work, we are “helping” each other to clarify our past, explain the present and
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move on to the future better prepared for the next struggle. Lather also suggests that
“openly ideological, advocacy-based research has arisen as a new contender for legitatﬁacy”
(p.52). In this study I lay out the ideologies influencing my position as researcher, and tell
my personal and professional story as it relates to this subject. Ialso am attempting to shift 4
the misconceptions surrounding lesbians. Reading this thesis may empower other lesbian
nurses, teachers, social workers and counsellors and influence others individuals to become
allies in the fight against oppressions.

Map of the Thesis » ' N

In the next ch.apter I explore literature relevant to this inquiry including lesbian
identity, heterosexism/homophobia, gender socialization, career and the female dominated
professions. Due to the evolving research process, I added more information on racism,
delved into the vocational psychology literature, and found a delightful book that focuses on
ethics/boundaries. Chapter three discusses the life history and focus group qualitative
methods that évolved and describes the data collection processes. Chapter four and chapter
five, present and discuss the key themes selected from the data. Chapter six contains a
summary focused on new developments that emerged from the. research, a discussion of

implications for the education of helping professionals, suggestions for future research and a

- final word from each of the graces.
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_Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter outlines the literature which provides the theoretical and conceptual
framework for this study. Five areas were selected and provide the context for thinking
about this work: lesbian identity, heterosexism/homophobia, gender socialization and
-.female dominated professions, racism, and ethics/boundaries. | |

Lesbian Identity

"Coming out" refers to a process required for lesbians and gays in a culture that
dictates, polices and forces people into compulsory hetefoSexual ways of relating. AlloWiAng
into consciousness the realization that you are attracted to another person of the same sex
(coming out to yourself), and then the continual, life-long process of deciding to come out
(or not) to others, are both necessary in a culture that renders any form of sexual expression
other than heterosexual as inferior, sick or invisible. Sedgewick (1990) boints out that
“there are remarkably few of even the most openly gay people who are not deliberately in
the closet with someone personally or economically or mstltutlonally 1mportant to them’ ( p-
68). These commg out processes can take the1r toll on an individual and can be hfe
threatening as in the case of suicides or murderous lesbian and gay- bashmgs Other
oppressions and discriminations, such as laws that benefit heterosexual relationships and
render gay and lle'sbian ones illegitimate and invisible; the labelling of lesbian mothers as
unfit and denying them custody of their children, not to mention job loss; denial of rental
accommodations and denial of access to sofne medical procedures (ie. artificial
insemination); can all easily be understood as painftil as well as having profouﬁd material
consequences. Personal rejection at the level of family and friends can also be devastating.

Sedgewick (1990) discusses the double binds in judicial systefns that systemically
oppress lesbians‘and gays “undermining through contradictory constraints on discourse the
‘grounds of their very being” (p.70). The epistemological underpinnings of the
heteropatriarchal economic and social structures rests on a system of binaries. This
duélistic belief system contains such false dichotomies as superior/inferior, male/female,

culture/natlire, mind/body, public/private, heterosexual/homosexual, good/bad and

numerous others that Sedgewick points out (p. 72). Homosexuality seems to threaten these
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binaries in crucial ways. Just as patriarchal paradigms have been threatened by feminists
who advocate against the sex-segregation of Work with its unpaid or low paid labour of
women, the heteropatriarchy is threatened by the very existence of a population of gays and
lesbians who are living openly together, confusing the male/female binary by having sex
with the same sex and not conforming to the stereotypical roles and wéys of behaving.
Due to the extensive institutionalization of homophobia and heterosexism in North

~ American culture and belief systems, personal coming out can also be full of perplexing |
contradictory and unpredictable consequences. Thus a friend can feel their own sexuality is
threatened by discovering another’s queer identity. Friends may question a lesbian’s
knowledge of herself and she Amay be accused of going through a phase. Relatives or friends
may have guilt feelings about negative stereotypic comments that they have expressed
previously. A friend may come out in response to another’s disclosure and this can generate
the possibility of attraction which was not seen previously. Parents and friends may not'see
a disclosure as the chance to have a closer more loving connection, but may see it as hurtful
and unloving. Rejection due to religious beliefs of family and friends, who have previously‘

. claimed to love ydu, can be heart-breaking. These are only a few reactions amongst many

others that render the coming out procéss similar to walking a mine field.

How do lesbians experience their own coming out process? How do they view their
lesbian-ness and their relationships? “Gender is a powerful organizer of sexual behaviour,
ide_ntity, and relationship patterns. In general, gay men are more similar to heterosexual
men, and lesbian women more similar to heterosexual women, than to each other” (Garnets
& Kimmel, 1993, p. 25). Not surprisingly lesbians, like their heterosexual counterparts,
often have a relational outlook to their sexuality. In contrast to the predominantly sexual
experiences that gay men have as they move towards a hbmosexual identity, “lesbians tend
to experience sexual feelings in situations of romantic lqve and emotional attachment” (p.
27). The traditional heterosexual socialization of girls often promotes res_tréint on sexuality
except in committed relationships such as marriage (p. 26). A focus on emotional

connection in relationships is consistent with theories which highlight women as operating

from an ethic of care and with connected ways of relating and constructing knowledge
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(Gilligan, 1982; Belenkey, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986).

“A lesbian identity is a woman’s subjective experience or intra subjective account of
her own lesbianism” (Kitzinger, 1987, p. 90). Historically, social control of marginalized
and oppressed groups has taken the form of religion and then psychiatry/psychology. -
Kitzinger argues that “in constructing lesbianism as pathology scientists have taken the
place of priests in condémning and rooting out socially unacceptable behaviour”(p. 40).
The construction of any identity is done within a social and historical context. An account
of any individual’s lesbian identity formation may change over time and be rendered.
differently, consideﬁng who it is told to, under what circumstances and other contextual
factors. _

In analysing interviews and questionnaires with sixty lesbians using a Q-sort
methodology’, Kitzinger found five factors involved in these stories of lesbian identity. One
factor accounts for lesbianism in the more traditional light of a personal inadequacy thus
taking in the religious objections and/or scientific pathologizing. She found three other
factors that are variations on a liberal humanist position. One set of these subjective
accounts helped to “incorporate lesbianism into the dominant order” by seeing it as “a
source of personal fulfilment”. Another set of accounts, by defining their experiencé as
‘true love” again feed into a liberalist humanist position. A fourth set of subjective
explanations viewed their sexuality as becoming aware of their “sexual orientation” which
once again, is an individualist position (p.116 ). There is evidence in her sample of a fifth
factor, an account of lesbianism that she labels a radical feminist factor. In this view, the
woman sees her lesbianism as devéloping in a political way, as a challenge to
heterosexuality and the patriarchal definitions of women (p.115).

Kitzinger is critical of the liberal humanist ideology interwoven in lesbians’
constructions of their identity. She percei‘}es the outcome being one in which “attention 1s

distracted away from the central (political) aims of radical feminism towards individual

9 “A Q sort is simply a collection of items which the person is asked to sort along a
continuum from, for example ‘Very Like Me’ to ‘Very Unlike Me’. . . . Q methodology,
then, is fundamentally a means of eliciting subjectivities” (Kitzinger, 1987, p.77-78).
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(pfivate) solutions in terms of personal happiness, self-fulfilment and true love, thus
supporting the. privatized idéologies of the dominant culture” (p. 123). Maintaining the
public/private dichotomy, as discussed previously allows men to rule the p‘ubliq domain
thereby relegating women to the ghettoised private. Thus Kitzinger feels that lesbians
would be making a statement to advance the dés_truction of heterosexist liberal agendas by
emphasizing thé ways their story challenges heterosexism instead of telling
romantic/liberalist humanistic stories.

As I look at my own account of my lesbian-ness, I can see evidence of all of

. Kitzinger’s five factors. Ibecame quite distressed and i1l during and after my initial self-

discovery. I saw doctors and other health professionals about my symptoms, énd s0, even
‘though I did not discuss my sexuality, | saw my distress about it as something that needed
medical treatment; therefore in some way as pathological or an inadequacy. I see evidence
of my Viewing my first sexual desires as a “love story” with a jilted husband involved. My
sexual orientation became a private individual quest for fulfilment as I moved to a larger
urban area. Thus these parts of my story all ﬁt with Kitzinger’s first four Q-sort factors.

The fifth factor involved a lesbian’s subjective account that included evidence of
challenging the heteronormative patriarchal constructions of women. This can also be seen
in my story as I become aware early that [ never wanted to marry (or have seven children) as
my mother had. From an early agé I had an intuitive knowing that I wanted something
different for myself. I avoided the heterosexual dating programfng of my pastor, escaping to
the comfort of sitting beside my girlfriend in the choir. Dating was boring and tense for me,
never comfortable in that unequal and confining role of someone’s girlfriend who sat
passively by while he drove the car. These parts of my story are a rejection of the dominant
heterosexual constructions of male and female roles and of the confining institution of
marriage with its traditional seemingly endless wife and mother duties.

Kitzinger approaches her analysis as a social constructivist which “does not assert
any unitary doctrine or ‘theory’ about people or love, or sexuality” but sees

mental/psychological processes as “generated from situated and constitutive social

practices” (p. 188). Lesbians account for their own experiences and their: identity formation
[
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inside the ideologies that surround them. Kitzinger sees examining social practices as
necessary and deconstructing liberal humanist ideologies as the goal for those interested in
alleviating oppressions (p. 198). o V

Just following threugh on a decision to do research on lesbians has generated some
destablizing energy in my small corner of the world. As I discuss my interest in doing
research in the academy in this area, suddenly I’'m turning the conversation towards what
has been considered a private matter, not usually discussed in a public or academic way.
People become uncomfortable and [ feel somehow vulnerable as my personal, sexual
practices are at least wondered about. This is.not the traditional view of the detached, even
disembodied professional/researcher/academic. For a bricf moment, both sides of a
public/private split, researcher/sexual person, and other dualisms come into disturbing co-
existence. '

My experience is that of a white, middle class lesbian so on reading the literature on
lesbian identity my experience seemed to be reflected, but it is noteworthy that there is -
minimal discussion on race and class issues fbr/with lesbians. The lesbian community is
very diverse with women from all races and classes but this is not usually explicitly focused
on in the academic research/literature.

Heterosexism/Homophobia

Heterosexism and homophobia are terms used sometimes interchangeably to
describe the oppressive structures that lesbians and gay men face daily. Pharr (1988)
defines homophobia as “the irrational fear and hatred of those who love and sexually desire
those of the same sex” (p.1). Neisen (1990) feels that the older term homophobia, which
"has become a catchall word for any type of negative attitude or action directed toward
homosexuals" is inaccurate (p.21). The phobia suffix is a misnomer as it is more a
prejudice than a phobic reaction and the prefix doesn't express the patriarchal structures that
are underlying this attitude (p.23). He comments "the major determinant of negative
attitudes toward homosexuality was to avoid sex role coﬁfusion by maintaining traditionally

defined male/female stereotypes"” ( p.23). These traditional stereotypes are based on male

superiority and contribute to women's oppression.
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The concept of internalized homophobia tries to capture the difficulties lesbians and
gays experience as they struggle with their own feelings as a result of indoctrination with

the dominant heterosexist value system. Neisen feels it is confusing to leave us with two

. types of homophobia, internal and external, so we then need to clarify which homophobia

we are discussing ( p. 21). Are we talking about the homophobia’that is external in the

structures and views of people around us or are we talking about our own internal shame

. and self-hatred?

He advocates using the term heterosexism, in order to reveal and name institutional’
and individual acts of oppression.  In addition to this, the attitude of superiority of one
sexual orientation over another is revealed in the hetero prefix (p. 25). The uncomfortable
feelings arising from heterosexist slurs and the resulting self-contempt that can lead to
suicide, Neisen would suggest labelling as shame due to heterosexism (p. 24). There is a
similarity of these feelings to other emotionally abusive situations with shame being the
common factor. Neisen sees the cultural victimization that lesbians and gays suffer from as
possibly following a similar recovery process to those who suffer from sexual, physical and
emotional abuse (p. 31). He states "victims need to speak up, break the silence, or name the
abuse. Perpetrator responsibility must be established. Personal power must be restored” (-
p.31). It seems helpful to look at and name this shaming process so that its victims and
helpers can move on to use recovery principals to assist the healing work.

[ try to use the term heterosexism for the political reasons Neisen describes, but the
term homophobia or its derivative homophobe are still used frequently and are in the
literature and now known to the general public. Neither heterosexism or homophobia
properly labels the hatred that culminates in the murders of gay men and occasionally
lesbians. The activities of the Ku Klux Klan are inadaquately covered by the term racism.
Wife battering or domestic violence or crime of passion come under the label sexism. Hate
crimes seems a better descriptor for these activities that sexism, racism and heterosexism
can result in, but this depolitizes and individualizes what is really behaviour epitomizing the
far end of an institutionalized patriarchal belief system.

Slightly different terminology is offered by Pheterson (1986) in a report of a study
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done by Dutch women, identifying similar internal and external processes surrounding
oppressicns. This study was an ongcing feminist alliance project that ran three parallel -
groups with seven women from an oppressed population and five women from a dominant
population in each group "to nurture personal cnange, political strength, and theoretical
understanding of divisions between women" (p. 146). One of the groups focused on
exploring alliance between lesbians and hetefosexuals, another included Jewish and non-
Jewish women, and the third group consisted of black and white women working together.
This strategy of studying a phenomena at the same time as transforming it seems quite
wonderful and in this case benefited 100 or more women over a two year period (p.151)..1In
working to transform héterosexism, racism and anti—Semitism Pheterson found the term
internalized oppressmn" helpful (p.148). This accounted for forces ' pcrpetuatin.g
domination not only by extemal control but also by building subservience into the mmds of
-the oppressed group” (p. 148). She 1dent1ﬁes 'self-hatred, self-concealment, fear of
violence and feelings of infeﬁority, resignation, isolation, powerlessness and gratefulness
for being allowed to survive" as the results of internalized oppression (p.148).
4 Thus intemalized oppression includes the feelings associated with the concept of
shame due to heterosexism as discussed by Neisen (1990). Pheterson (1986) also attempts
to si’multaneously transform "internalized domination”(p. 148). She dcﬁncs this concept as
the "feelings of superiority, normalcy, and self-righteousness, together with guilt, fear,
projection, denial of reality, and alienation from one's body and from nature" (p. 148).
These two concepts account for the dynamics inside all of us in situations where we are the
oppressed and where we are the oppréssor. It acknowledges the complexity of our various
positions and behaviours in a diverse and stratified society. |
In this paradlgm what does the recovery process for all include? Pheterson discusses
the concept of visibility, "being oneself fully, openly, undefensively, and expressively” (p.
148). She also includes the concept of pride defined as "self—'acceptance and self—respect, in-
particular, respect for one's identity, one's heritage, and one's right to self-determination”
with "indignation against the abuse of any human being, including oneself' (p. 148).

Pheterson discussed the development of ties to others in the oppressed group, or solidarity,
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. which meahs "knbwledge of, respect for, and unity with persons whdse idehtities are in
certain essential ways common with one's own" (p. 149).‘ Developing alliance or
"knowledge of; respect for and commitment between ﬁersons who are in essential ways
different but whose interests are in essential ways akin , is the ultimate goal in the groups
" working to overcome these patterns (p. 149) Having heterosexua] women and lesbians
work through their internalized domination and-internalized oppression to "become partners
'm alliance agamst oppression" was one of the goals achleved Group members in both the
»oppressed and dommator positions reported 1ncreased activism around issues of oppressmn
_in society after attending these groups (p.158).
_ The concepts of heterosexism and shame due to heterosexism or internalized
oppression and domination seem 1mp0rtant in sorting out the issues lesbians have as they
“attempt to live and work under the crushing oppressmns of a heteropatriarchal culture
Some lesbian femm_lsts are more likely to stress a socio-political solution over a
psychological one. They see the problem as arising out of institutionalized social structures.
SuZanne Pharr (1988) stateé ‘gpatriarchy--an enforced belief in male domination and éontfol-
- is the ideology and sexism the system that holds it in platce; ... Howare gender roles
maintained? By the weapons of sexism: econorhics, violence, homophbbia” (p.8). The
relationship of patriarchy and capitalism is the subject of much debate but it is importaht to
note that late twentieth century capitalism also plays a significant role in the lives of |
women. _ | | | |
Wilton (.1 995) describes the phenomena of linked sexism/heterosexism when she
states: | o
.1 follow the practice of referring to ‘heteropatriarchy’ rather than simply “patriarchy’
in order to foreground the co-dependency of sexism and heterosexism in the
maintenance of male supremacy. The subordination of women within/by‘ the regime
of gender is inseparable ftom the oppréésion' and abjectiﬁcatihn of lesbians and gay
men. (p.xi) N 4 S '

B agrée with Wilton about the oppression by an elite heteropatriarchy, but as a

“lesbian watching the relations of ruh'h_g at an evéryday level, 1 have also felt and seen
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oppression related to sexism when attempting to work in conjunction with gay men. The
pervasiveness of sexism and heterosexism and other oppressions such as racism and
abelism, is ingrained in our institutional/cultural structures-and these cdmplexities shift with
each of our individual and group relationships/locations to the systems of privilege and
dominance.

~ Pharr (1988) states “a lesbian is perceived as a threat to the nucl.éar fémily, to male
dominance and control, to the very heart of sexism” (p. 18). In order to understand why
lesbians are seén as such a threat, Pharr points to the economic basis of society with the
pyramid of very few wealthy at the peak and “the 90 percent on the bottom. . . . supplying
the cheap labour”(p.11). This leads to a “fervent effort to keep those oppressive systems
* (racism and sexism and all the ways they are manifested) in place to nﬁaintain the unpaid - .
and low-paid labour” (p.11). Waring (1988) a New Zealand politician and economist, also
discusses the patriarchal nature of economics that she observed when investigating the
economic framework used by the United Nations. She witnessed this as a globally united
force involving all the heads of state including the Vatican (p.4).

“To be a lesbian is to be perceived as someone Who- has stepped out of line, who has
moved out of sexual/economic dependence on a male, who is women ideﬁtiﬁed”( Pharr,
1988, p.18). A woman who is not servicing men privately or domestically, unthinkable in
this androcentrically constructed world, must then hate men. The love/hate binary seems to
be the logic/illogic behind this belief. Any woman who steps out of line in a myriad of ways
can then be labeled the despised category of lesbian, an outcast, an unspeakable entity.
Pharr explains: |

Lesbian baiting is an attempt to control women by labeling us lesbian because our

behaviour is not acceptable, that is, when we are independent; going our own way,

living whole lives, fighting for our rights, demanding equal pay, saying no to
violence, being self assertive, bonding with and loving the company of women,
assuring the right to our bodies, insisting on our own auth(.).,lgi:t,,y, making changes that

include us in society’s decision-making; lesbian baiting occurs when women are

called lesbi_ans because we resist male dominance and control. And it has little or
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nothing to do with one’s sexual identity (p.19).

~ One of the more unpleasant accusations made towards a lesbian is that of being a
man-hater. This term seems to be taking lesbians from a gynocentric position of loving
women to a dichotdmous, androcentric one. Women can not seem to be defined in a culture
that is built on phallocentric structures, except in relation to men. Does a‘ny'one assume on
meeting a heterosexual man that he is a "man-hater” because he has Women as sexual |
partners? Assuming that a heterosexual man is a lover of women because he has sex with
them can also be grossly inaccurate as the growing statistics on violence show. These
document‘the tip of the iceberg of the reported crifninal acts such as batteririgs, rapes, and
murders of girls and women (Samuelson, 1994). L, on the other-hand, a_lOng with most other
lesbians and the majority of other woman, have n%:ver- battered, raped, or murdered even one
man. What [ have had, as a helping professional, is many men over the years expressing
their déep appreciation at how understanding, kind and effective I had been 1&1 assisting
them with difficult, at times life-threatening problems. Thus [ am servicing men, as well as
women and children, in ‘myv professional public work which depending on the nature of the

| problem can entail caring for and about men in physical and psychological ways.

It is noteworthy that early in the AIDS epidemic when there was little public
assistance mobilized, many lesbians assisted and cared for gay men suffering from this
disease.- It is curious indeed that lesbians like these, or like myself who are in caring
professions, are labeled man-haters and heterosexual men (especially husbands) are
considered the protectors of women yet there are many who are the perpetrators of violence
against women. These fnythology/belief systems are bas‘ed on a reversal of reality in order
to support the patriérchal hegemony. -

| Feminists, both heterosexual and lesbién, are often angry about “the inj ustices
women face in thg workplace, angry about the violence perpetrated against‘women, angry
about persecution of gays and lesbians, and angry about the persistent denigration of women
in popular culture”(Andersen, 1997, p. 9). Speaking up about the preference and privilege
given to men and expressing anger about social injustices 1s also oft'gp; l\}abelled as “angry,

man-hating lesbian behaviour” in an effort to invalidate this perspective and maintain the
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status quo.

We can see how all women are kept in line with the threat of being called lesbian. |

Heterosexual feminists have confided to me that they have experienced this phenomenzi.
All women then are controlled by the horror of the lesbian label in much the same way that
we are kept in line by the threat of rape. Fear is what keeps women from going anywhere
alone at night and keeps lesbians from coming out. Violence or the threat of violence,
heterosexism, sexism and racism help keep women, lesbians and gay men, and racial
minorities/majorities in fear for their safety and /or begging for scraps at the table of the
elite, white, heteropatriarchal economic system (Pharr, 1988).

How do lesbians cope with this pervasive heterosexism? Through interviews with

eight lesbians and a focus group, using a grounded theory approach, Abram (1996)
documents a model of "lesbian transformations in dealing with heterosexism" (p.77).
Abram's study was done with a sample size of eight lesbians who volunteered when she
advertised for "lesbians who have reached a comfortable acceptance of their sexual identity"
(p.154). The focus group and subsequent interactions produced collaborative models in
almost a consensus-like process. Abrams (1996) uses the "grounded theory épproach, in
which a theory is arrived at inductively from the data on the phenomena studied” ( p.25).
She goes on to say "it values the subjective realities of the participants, makes them the
prime - in fact, the only source of knowledge" (p.25). She does conclude that "lesbians
become more effective in dealing with heterosexism over time" (p. 81).

The overall movement is from fear (Hiding), to deciding to assert one's lesbian
identity (Preparing to Come Out), to using self-protectiye strategies (Protective
Stance), to making a statement to others (Activ_é Stance), to contributing to the ideal
of a nonheterosexist society (Proactive Stahce). (Abrams, 1996, p. 82)

Leébians at Work

The economic reality of job loss is one that faces many lesbians. “As non-
heterosexual women, their lifestyle places economic demands upon them to be self-
supporting. As women, they must negotiate an unequal labour market that often places

limits on the extent to which this can be achieved” (Dunne, 1997, p.127). Other major
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losses can include family love and acceptance and custody of their children. Institutions, for
example the legal, educational and medical/psychiatric ones, are wracked with
heterosexism. Lesbians fear the “loss of public acceptance, a loss of allies, a loss of place
and belonging. . . . they fear they will be no longer respected, listened to, honoured,
believed. They fear they will be social outcasts” (Pharr, 1988, p. 22).

Making .the decisions on when to, or how to, or where to come out, or whether to
come out at all, must be weighed by the individual. Baléncing job security and
advancement while gauging the level of heterosexism in their work place is still a daily act
for many lesbians. The crunch comes in maintaining a sense of self-worth and surviving
economically. |

Khayatt's (1992) research for her doctoral dissertation contained a sample of
eighteen lesbian teachers. In her methodology section she uses Dorothy Smith' s (1987)
ideas that advocate starting from women's everyday experience and then studying how these
experiences interact with the structures in which they are embedded. Men have been
listening to each other, researching and writing about what is reievant to them, and women
are located outside this (p.86). Referring to women, Khayatt states "their situations are
trivialized, their reality is either discredited or discounted, and their whole being is - '
objectified"(p. 87). Att¢mpting to place women's experience into the "relations of 'ruling"v
meaning "that total complex of activities, differentiated into fnany spheres, by which our
society is ruled, managed and admiﬁistered" is a goal for women sociologists from Smith's
perspective (Smith, 1990). Khayatt (1992) agrees with Smith's proposal:

What she is proposiﬁg is that the knower's bifurcated consciousness, the knowledge
of herself as a subjectivity located in her body as well as in a specific material and
historical moment, be extended to include her éveryday'experience in the ordinary
everyday world superimposed by a knowledge of the social organization (p. 92)

From this position, Khayatt (1996) was able to locate the experiences of the lesbian
teachers she interviewed and her own experiences within the wider social organization. In
her case this included the relations of ruling impacting the primary and secondary school

systems in Ontario, Canada in the eighties. She is able to questién "how heterosexuality is
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used by the ruling apparatus to expropriate women's productive and reproductive labour,
how it is hegemonic, and . . . how iﬁdividuals accept and intégrate the dominant ideology in
their everyday lives “ (p. 94). She concludes that women loving women becomes a {hreat
"in the implications such a_life has on normative; prescribed female lives” (p. 243). Women
as independent of men, as powerful and strong, regardless of sexual orientation, diérupts the
"prevailing ideologies, the capitalist exigencies that promote and encouragé systemic
control over, and the continued, if more subtle, appropriation of, female labour and
sexuality” (p. 242).

Ristock (1990) "administered open-ended questionnaires and conducted follow-ub
interviews with six lesbian feminist social service workers in 1987" (p. 80). Her study
focuses on individuals working as helping professionals in a variety of agencies and
institutions and thus portrays more than one type of work environment. Her participants all
volunteered their time at a counselling centre for lesbians and gays and so had the
experience of using their skills in an environment that allowed them to be out. This -
contradicted with their everyday paid employment situations. Only one of her participants
was out at her paid work and she fé]t the strain of being a token lesbian. The rest were in the

closet to some degree. "The hdmophobic social services system prevails regardless of the
type of social service agency. We all need job security, so we are placed in the posi‘tion of |
feeling c;ompromised” (p- 77). Ristock adds to the "themes of contradiction and struggle™
for lesbians by discussing those "found n wofking in a lesbian and gay counselli.ng‘ centre (p.
79). The values and goals of lesbian feminists are odeﬁtated to ending "the oppression of
women by challénging the male supremacy that underlies our culture" (p. 78). Gay men can
have goals that conflict with this as they often "desire to have gay men freed from their
intolerable 'deviant' positions and accepted within the existing (dominant) political and
social structure” (p. 78). Ristock advocates for further research in the following areas:

As lesbian social service providers, we must view our work with an understanding of

the contradictory relationshif)s that exist between our personal realities and 6ur

 public realities, between the personal and the political, between the heterosexual

. . Vo ..
community and the lesbian and gay community, between the politics of gay
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liberation and the politics of feminism, and between the sewice provider and the
service recipient. (p. 79)

A study that came from the vocational psycholbgy literature was done from |
interviews with ten lesbian women about the forming of their lesbian identity and their
career trajectory (Boatwright, Gilbert, Forrest, and Ketzenberger,1996). The women in this
study were gathered through a friendship sampling and ranged from age 30 to 45 with nine
white women and one African American. Many had attained above average levels of higher
education and although many were in helping professions, there was more of a variety in
careers with some in non traditional positions. A

“Fully accepting what is defined by many in society as a ‘nonnormative’ sexual

orientation is a long and multifaceted process éonsequentiy; ‘coming out * may be defined

uniquely by each individual” (Boatwright et. al., 1996, p. 214). Despite this
acknowledgement of the individuality of the process and the social oppres§ion at its root,
these researchers go on to label this process a second adolescence. The coming out
experience was conceptualized by Boatwright et al. around themes that described itasa -
”first ‘real’ adolescence”, as a “second adolescence” and as “establishing a lesbian identity”
(p.216-217). It is possible that these researchers’ backgrounds in psychology leads to
placing this often arduous process that can occur at any time in an adult woman’s life into
some sort of developmental psychological frame work. Boatwright et al. acknowledge
feminist theories that critique such developmental theorists as Erikson, as possibly based on
“white, androcentric, heterosexist experience and values”. Yet they conceptualize the
coming out process and its disorienting effects on identity, and at times career, as a second

adolescence (p. 210). Is this label of a second adolescence necessary? Somehow a second

- adolescence seems to me to minimize the role that societal oppression plays in this

uncovering process. It uses a concept, adolescence, which has some very white, eurocentric

meanings. Also there needs to be some consideration of the life style/career changes around

mid-life that can be true for many women, both heterosexual and lesbian. Women returning

to school to pursue new careers in midlife is not a new phenomena, although psychologists

have again dubbed it as a disorder ahd a stage, by labelling it %9 “empty nest syndrome”.
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Descriptions of adolescence vary from culture to culture and not all groups of
people gear their ideas of maturity towards an autonomous independent adult nor do they
have “dating” as one of these rituals. Belenkey et al. (1986) quote a study by Kagan that
found that the Japanese value of interdependence contrasted with the American valuirig of
independence. Japanese parents were theorized to project autonomy onto their babies and
t_hérefore they perceived a need to coax children into a fnore dependent role to encourage
the bonding seen as needed in adult life. American parents conversely were seen as
projecting dependence onto their babies and this has a reverse effect on the direction
children are encouraged to grow towards (p.178). 1 agree that awareness needs to be raised
about the struggles and the joys of discovering a lesbian identity‘in a misogynist,
heterosexist culture but I wish to question the need to make this fit into a pseudo second
adolescence to fit into psychology’s developmental stages. Women in the Boatwright et al.
study also described the coming out process in terms of “exploring, developing and
solidifying a lesbian identity”(p.217). This perspective and terminology seems a preferable
~ one when considering this identity process. |

Boatwright et al. (1996) identified several themes affecting career t}aj ectory:
“educational delay” with descriptions of the emotional energy needed to focus on a new
identity and intimacy; “career derailment” as é professional career took a ‘back seat’ to
personal issues; and a “sense of feeling “behind” their heterosexual peers” who had not had
to deal with this disruption in identity (p. 217-218). “Loss of career opportunities” was one
of the themes organized around the subject of societal homophobia. Examples included
choosing less lucrative positions than ones in organizations that were higher profile and less
tolerant, or actually losing a job possibility when mentioning a specialty in lesbian issues.
“Fear of being discovered” was the theme that incorporated strategies for remaining in the
closet at work. Both, fear of consequences such as loss of respect and the ultimate fear of
being fired, were included. Isolating themselves at work, not being able to be honest or to
really be themselves became coupled with feelings of being on edge and hating themselves

for their dishonesty (p. 219).

“Internalized homophobia™ consisted of a theme called “negative effect on self-
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esteem and self-confidence” to encompass loss of. prior professional confidence when
learning of their lesbian-ness. The second theme under this heading was ‘called “increased
isolation” which resulted from strategies to hide sexual orientation and the accompanying
shame and fear that resulted (p. 220). Amongst all this negativity, Boatwright et al.(1996),
also found benefits which seemed to result from being part of the lesbian community.

For example “business benefits and networks” were identiﬁed which gained some of
the participants increased financial opportunities. “Support for difficult challenges™ was '
provided by lesbian friends who encouraged the participants to pursue new career paths and
supported fhem when careers became difficult. A geographical méve would be enabled by
connections through links in lesbian communities. Beéoming “diversity experts” is a
benefit theme that Boatwright et al. found was strong as participants became involved in “a
community of lesbian women committed to processing conflicts until consensus is reached”
(p. 221) This led to increased ability to handle diversity issues in a professional
environment and pride at how the lesbian community i's far ahead of the straight community
with the example of signers for the deaf being used a decade ahead of more mainstream
enterprises. “Skill development” was another benefit identified which included advocgcy
skills from increased sensitivity to diverse issues (p. 223). Variations on many of these
themes are seen in my research and will be discussed in subsequent chapters.

Ruth Fassinger (1996) also documents vocational issues for lesbians, looking at the
internal and external barriers to vocational choice, impiementation and adjustment. She
identifies the following vocational issues for lesbians: “lack of self-confidence and decision-
making skills; occupational stereotyping and limited perceived choices; bias in counseling
and testing; lack of role models; lack of support from parents, families, spouses, peers,
faculty resulting in a ‘null’ educational environment; self doubt; internalizing
discrimination; guilt; fear of others’ attitudes; mu]tiple:role i.s,ggcs in the home-work
interface; occﬁpational discrimination; harassment; and ‘oldsl;:)ig)\.y’ systems” (p. 162).

Lesbians in Post Secondary/Adult Education

Does a lesbian fare better in the éducationaliprocess than in the workplace as she

prepares for her helping professional role? Unfortunately, there is evidence that post-
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secoﬁdary institutions remain heterocentric with faculty and administration often not
addressing their lesbian and gay students’ needs. “The costs of heterosexism on campus are
lowered quality and diversity of education provided, perpetuation of the sexist status quo
and traditional roles, perpetuation of ignorance and perpetuation of prejudice against an
oppressed group, and internalized oppression” (Baker, 1991, p. 30). Baker highlights areas
of concern including “course content, textbook content, student support services, library
resources, advisement, faculty employment, and cdllegial support” (p. 30). She feels that

faculty and administrators are responsible for assisting in eliminating heterosexism on

individual and institutional levels. Confronting heterosexist attitudes, encouraging gay role -

models in course content, encouraging dialogue about gay issues are some ways she sees
faculty taking responsibility. Institutional level intervention includes: nondiscriminatory
employment policies, hiring more gay and lesbian faculty/staff, monitoring textbooks for

heterosexist content, incorporating gay content when designing inclusive demographic

forms, and increasing gay and lesbian literature in the library (p.31).

Schreier (1995) would like to see a shift in the programming models in universities
as they attempt to change heterosexist/homophobic beliefs and attitudes. Currently he sees
an agenda that promotes tolerance and he woﬁld like td see that replaced with one that
promotes nurturance. Tolerance means that something is “allowed” or “permitted” not
necessarily something accepted, approved of or encouraged. A nurturing person is
characterized as one “who gives sympathy and comfort, assists others whenever possible,
and readily performs favors for others” (p.19). When this nurturing attitude 1s directéd
towards lesbigay people, there will be “genuine affection and warm.th” and the willingness
“to be advocates at many levels” (p. 20). His approach assumes that “gay, lesbian, or
bisexual people are inva]uable to our lives and culture . . . and need to be able to empower
themselves . . . heterosexual(s) can help create this encouraging environment” (p. 22).

Some movement is taking piace though and Hill (1995) outlines areas in which
lesbian and gay adult education is taking place today. There are some independent schools

in the United States as well as some courses appearing in other departments in colleges and

universities. There are some actual departments of gay and lesbian studies with degrees
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granted. Some libraries, cultural organizations, service organizations, and occupational
associations incorporate this theme into educational opportunities. Mass media, gay and
lesbian centers and bars, non-profit organizations and AIDS related health cére agencies are
all very involved in assisting to counter heterocentrism through adult education. Some
churches and religious organizations as well as some political parties have developed gay
interest groups. Hill argues that much of this activity does not reflect the character of a '
defiant and liberating, popular adult education social mbvement, rather it is an example of
how groups that challenge power relations have become special interest groups and this
depoliticization “has the potential to destroy the role of radical praxis“ (p.153). Social
movements are effective because they are fluid and are outside the status quo using
unconventional radical methods that educate as well as push for social change. As these
special interest groups and gay associations develop and become institutionalized the
movement is taken inside structures that limit non-conforming behaviours. Thus instead of
using radical grassroots strategies they become “domesticated and co-opted” (p: 152). Hill
also suggests that “future adult education research will need to be sensitive to both the
changing gay discourse and the heterocentric biases in past research methods, topic
selection, methodological approaches, sample selectioﬁ, data collection, data analysis, and
reporting of resulfs” (p. 153). .
Chapkis (1994) identifies the additions that lesbian and gay academics are making as
they take their place transgressively within the academy. ,
We tend to question authority, to criticize established methods of research and to‘see
our work and our lives as explicitly political. We are at the forefront in rethinking .
our pedagogy-- how we teach and the relationship between students and teachers.
(p-13) . |
Ettinger (1994) describes what happens when those who have been silenced begin to
speak in educational situations:
An interesting thing often happens when people of colour speak up in a class:
everyone else feels silenced. . . Everyone else really wﬁans People Lacl<_1;ng an

A Agenda (PLAs), people whose interest in race, class, and gender is grounded in
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something other than the need to survive in an alien culture and/or to assess in

good faith their own position in the multiple systems ot subordination that

constitute the culture (p. 51) ‘

Ettinger goes on to describe the disorientation that can happen when the hegemonic
heterosexual discourse is replaced by strategies that reject its often malevolent frames. “As
subordinated people generate a discourse which implicitly or explicitly critiques the
~ established order of the classroom PLAs begin to lose themselves” (p. 53). She suggests
that white people and heterosexuals need to take some responsibility for racism and
heterosexism. “To take responsibility is to find your footing in a world outside the

dominant discourse. To take responsibility is to acquire an agenda” (p. 54).

Gender.Socialization and Female Dominated Professions
Every female infant born into a patriarchal cuiture is subjected, in varying degrees,
to painful circumstances related to discrimination and oppression. My focus in this study is
on the oppression and discrimination that affects women in the Western world speciﬁcally
North America, in institutions such as family, educatioh and professional work."* Gilligan’s
(1982) work and those of subsequent researchers, for example Reitsma-Street (1991),
indicate that identity for women is defined in relationship and evolves around an ethic of
responsibility and care so that by the time a girl reaches the teenage years “the mandate to
“care is firmly established” (Baines, Evans, & Neysmith, 1991, p. 18). “Such traits as
nurturing and taking care of others, serving and being orientated to contributing to others”
have been actfvely cultivated through sex-role socialization (Kemp, 1994, p. 246). Baines et
al. (1991) also éee patriarchal notions of family involved in women’s unequal role in
caring. Women are indoctrinated into the ideology of motherhood and femininity and are
socialized to “assimilate the eXpectations and norms surrounding caring in our society” (p.
19). A
In a study of pairs of adolescent sisters, one who was considered delinquent due to

contacts with youth court and one non-delinquent, Reitsma—Stree‘t‘x} ( 159‘91) found that “girls

For documentation of the torturous atrocities to infants, girls and women in many
cultures see Daly (1978/1990) and Rush (1980). -
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not only learn to care and to bear the costs of caring, they are also policed to care and to
bear the costs” (p. 110). She found that both sets of sisters were “pressured subtly and
forcibly to care for others in certain ways, es’pécially for boyfriends, fathers, and children,
more than for themselves” (p. 110). She saw these yournig women learning that “women
were the major providers of care for others and that they were expected to do likewise™; that
they were to restrict caring for themselves to cultivating a physical appeafance and
pérsonality that conformed to the “Western feminine female”; and that boyfriends are to be
“the primary object of caring” (p.116). She does mention that the delinquent sisters fought
more against these lessons and she mentions some of them reporting “experimentation with
lesbian relationships™ but the rest of her focus and it would seem the sisters’ focus is on
boyfriends (p‘. 115). , _ |

What are some of the costs for thes¢ adolescent girls as they learn their societal
lessdns of caring? She found that “girls seriously restrict the development of their own
interests and independence” (p. 120); “their bodies and‘.spirits pay the price of sexual
assault, unwanted pregnancy, inadequate birth control, as well as miscarriages and
abortions” (p.121); and they have an increase in “the risk of poverty and dependence”(p.
122). Reitsma-Street (1991) sums up some of these consequences stating;

Divorce, juggling home and paid work, pink collar ghettos, poor pay and poorer

welfare and child care, and increasing unemployment, especially during times of
recession, make girls even more vulnerable to poverty or dependence on others for

food and shelter. (p.122)

Caring for refers to “the ihstr’umental.and tangible tasks involved in caring” and
caring about refers to the “expresSive and affective dimensions” (Baines, 1991, p. 15).
“Because caring is provided in the context of a supposedly freely entered relationship and
regarded as ‘natural’ for women, the labour involved is often rendered invisible” (p. 14). If
women want better wages as they care for others vthey'are often accused of not caring about
those they are giving a service to. “The pattern in which poorly p‘a:{i%wpmen provide care to

vulnerable populations has been evident throughout the devel'opmeﬁ’t and expansion of

- health and social services in Canada” (p. 16).
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Maternal feminism, the underlying ideology during the first wave of feminism that
empowered and enabled women to work outside the home, also “reinforced the traditional
role of women as caregivers” (Baines, 1991, p. 36). Based on notions of biological
| determinism, maternal feminism saw nurturing qualities in all women thus making them
good agents for social reform. “Although ﬁatemal feminism was in many respects a
narrow, biological, énd- conservative view of women’s caring role, it empowered women to-
work in hospitals, church-based social services, and schools and fostered a feminine
consciousness and the sblidarity of women” (Baines, 1991, p.42). This solidarity among
. women was evidenced by the creation of organizations such as the Young Womeh’s- '
Christian Association, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, and Big SiStérs.

“Women’s early efforts to expand their public role were based on an ethic of care
now embedded in the professions of social work, teaching and nursing” (p.24). Nurses had
“an ethic of service and altruism committed to the public good” underpinning their work,
but an emphasis on scientific medicine and a culture that affirmed the male-centered values
of order, efficiency, and a hierarchical division of labour evolved so that “physicians
became the key playérs in health care” (p.50). Yet the organization of the hospital
“depended bn a cadre of disciplined nurses to uphold the authority and primacy of the
physician” (p. 55).' Women teachers were also rooted in maternal feminism according to
Baines and were to “uphold the domestic virtues of the’home and transmit these to the
broader community through the education of the young” (p. 51). Teaching young children
especially was considered well suited to women with their caring orientation. Thus women
could work outside the home in the caring roles of teaching, nursing and social work, but
the maternal feminist ideology contained some biologiéal determinism that made
professionalization with its male ethic difficult to obtain.

“Men first gained a monopoly within the traditional professions and then gradually
assumed control of the semi-professions” (Baines, 1991, p. 55). When discussing .
professional occupations, Kemp (1994) gives examples such as physicians, lawyers and
registered nurses but she sees differences in the ways female-domi.%t\gd proféssions remain

semi-professions. Female-dominated professions she sees.as “more, o@gntated toward the
\'\l-

t
.
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application of knowledge than the creation of it, and they lack the ability to monopolize that
knowledge and to self-regulate” (p. 218). Baines (1991) states “critiques of
brofessionalization suggest that although special knowledge and expertise are characteristics
attributed to the professions, the key element is social power” (p. 37). The “service to
humanity” values of the female-dominated professions are seen as extensions of the
homemaker role and are thus devalued (Kemp, 1994, p. 218).

The subordinate nature of the relationship of the female-dominated profession of
nursing to the traditionally male-dominated one of medicine, seems obvious to me having
lived it, but she also cites the psychologist to social worker re]ationshfp as another example.
“Women have been systemically denied legitimacy as heal‘ers as far back as the fourteenth
century when umver51ty training was established as the credential distinguishing healers
from witches” (Kemp, 1994 p. 218)."" Universities prohlblted women from attending and
nursing is the area women were eventually allowed to dominate. | |

Are women who enter the paid labour force still consolidated in sex-segregated
occupations and professions? Statistics Canada (1995), shows us that employed women in
1994 are still very much concentrated in female dominated areas with 70% “working in
either teaching, nursing, and health-related occupations, clerical positions, or sales and
services” (p. 67). A further break down of the figures rev_eals that in 1994 women were
“86% of nurses and health-related therapists, 80% of clerks, 63% of teachers, 56% of
service personnel, and 46% of sales persons™(p.67).

The attempt to attract men into these professions has shown that they often end up in
more “male” roles of leadership and administrative positions. The few men who come into
nursing, rise like oil mixed in water to sit in positions at the top (Kemp, 1994, p. 226). This
then places them in the higher payi_ng jobs in nursing as well as in a tfaditional place of

authority accorded to men in Western society. Leighninger (1996) cites a similar condition

""For more on witches (practltloners of the Wiccan religion) often thg 1llage herbalists
and midwifes see Starhawk (1979/1989). For three centuries the Chrigtian patrlarchy burned,
drowned and hung greater estimated numbers of women than Jews were kllled in Nazi Germany.
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in social work. “From social work’s beginnings, there has been a noticeable division in
labor between.male and female social workers with men generally in charge” (p. 129). The
small number of femalé teachers who become principals in school systems has also been a
finding of feminist researchers (Kinnear, 1995, p. 123). The increased numbers of men
teaching in secondary schools also seems rooted in eXpectaﬁons of 'women to be caring for
the children in a more maternal way in junior grades and men to “wrestle with a more
formal academic program of educational theory” (Baines, 1991, p. 64).

Persuading society and some nurses that nursing deserves the recognition and
rewards that are accorded some othér professional work, has been difficult, according to
Kinnear (1995). She sees “the monumental shape of Florence Nightingale™ as towering
“over the development of the occupation” (p. 98). Known for her pioneering efforts during
the Crimean war and her initiation of schools for nurses, her legacy states that she was
tireless and dedicated herself so nobly to helping others. Leighninger (1996) finds women
social workers also have similar saint-like characteristics expected of them. She tends to
point the ﬁngér at women saying “women have participated in this domination through their
tendency toward altruism and self-sacrifice” (p.129).

Autonomy seems to be the most difficult area that the nursing profession especially
has yet to achieve. Hoépital administrators and physicians have sought control of nurses.
Kinnear (1995) views this phenomena as a gender issue with male administrators and
physicians opposing attempts “from nursing organizations to regulate their own voice in the
government of health-care systems” (p. 100). This notion of autonomy is at odds with what
is expected of women in society, that is dependence and subordination. Just as the idea of a
married woman being-a professional was éontradictory, 50 t0o is the idea of a group of
women making authoritative decisions. Allen (1987) points out that although nursing says it
is professional, it lacks control of “ ‘the terms, conditions and cgntent’ of its” work™ (p. 7).
Decision making regarding the type of service provided, the technology employed, the
allocation of personnel, working conditions, what nurses wear to work, ;a‘wwi the environment

they work in, are all made without nurses input in most cases (p. 7). Allen states that this

lack of control over their working conditions is often cited by nurses as oné of the reasons
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that cause them to leave the profession.

McPhereson (1996) discusses the increased militancy of nurses as they unionize and
participate in strikes, such as the one in British Columbia in 1989. “Frustrated with
inadequate staffing, an intensified pace of work, insufficient salaries, and the dramatic
outmigration of their co-workers from the province and the occupation, nurses in British
Columbia went on strike”(p. 248). I participated in this strike and found it to be one of the
most‘empow.ering experiences I have had as a nurse. Now in 1998, the British Columbia
Nursés Union has obtained a strike vote again to assist in helping to settle their contract
dispute with the Health Employers Association of British Columbia over excessive
workloads and other unsatisfactory conditions. McPhereson sees a combination of
unionization, feminism and professional development as the factors in Canadian nursing’s
transformation to increased political awareness. She sees nurses now questioning “the
concepts of femininity and professionalism that have been central to their occupational
idehtity and organizational form” (p. 249).

Individua] autonomy with its masculinist roots, seen as a core of what is considered
professional, can be in conflict with a female dominated profession (Allen, 1987, p.9).
Work by Gilligan (1982) and Belenkey et. al (1986) have suggested that there are other ways
that some women prefer to make decisions which have more to do with collaboration and
connection. Maybe the whole underpinning of the beliefs and practices accorded to male
professionals which female-dominated professions have attempted to follow, are not
appropriate or effective. Professionalism has been based on masculinist scientific notions
of “objectivity and mastery or domination (as opposed to understandihg )’ (Allen, 1987, p.
13). Allen points out_how this leads to inappropriate models for 'caring for sick people such
as treating the client as a “mere body”, and health care professionals working in a hierarchy
rather than interdependently as they help another persoh (p. 13). “Mutuality in relationships
and collective co-operation” are identified by feminists as “values conducive to
redistributing the costs and benefits of caring between men, women, and the state” (Baines,
1991, p.25). B

Baines feels that we need to begin by “recognizing women’s caring as work” and
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“identify the knowledge and skills” derived from this and “value these in the same way as

more traditional modes of inquiry” (p. 66). Sitting in a classroom for elementary students

recently I noticed posters on the wall with words and skills including “define” and

- “analysis”. I thought abdut these skills that are taught to young students. Would there ever
be posters with “intuition” or “empathy” on them? What other skills do I rely on when I do
healing work with clients that I have no names for that would be categorized under women’s
caring or emotional labour? | '

o Baines also points out that “professionalization has been accompahied by an attempt
to objectify the cared-for and has led to blaming tﬁe victim” and possibly increased the
distance “between women teachers, nurses, and social workers and those they serve” (p. 67).
She feels that “a feminist ethos of professionalism needs to be based on an ideology that
integrates an ethic of care and forms a more equal partnership with the cared-for” (p.67).
This discussion around the client/professional relationship Will be continued further in my
review of Heyward’s (1994) work later in this chapter. -

What of the heterosexual nature of relationshipé among professionals and those in
what have been called the sémi-professions or female dominated professions? The
heterosexual family mythology constructs the notion of a naturally occurring “consensual,
non conflictual source of supbort for all of its members” (Allen, 1987, p. 14). As the
statistics on domestic (often male) violence in the family reveal there is a discrepancy
lbetween this myth and many families’ realities. This belief system or mythology, attempts
to relegate “women’s sexuality to heterosexual, monogémous institutions and
simultaneously to secure the benefits of womt_an’s- domestic labour for men” (p. 14). Is it
really best for the elderly patient to be cared for in their home when the care then falls on
daughters alre_ady burdened? The myth of the family being a caring situation for all usually
takes a toll on those, often woinen, who are expected to do the caring. Lesbians are seen as

‘a major threat to this system as they attempt to live their lives in some ways independent of
“men. The structures keeping these familial belief systems in place makes “extra-familial

living emotionally and financially difficult to rriaintain”(p. 14) The lower wages paid to

women resulting from their not being seen as primary wage earners; the lack of a career
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ladder and short pay raise scale; and monopsony, where organizations such as “hospitals in
a geographic area agree not to compete with each other” can lead to reduced incomes and
career opportunities for nurses and other care-givers (p. 15).

Lesbians attempting to have a career in nursing and to some extent other female
dominated professions, are then caught inside a masculinist, heterosexist structure. A
lesbian helping professional in a career such as nursing, teaching, and social work which
have been devalued as extensions of domesticity, works alongside other women, often -
invisible as a lesbian, one extra oppression and increased stressor added to her load.
Lesbians grow up within female gender expectations and socialization patterns and have to
deal with the treatment given to women as "not good enough", as second class citizens, as-
the "other" that Simone De Beauvior (1952/1991) describes. The career limitations i in
professions such as nursing; the pay scale that reaches a maximum that is much lower than
the fee for service income of some other professions; and a relationship to the physician that
has its roots in a subservient, wifely role; could cumulatively be found quite strangulating.
Added to this is the heterosexism that is institutionalized in society and in workplaces which
could make life as a lesbian helping professional at the very least oppressive, with the fears
of the possibility of job loss or discrimination a constant backdrop. .

On the other hand, having co-workers who are usually female is one of the aspects-of
nursing I have appreciated. This aspect of female dominated professions may have been
appreciated also by lesbians in the past as they dedicateti their lives to their careers and
worked closely with other women. Surely lesbians found employment in these occupations
that initially were seen as appropriate for single women only. McPherson (1996) in a social
history of Canadian nursing, discusses the compulsory heterosexuaiity that “served to
tnarginalize or make invisible homoerotic relations” in nursing, a “world of almost
exclusively female occupation in which bonds betw,eeni women were accepted and
encouraged” (p. 16). She found some “allusions to intense or special friendships between
two students.and occasional indications that some of these couplings were orientated along

a masculine-feminine dyad, a:less extreme version of the butc -femme personae that -

\1 L SUTERS

developed within the lesbian communities in the 1950s”(p. 183) She goes on to note that
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there is “no evidence that the women identified as part of a couple pursued same-sex
relations in their postgraduate careers” (p. 183). She did find lette;rs written by a nurse in
the late 1930's who was heart broken when another nurse that she had been living with, and
in fact whom she had accompanied to a Red Cross outpost position, died of influenza. Her
letters to other Red Cross personnel reveal that she was seen as the dead woman’s life
'partner although the official obituaries announced only that her partner was “Survived by her
parents and a brother” (p. 185). |

McPhereson states that “companionate relations with other women was not unusual
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” when women “who chose work over
marriage forged close emotional and social bonds with other women” (p. 185). This‘results
in a debate amongst historians as to whether “emotional intimacy extended into sexual
intimacy as well” and “should such relations be called lesbian if that erotic élement is
absent or unprovable?” _(pﬁ 186). She concludes that “heterosexual or lesbian women
wishing to trangress openly the sexual mores of the day were not empowered by the
restrictive sexuality inherent in nursing’s conventional feminine image” (p. 186). In his
book on lesbian and gay nurses Zurlinden (1997) rounds out the picture of Nightingale, the
lady with the lamp, as he mentions letters written by Florence which reveal her passion for
women that carried over into the bedroom. The lesbian-ness of this pioneering woman’s
life is not usually acknowledged in nﬁrsing histories, nor are her active political efforts.
Ceﬂainly the presence of lesbians inside the female dominated profeséions is not new and
feminist social historians are struggling with this subject as they delve into the past, aware
of its androcentric and heterosexist records. .

Racism

My particular sampling strategy did not result in any lesbian helping professionals of
colour(s) and this issue will be discussed in later sections of the thesis, but the racisrﬁ that is
present in the workforce and in the helping professions could have had an indirect effect on
this. Kemp (1994) outlines some American statistics on Black women’s careers/work. She

sees sex segregation with Black women found at the low paying end of female occupations.

Kemp (1994) states that “Black women tend to be concentrated in serving the Black
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community or in public service jobs. . . . their hourly earnings are consistently below those
of both Black men and white women” (p. 224). According to the statistics, once Black
women climb into the professions they are more numerous than Black men. She attributes |
some of this to their relegation to the female-dominated profession of school teaching (p.
213). In times of major change, white men end up in the best jobs, according to DiTomaso
and Smith (1996) who also state “among women professionals. . . white women havé a
more favorable situation in terms of access to good jobé than do black women “(p.94 ).

'Das Gupta (1996) studied “the most c'omprehensi.ve settlement achieved in Canada
with respect to systemic discrimination in the WOrkplace” which resulted after “4 years of
deliberations and hearings “(p.97). This followed a 1990 filing of complaints with the
Ontario Human Rights Commission, by seven Black nurses and one Filipino nurse, égainst
an Ontario hospital (p.97). She notes that “a pattern of segmentation of work along racial
lines is a feature of health care in most of the advanced capitalist countries of the We_st”(p.
105). Das Gupta discusses the way in which “black nurses and other nurses of colour are
often assigned to heavier duties in less specialized areas, less desirable shifts and units
despite the fact that some of these nurses have considerable experiences and skills” (p 105).
Promotions and performance appraisals are subjected to racial bias as are recruitment and
disciplinary practices (p. 106-107). How this takes place on everyday levels includes
excessive monitoring, blaming the victim (even when they may actually have been the target
of harassment), and scapegoating (Das Gupta, 1996, p. 110). The stereotypes entrenched in
health care about Bléck ‘pAeople come from myths that started in the slave trade.
“Stereotypical ideas about Black people being ‘childlike,” ‘inferior,” ‘unskilled’ and
‘dishonest’ underlie the ‘pr'actices of infantalization, blaming the victim, bias in work
allocation and underemployment” (p. 110). Das Gupta concludes thatv “race-blind and class-
blind research leads to serious flaws in our understanding of what is happening in nursing
and in health care in general”(p.115). I would of course like to add sexuality-blind research
to Das Gupta’s complaint about flaws in our unders_"[anding.

Varying degrees of homophobia/heterosexism are found in particular cultural

groups, both historically and currently. Audre Lorde (1984) discusses the difficulties biack
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lesbians have as they are “caught between the racism of white woman and the homophobia
of their [black] sisters” (p. 122). She states that in the Black community “any female self-
assertion” is accused of being lesbian and black lesbians are seen as a threat to “Black
nationhood” (p. 121). Thus life would seem particularly harsh for Black, lesbian helping
- professionals, whether they are in an occupational situation whiéh includes service to a
Black community or in an already sti gmatized position, surrounded by racism, serving a
predominantly white or mixed race community. Many may feel they must make a choice in
their loyalties to the black community or the lesbian community although they are affected
by both racism and heterosexism. |

Native North American gays and lesbians are surrounded by serious racial
discrimination, having barely survived the near genocide of the colonial white fathers, with
poverty, substance abuse, and AIDS continuing to kill them in high numbers. They seem to
have been given a much kinder heritage though from their native traditions. The concept of
being two-spirited was “based on the recognition of people with alternate genders and/or
sexualities as conﬁibuting members of traditional comlﬁunities” (Wilson, 1996, p. 305).
Wilson goes on to discuss how in some native cultures “two-spirited people were thought to - -
be born “in balance’. . . a balance of masculine and feminine qualities, of male and female
spirits. . . . are often seen as ‘bridge makers’ between male and female, the spiritual and the
material” (p. 305)."” This two-spirited concept seems to be related to more than an
individual’s sexual orientation/identity with its spiritual focus expanding the Western
notion. As First Nations people are reclaiming their heritage, the inclusiveness of their
community could assist in supporting a two-spirited woman as shé navigates a professional |
education and occupation. '

Racism coupled with sexism and heterosexism in the workplace is an area that needs
further attention in research and academic literature in order to broaden our understanding

of the complexity of identity and oppressive structures and situations.

"?It needs to be noted that there are many different cultures and cultural beliefs within the
broad category of First Nations. This is true also of the cultural d1vers1ty subsumed
under the category Black or Asian.
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Ethics/Boundaries

In response to one of the themes that arose during the interview/coding stage of the
research, I explored the area of professional ethics and boundaries. As was discus\sed
previously, professionalism is based on a masculinist, hierarchical and heterosexist
paradigm. Being detached and objective, applying some type of linear logic to hﬁman
relationships, both professional or personal (the later binary we know is a false dichotomy)
just does not always provide the most viable options. Often at young ages these women
were placed in positions with great responsibility, and as lesbians,especially in the past as
closeted lesbians, they struggled with ethical concerns that may not have beeﬁ voiced to
other workers. Guidelines which were and are available may not suit their situation. The
false dichotomies of the heteropatriarchy were set up to keep women at home as a man’s
private property doing unpaid labour. These rules are seen in a different light as lesbians
(who really aren’t supposed to exist) come to do paid women’s work of caring for others
inside masculinist structures. '

i_n,hg:r struggle to understand her wounding from experiences in therapy with a
“sister”, another lesbian, feminist professional, Heyward (1993) comes to some profound
insights into “professional” ethics and boundaries. Those of us involved in the helping
professions need to reexamined these concepts and practices in light of their white,
patriarchal; scientific, and classist origins. In her book, Heyward includes responses to her
position from other professionais. Miriam Greenspan, a feminist psychotherapist’, (in
Heyward) defines professionalism as:

an entire hicrarchical system of value, status, and ultimately of power. . . . a measure

of worth that starts with the objective capitalist market value of the professional, the

price he commands for his services . . . it ends with the internalization of this market

value in the form of what psychologists call self-‘esteem (p.201).

What happens in this status conscious, cr‘edentialedl hi_'erarchy is that the
“professional is somebody” and “the nonprofessional is nobody” (p. 201). Contrary to
beliefs that this is accomplished entirely by “sheer talent, intel;li}g%nce, perseverance and

hard work”, Greehspan sees that “often one is born to this by ifg,herited class privilege” and
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this hierarchical system keeps “people separate and unequal’(p.201). Once again the

dualistic binaries are cited that polarizé and keep some groups/individuals as other and

devalued. Reason/emotions, with their resulting masculine/feminine associations, are then

accorded to the professional and the client respectively. This “condemns the Patient to
inferior status. ‘Neutrality’ is really the absence of connection to the devalued
(nonprofessional) Other.” (p. 202). By possessing know'ledge, the professional has power
over the client (or student or patient) and this “inevitably leads to the control or _
manipulation of the Other by the Professional - if the Professional wishes to live up to the
ethic of care he has been taught ” (p.203)". Greeﬂspan (in Heyward) cites R.D. Laing and
Jurgen Habermas, as two professionals who commentéd on respectively, the disease of this
ethic and the closed system of this professional paradigm (p. 203).

Heyward introduces the notion of patriarchal logic as “the systemic, pervasive
ordering of our bodies/minds/souls/selves in rélation to one another through a hierarchical
construction of unchanging power relations. “(p. 4).

‘the fathers’- are ordained by birth, race, class, religion, profession, custom,

accumulation of wealth, or simply by their gendered genital structure, to hold and

use power over others in a way that is benign, ethical, ‘logical’: that is, both tb ‘help

others’ and to secure their own power so that it does not change hands. (p. 4)

Seeing as unethical rules which do not allow the “cultivation of genuinely mutual

relations”, Heyward wishes that “those of us who work as healers - therapist, doctdrs,

" nurses, priests, pastors, rabbis, educators, midwives - understand how badly abusive we can

be by withholding intimacy and authentic emotional connection from those who seek our

help” (p. 10). With her focus on the need for “mutual empowerment”, Heyward sees “erotic

power” and the sacred in the Nlcaraguan revolution and in therapy sessions as well as in

" The masculine pronoun was used deliberately as the psychlatnc and. psychologlcal
~practitioners were male initially and the structures put in place that continue are
extensions of this objective, separate, detached, masculinist professional paradigm.



56
genital'sexuality (p. 28)." She explains that “mutual authenticity is the root of ail that is
genuinely moral, creative, and liberating, whether in teaching, pastoral work, or
psychotherapy” (p. 183). The ethical question then for professionals “is how to embody our
institutional power in such a way that it is transformed into mutually creative energy
between us and those who seek our help.” (p. 185). This is done in the “context of
collaboration. . . . we should try to be always in a process of giving this power up

responsibly, with the help of our friends and colleagues, letting it be transformed By the

~ power of mutuality.” (p. 184).

In defining mutuality Heyward suggests “both parties becofning more ‘zestful’. . .
more deeply into the joy we know ourselves capable of when we are in touch with who we
are created to be; brothers, sisters, friends in the world™ (p. 232). Heyward feels that we
need to look at how uncritically we use the concept of boundaries.

Those most involved in efforts to curb sexual abuse by therapists and clergy often

tend to absolutize boundaries as walls that di s‘courage intimacy of any sort between

professionals and those with whom we work. This absolutizing of boundaries serves
to reinforce the abusive logic upon which the healing professions have been
_ structured in the first place - that is to hold patriarchal power in place. (p. 186)

Geenspan (in Heyward) comments on how the professional ethics in %‘seminars about

transference and countér transference, interpretation, resistance, and acting out” can stifle

“the compassionate impulse towards connection that motivates people to become

. psychotherapists in the first place”(p. 200). Professional relationships can obscure the

person-to-person connection that is where any real healing occurs. The ““Nobody Hch”’
approach to therapy or other professional relationships ieads td “the danger zone” being
thought “to reside in any manner of person - to person touching - physical, emotional, or
spiritual - that might take place in the relationship”(p. 197). What she sees resulting from

this is that many professionals never learn "the art of being authentically themselves in a

'* Heyward spent time as a Witness for Peace in Nicaragua and was inspired by the
“ethic of mutual empowerment” behind the fight for democacy and freedom against the
“economic and military hegemony of the United States”(p.147-148).
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therapeutic way - in a way that allows the Patient to access her own inner authority rather.
than’ to tely on the authority of the Professional” (p. 200). When the designated elient’s
personhood is seen as a threat to these professional boundaries, the professional who has
internalized these rules feels discomfort and retreats. Greenspan questions “whether
genuine heaimg of the individual is at all possible without t_he healing‘ of our cultures’s _
pathology”(p.205). She also looks at how ethios are positioned on this patriarchal, cultural
paradigm' which “stems from the fundamental domination of woman by man” ( p.205).
Heyward asks “When lesbian therapists say that they, unlike other therapists, cannot
be intimate with lesbian cliénts or former clients because the dangers of sekual-boundary
violation are 100 teal; do they not see that all life-giving relationships are infused 'wtth both
erotic power and danger?” (p. 171). She proposes that women struggle for right-relation, for
“right; mutually empowering connéction?’ that is ‘dangerous’ n that it threatens to - |
transform us and the ways we love and work™ (p.171). Those who choose this option
contribute to revolutionizing women’s lives as opposed to those who chose “the safety of |
separation from sisters who they fear might love them either too much or not at all” (p.171).
Heyward’s lesbian partner, Beverly Harrison, a professor of Christian Ethics,
comments on professional ethics stating that these require “above all an ahility to be deeply
honest about our needs and an ability to meet others’ feelings with the deepest possible
candor” and an “openness to relatlonal movement and change so that in concrete ways
helper and client become -companions who can, together, reconceive and reconfigure their -
. relationship without fear of having to conform to stereotypical patterns” (p. 211). |
Lassen-Willems, an Epis'copat priest and counsellor, another: profess’ional who
responds in Heyward’s book, clarifies that the book “is not saying that a healing relationship
 is a license for sex between therapists and their clients” but that it is about how “patriarchy
fetters intimaey; how erotic energy, expressed in human intimacy, is an inherent part of
healing; and how, in our healing roles we can all too often take- or%}'i the mantle of the
oppressor.” (p. 220) He recommends that men abstain from sex in a healing relatlonshlp

saying that “sex for us in healing relatlonshlps ‘has a different significance than 1t has for -

women because we have 100 often used power 1n our sexual relations to exploit others
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vulnerabilities.”(p. 222). He sums up what is needed in a-healing process. “It does mean
that honesty and openness about intimacy, about friendship, about mutuality, and, yes about
sexual feelings and their expression must become part of our healing if we are to open to
Sophie/Sophia, a genuine Sophic vision of healing.” (p. 222)." .

Summary of the Literature Review

This chapter has looked at the literature in five aréas: lesbian identity,
heterosexism/homophobia, gender socialization and female dominated professions, racism,

and ethics/boundaries. The first area discusses the lesbian identity process, coming out to

" self and then others in a heterosexist world. The relational outlook of many Wemen, both

lesbian and heterosexual, towards their sexuality often results in confining this to committed
relationships. It is important to consider stories about lesbian identity from a radical
feminist perspective seeing lesbianism as an alternative to patriarchal heteroseXuality and
restrictive notions of womanhood. )

1In the discussion of heterosexism/homophobia, the concept of homophopbia was
problematized. Heterosexism and shame due to heterosexism were identified as importént
1ssues to focus on. Internal dppression- and internalized domination were concepts used also-
to i"dentify the dynamics affecting our behaviours as we deal with each other in a complex

stratified society with institutionalized oppressions such as racism and hetérosexism. The

goal for each individual is to become aware of and overcome our internal patterns and

develop alliances to other oppressed groups. It is crucial to recbgnize how sexism,

heterosexism, and racism are all oppressions that maintain the economic/social/political

-supremacy of the white heteropatriarchal elite. Lesbians profoundly disrupt the dominant

heterosexist/sexist ideology as they step out of the traditional women’s role of economic
dependence on and/or privately.servicing men. Other research shows how lesbians evolve
from fear and h1d1ng, to take a proactive stance towards a nonheterosexist 3001ety

Lesblans dally weigh the decision to come out or not against fears of jOb loss and/or

"Heyward uses the figure of Sophia, who represented “Incamate Wisdom™(p.220), and

S

Sophie, who was the name for the “free-spirited girl-child and 51ster-sp1r1ted woman”
inside herself (p.93). Both concepts were invaluable on her healing journey.
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discriminatory employment practices as well as losses such as family acceptance, custody of
children, and a decreased standing in society. These relations of ruling keep many lesbian
helping professionals in the closet. Contradiction and struggle are constant themes for many
lesbian social service workers as they move between personal/public realities, heterosexual
and gay communities, feminist politics and gay liberation. Some research has V
conceptualized the lesbian coming out procéss as a second adolescence which minimizes
the role social oppression plays in this sometimes painful, disorientating process that
happens at a broad range of ages in lesbian lives. Research has also fe_vealed‘ the benefits of
lesbian-ness in developing advocay skills, or an expertness in diversity issues. These and
other benefits of lesbian-ness can be used in work contéxts. The heterocentricity in pqst‘
secondary and adult educational settings, and in educational institutional structures and
practices, has been examined, leading to practical suggestions for inclusiifity in all areas.
| In research that explores gender soctalization, it has been noted that society polices
young girls to develop nurturing traits and to shoulder the burden of caring for and about
others which unfortunately results in the neglect of themselves. Maternal feminism, which
had a basis in biological determinism, empowered middle-class, white women to move out
of the home and into jobs that cultivated this caring for.and about others such as social
work, nursing and teaching (Baines, 1991). These female dominated professions based in.
an ethic of care are séeri as s_emi-professioﬁs in contrast to méle dominated professions that.
eschew a scientific basis, where efficiency and order are valued within hierarchical
structures. The female-dominated professioh of nursing is still struggling to gain
recognitioﬁ and monetary rewards through unionization, feminism and professional
development. issues around the masculinist notions of professionalization such as
objectifying the client and increasing the distance between professional and client have also
been studied. Historical research has studied close life partnerships of women in the
helping professions. The question reméins as to how to re-present these women if their
relationships can not be proven to be explicitly sexual énd thus labelled lesbian?

(McPhereson, 1996, p. 186).

Racism is another important issue to consider when studying lesbians. In the labour
. ‘ 2,5 :
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market Black women are often at the low end of the pay scale. However they do have
higher numbers in the professions in comparison to Black men due to their involvement in
the female dominated profession of teaching. Research has documented systemic
discrimination of nurses of colour(s). Black lesbians are then caught between white racism -
and Black heterosexism. The concept of being two-spirited, attributed to some First Nations
cultures, is a more fluid idea that sees lesbian and gay people by their spiritual nature, often
thought of being “in balance” and leading to “bridge maker” (mediator) community roles.

Research into the issue of ethics and bqundarie§ in helping professional relationships
has revealed masculinist notions of professionalism based on the patriarchal domination of
woman by man. The professional is viewed as “somebody” who is to remain detached and
“objectiQe”, thus devaluing the patient to the status of “nobody” which leads to professional
control and manipulation. The emotional connection, both erotic and sacred, between two
people which promotes healing through mutuality and authenticity is thus rendered
impossible and the status quo of power is maintained. The suggestion has been made that
lesbian therapists struggle with their woman clients to find “right-relation” by being honest
about needs and feelings so that healing and transforma_ﬁon can occur for both parties.

This study of six lesbian helping professionals has been informed by the
conceptualizations and research outined in this chapter. In the following chapter, I review

" .

the methodological approach taken.
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Chapter Three: Methodologiéal Considerations
The Unfolding of a Methodo}logx»

“The oveft ide’ological g6a1 of feminust 'résearch in the human sciences is to correct :
both the invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways relevant to ending women’s
unédﬁal social position” (Lather, 1991, p. 71). Lé_sbians have begn rendei‘ed invisible
among women ;throqg_hout patriarchal history. Feminist research ‘that gives lesbians a VOiCC- |
- and corrects the misinformation about thelﬂ 18 neéded._ qualitatvi\‘/e research, an approach .'. ‘
that ha_s dominated feminist researcﬁ, often uses,narratAi\_/e, instead of nufnbers, to give “
-descriptions and interpretations of the people and the s':i_tuation being studied. | |

My methodology, life history interviews and a focus group, evolved from é
meandering path through my qualitative reéearch coursés which wére in -ethnography and

my. feminisf focused graduate courses on wOmén,Q education and .wbrk. - Ethnographic .
research came from the field of anthropology and is now being adapted to othér fields such o
- as education, nursing and social work. “Ethnography is part of the interpretive and . |
_phenoinenblogi(:al paradigm which holds that reality is soéialiy constructed through -
individual or collective. definitions” (Butterwick, 1989,‘p‘ 26). The ways the researchér can
B explore, and then re-present, these individual and collective perceptions of reélitsl, seem to
be multipie and varied. Hammersley (1990) states: | |

There is considerable disagreement as to whether ethnography’s distinctive featum is .

the ellic.itation of cultural knowledge (Spradley 1980), the detailed investigation of

batterns of social interaction (Gumperz 1981), or holistic analysis of societies (Lutz

1981). Sometimes ethnogfaphy is pottrayed as essentially descriptive, or perhaps aé -

a form of story-telling (Walker 1981); occaéionally, by contrast, great' emphasis is

laid on development of theory (Glasser and StrauSs 1967; Denzin 1978). (p. 1)

Ethnogfaphy literally means “writing the culture” and in my classes we talked about
the field of education whiéh‘ looks at classroom culture and work culture. It occurred to me
that if there was a classroom culture then therel must be a lesbian and gay culture or _
subculture so thdught about ways 0f investigating it. “In a.n ethnographic study the
r»esearcher“relies on observation, interviewing aﬁd document analysis or a cofnbination of

4

i
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these to provide an in-depth understanding of what is stidied” (Schumacher & McMillan,
1993, p.37). | -

My course .w'ork included an assignment i conducting 'ﬁeld‘ work to l;:am about
pafticipant obvservation, an ethnographic data collection method. I chose a lesbian bar as my
“field” and took my small note pad to-look for lesbian éﬁlture. Although it was quite
interesting to ponder the cultural meanings of rituals such as a Drag King show, I wanted to
explore other meaningful lived experiehcé5~of lesbians. Conducting interviews with ‘
individuals about the importance of the bar at various times in their lives and about lesbian
culture in generél seemed to add cohsiderable depth to my participant' observation field
work. “Meaning-making is the heart of the cﬁltural process, and the interpretation of
meaning--from a slight distance, from one’s own perspective and never to the exclusion of
other interpretations--is the héart of the ethnographic enterprise” (Dawson, 1996, p 9).>

1 atten_ded another g‘rélduate course on women, work and educaﬁon and condiicted
iht'erviews with two 1esbiaﬁs about the intersection of theit lésbian-ness with their work and
educational experiences.- The stories collected in these interviews seemed rich with

 information about lesbian livés. Interviéwing 18 a skill T have developed asa helping
professional but using it to ellicit perceptions of‘l.esbian identity and culture and how this
intersgecfs with the dominant heterosexist culture brought data which seemed fascinating to
me. Ideveloped a plan to conduct eight interviews and two focus groups which seemed
doable in my time frame. So although my intent was ethnographic in that | wanted to add to
cultural knowledge about lesbians and their lives as I elicited descriptions and stories, I did
not do the participant observation or document énalysi,é that are 'signiﬁcant in ethnographic
methodolbgy. My intent was also feminist in that [ wanted to create a space for the voices
‘of women, in particular lesbians, a marginalized group of women, and_ bring their S_tories to
light | |

The researcher needs to “recognize the reflexive character of social research: that is -

" to recognize that we are a part of the sociai wbrld we 'study” (Hammersley, 1991',"p. 1990).
Hammersley goes on to state that the researcher “is the research instrument par excellence”

(p. 18).. As I thought about my position as a lesbian doing research with lesbians, my insider
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status was obvious. | decided to use this insider position and knowledge in the
work/education aspect also, choosing to focus on other lesbian helping professionals. ‘The
depth of the questions that I was forming about gender secialization and career, coming‘ out
stories, and the impact of heterosexism in work and education, made an hour interview
seem too short. I made a final decision to do longer interviews with fewer participants, the
number hovered between 4 to 6, and only one focus group. I called these lesbian/career
history-interviews and only on completion did I realize they were very much like life history
or oral history interviews. |

“If tlluminating and resonant theory grounded in trustworthy data is desired, we must
formulate self-corrective techniques that check the credibility of data and minimize the
- distorting effect of personal bias upon the logic of evidence” (Lather, 1991, p.665. An
approach that addresses the personal bias of the researcher involves self-reflection often
through journal writing and a declaration of one’s own position and biases. My journal was
used after the individual interviews and the focus group, to vent feelings and take stock of
what had transpired. The identification of some of the themes started through this
discussion with myself as 1 wrote about my process/progress with the interviews and how
they intersected with the literature I had read. The focus group with all six of us present,
helped to gain input on the themes I had found in the interviews. It also gave the group an
opportunity to be part of the decision-making around the theme/issue of how to claim their‘
lesbian identity. )

As 1 was a member of the population I ;;vas studying it occured to me that my story
could add to the data. Placing myself in the hands of one of my co-researcher/participants
to be interviewed accomplished several goals. It placed my story into the data to be coded
so my curiosity about these differences/similarities was easily satisfied but it was also a
benefit to the research in adding one more participant, one more perspective. Pfobably the
most enlightening part of this process was that I experienced directly the vulnerbility that
my co-researcher/participants might also have felt as [ answered the personal and
professional questions on my research guide with one of my peers t@léing notes and

taperecording. The power imbalance between this one co-researcher/participant and myself
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was reversed for these two interviews thus bl.urring the line between researcher and
participant. I did feel quite vulnerable and et it brougﬁt me closer to the woman \gvﬁo B
listened. Transcribing my interview was another very illuminating experience ae I listened
to myself try to explain to another person the distress and confusion that were the
consequences of fhe coming out experience for me. 1felt very accepted by this co-
researcher/participant and indeed experier'lced' this as healing. 1 understood expeﬁentially
why "‘therapeutic” was one of the words used by another co-researcher/participant as she
described her interview experience. I felt that it Wes an importaﬁt tool in reflecting on the
subjective/objective binary and would reeommend this for other researchers when they are
researching a topic that intersects with fhei»r own experience. I am also aware that in my
case I had helping professionals as co?researcher/participants so they have developed
interviewing skills and have experience listening to other’s persdnalj stories.

My purposes in using these data collection methods was to look for themes/pattems

that explore the processes and meamngs of lesbian realities and also to gather stories for

others to read and hopefully enter Vzcarzously into these lives. I also wanted to include the
participants as much as possible in a co-researcher role with mvolvement in some of the
deci’sion-maki_ng process. As a qualitative researcher there is a need to stay open for new
and unexpected issues as themes arise out of the participants’ stories.- Some ef the issues
seemed fairly obvious before the study began, but as the coding process unfolded there was

the excitement of watching unexpected themes emerge. Listening to my struggles with the

“theme of ethics and boundaries one of my co-researcher/participant’s recommended a book

which, like one of the goddess Diana’s arrows, struck true.. This is an example of the give
and take amongst us that is not usually found in more traditional researcher/participant

paradigms.

, Life History Interviews _

- VAccording to Marshall and Rossman (1995), “the life history approach 1s used across
the social science disciplines and is particularly useful for giving the reader an insider’s
view of a culture” (p.87). These authors pomt out the benefits of 11&‘6 histories as they

29, ¢

“attempt to define the growth of a person in a cultural milieu”; “emphasize the experiences
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and requi_rements of the individual - how the person copes with society, rather than how the
society copes with the stream of individuals”; and “are valuable in studying cultural changes

“over time, in learning about cultural deviance” (p.88). For féminist research they are “a way .
of understanding, free of androcentric bias, how Women’s lives and careers evolve” (p. 88).
They also suggest that “life histories are 'helpful in defining problems and in studying
aspects of certain professions”(p. 88). Casey (1993) quotes those who suggest that life
history and oral history are the same method with the former being the label given by
sociologists and the lattelf the name used by historians. She feels though that “life history
research aims to combine dimensibns which have been separated out in other
methodologies” (p.24.). My focus wasn’t as broad as Casey’s, who requested her women
teachers answer one basic question - “Tell me the story of your life”(p.17). I was more
specific about the areas I wanted covered but fhese included grqvﬁng up female, discovery
of sexuality, education and ;:areer decision making, as well as stories about their working
lives. | ‘ |

Schumacher & McMillan (1993) in a discussion about c;'u'eer and life histories
suggest that these will take two to seven hours (p. 427). I focused on careerand lesbian
histories which took a total of three to four hours for each woman divided over two different
sessions. The participants were given the completed transcripts, which had been transcribed
from the audiotapes, to see if they were satisfactory. They were invited to annotate and/or
delete anything from their transcripts although they all waited until the first draft of the
thesis to make any changes. Most of them annotated their own words to increase thgir
intended meaning. One woman found the thesis draft quite “wonderful” and stated she and
her grilfriend had both enjoyed it. Another woman criﬁq_ued some of the conclusions I had
made in chapter six and some statements that she felt didn’t really fit for her sowe -
discussed these.

Matsumoto (1996), in her study of a Japanese American community points out, “oral
histories, long a staple method for the anthropologists, proved particularly useful for gaining

acceSs to the experiences of people who left few personal written records™ (p. 160).

Women’s lives in general, have been under documented and as busy mothers, homemakers
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and employees, they have had little time to keep personal records of their lives. “Oral
history interviews provide an inveluable means of generating new insights about women’s
experiences ef themselves in their worlds” (Anderson & Jack, 1991, p. 11). Lesbians have
been doubly silenced so being able to facilitate the telling of their stories seems especially
important to me.

Confidentiality | .

The issue of confidentiality in conducting interviews with lesbians has been a
concern to several researchers. Khayatt (1992) was very speciﬁc about her need to keep the
lesbian teachers she interviewed completely protected due to their fears of losing their jobs .
if their closeted lesbian identity was leaked. She included a written guarantee as part of the
transcript. She also agreed not to use the quotes in any continuous way, thus not
constructing a personalized identity that would be recognizable. Her work was done in the
carly eighties within a particularly vulnerable group who worked for primary and secondary
school boards in small towns in Ontario. ' ‘.

Ross (1995) on the other hand, interviewed lesbian activists for her oral history
interviews and all but one of the original members of the Toronto organization whose
history she was mining wanted their real names used. Her interviews took place between
1988 and 1991. “They argued strongly for visibility on strictly political grounds as a way of
lesbianly claiming pride in themselves and their community” (p. 18).

Abrams (1996) agreed to her participants keeping their first names if they wished.
As her study was conducted in Vancouver, | was aware of putting faces to at least two of the
distinct first names. This did not seem harmful given the nature of her study which looked
at the process of lesbians as they moved from hiding to an activist stance. She advertised
for women who were comfortable with their lesbian identities which often means they are at
a stage of being openly lesbian in most aspects of their lives and are therefore not in jobs
which they fear losing.

[ was concerned about the nature of the public service work of helping professionals,

and was inclined towards maintaining anonymity. I liked the idea of the women choosmg a

pseudonym plus dlsgulsmg, any recognizable characteristics and details but maintaining
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some sense of a continuous presence to their stories. The holistic nature of women’s lives
seemed better served by being able to represent the ways that the complexities of one life
intertwine and evolve (Tom, 1993). Anonymity and confidentiality was also a priority with
respect to their place of employment.

As [ have out‘l{ned‘ previously, from the first interview through to the last interview
these women wanted to claim their lesbian identity. Some, however, expressed concerns for
others in their lives whose stories were-entangled with their own. Personal family and work
secrets or difficulties other than the infervie_wees’ leébian-ness were revealed in these
interviews. - So several co-researcher/participants wanted to be able to protect these
significant others, the siblings, parents, children or co-workers who had their own secrets or
ditficulties which featured in these stories. There can also be a delicate balance some “eut”
lesbians strive for, as they challenge heteronormativity and yet have a desire to protect
others from the violence and shaming that heterosvexism" can bring to individuals and their
families. Taking all these concerns into cqnsideration, I eventually thought of a strategy

- which included putting names, education and professional roles at the beginning of the
thests, and then presenting their accounts in a collective non-identifiable way. Thus, unless
someone reading the thesis had prior knowledge of the individual_, it would be very difficult
to place any statement or pieces of a story with one particular participant. This made places
of work and other individuals in their lives as anonymous as possible. This strategy was
discussed and agreed to by the ‘participants in the focus group. 1 did lose the power of a
holistic look at an individual life but the approach taken helped to reveal and hlghhght the

. themes that emerged and the similarities/dissimilarities among the co-

researcher/participants. [ felt that the segments of stories were powerful enough on their
own that the reader would still enter into these tn a felt sense.

Witnessing |

Gaining trust and rapport, facilitating the flow of stories that may be funny or sad,
and generally being a witness to someone else’s life, are all part of the researcher role.

Matsumoto (1996) discusses the connection-that she made with interviewees by initially

telling them of her own connections to the J apanese Amerlcan community she was studying.
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My twenty plus years of exp,érience"as a helping professional of 'whiﬁch only three were spent
~ unaware of my lesbian identity established a similar common ground with my participanté. |
" Being a part of their lives in dther situations ot community groups Was also helpful in
establishing tapport. ' | |

Matsumoto brings up another very vital point when she discusses how “emotional
outpourings occurred for which I was unprépared” (p. 163). In Matsumofo’s example her
participants weep as they téll_ the stories of traumas in their childhood and she herself had to
stop and consicier how interviewing, in the name of history, may have some psychological
effects (p.164). She also discusseslhow this telling of traumas may bring sorﬁe form of
healing to her participants.- “Although I felt leaden and depressed, the women seemed light
hearted and cheerful, one of them whistling as she bustled around her house” (p.164). This
grieving process seems similar to the stage that Judith Herman (1992), a feminist
psychiatrist, calls remembrance and mourning in healing from, what she l.abel.él, complex
post-traumatic stress disorder." ’

Gays andlesbians have been silenced and oppressed, often suffering from the
traumas of verbal and sometimes physical abuse. Talking of the pain of discrimination and
‘harassment with its effects on their lives, can lead to grieving as part of tellihg their stories.

. Tragically, women often experience the abuses of childhood or adult sexual assault or
violence and I was concerned that these may bé painful parts of my participant’s realities.
Having had experience as both a counsellor and psychiatric nurse, I felt quite capable of
facilitating any grieving that might oceur and méking any referrals to other resources if -
needed. My role in these in’tefviews is a case of witnessing; being another human being -
who is accepting, respectful, attentive and fully present to hear their stories. :

Chronological order starting with their childhood seemed to be the easiest place to
begirt after the consent form was signéd. [ did find that the personal coming out story, the
initial lesbian-discovery prdcess, was always boyered in the first interview. Ihad initially
thought that this inight be more personal and would bé more comfortably told in the second

interview. Possibly because of the trust already established or the centrality of the

experience to their lives and to my research we seemed to move into this area quite carly
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and easily. The second interview was usually more focused on th_e intersection of lesbian; :
ness and career/work experiences pll'u:s' expanding on areas covered‘too‘ bﬁeﬂy or mis’sqd n
the first intervie\;v. L
Each interview was, of course, an individual éxperience. Weeping did»occuf with
one participant és she discussed the darﬁaging consequences on her life and the 1ives:0f
those close to her that ensued in reaction to her disclosure of her »lesbi'an—nes's. I was
surprised to find myself close to tears as one participant discussed a loving response from
her father as she revealed her lesbian identity.‘ This soon turned to laughter as T realized that
‘T'had been so caught up in the story that T had not noticed the tape recorder stopping. As
.this woman retold her “coming out to Dad” story I télt tearful again listening to her the
sécond time. Not only was this a powerful story, bﬁt it illustrates how difficult it is to be ‘
listening to fascinating material and paying_attention to-the-machinery and duties of the |
reséafcher‘ role. My journal Wés the place I went to document, debrief and analyze these -
experiences. I personally transcribed all but three of the thirteen audiotapes. Iactually |
found that I enjoyed this process Which I had initially dreaded, thinking it would be tedious
and boring. [ felt like I wéé reliving the interviews and was better able to really hear the
| conteht and nuances of their voices in the transcription process. Due to time constraints
“someone recbmmc;nded a pfofessional transcriber to me and she t‘ranscribved‘three of Ath'e
interviews. '® | |
| Participant Selection
I had planned to identify participants using a snowball’ technique. This means that
one participant would suggest another lesbian helping professional who might be interested
“in being interviewed. Word of mouth.in the lesbianbommunity, poSsibly due to its histofy
of secrecy, is a cOmmof; form of communication. In the course of my daily life though,
there were some individuals who asked about my academic work at university and then

either offered and/or were invited to be part of my study.

' T would suggest using a letter/contract outlining the parameters of the work with the
transcriber. This will give you some assurance of confidentiality and glve clarity about
details such as equipment needed and the time/financial parameters.
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I wanted to have a diversity of ages and racial categories to give historical and ethnic
diversity of experiences. Discrimination and oppression can affect each individual in
different ways but this also depends on their race, class and economic privilege. Historical
and social contexts are also at play in younger or more recently out lesbian lives. I did
specify helping professionals who had an education in the female dominated professions of

‘nursing, teaching and social work. I expected that my interviewees would identify as
members of the middle class economic bracket but this ¢an vary considerably depending on
the employer organization and type of posi.ﬁon individuals obtain. Association with men
such as well-off fathers or. Husbands is anothér way that a woman’s financial situation or
sense of her class position can be changed. How my co-researcher/participants identify their
class is re-presented in chapter four.

As [ began rﬁy initial interviews with individuals that [ knew from other areas of my
1ife, I was aware that these were all white women. 1 began asking for names of leébians of
colour(s) from others in my network. As the study progressed I realized that I was having
difﬁcu]ty finding lesbians of colour(s) and when I did for various reasons they were unable
to enter the'study. I eventually became aware that the network strategy was not going to
gain me the type of diversity I wanted. Introducing an entirely different sampling strategy
such as advertising through newspapers or'organizatioﬁs would not have been possible

within the timé limits I had set out. All together 1 asked seven white women and five
women of colour. The five white women who agreed tb be in my study were all women

who were involved currently in other areas of my life. One of the women of colour Who I

knew from a previous social setting, i.nitiél‘ly agreed to be interviewed but then called me fo
cancel. She expressing her fears aroﬁnd her lesbian-ness being revealed due to her solitary
status as a visible miriority in her professional situation. Discussions with my committee
members lead to a consultation with a Black feminist faculty member."” The concept

“lesbians of colour” was problematized as it suggests a commonality of experience that.does

not reveal the differences among women who are racialized minorites within a dominant

"7 T wish to thank Yvonne Brown for her honesty, wisdom and constructive suggestions.
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white society. It was suggeéted that I éxpand my literature review so that lesbians of
colour(s) and issues of racism were given a voice in that way. Chapfer six discusses race
including whiteness as a cultural ethnicity. ‘

Diversity of age was another issue. Most of the women I knew or who were referred
to me, were in their thirtiés or forties. Thus my network sampling resulted in more of a
homogeneous group of participants at least with respect to age and ethnicity. As [
considered the deeper and more intimate questions asked in these lesbian/career life history
type of interviews, and in the focus group, I wondered if after all this may have been the
most appropriate selection methbd. The women had some level of knowledge and comfort
with me from contact in other areas of our lives and this probably deepened the trust that
lead to more open and vulnerable stories being shared.

Focus Groups

Abrams (1996) included a group session with her participants after she had worked
with the themes from their interview transcripts. They developed with her a description and
a theory/model of the process of moving from internalized negative attitudes regarding -
homosexuality, to an acceptance of themselves and eventually taking an activist position.
Although I was not producing grounded theory as she was, 1 did want my participants to
hear the themes that I had pulled fromj the data and to give their feedback. I was also
anxious to see how the focus group would resolve my struggle for ways to respond to their
desire to claim their lesbian ‘identity.'

As | shared the themes that emerged from the interviews in the focus group, I used
co-researcher-participants’ words to back up the themes, but did not identify which woman
made which comments. Sometimes they would say “oh that was me” and expand on a
particular comment, but everyone in the context of the focus group discussion, could stay
anonymous at the level of their stbries if they wished. This was similar to the plan I had for
writing up the data in the thesis. By initially identifying them as co-researchérs/parﬁcipants,
but not identifying any one woman’s story, or the identities of the other players in her life or
her geographic and work locations, I felt that I had a workable plan. [ was pleasantly

surprised at how quickly this plan became our agreement when [ presented it at the end of
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the focus groub. Everyone felt that by reading over the thesis with the option of deleting or
armotating any information, their concerns were addressed about other players in their lives,
yet they would be claiming, to a certain extent, their lesbian helpmg professional 1dent1ty

‘Bernard (1994) states “the real power of focus groups is that they produce
ethnographlcally rich data” (p. 229). Some expansion and debate on some of the more
relevant themes such as ethics/boundaries, was elicited by the focus group and has been
presented in the data section. Debate on themes such as attraction to/sex with women ended
up on the cutting room floor as did other information from the individual interviews.

1 held the focus group in my home after a discussion about the pros and cons of this
with my supervisor. I had felt that the university setting might enable me to ,keep.the_
discussion on the topic and not drift to more social items than if I was in the comfort of my
own home. All of the participants [ knew from other settings and had become friends with
some of them as the course of the research and our other connections gTew. Due to f_he level
of intimacy of the content and the use of my home or the participants’ homes for all except
three of the twelve interviews, we decided that my horhe would be more conducive to
sharing at this level in the focus group. Most of the time, I was able to keep the focus on the
research. The participants seemed interested and probably stayed focused due to other time |
commitments later that evening. We managed to covef the agenda, which was posted up on
~ the wall, in the allotted time even though we started late. Due td prior commitments and
- unforeseen problems, a few people couldn’t make it on time. One of the bi.ggést obstacles
had been finding a time that was convenient to-all of us, and this took much rearranging, 50
I was very héppy when everyone was present. I had fobd and juice available so that when
they arrived, participants could help themselves so that hunger didn’t interfere with a group
that ended at six o’clock in the evening. One of the co-researchers had been able to come
‘ early to help me with the preparation of flip charts and food and to offer emotional support,
all of which I found invaluable. | | |

Krueger (1994) suggests using name cards and placing these, after obscrvirig who is

shy and who s chatty, so that the chatty ones are closer to the group facilitator and the shy

ones across the room so that eye contact can be made to encourage more equal participation
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(p.109). This seemed a bit manipulat_ive to me although I had an ideal opportunity having

addressed a card to each participant thanking her for her contribution of time, stories and

wisdom. I also wanted people to feel free to sit where they felt the most comfortable as

there was a variety of furniture in the room. I had a sense from my prior knowledge who -
might be more talkative than others and had been quite pleased with how the group was
placing themselves but there was a last minute juggling of places which scattered this
arrangement somewhat. 1 did feel that th;re was one quieter individual 1 negiected to bring
out either through the seating or in the subsequent diﬁscussion. I will have to test Krueger’s
(1994) strategy for this at another focus group in the future. - |
| ‘Data Analysis

Writing up my impressions after each interview, keeping a pefsonal journal, and
recording my thinking about the literature, were ali part of the data collection as were the
twelve interview transcripts and the transcribed focus group session. Excess data seems to
be the norm as Schumacher and McMillan comment (1993), “most ethnographic data is so
extensive that several studies could be generated from the data™( p. 486). Sorting all this
out started in my cognitive process and in my journal as [ transcribed the first interview.
Themes started to emerge and subsequent interviews revealed similarities and differences,
some of which linked to the literature I had read.

Two of my committee members sat down with me to go over the first interviews and

give me feedback on how they coded and what themes they saw emerging. One committee

member noticed that I had asked about disclosure of lesbian-ness to parents in only one of

‘the two participants’ interviews she had read. This was helpful as I could then include a

_future question with that participant and it was a reminder to be aware of the need to cover

the same ground with each participant as much as possible. I also found that I was making
too many notes in the margins as 1 corﬁpared my way of coding to those with more
expertise.

%‘Experience s messy. Searching for the patterns in behaviour, consistency in
attitudes, the meaning of a casual conversation, is what anthropologists do, and they are

nearly always dependent on a ragtag collection of facts and fantasies of an often small



74 .

sample of a population from a fragment of historical time” (Wolf, 1992, p.129). Somehow
researchers do make some sense out of their data and can illuminate something for others.
How 1s this done? “Coding is the process of dividing data into parts of a classification
system” thus “units of meaning” form clusters or categories (Schumacher & McMillan,
1993, p. 486). ’ |

I used Strauss’s (1987) coding paradigm which includes looking for conditions,
interactions among the actors, strategies and tactics, and consequences (p. 27-28). He
suggests reading the transcripts word for word to discover the deeper meanings that are
involved and argues that if these are relevant, they will appear again as more data is
obtained and coded (p.29). Placing a summary phrase or word (a “code”) for the
information that the participant is expressing in the large margin I made on the right of the
transcﬁpts became easier with additional transcripts. Sometimes I used the participants’
words (“invivo” codes) or juét words that came to me Which seemed to encapsulate the
concept ( p. 33). The code claiming lesbian identity started with my first interview where
the co-researcher/participant said /'m fine with my name being used. I mean this is my story
and it Is fine that I claim it and later [ guess for me it is like lesbians laying claim to their
stories so 50 years from now, 100 years from now, somebody is going to pick up this‘t.hesis-
and why can’t it be my name? Subsequent interviews may not have used these words but
the concept is still there. Take for example another participant’s comments that were coded
claiming lesbian identity. I don’t want to use a p.séudonym really. I would prefer not (o
because I’'m out pretty much everywhere. I'm not in the closet anymore so [ would rather.
use my name. | |

Wﬁting memos about the emerging codes, or anything else that comes to mind while
you are in the coding process, is also a suggestion of Strauss’s that I found helpful. It was
similar to the journalling process but more specific. I would write these:memos for each
transcript and probably the greatest benefit was reducing the amount of data that I needed to
look at when I began writing the data chapters. 1 did use more of the participants’ words in

these than he suggests but I also wanted to have the participants speak for themselves as

much as possible. [ was interested in doing a more descriptive study rather than come up




75

with grounded theory which is a focus of Strauss’ work.

“The ultimate goal of qualitative research is to make general statements about
relationships among categories by discovering patterns in the data. A pattefn isa
relationship among categories” (Schumacher & McMillan, 1993, p. 495). Pieces that don’t
fit or negative instances need to be explained. “Alternative explanations always exist; the
researcher must search or identify, and describe them and then demonstrate how the
explanation offered is the most plausible of all” (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 116). Data
analysis can be facilitated by discussing patterns with others such as one’s research
coﬁnnittee. L used the focus group for this purpose alsd. 4

Researchers need to remember that “when human behaviour is the data, ‘a tolerance
for ambiguity, multiplicity, contradiction, and instability is essential” (Wolf, 1992, p. 129).
Inevitably the responsibility for taking a position, for the final analysis or the description or
the grounded theory, lies with the researcher. “Writing about qualitative data can not be
separated from the analytic process ” (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 117). Choosing the
words and what to share with others about the study is another analytic choice. There is a
constant series of choice-making that is part of thé research process. Tiemey (1995) states:

If Thave called for narrative diversity in how we insert ourselves into the text and
with  regard to those audiences for whom we write, then I am at least consistent in
suggesting that we need similar narrative diversity with those whom we interview,

observe, study, and become engaged. . . . One narrative size does not fit all (p.387,

389). |

[ felt quite committed to having my participants tell their own stories with minimal
interference on my part. Warren (1986) states “some pebple feel that life histories speak for
themselves and that no analysis should be attempted” (p.-7). She gives the rationale behind
this perspectivésaying “life histories, like creative works of art, tend to be vibrant, living
materials and they are sensitive to over analysis and dissection. Furthermore, they cannot be
made to say what is not there; that is, life history as data cannot be forced” (p.7). As I chose

the themes and the segments from the interviews that are re-presented in chapters four and

fivel Was aware that [ had already made some ‘analytic decisions about what to include and
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what to leave out so some discussioh seemed necessary around the themes that emerged.
There were many themes and stories which [ had to make hard choices about and
soemtimes I felt like the editor of a film grieving over the fascinating material on the cutting
room floor. Mostly I left out themes and stories that did not seem central to my focus on
lesbian career histories. This seemed unfair to the two lesbian mothers in my study. With
my focus more on career than family ﬁfe, [ decided to keep the family of origin stories only.
Siblings were another large chunk from several transcripts that did not make it to chapter
four and five. This in no way comments on the significance of these experiences. For one
woman coming out to her siblings was more traumatic than coming out to her parents. For:
one lesbian mother coming out to her husband had enormous and heart breaking legal,
financial and emotional consequences. The stories of coming out to children were also ones
that were full of lesbian life’s joys and sorrows. With my focus on career I felt more
compelled to deal with some of the problems and issues raised around work and discussed
these more extensively by bringing in relevant literature either in the literature review or in
the final discussion chapter. My academic committee aISOIWanted more analysis and
literature reviewed on some themes that affected these six lives. By including segments of
stories from the interviews in chapters four and five I satisfied my need to give the |

participants their own voice and have the reader enter vicariously into segments of their

lives.
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Chapter Four: Family and Other Significant Influences

My hope, in this chapter and in the subsequent one, is that by giving space to the
voices of these six lesbian helping professionals, 1 will deepen the understanding of their
lifev conditions and the issues they continue to interact with in their daily lives. This
information in no way is intended to be generalized to all lesbians or all lcsbian helping
professionals. These are the stories and issues that [ have filtered out of conversations with
these particular women, at this particular historical time and geographical place. Despite
these cautions, I feel that I am adding to our knowledge base. I agree with Ellsworth (1989)
who argues for “recognition that, contrary to all Western ways of knowing and speaking,
that all knowings are partial”(p. 310). Other lesbians, other women, other helping
professionals, and even the broad category of other human beings may see threads from
these stories that can connect to their lives. ' _

Common themes and influencing factors emerged in these stories of girlhood, teen
years and adult life that seemed to describe and influence the evolvemeﬁt of these women
into the lesbian activists and helping professionals they are today. 1 have tried to re-present

some of these important themes and influencing factors in this chapter.

Demographics
Age, Education and Employment

This group of women were born between 1.950 and 1961 with their ages at the time
of interviewing: 37, 39, 43, 44, 47(2). Despite the closeness in age these women had a wide
range of coming out ages (to themselves initially), resulting in their lesbian life stories
touching four decades. Year of coming out included : 1968, 1978, 1980, 1988, 1984-1990,
and 1990-1991. The eafliest coming out to self was at age 18 and the latest at age 38. Their
ages of coming out were: 18, 22, 24, 29-35 30-31, 38. Coming out to self is an individual
process and for four of the women in this study there was a lesbian relationship that marked
and triggered this revelation. For two women, there was a more internal process thaf
revealed their lesbian-ness and thus the process was a gradual awakening that spannf;d a
period of time as the 1984-1990 and the 1990-1991 dates and ages 30-31 and 29-35 reveal.

This process will be discussed more later.
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. As was noted at the beginning of the thesis, there was a range of education and work
positions. Work positions included teacher (elementary and secondary), registered nurse,
soctal worker, nurse educator, instructor (college, university,-s‘iaff development),
‘psychol_ogist, counsellor (community agency, college, ﬁniversity), environmental educator,
athletic director and coach, and volunteer co-ordinator. Their educational histories include
college diplomas and university degrees with the latter ranging from a ba‘chel__or’s degree to
a doctorate. Two of the women in the study were previously married and have children.
Race :

I have already discussed the fact that although attempts were made to find lesbians
of colour(s) to participate, all the women in the study are Caucasian. 1 did know these
women previous to their involvement in my study and three of the women [ met in two
organized groups for queer populations‘ Both of these organizations have predominantly
white members and although the issue of the lack of members from other ethnicities has
been raised, there has been very little mdvemeﬁt towards any significant integration.
| One of my co-researchers is a citizen of the United States of America living in
Canada on a visa, with the rest Canadian citizens; born and raised here. Occasionally during
the study, rﬁention was made of European backgrounds, such as immigration by
grandparénts. | ‘

Given that these women were all- working in professional ocdupations; they could be
characterized as middle class. Their families’ class seemed to be influenced by what their
fathers’ occupation was, although their grandparents were often mentioned in an attempt to.

“sort out class position. v |

[ grew up in a middle class neighbourhood. My Dad was a professor at the

university. My Mom stayed home. . . . a lot of the mothers stayed home. T hey were

all sort of, you might call it up and coming middle class starting out . . . . My mother
came from what I would consider a working cla.ss_ family and my Dad from a middle

class family. It was just the beginnings of a middle class neighbourhood, a bit of a

suburb.
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Another woman sees working class roots as her heritage. '

I grew up in what [ would now see as a very working class family. At the time I

woﬁld prbbably have said that | wd:s middle class but I don’t think at the time I quite

grasped what that meant. My mother especially wanted that image of being middle
class. That was her want and desire but clearly a working class family. My father
doesn’t have an eighth grade education. My mother has a certificate to teach. In
the fifiies you didn’t have to get a degree. So my;oarents were working class and
their parents were all working class. My father’s parents worked in a saw mill and

my mother’s parents sheared sheep on my grandmother’s farm. .

Some of the women referred to a more privileged background. We had a lot of
privilege in that my father had a good job and we had a cottage on the lake. The reference -
to grandparents also occurs in another example. My father had a family business. . .. It was
a business started by my grandfather so there was a certain amount of privilege in that.

Family
.It was a bit Surprising to me how similar the descriptions of family were at times.
Growing up in the fifties and sixties these women’s families were quite traditional and
heterosexual, the main agents of their socialization. There was a similar gender division of
labour discussed. '

I'was born in the 50's, so [ had a very typical 50's family. My}Mom stayed at home

and almost like Father Knows Best on t.v., wore an apron and did the house kind of

- things. And she never worked when I was a child and my Dad worked for (a
company). He_ was always sort of distant and would come home and he was the
provider and Mom was sort of the nurturer and took care of the kids. I think they
were pretty happy during my young years. ’

For women who are seen as “not working”, their jobs around the house seem very
labour intensive. '

Scrub the floor and clean the house and cook the meals and all that. Like my mother

~ did all that, well we helped, we had chores and stuff. . . . My mother is kind of a

perfectionist so the house had to be immaculate . . . .somehow it was chaotic but yet
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it was silent too. It was represséd. We were kind of a repressed kind of thing, you

kept your feelings in [ think. But yet it was chaotic sometimes . . .. my father was

there, he came home, he helped out, he had to help out but not emotionally there.

He is an intuitive thinker, he's kind of a very intelligent, bright man, but. . .he's .

geﬁing better in his 60's. [ think he's developing a little bit of the feeler more but |

would say that basically it was my mother and [ when it came to emotional things.

The theme of repression is mentioned in someone else’s home. Yeah very repressed
sexuality, typical of a catholic family, if you want to know the truth.

| Father

Fathers often seemed to have a more distant role within this traditional family
structure as they go out into the public realm to provide for the family. I was surprised
again at how similar descriptions of these men were across the interviews. Emotional -
distance, emotional abuse and alcoholism are mentioned. .

My Dad is very quiet, really quiet, not very expressive emotionally. -A very sweet, ‘

kind man. [ think he grew up in a family that was very ‘non-expressive emotionally

and that is where he is at. My Dad would do what Dads did in the 60's. He got up
and went to work and came home. He was really good with us though in many ways.

He participated a lot more than a lot of fathers around us. He was really good with

little kids, but it was still a traditional delineation. . . . my Mom was a housewife.

- So my Dad was there for camping, those kinds of things, camping, swimming,
skating, he was pretty good for that kind of stuff. But not great connecting with us
emotionally as we got older.

The theme of father as emotionally distanced continues. My father wasn't ever
really available to Me;/"usl sort of there in my life but not really available. And [ can’t say
that he and [ would ever have talked about anything. Another woman describes a similar
type of relationship with her father. |

Interviewer: So your Dad is just supportive?

Participant: I wouldn’t $'ay— [ mean he is not. My Mom is a more supportive person

period than my Dad. What [ meant he never had any wild negative reactions. Both
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my parents have been supportive in terms ofﬁzcz’litating access with my kids at their
place and financially sometimes. Jrom time to time because [ have had huge legal
fees. I'm still paying them off. But my relationship with my Dad is Just completely
different so it is hard to say. When I say supportive, yeal;, in an indirect way.
Interviewer: You don’t have that much of a relationship with him or? .
Participant: Not at that level. It is more sort of day to day-and he is not a talker
- anyway.
Two women discusses their fathers’ alcoholism and its effects. In my family my
 father was alcoholib and my Mom suffered more or less in silence most of the time. The
second woman states: - |
I would sit and listen to adult&. 1 loved just listening and paying attention too and
my father took bme everywhere. The down side of it was he was an alcoholic and a
drunk and that was really hard cuz [ was really close to him and so I got sort of all
of this good stuff but then I got the embarrassment of him. . . . Being with him was a
mixed blessing for sure but I kind of really liked just being around him and being
able to do things and seeing things, hearing things.
One woman describes the way her family revolved around her father.
She (Mom) would sort of say, V“Don_ 't talk to your father ‘till he is done dessert”. We
were brought up to keep quict and do not talk, do not make noise. Be quiet your
father is sleeping. Your father has a headache. Lverything was sort of centered
around him . . . . Our whole family and what he needed and what he wanted and how
grumpy he was. - ‘
The role of big sister is played out as one woman tries to intervene for her siblings
with her strict father. (1) protected them aéc?inst m’y_father. Ij'bne of them did something
wrong, 1’d say oh no they didn’t do it and | ike protect them because he was so strict. My
father was really an authoritarian. But she still would try and get his attention. / was. . .A
trying to get my father to notice me and he never did. He never even noticed me, so it was
quite hard for me too, I'd be mowing and thinking so I'm mowing the grass and he would

never even look up.
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Emotional abuse was also clearly outlined by two participants.

He always called me- he always called all of us kids imbeciles. There was a lot of

you know he called us his niggers - we were the niggers. He did a lot of that kind

of putting himself up on a pedestal and we were the lowly serfs. There was a lot

of that but I became more aware of it when we moved. [ think that he had said stuff

before, but [ think that I was also 16 now so [ had started to really challenge him.

And then we would get into these strugglés together. But before that he would just

say no to me and [ would go around sulking, but I would not argue with him. |

would not argue back. [ was afraid of him actually. ‘

Another woman describes a similarly emotionally abusive father.

So like I've said, I've parented my parents a bit. I can remember my father saying

well if you can do it, dnyone cando it. So he was very abusive emotionally and

intellectually to me. He never did understand. He never will, I don't think, because

we come from sort of different places but he was quite emotionally abusive. You

don't have the brains God gave little geesé, you don't know enough to come in out of

the rain. ‘ v

One woman also cites aspects of her parents ina positive light describing them ;fs a
lot to live up to as far as role models. She goes on to outline her father’s numerous
activities. He was always involved in projects and building things and making things and
making money on them. [t was kind of interesting although he wouldn't be one to tell you
‘much but I could see all this going on.- He kept really busy. Another woman is grateful for
her education which her father provided. My parents only went to high school. They didn’t
8o to university and they came from. fézmilies that thought it might be a Wc‘zste if you gave a
girl an education but my father made sure we all went to university b"we wanted to and we
all did. | |

Mother
These women felt mdre connected to their mothers which seems rather typical of the

traditional family structure. The loss of careers outside the home is noted and so is the

oppression they are ensnared in at times. Some mothers are role models and some have
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feminist leanings. My Mom understood going for nurses training, she understood that, she

could grasp that, and there was the security that there would be something afterwards for

me. Even though this womén states / felt like I had no support from my parents she does go

on to ‘say my mother was good about calling and it was hard to arrange that. The phone

was busy and [ wasn’t there or whatever it was not convenient.

One woman saw her mother modeling care giving for her.

My Mom was a nurse and so 1 think there was probably a model there. She really
loved nursing. She stopped nursing when we were kids. She stayed home but she
talked about nursing. Sl‘1e loved nursing. She was pretty much a care giver. My
Mom was kind of your classic female care giver. And.so I probably tdok from that
when [ was little. I did want to be a nurse because my Mom was a nurse (laughs).
Yeah growing up I always had a little of that care giving philosophy approach to
things and also 1 think that as I grew up | goi from somewhere, maybe from my
parents, certainly from my peers as a teenager, the kids that I hung around with,
some basic sense of social justice or desire for that.

Another woman also noted her mother’s loss of career to family life.

She stopped teaching to have kids and then couldn’t go back to teaching because in
order to keep your certificate at least in teaching you had to continue (o teach. . . .
she would have to go get a degree because now it was len years later.

The role of oppression in their mother’s lives is noted by their daughters.

They (grandparents) were disappointed that my'mother didn’t go to university and
she married right out of high-school. . . .My mother didn’t go on but again for my
mother’s time schools prepared woman 1o be wives that is about what I could see but
my Mom wds, 1 think, an okay student.

And later she states some time in that year (I) had an aha experience related to my
childhood to how my mom had been just completely oppressed in terms of having no
choice but to stay with a verbally and emotionally abusive man due to his
alcoholism.

The sexism involved in her mother’s struggle to gain an education was obvious in
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this woman’s story.

Like her brother- they could only pay for one child to go on to high school- she was

jfom a farm background- ihe youngest boy. The other boy they knew was goving to

be a farmer. My mother wanted to go to school so she went and was a maid at
somebody's house. Room and board for being a maid and then she went to high
school. The high school burnt down. So she went to business college and then she
became a secretary and then she met my father. So that was it- but she always
wanted to be a nurse. ‘

This traditional family schema and its role for women did not seem app,éaling to
some of this study’s participants. Marriage and children just looked like this thing that was
an awful lot of responsibility. My mother felt overwhelmed with the responsibility. Another
woman describes her sense of her parent’s marriage.

" He (Dad) would maké fun of her in front of all of us and I have a lot of anger around
“that, [ think that by the time [ was 12 and 13 and listening to these conversations |
was becoming politicized. [ was mad at him, the way that he treated women and [

also was mad at my Mom. I sort of blamed her for taking it and 1 didn't understand -

why she didn’t just tell him to jump in the lake or something. [ was really mad at

her. I thought she was weak because she wouldn’t talk back to him or whateiwr.

Their kind of arguing was Dad would do the Silent treatment for weeks and Mom

would cry. 1 think that she was kind of afraid of his anger and he just wrote her off.

You're an emotional basket case. He could never like deal with it- the crying thing

so... Iwouldwatch lheml and think [ never want to be in a relationship like this or

do this.
 Some of the mothers seemed aware of .the oppression for women around them and
tried to make things different for their daughters.

My Mom was fairly feminist in her own way and she would always encourage us to

be able to take care of our selves . . . .all these families in our neighbourhood that

were supposed to be so stable and middle class, disintegrated. All the men were

having affairs (laughs) and stuff. . . . there were all these women that were middle
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aged and were left in chaos, emotionally and financially. Some did better than

others in the end equation but most didn’t do well. I think that that was what my

mother was (rying to protect us from to some extent by telling us that we needed to
havé something for ourselves. So we could depend on ourselves. . . . even though
she w.as conservative in her own way and she was kind of afraid of the world in some
ways- she did instill in us that you can have other than what you see around you. |

You can be a housewife but you don’'t have to be. You want to go play hockey? I'll

go and get you a hockey stick. You don’t have to feel that you are less than the boys.

1 think she had a sense of that because I think that it had affected her self esteem to

some extent. | mean being a woman and being told that she was going to be able to

do only certain things or she didn’t have the right to do certain thiﬁgs. So 1 did get
that instilled in. me on some level although sometimes she was kind of contradictory
about it. | remember her standing up to my uncle and saying look my girls can go
out and play hockey. . . . they are strong.

Even though these mothers did not have careers out in the public realm, théif
intelligence and abilities were not lost on their daughters. /n fact when my mother started
working at the X center that was unusual and of course she was really good at it. My
mother is very bright and capable so she just took over and did really well at it. Anbth,er
womaﬁ states: my mother sewed and made hats and painted pictures and just very busy and
talented'too in her own way. These daughters describe having more of a relatibnship with |

* their mothers, so in the later section on coming out to parents, mothers’ reactions play a
large part. '
- Role Models

As has been noted previously sometimes mothers and fathers were mentioned as role
models. Grandparents were another source of mentorship which was another surprise for
me: Teachers and coaches were also significant figures in childhood and teen years.

My grandparents were WOrking class and farmers but they were very political and

way ahead of their times and so there was a really positive influence. [ really do

credit them for the birth of my social and political consciousness. [ actually think
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they were communist, but they weren't a mqmber of the communist party but they
were socialists for sure if not communists. And they spoke out and my grandfather
had been involved in early union organizing when he came from (Europe) and was
working in the coal mines in (Canada).

One woman found a safe haven and a role model in her accepting grandmother.
| My grandmother was a pretty strong role model. . . .the wonderful thing about her
was she seemed so non-judgmental, [ could tell Granny anything and she would just
listen. She would sort of debrief me thfough.jt. She never got angry. She never said
that is just not right or any of that stuff. She wozﬂd Just say to me well you know
other people have other-ideas aboul that. . . She would point things out to me. She
did it in a very accepting way so that I felt that | could tell her anything. | could go
to her house and just sit'there and say “you know what my father is doing? 1 don’t
get this” and [ could debriefthrough my grahdmdther. .. Whatl liked a'bout her the
méSt was she seemed really independent. She was a strong woman. . . . to come (o
Canada with this man that she was married to but didn’t really know and start a
whole life here. [ thought that was prelty brave and courageous of her. And she
wasn't afraid of challenge either. She would challenge her husband and my father.
My father would do things and my grandmothér would say why are you doing that?
why do you do that to my mother(her daughter)? [ really felt she had guts. She was
one of the few people my father would stop and actually pay attention to. Like if
Granny said yéu are being a screw up my Dad would do a second look. And he
didn’t talk back to her so there was respect for the elders there. I highly admired my
grandmother. When Granny said things like that everyone (ook notice. She '
challenged in a supportive way, supported my Mom, so she was a very sfrong
woman.

Mo;e ab(;ut grandparents who were influential:

My> two grandfathers, in their own way were incredible models, and they didn’t do a

lot other than just let me sit and watch them work. One had cows and was a dairy

farmer and one was a business person but retired and he had a woodworking -
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beautiful, beautiful thing in his basement. None of my sisters wanted lo do that but
what [ loved was just sitting watching. 1 probably wouldn’t even do much talking
but just see. To this day I love working with wood in my hands and I have many
good memories of the smell of sawdust.
Teachers often were role models for these young girls/women.
The people who really mentored me were teachers and coaches. I was the kind of
kid that was a nightmare for a teacher if they weren’t confident in themselves.
[ would be challenging them and testing them but the ones that were good teachers
and were solid in themselves and just encouraged me, [ would do anything for them.
[ just really-loved being curious and discovering things. I'm really quite
appreciative of probably 5 or 6 people in my life- coaches and teachers would have
been the big ones.
It is hard to know where a role model ends and a crush starts, but this co-
researcher/partlclpant has very positive memories of her grade four teacher.

[ was absolutely madly in love with my teacher and she was a single woman. She

~ was single and I had all this fantasy about what her life was like. She used to get up
on top of this bench and she would read us poetry. She was a short little woman and
she was so powerful about it. I was like blown away. I can still see her reading the
Highway Man and she just turned me on to poetry for theﬁrsf time in my life. [
thought wow poetry does mean something . . . . I came second that year in my class
and [ know it is because | worked so hard because she was so passionate about
everything. [ just idealized her.

Ind‘enendent/RadliAcal/Lead‘ershit)

Quite early these young girls seemed to lead very active lives and showed leadership
qualities often forging ahead, doing things that others before them had not done. They
pushed limits, sought out alternatives, and created new options at school. These
characteﬁstics seemed to start at young ages and continued on to activist endeavors later in

adult life. / found out that I was smart and [ was a good leader and good at sports so |

guess as I got more out of the realm of family and into school that’s when [ started to get
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more confident. Discussing her university education she states / was the first one- nobody
else had gone on or had done anything like that.
Another woman describes her enterprising leadership role in her neighbourhood.
[ was given all the responsibility of the oldest. 1 was the oldest grandchild too so
there was lots of pressure in that regard. . . we had a basement turned into a play
room and every summer I ran school. So all the kids came over and I ran school and
they had lessons and they came every day. They had note books and all this stuff
and then I would do a science field trip. [ would raise money by going around just
to all the store owners and saying I'm taking kids on a field trip-and we need pop.
1'd get pop and chips and treats and 1'd get it all organized. Then I'd take the kids
on this big field trip- scavenger hunt thing. Then they would have to do my a.ctivities |
or I wouldn’'t give them the prizes or the food. | |
" She and her fami]y saw this as bossy but I saw it as early leadership development.
So I would be sort of in chdrge and [ would be blowing on my whistle and you know
like okay everybody be quiet. Toot toot! 1 would be doing the whole thing right.
When [ was young, | was quite bossy and I could convince people to do thingé. !
didn't necessarily have to do the work [ would be the organizer . . . and so people
were kind of amazed that I would get all this stuff happening.
These qualities resurfaced in high-school.
[ found this teacher who took me under his wing and he said “why don’t you do a
Jashion show?” [ had always sort of had an interest in clothes and fashions so he
got me excited about running a fashion show. So VI trained all these girls who were
interested as models,how to walk and sit and all that stuff and wear these clothes.
Then the stores Jjoined and we went down and borrowed all their clothes and
“modeled them and everything. So 1 was the MC for that in my graduating year, and
of course I got an honours prize in marketing. | S
Another participant created an option in her junior high school that had not been
there previously. Me and a friend convinced the princzpc'zl in juniour high to let us do our

home economics hours at a school for disabled kids. She also pushed unsuccessfully at the
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boundaries around the industrial shops courses. We asked to go into shops. We were not -
allowed to. There was a big kafuffle, like this Was Jjust not okay for us to want to do shops,
because we were girls. ,

One woman sees herself as a rebel and reveals an adventurous risk-taking spirit. /
was just & shit disturber from the day I was born I'm sure- just pushing every edge, every
limit. If someone said you couldn "t do it well that was just an open invitation (o Iry.

These qualities are seen later in life as these women take on activist roles not just in
the area of gay and lesbian rights. ['m actually in a NAROL film-a National Abortion
organization. Finding her working conditions appalling, one woman attempts to do '
something about it. [ lead a union campaign the first year [ was out of school. . . I'm
outraged and livid and calling the newspaper saying do you know how un&qfe this-is and |
that is getting printed in the paper. |

Resistance to Gender Roles -

Related to and overlapping with the above qualiﬁes is the resistance shown by these
women to the restrictions that societal gender roles had on their lives. Quite early some saw
the gender roles for girls and women as something they would avoid if possible. Many
earned the “tomboy” label as they enjoyed active games and sports and some taking on the
more stereotypical boys’ chore of cutting the grass. 7 .

[ was very clear early that I didn’t want to do Mzat girls did because they didn’t

have any fun and they were always restrictions. [ was always pushing the limit and

so [ was really quite close to my father and got to duck hunt and got to do all} the
things- like cutting the lawn was my job.

She goes on to describe her resistance to the stereotyped role for women.

Stay at home moms, [ definitely did not want that. 1 didn’t want anything to do with

that. [ wanted what men had. [ wanted everything career, money, car all that.

wanted the position that men had in the world. 1 was really quite aware of that
early. Idid not want to be treated like a girl which meant devalued and stay in the
home.. . . I made a decision when { was 14 when [ realized how girls got pregnant

/

that that would never happen to me.
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The “tomboy” label was used by some of these women as they explored the world
around them. |

1 guess you could say [ was a tomboy at least that is what [ remember about my
growing up years. 1 always enjoyed building forts, playing outdoors, just being
active and to my family’s credit they just let me be. It didn’t seem that there was any
big issues around that and even though I was quite different from my mother who
was very traditional. She didn’t seem to hold me back. It didn’t seem to bother her
at all.

The tomboy theme continues.

1 did find myself playing the tomboy role really to the extreme. [ was always the
father or the head of the household and I don’t know where [ got that from because [
certainly didn’t get that modeled by my mother, but I refused to do housework and [ :
was like cutiing the grass. B

At times the resistance takes the form of feeling quite different from the expected

norm. |

There is a picture of the first communion of my sister who is two years older.
Everybody is dressed up in their special clothes and 1 have my beanie and my plaid
shirt and my jeans (laughs). When I look at that picture now [ think I bet my mother
probably just did everything she could to get me to change but she probably gave up
because it was easier and [ think that has been her experience. My experience was
Just feeling different from the time [ was really little. . . . it is not like people want
little girls to play with guns and go hunting and skeet shooting and so [ persisted
against the -odds, tremendous odds probably.

Limited Career Ontions

Despite their adventurous spirits and resistence to gender roles, when it came time to
choosing a carcer these women found that many doors seemed closed to them. Some ‘
occupations were completely closed to women and the societal options for women outside
the home seemed limited to the stereotypical ones of teacher, nurse or secretary.

So what I really wanted to do when I was growing up was be an Epistocopal priest. .
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.. and in the early 1970's you couldn’i be an Episcopal priest if you were a woman.

It wasn’t until 1976 tha.t‘ that was allowed. . . .so I had to think of something else to

do. .. it wésn 't really an available option. . . . I don’t think I really had a lot of

options available to me. |

More women comment: / think if | had had more of a fange of possibilities I may

have decided o be a university teacher right from the word go as opposed to a Phys.

Ed. teacher. . . . But in those days again girls. IInostly did school teaching, nursing,

secretarial. | | | |

And someone else states: You know, if it had been in a different time and | wasn't
female and there had been other options you know | probably wouldn't have been (a nurse)
but that's just how it happened. '

Early Lesbian Awareness

As these women discussed their childhoods they all rémember crushes and very
close girlfriends. Looking back and sometimes at the time, these were seen as signs of
attraction to other females. Obsessiveness, fantasies, hanging out with a lesbian teacher,
looking up lesbian in the library, all point to a lesbian-ness that gets pushed aside or went

f unrecognized and ﬁrmamed.
I had a best friend who I absolutely adored and we spent every minute together. . . .
She got one year ahead 0/'51@ in grade 8 and [ stayed behind and she got_ new Jriends

| .. Qwé were still really close and then she went to high-school and well I've never
known inside myself whether this was like the first love ofhfzy life or whether she was
Just my best friend. I've never been able to sort of figure that out, but [ know that |
tried everything- | hung out with her sister, I did everything to get. élose to her. |
would come and see her afier school dnd tell her these outrageous stories to

N f&scinate her so that she would be wanting to‘bev with me. And a lot of times I think

 that she thought I'must be just nuts, but she was very patient through all of that. We
had this rocky time in high-school where I had other friends and she had other
friends and then we seemed to get back logéther in about grade 10. We got back as

friends again. There was about two years where we were not really hanging out
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with one another but all I could think about was her and how to be friends with her.
[ was devastated when she was with other girls. It was traumalic, the worst
traumatic experience . . . . I can remember us having baths together.and then all of a
sudden we hit twelve and [ .9tartéd ‘noticing what she looked like. I can remember
looking at her and thinking oh that's what she looks like. I can remember her
looking at me like I don’t want to have a bath with you and she sort of put a stop to
it. And all of a sudden I kind of.got the message, really powerfully, that she was
not into this and I was. . :cuz she was sort of like no this is not going to happen and 1
was really curious - just thought she walked on clouds.
Another woman was awafe of the nature of her feelings and procceded~ to the library
in her high school years for information on lesbians. | ‘

(1) had a big crush on my math teacher and some other crushes and certainly the
feelings I had toward my teacher were more than a crush because I definitely had
sexual feelings too but it was more like a crush. . . I did try and find some reading
material and of course it is very small town and a very small library. 1 think the
/ ib‘rary‘was only open one day a week and the collection was really old and no
trained /ibrafiah and 1 remember fha{ it would be just by chance 1'd find certain
books. But anyway I did try and ﬁnd some books that had any mention of
leshianism. . . I managed to get my hands on something but whatever small little
entry they had on homosexuality it was ugly . It was a medicalized model of

- perversion and sickness and so I figured well that’s not true for me. The other thing
of course was it was a stage- a Freudian thing about being immature so I accepted
that that it was a stage and it was fine. . . .There were these sort of signs through my
teen years, there was really no opportunity to pursue that.
AlthoughA this woman remembers avoiding dating, having close girlfriends and even

hanging out with a lesbian teacher, she remained blind to her own lesbian-ness.

1'd be beside my girlfriends in the choir right? My mother would say I would pick up
sort of stray people. . . .vLike 1 remember that one in the choir, her ﬁzther beat her

and I remember bringing her home and the bruises on her legs and my mother was
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like, "what, what" so she stayed overnight at my house one mght Another frtend 1
remember, she was really bright, she was in a class below me and . she was usmg
drugs and I remember walking the streets. We wenlt to a teacher’s house and this
teacher wds a lesbian and actually, it's very interesting because she was close in
age, like she'd be maybe 24 and we were like 16 or 15, 17. So 1 befriended this
person and I took her, yes, my mother let me go out, it was a really snowy night and
she thought [ was going (o this teachér’s place. We went (o this teacher's place but
then we left there. So I'm out on the streets with this person who was high on
something and my mother was not happy with that teacher because of that.
This story is the only one where there is an awareness of a lesbian role model in the
schooling years and the story gets fleshed out further in the focus group discussion. |
[ told this teacher lhat people said she was a lesbian. It was actually a very
traumatic experience because we were at her lzouse There was a bunch of us. She
had us over to her house. We just hung out, us students and this teacher; and I don't
know why I told her but she cried and she went Iinto the bedroom with one of the
women that we hung out with following her. They ended up in a relationship. They
have been in a relationship for twenty years but yeah I cried and went out in the
street and was so upset. Oh [ hurt my teacher. Oh my God. She had to come
looking for me. It was snowing. It was just a big drama anyway.
Other women remember early awakenings that became repressed until much later in
adulthood.
[ know that my first sexual ﬁzntasfes were all about women when I was just coming
into adolescenqe. It was all about women, about bther girls, and that really freaked
me out because [ already knew that there was something not okay about that. ‘It just
wasn't acceptable. . . . [ remember hearing, it was in a health class or something.
Remember when we used to have those health classes (laughs)? And we would talk
about things like menstruation. [ think it must have been in a health class or in our
books that girls often get crushes on female teachers or other girls and not to worry

as it is a normal process or it is just a phase. | remember reading or hearing that
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somewhere and I thought well this is okay so this doesn’t mean that I am warped,
that I am gay. I kind of comforted myself with that thought. So there is an example
of me repressing my feelings.

Another woman recalls her first awarenesses:

My fantasies were of girls. I didn’t realize that when [ would go 1o shows and I only
learned this when [ was in my adult, but if there was a love scene [ just kind of
reversed something and they were two women. 1 didn’t know that I was doing that
but it was really funny that the male part of that would be so de-emphasized. It is
funny what kids do (laughs).

Gender Embodied Experiences

Having a female body can lead to women only experiences such as pregnancy and
childbirth. These embodied experiences and the individual/social circumétances
surrounding these can lead to profound changes in a woman’s perspective on her world.
Sexual assault is another embodied experience that many women are forced to endure that
alsb can shatter their frame of reference. Four such belief and life changing embodied
experiences are discussed by my co—researcher/pér'ticipants.

['ve had an abortion but I got pregnant and it was like I know what the answer is to

this- ['m not having a kid. So (he) and I are not doing well in our relalfonship and

I'm probably a litile freaked out. Idon’t want to get pregnant again. . . It wasn't

working as wéll as some sense of guilt that | had about the abortion and his hurt and

pain about him not being involved in the decision because we did talk about that. 1t
was hard for both of us. Although I don’t think that I ever felt that I should have

done anyihing different. Tha,l,Was clearly the right choice for me and [ think oul of a

selfpreservati(m mode for'm}lzself.' ()said it’s about me- that is thé bottom line and

if you can’t deal with it is about me than let’s just not do this. For me it was about it
is not the time when [ can have a kid. I don’t think that [ really wanted children-

that was like a separc.zte issue. I'm 21 and I'm going to school. lts like no and I'm

not sure that you're the person that [ want to have a kid with and I definitely am not

in a place to get married although I think that our lives were moving in that
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direction.
Another woman chose a different option but this also had significant life changing
events for her. |
[ met him when' [ was 16 . . .. And got preghant‘ when [ was 19 and we got married
that same yedr - we are having a baby, maybe we should get married. Iloved him]
but he was the first guy [ went out with. The only guy I went out with.‘ And [ think
part of it for me was -I was the boss in our relationship and I set the rules and
needed lots of approval. I guess | was. still seeking my father's approval and here
was a male who approved of me and I was really aware of needing that apprbval.
That is how to get ahead in life was you got male approval. It was really clear to
me. . . . and then we had (a baby) and we were hippies and in that really hippy
generaﬁon. So 1 spent almost 15 years smoking'dope‘ and being the hippy mom at
home. Not working and baking bread and cookies and raising and home schooling
my son. . . . 1felt like | hadn't had my youth or something. [ guess because I got
pregnant so yoimg. ' '
Her father’s reaction to this event was extreme and also devastating
The day (my husband) and I got married (my father) plowed the field completely
with the tractor and hadn't come to the ceremony or anything. And he'd been mad at
(my husband). We'd slept together before we were married and I was pregnant. So
he was mad. He was sort of mad and then he thought (my hushand) was really good
because (my husband) married me because I was pregnant because you know women
are suppos;ea’ to be pure, right. He 's a guy, he can do what he wants.
Another woman finds tﬁat her pregnancy and subsequent role as stay at home mother
left her isolated. |
[ was always just .out there just assilming that women could do what ever they
wanted and doing. it. I shouldn’t say what ever they wanted. . . . so there was an aha
after that- I was at home. I had taken a year off . I actually quit after that year . . .

and then all of a sudden 1 felt, ssshhheeee(expressive sound) cast adrifi. Reliant on

- a man totally now. [ had quit my job and had started to pick up small little things
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from (my husband), who again didn’t have much more of a consciousness than I did, -
but he started to talk about  his money as opposed to ourmoney . . . . all the friends

I'd made were in the school system. Then [ was off with a baby andfeeling very

isolated because most of the friends I'd had were still working. And [ was home with

 the baby which I was very happy to be but a’rift'ed into the women’s center sort éf
looking for companionship, comradery and found it.

Sexual assault is, tragically, a fairly common experience for women in the patriarchy

and ithad an impact on this woman’s life and view of the world.

1t happened to me when I was living in (city). 1 was sexually assaulted. And that

‘honestly, I think that was a catalyst for my feminism, to explore that more. Because

1 just had to look at the issues around what had happened to me because it was

somebody 1 knew It was a violent, intensely hurtful experience. And [ went through

all that classic kind of stuff. Like street violence for women as compared to in your
home all that stuff that | had never really thought about. My world was really
shaken. It went deep. And [ started to take it all apart. Who [ was in relation to the

World as well as Wil’hin myself, because it was my experience that [ was trying to

figure it out. Sbmelime;s when you are doing that you start to analyze yourself and

dig around a bit and get honest with yourself and where you have been in your life
and what experiences have been for you: And m amongst that and in talking to
other women, [ just started to unravel my feelings about my rélationships with men.

Because I never was very satisfied with my relationship..s with men and what ihat was

all about. So'l think that. . . . shified some of those repressed emotions about women

for me, strangely enough. Maybe not so strangely, sometimes traumas kind bfmake
you evaluate things.

As I 'looked at the other two co- researcher/partlclpants stories I didn’t see a similar
“gender embodied experience that had the same life/ belief changing consequences. These
two women had mentioned issues with sexual harassment and although the harrassment was
prolonged and serious for one, and a single incident for the other, neither woman discussed

major life or belief changing circumstances resulting. What I did notice was that their inital
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gendered experience, in their sibling posiﬁons in their family of origin, had lead to major
decisions about themselves and their futures. They seemed to have looked at the gender
roles being played out around them and made signiﬁcani deéisions about their lives. One
woman was the eldest of seven children and from this position decided very early that the
wife and mother role was one that she did not want for herself. .

I'm the eldest of seven so I'd have to say that would be quite important. Both my

parents are the youﬁgest in their families and so I think [ was kind of raised to

protect and care for them somehow. . . . And my mother's life. .. .1 just thought when

I was young I can remember sayi’ng 1 don't want to. . .I'm not getting married. Then

people laughing.at' me, uncles, and | figured . . . marriage and children just looked

like this thing that was an awful lot of responsibility . . . . the other children would
come to me with problems and stuff. [ always felt like I didn't really fit somehow. [
wasn't an adult but I wasn't a kid either.

Being the second of four girls also had a significant impact on this final participant’s
view of the world. There were four girls in my fézmily. 1'was kind of like the boy. I loved
doing all that stuff and [ was very clear early ll;at 1 didn’t want to do what girls did.

| Catalyst |

This code overlaps with the previous one in some instances, where women identify
what I have called gender embodied experiences as catalytic in shifting thé direction of their
lives. There are other exberiences that are seen as pivotal in changing life paths. We have
already seen this concept of catalyst applied regarding sexual assault. In the context of
feminism this woman deals with the trauma of the rape and moves into unpacking her

repressed lesbian desires. Feminism was the context and possibly a catalyst for another.

‘woman’s exploration of her buried same-sex desires. [ guess there was a big click with

everything so that was fine but that provided a context for exploring lesbianism in a

different kind of a vein. Another woman sees her first lesbian relationship as a catalyst. It

has always been really lza);d for me, because it was that first person that you ever fell madly

in love with. [ think I will always love her . . . . it was a wild time for me but it was the

catalyst with which | changed my life.
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Consciousness shifting events , belief systems crumbling, life changing expereinces were
important to these women as they attempted in retrospect make sense of their experience of
moving from an acceptable heterosexual identity to the less common and more stigmatized
one of lesbian.. -
Feminism
Feminism is an important aspect in these wome_h’s lives, first through discussions
about some of their mothers and then with each co-researcher/participant, as she continues
on her journey through her life embedded in the patriarchal culture. Two women in the
previous section mention the catalytic way that feminism, and the context of a femimist
community, were involved in exploring repressed lesbian desires. This third woman had a
similar feminist then lesbian experience.
[ joined the women’s resource society board. I joined the Peace camp. So 1 got
involved in woman’s issues and peace issues. . so all my life became politicized
all of a sudden and 1 met a whole bunch of really powerful and strong women and [
was just enthralled. All these women are so incredible. The women were ten years
my senior and I was like oh my God, if I could be like that, if I could even be half
that kind of a woman when 1'm ten years from now I'll be happy. I mean I admired
them so much and they were doing some really neat things in (this city). They had
all these women; 50 women together and they were all doing research in different
areas. And they had printed some booklets and had corgf'erence.s;. .. At was a very
political time for me. . . .There were women at the women’s resource society, who
were lesbian and 1 knew them. [ knew they were lesbian. No one ever told mé. l.
knew that and then at the peace camp, I started to find out that [ was doing avlot of
work with lesbians. It Jjust turned out that | would end up always being with other
lesbians right. And I remember going to a conflict resolution weekend and looking
around and realized that I was the only straight person in the room. Even the
presenters . . .were partners - two guys so I was like oh why am [ just totally drawn
to this community and why am [ here in this community all the time?

Another co-researcher/participant describes this increase in lesbians around her
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before she is fully aware of her own lesbian-ness. | |

I was around lesbians. 1 was involved in women'’s politics in (this city). And I was

around lesbian women and I was hearing about things and Ath_eir relationships. And

| started to surround myself with lesbian women more and more. By the time I came
out I had clb.se friends who were dykes, who were just waiting for me to come oul.

Her involvement in the women’s community and discovering that these women were
lesbian was a surprise for this woman.

(A seminar) was very interesting and I am just fascinated by these women and their

power and what they were doing. And I'm really interested in the women that are

there: I remember writing a note to the presenters and saying that it was just great
and one of the things I liked was the physiéal contact, the touching that was going
on between these women. They would just hug each other when they see each other

and talk. It was just great. So I'm going to that and there is this concert . . . . I{’s

this women’s band and there is this interesting mix of people. . . . . aboui 100 people

. ... My therapist and her husband are there and a couple other people that I know

and [ don’t think anything of any of it. I think it is just great. Well it’s a lesbian

band that is p‘laying. ... So all these things are happening. The women doing these
presentations are all lesbians probably most of the women that are at this seminar
are lesbians. But [ still don’t have it figured oul.

There were two womenof the six , actually the same two whose gender embodied
life experiences were less obvioué than the others, who did not discover their lesbian-ness
within a feminist context. They were both lesbians before they became involved in any
organized feminist activities. One of these women spent éome time with a group of lesbian
separatists.

1 still stayed as a lesbian and a feminist all the way.through. It was really neat (o be

feminist and a lesbian but often they weren't together in a public way. Youdidn't

have a lot of feminist saying and ['m a‘ lesbian . . . . but certainly a percenlage of the

movement in the seventies were lesbians. When you look, an example would be look

at the shelter program. Lesbians have started off.almost every, the sexual abuse in
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the 70's, the awareness and the advocacy for the shelter system around the seventies.
As well lesbians were in the top in almost all those movements. It didn’t become
sort of an out issue among women and feminists until later. They are entwined but
you very rarely had and I'm a lesbian separatist feminist. You didn’t have many of
those people coming out. I knew quite afew. . .. I was a sort of a radical. You know
how ina soci&l reform movement you ha\}e lheAreformIist' who say the system was
basically not good but let’s work within it and change it. And the radical’s say the
system is not working we need a new system. [ was a radical and I think that this
Just played into this whole repressed hatred for male privilege. It just gave me a
real good place that I could avoid dealing with men. | liked being a radical lesbian
feminist separatist. . . . 1t was just working through a lot of our anger with men. . ..
Let them sit at the back of the bus if at all. We were wanting vto-put them on an
island somewhere (laughs).
Interviewer: You would have a lot less spitting on the streets.
Participant: oh God I hate that (laughs). That is a good example. Why is it? |
played in sports all my life and I never have spit- why?
Interviewer: [ don’t understand it myself either. ‘
Participant: Oh God and that is another thing I hate. So the most note worthy
radical lesbian femini;vt that 1 ever knew was a professional in the city. She and her
partner would invite all kinds of feminist, lesbian artists and entertainers to our city.
My friend was in a position not to need men or their financial backing. So going out
with her was such fun because she would be putting stickers on doors and just
wouldn't take shit from anyone. If we were in a restaurant we got the best table all
that stuff that women don’t ask for.
| Therapy
Another theme that runs through the lives of all this stl\ldy’s participants is an
involvement in therapy. For most women, therapy began due to difficulties/ unhappiness in
life circumstances not necessarily related to their lesbian-ness. Often though it is part of the

context in which women discover their lesbian-ness. For one woman it did seem to be more
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directly related to her coming out process and for another it started as an adjunct to her own
professional development.aé a counsellor.
1 got into therapy when [ was in nursing school. 1 did that because I was nol
succeeding in my OB.(obstetrical) rotation. It's like | don’t want to go in there. [
can’t go to my clinicals. 1'm likersoﬁ*eaked out. go but I'm frozen I can’t do
anything. I can’t stand it that these women are jusl screaming all the time and [
can’t do anything. So I'm not studying and I'm depres;ved. Life is not going very
well. So I get into therapy and [ spend probably that last six months in therapy and
my first year 1'm out of school I'm going to counselling. . . I'm at really at a critical
place in my therapy and so my therapist says find yourself a therapist when you get
settled in (new city) so I do. And one of the things that feels important to me is that 1
interview therapists instead of just take one. . . . [ trust that process. So [ call
around and make some appointments and connect with this one therapist who's at
the YW and h‘erfées are reasonable and she wants to have an interview with me.
| She only does group therapy and she interviews people before they go (o groitp. So
she says in this interview that there are lesbians in the group and is that going to be
problem. And no it’s like it is not going to be problem. . . . So I'm in group a couple
months and there is a woman who identifies hersélfas a lesbian in the group but it is
not till a couple months later that it dawns on me that the therapist is a lesbian.. . . .
This (includes an attraction to her first female partner) is all happening at the same
time that I am talking about this a little bit in therapy and it's dawning on me and all
the other pieces in my life are coming together and its like oh.
Another womaﬁ goes to therapy with her husband and realizes that she may bea
lesbian.
[ went to see a counsellor because [ was quite angry and a little depressed
(postpartum depression ). . . . Any way we went to a counselling session. (The baby)
was about 5 months old and the counsellor asked us how our sex life was and we

both said not great. And I said I don't feel particularly valued or appreciated . . . .

then what [ sort of realized right then too, if not before, was also I just think I'm
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probably lesbian. ‘

One woman found her initial need for as'sistance never did uncover this basic issue,
but she had therapy later in her adult life with feminist therapists, both lesbian and
heterosexual.

[ was just getting worse and worse, sicker and sicker. It went through kind of a

depress'ed stage where it was really an agitéted kind of depression. Then there were

these days where I slept. [ remember one time sleeping for like 14 hours. I got
depressed and just slept and slept and slept. | rémember she (girlfriend) was having
this party at her house and where wa:sj I?° Why wasn't [ there? [ was foo lired to
come. So I was going through this psychological stuff that was laking place
physically. . . .Basically | was having a nervous breakdown, I was getting depressed
is basically what was happening. 1 couldn't cope with all this stress. My mother had
to have surgery and radioactive iodine treatments twice. She was in isolation when
that happenéd. Going to visit her, driving back and forth I was just a mess. . . ..after

she (girlfriend) left her husband and moved in with me, I started throwing up.. I

would be ill like three times a week. It was almost like I couldn't swallow this bit of

information. So it wasn't a lot of fun. She'd bring me crackers and milk. I was just

a basket case. I even had an upper GI series because they were trying to figure out

what was the matter with my stomach. [ was crying, [ would sit in a restaurant and

the tears would just roll down my face. She said what are you crying about. 1 would

say [ don't know so [ was just a mess. . . . | got so sick I could hardly move. So I

wenl to the family doctor and I said, I need something and he gave me anti- |

delbressants and that started to pick me up. I think I might have got suicidal after

that once 1 got the eﬁergy but 1 had not told anyone that I'm lesbian or talked {o

anyone about this other than (my girlfriend) and some of those friends in the

beginning and (my best frienaD,"but she said it was just a stage. So he sends me (o a -
psyclzigtrist. 1'd sit there and cry. 1'd cry through the whole session. [ have nothing
to say. We never get anywhere. He has me on all these drugs. In the meantime. . . |

got this executive job and [ really shouldn't have been working at all. I had it for a
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about a year. But I really, wasn't myself, I was taking all these medications
that he's giving me. They would make me sick too because I'm really sensitive to '
medication so /inally [ actually checked in.to (a hoslpital) and I said I've got to get
off these drugs They did all this psychological testing and no one ever asked me ifl
was a lesbian. They said it was a situational a’epresszon although they couldn't see
any evidence of it while I was there. 7
'. For other women therapy was related to other issues and was not a context for their
lesbian identity realizations. - |
[ went to therapy when I was assaulted and that was a part of my trying to make: .
sense of that sexual assault. Make sense of it as in not Just an irga’ividual attack but
kihd of more societal than lliat. To some extent I had to go there with that b(_zcause'
of the way it happened. Because it was somebody I knew. It didn’t fit into the kind of
you know. . . N
Interviewer: Man on the street
Participant: Yeah it wasn't a fluke. It was very calculated.
One woman started.therapy in connection with her work.
L didn’t go to a therapist until [ was in my 40's. .11" certainly wasn't to get over
relationships or to deal with my sexual ity or being a feminist or a lesbian none of
)hat. [ didn’t go into therapy, when did I go, I've done a lot since, [ was in my 40's. .
.1 can cry anywhere now and frequently 1 do. [ think oh god all the money [ have -
speﬁ} so [ can break down in restaurants (laughs). . |
Another woman was focusing on her husband and family, neglecting her own
development so therapy started her exploring what she wanted.
1 just started to get really stressed out and so [ started to get counselling and so
finally my counsellor said you need to separate from your (child). . . .you're with
(your-child) 24 hours a day. What are you doing for you? [ started fo think that
maybe 1 should go back to school and so then Il took the first steps toward getting
my education instead of | ikefocuss‘ing on (my husband'’s) career.

This chapter has highlighted stories of family life with the influences of parents in
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their traditional sex roles. It has depicted the character development of independent, radical

leaders as the women discuss their acts of agency and resistance to gender roles. Their

‘lesbian desires are noted early but then “forgotten” as most move on to heterosexual

relationships. Some consequences of sex with men are described by these women. The role
that therapy and feminism play in all six of these lives is discussed. Four of the women re-
discover and act on their same-sex attractions surrounded by the contexts of feminism and
therapy. Two women who decide at young ages that the traditional female role will not be
their destiny move towards their lesbian-ness without significant involvement with men and
before joining feminist organizations or entering a therapy process.

Chapter Four Discussion

As I examine the significant influencesin these herstories, sexism with its gendered
binaries, stands out at home, school and in the labour market. The male/female dichotomy
with its public/privafe gender segregation of roles and its societal valuing/devaluing of these
respectively, is depicted here. . Mothers are noticeably confined to the home to care for and
about the family. Although these women see their mothers as major influences and role
models, the oppressive conditions that surround their lives are noted. Some of their mothers
gave up careers and others sustain emotional abuse as they stay in homes that were
androcentric and patriarchal. Two of the women become determined at young ages not to
fall into the traditional marital female role as they observe this rigid binary. The female
care-giving role that young girls are indoctrinated into early, according to Reitsma-Street -
(1991), is evidenced here also. Big sisters protect and help younger siblings, with one
describing her successful efforts at occupying all the neighbourhood‘ youngsters on summer
holidays. Another avoids home economics classes but assists with disabled children
instead. The lessons in care-giving and a belief in the ethic of carmg is evidenced early with
these girls who as adults go on to work in the helping professions.

Some of the basic feminist concepts such as equality between the sexes seems
present in the ideology of the mothers of the co- researcher/partlclpants For example, one
mother insists to a male relative that her daughters are strong and buys hockey sticks for

them. Another mother talks to her daughter of her need to work as a maid to gain a high
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" school education while this was financed for her brother. The awareness of injustice and
oppression of wom,epv is anchored in a personal way with stories of one generation to the
next. Some of the mothers supported the education of their daughters towards careers that
would give them financial independence. A father also makes sure that his daughtets |
recéive a university education that a generation earlier would have thought a “waste”. -
Some feminist ideas then have made their way into societal consciousness in the 60s and
70s. One co-researcher/participant is able to negotiate other options to traditional home
economics classes but still doesn’t gain admission to the identified masculine area of
industrial shops. Resistance to the traditional feminine role is seen with some of these girls
attempting to disrupt the traditional boy/girl duties by mowing the lawn. The assertiveness
of the independent, radical spirit that is in contrast to the more traditionally passive,
sup[;ortive feminine role is strong in these stories. '

The fathers discussed here perform stereotypical “provider” roles and are often seen
as uninvolved in their daughters’ everyday emotional lives. This turns up the volume for me
on the reason/emotion dichotomy which is entangled with the public/private split for men
and women. Processing feelings is relegated to women and this emotional labour is
devalued. Men are confined to the more valued, rational “provider” role of working in the
public realm. The emotional distancing of men/fathers and other gendered issues has Been
taken up to a certain extent by the men’s movement. Contributions from this rhovement
that examine and strategize around an enlarged and new male/father-role, are discussed
further in chapter six. | |

The silence and invisibility of older lesbians is noted with only one woman aWare of
a lesbian role model, a teacher, during her teenage years. Letting this secret out of the bag
to her favorite teacher leads to tears for both parties and is never discussed again. The role
modeling and inﬂuenpe of grandparents in these young lives was a surprise to me and a
reminder of the remnants of the extended family strﬁctures that were still intact in North
American communities in the fifties and sixties. Younger women whose families ha-ve been
affected by increasing mobility and more nuclear family situations may not havehad_ the

benefit of knowing grandparents as intimately.
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I wonder if I had obtained more diversity of ethnicities in my study would there also
have been an increase seen in the influence of extended family structures. Collins (1991)
reminds us of how leaving out black women’s experience can miss the “workings of race,
gender and class oppression in shaping family life” (p.52). She states :

Similarly, sociological generalizations about families that do not account for Black

women’s experience will fail to show how the public/private spl.it“ shaping housechold

compositions varies across social and class groupings, how racial/ethnic family
members are differentially integrated into wage labour, and how families alter their
houéehold structure in response to changing political economies (e.g., adding more
people and becoming extepded, fragmenting and becoming female-headed, and

migrating to locate better oppbrtunities). (p. 52)

My participants had family structures which wefe fairly similar, with white, middle
class and North Americén being the obvious descriptors, although there was some variation
on the theme of class with working class mentioned and conversely some discussion of
privilege. | |

The societal labour market sex segregation discussed by Kemp (1994) is reflected in
the co-researcher/participants’ perceptions of the limited career choices available to them.
One woman in my study spoke of barriers to realizing her dream of becoming an
Episcopalian priest due to patriarchal ideas that denied women a placé in this positon of
congregational leadership. | )

Feminism and therapy seem closely linked in fdur of the stories I recorded. The
theme of gender embodied experiences énd the theme of catalyst are also oveflapping, With
each other and with the feminism and therapy themes. Life h_istofy interviews give a more
holistic view of the lives of those being studied. By pulling out particular themes I have
attempted to untangle the complexities, but it is necessary to remember that events in
peoples’ lives are layered, ever changing and interactive. »

None of the co-researcher/participants use the term consciousness raising to describe

this increase in their feminist awareness. It scems obvious though, as they discuss their

involvement in a women’s resource society, attendance at a seminar with all women
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speakers, or droppmg in to the local woman’s center, that their consciousness was changing.
Feminism and therapy appear to be transformative forces for those who had longer term
heterosexual relationships and their lesbian-ness comes bubbling up to the surface in one or
both of these contexts. Four out of the six women uncover their lesbian-ness surrounded by
this therapy/feminism combination.

Even though lesbians have been very promineni in early grassroots feminist causes,
feminism has been notably heterosexist. This problem was not examined until the second
wave of feminism with publications such as Adrienne Rich’s (1980) landmark essay on the
compulsory nature of heterosexism. One of my co-researcher/participants was aware of her
leébian—ness from 1968 onward and in her discussion of participation in mainstream
feminism, we hear of the uncomfortableness and silence around lesbian-ness that was part
of the 70's movement. This woman, for a time, becomes part of a group of separatisf lesbian
feminists and describes their woman-centered activities unencumbered by a heterosexist
focus. Moving towards organized feminist activities for three women in the study was part
of a therapy initiated self- exploration process. Three others wander into feminist activities )
outside of or prior to involvement in therapy.

Gendered embodied experiences such as pregnahcies, motherhood and sexual assault
also are part of these women’s herstories and can often be catalysts for them to reassess
their lives and question their gendered roles and relationships. These stories caused me to
reflect on how the social mores/norms and the relations of ruling (Smith, 1990) are
unsupportive and detrimental to women’s lives. Dealing with the aftermath of sexual
experiences with men, whether consensual or not (in the case of the assault), can entail
consequences that are often judged or condemned by others. Take for example the woman
in this study who marries due to a pregnancy and she isvthen shamed and condemned by her
father who demonstrates his feelings by not attending the wedding. Becoming pregnant
when she is still involved in schooling and not interested in marriage, leads to the choice of
abortion for one of the other co-researcher/participant's. This decision is not looked on
favourably by her boyfriend and she feels somewhat guilty about the unilateralness of her

process but knows the choice of abortion was right for her. One co-researcher/participant
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discusses caring fdr a baby at home, feeling isolated and financially dependent on her
husband because she gave up her job which had included a social network of friends. Her
husband was able to continue in his job, keeping his seniority and social networks. This
move toward traditional roles for husband and wife and the devaluing of caring for children
is reflected in the husband’s reference to “his” money. A sexual assault was shattering to
one woman. This horrible trauma led this co-researchef/parti.cipant to deconstruct the
mythology of a “safe, civilized society”.

These experiences seem a variation on the concept of “structural rupture points”
that Fornow and Cook (1991) discuss where “social acfors commonly forge new aspects of
their identity” (p. 4). The coming out process itself is a “structural rupture point” but the
gender embodied experiences here are ones that occur prior to this rﬁajor transition in

' identity. Briskin (1990) discusses the contradictions that women face as they attempt to live
out their expected roles in a sexist world. These gender embodied experiences are times
when these women felt personally the effects of these contradictory messages. They._seem
to catch a glimpse of the underlying agenda, the “promotion of white male and middle class
interests” (p. 9).

~ Two women initiated therapy around these gender embodied experiences and
another woman was already involved in a therapy process at the time. The therapy that
these women discuss seems to be. influenced by a feminist perspective. One woman though
recounts her initial encounter with health care professionals in a more traditional medical
model approach. She is given medication for her symptoms, diagnosed with depression and
does not reveal nor is questioned about her sexuality which happened to be one of her core
issues. Although these stories were in past decades I would like to make the point that this
medical model of psychiatry is very much alive in the 90s. |

In my extensive twenty-five year experience in numerous psychiatric facilities in at
least three provinces in Canada, feminism is still the “f” word in some medical settings and
symptoms are still diagnosed and treated 1argel_y by measures such as pharmacotherapy and

electroconvulsive therapy. The fact that a woman was sexually abused in her childhood, or

that she is struggling with her lesbian identity, or that she is a single mother living in
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poverty, or is in an emotionally abusive marriage, will most likely not be the basis of the
treatment given. In the interdisciplinary treatment systems of
psychiatric/psychology/nursing/social work there are pockéts of feminists who are aware of
social and economic oppression and the role these play in women’s distress and dis-ease. |
The patriarchal medical model though is very entrenched and has considerable
' soc:lal/economlc power so thls often remains the ruling ideology. The roots of thlS
| professional power dynamic are documented in chapter two in the discussion on female
dominated professions. _ | |
| Feminists have examined the “negative effects of female socialization on mental
health, the discrimination against women inherent in traditional psychological and
psychiatric models of human development, and the negative impact of the mental health
. profession on women seeking treatment” (David, 1975). This work by feminists over

several decades would hopefully influence the treatment women receive today. 1 think that
in some places and situations it has, but working in numerous psychiatric inpétient and
outpatient facilities and in community agencies, I know that it is still often a non-feminist
perspective that greets those who need to seek therapy in many government financed -

A institutions. The m1ddle class situation of the women in this study leads them to be able to
afford a theraplst of choice who may actually assist with these i issues and not one that is “on
the gravy train”, trained and working via a,mo_del entrenched in mamtammg the status quo.'*

 Therapy is often an individual and private ent'erpri.se as opposed to the more societal

'v focused community groups that feminism initiated in some areas in its early consciousness

raising efforts. Therapy is now a more accepted way of dealing with life’s problems and an |

1mportant strategy/intervention for women dealmg with with many issues, for example the
post-traumatic stress of sexual assault or the complex post—traumatlc stress of incest

(Herman, 1992). The inclusion of political and community change is very much a necessity

'® A client of mine sarcastically refers to the government paid psychiatrists and
psychologists that she has encountered in looking for help as “being on the gravy train”
which shows her insight into the somanohtlcal/economm conditions of the current
institutions.
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as well. Feminist psychotherapist Sara David (1975) comments “because women
experience so many of the same conflicts, I feel that working in groups is more effective
than individual counselling” (p. 173). In this study there was mention of feminist therapists
who suggest their clients attend a women’s seminar or who will conduct th¢rapy for women
only in groups. Feminists involved in the helping professions continue to strategize around
this interplay between helping the individual wounded by a sexist, heterosexist, classist,
ableist and racist culture and working toward political change of that dis-eased culture and
_its systems. _

The two women in this study who have the least amount of heterosexual |
involvement and who decided at early ages to stay out of the traditional female marital r0>le,
did not fit into this theme of gender embodied experiences as easily. Their involvement
with feminism is not linked to their initiation into therapy nor to their awareness of lesbian

. identities. Their experiences may be viewed in light of Kitzinger’s (1987) suggestion that
lesbian stories need to be told as an alternative to heterosexuality. These two women
observed the oppressive subtext of women’s roles in heterosexual relationships around them
and at an early age made decisions based on this awareriess. As children they were not
aware of a lesbian altémative, but later as young adults they did become inQolved with a
woman prior to serious heterosexual-involvemént.

In a culture that devaluésowomen’s reproductive labour, that judges and often
condemns women for the consequences of heterosexual relations, and that makes child
rearing and staying at home isolating and often paramount to financial suicide, the
possibilities in lesbian relationships may appear more attractive. In the interviews we did
not discuss, to any extent, the benefits of a l_esbian life style other than the positive
influences this brings to their helping professional work. In the focus group however there
was a discussion about the joys of lesbian love and sex. Some of the co-
researcher/participants discussg:d their lesbian relationships in comparison to their

heterosexual experiences of love and physical intimacy. [ didn’t include this discussion in

the data as this aspect of their lives/herstories was not as directly related to the focus of my
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research on lesbian-ness and professional careers.”” Looking at lesbian-ness as an
alternative to heterosexuality brings up many questions that remain a mystery of human
sexuality. For example, is sexual desire/behaviour a choice? Such questions remain
interesting but outside the scope of this research. Listening to the early awarenesses of the
same-sex desires of rhy co-researcher/participants may contribute to further work on this
question.

Every one of these women had intense memories of close and important girlfriends
and/or female teachers. Looking back they now understand these intense
friendships/crushes as early lesbian feelings. At the time of the experience, some had the
label lesbian for these feelings and some identified them as having a sexual component.
This was often rationalized as a “stage” they were going through, but many did not view
their closeness or interactions with other girls/women in this light. The invisibility and
repression of lesbian-ness in the culture seems to be portrayed here. These feelings/thoughts

_become buried, often too terrifying to acknowledge. The compulsory nature of
heterosexism comes into focus. The almost overwhelming annihilation of the ideology and
practice of women bonding sexually and emotionally in the group and in individual
consciousness is revealed (Kitzinger, 1987). These women repressed or suppressed their
same-sex desires with most going on to date and/or co-habitate in heterosexual
relationships. Heterosexual relationships played a significant role for three of the women
for many years. In chapter five there is further exploration bf the internal uncovering
process of these repressed lesbian desires outlined by some of the co-researcher/participants.

We have seen in chapter four how as girls, teenagers and young women, my
co-researcher/participants have navigated the gendered and heterosexist reality surrounding
them. They became' young teachers, nurses, social workers,with'some aware of their

lesbian-ness and others awakening to this in the midst of their professional careers.

“I do feel that there is more work needed on sexuality/intimacy including heterosexual,
gay, bisexual or lesbian. For more information on lesbian sex and relationships see
Loulan (1987, 1984).
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Chapter Five: Conditions and Contributions of Lesbian Lives

Coming out, the acknowledging of lesbian desires, has been briefly touched on by
the co-researchers/participants in chapter four. This will be explored more fully,
hi gh_li_ghtiﬁg_ the processes of coming out to self, the conditions surrounding this life
changing transition, how others receive this information, and how professional lives are
affectgd. I started with early family life in chapter four and so at the end of chapter five [
will revisit the family theme as participants describe their experiences of coming out to
parents. |

Repressive Conditions

Some of the negative conditions surrounding lesbian-ness have been mentioned |
previously such as the pathologized information one teenager found at her local library.
Others discuss negative media information and attitudes at work and in-educational settings.
It is easy to see how these repressive conditions could extinguish the‘surfacing of lesbian
desires. .

[ remember being in the car with my parents actually | ‘was probably about 5 or 6. . .

.Iwas in the bdck seat and [ guess there was something on the radio about

homosexuality. [ remember someone was ranting about gays and | remember my

Mom turning to my Dad and saying well [ don’t think that they should be treated like

that. They are ill. They are mentally ill and they need help. They should be given

help. And I remember sticking my head into the front seat and saying who are they?

What are you talking about? And she said they are just people that have a mental

illness and people are being mean to them and they shouldn’t be. They need help.

They need psychiatric help. Now that is not a direct quote (laughs). . . . I remember

that 1 filed that away somewhere and that was a time, as you know, where what you

would read or see as a kid or as a teenager about homosexuality did have a lot to do
with being looked at as a psychiatric disorder or imbalance or because of some
‘environment in your home dynamics that had created it. And it was really kind of

ugly. I thought that it was really ugly and kind of shameful. The fact that I kind of

had feelings that would creep up-on me like that later, | would really consciously




113

block those feelings because of a sense of shame.
Another woman remembers the movies with lesbian content.
I remember two movies that were about lesbians. The Killing of Sister George and

The Fox. Susanna'Y()rk‘ was in that one, and The Fox by D.H. Lawrence, in both of
those stories the lesbian gets killed off. You know it is a very unhappy ending.
There wasn t a positive movie that | remember and stories or books about happy

leshians were not available (laughs). I remember going (o the library to look up
lesbian and I was all over the medical section. It was so negative. There were no
happy lesbian love stories any of that stuff at that time. 4
The places in the past that lesbians had to socialize in were also described quite

negatively by one of the women.
[ remember going to my first gay bar. You didn 't take your I.D. and you fully
expected a fight. It was just starting ‘.t,o be alittle more open as far as.stereotypical
butch-femme roles, more androgynous. It was just beginning. They could be very
unhappy places for lesbians. Drunk women who didn’t like themselves. 1t was
pretty negative: Most places were: in old dilapidated buildings until I got a little
older and went to Montreal and Toronto and Vancouver and things improved.
Classier places, classier people in terms of dress it was a social cultural thing too.
| Yeah a lot of discrimination for dykes in those days. »
Working and educational conditions were viewed as negative for lesbians so being
closeted was the norm.

- wasn't into socializing with people on the unit much. It wasn’t talked well
shouldn't say it wasn’t talked about. The head nurse-and the assistant head nurse
were probably girlfriends on the unit, I'm just remembering this, but they never
addressed that. It was never talked about althoi:g/i [ think that there were a fair
number of rumors. . .There were lots of couples working within the university and
within the nursiﬁg program bul again the nursing programs were extremely closeted

or thought they were or didn’t bring it up at all and sort of avoided the topic at all

costs. So weren't helpful, weren't role models, weren’t positive role models anyway.
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Coming Out Process

'DeScriptions of personal reactions to the awéreneés of lesbian identity, ran the entire
gamut among the six women in this study. This individuality and diversity of résponses
‘ranged from relief and empowerment through to trauma and depression. [t was a positive
thing but I also knew that it was really dangerous and it was a secret. Someone else states:
It was always a relief to me. When I had to try and get honest with myself about
" different things. 1 struggled with it for a long time thinking- God [ just don’t think I
can present myself to the world like this. Even though at one point I had quite a lot
of lesbian friends. I respected them. 1 still-had a lot of internalized homophob‘ia
because [ just didn’t want to be regarded by the world in the way | knew that
_sometimes lesbian women and gay men wefe regarded. And I have heard some
really awful things as we all have and 1 just thodght man, it sounds so ugly. There
was still shame connected with it for me.
Another woman describes an aspect of her coming out process:
You get quite heady and empowered and there is a real freeing of energy.. . . getting
stronger and healthier: . . . things were just clicking and even intellectually and so
on. I was teaching the Women's Studies course and there was a whole bunch of
different ideas‘coming and [ was going to different conferences and everything. It
felt better sharper, clearer. Everything was sort of‘comihg together. . . . this real
kind of positive energy. . . . alive and creative at the same time. |
A married woman wanted her husband to rescue her from her intense feehngé for her
first woman lover.
I had told him all along. 1'd said to (my husband) when ['m with her [ don’t know
how to stop this. Then after things started to happen I said you know things are.
happening why don’t you do something about tt [ was sort of hoping he would take
charge of the situation and save me or something. He just said, “there i$ nothing 1
can do about it.” So I was left spending hours crying and thinking what am [

screwing up my life. And it was really very traumatic, but in the end I had to make a

decision.
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Another woman describes the beginning of a depression.

It was gelting more physical and I just remember one night she said I don't want to

go in there, I don't want to go in there. We were sitting outside in my car. She was

supposed to go in so we cuddled up together in the.car. [ remember I said the word

lesbian one time and she just freaked. Anyway I started getting sick about all this.

It started to really bother me. [ kind of knew what was going on, 1 started like

pacing, feeliﬁg depressed. ‘

The communication in the intimacy of one woman’s first relationship is described
here. | _

What was really wonderful about coming out was that we talked about it -cOnstantly

and every step that we took was from a place of being perfectlyt fine with it. That we -

never, héirller one of us, ever engaged in anything that felt scary or awkward to the

point where we didn’t want to be doing it. And ifthdt was the case we were both

really good about saying so and things would slow down and we would talk about it.

We would come to an agreement or understanding. So my coming oul was great.l It

was like coming out with your best friend and yet there was that interest and

excitement oj'noi being best friends but becoming best friends.

| Compartmentalization

The repressive conditions embedded in the culture, plus the negative reactions that
occur when someone’s lesbian-ness ilsvrevealed’, canleadtoa compartmentali»zation ora
hiding of these desires and their resulting relationships. This compartmentalization takes
place at an internal level as women repress, suppress or dissociate from their same sex
desires. It also takes place on an external level as, once out to themselves, they keep their
lesbian-ness a secret from others in various aspects of their lives.

Internal Compartmentalization

Two of the participants had more of an internal journey towards their adult
awareness of their lesbian identity. They weren’t propelled into this discovery via a

relationship as the other_ four identified. As these two describe their gradual reawakening of

‘their same-sex desires, a clear picture of their internal process is painted.
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1 got good at blocking things out and kind oj'buryihg things. It made it really

difficult for me as . . . well you build a life around you, you know? It appears one

| way to people and it getsv harder and harder to shift that. . . .1 just started to be kind
of honest about my feelings, and started to think hard about my life. Yeah I can pick

~ all these times in my life when I pushed these feelings down and thought no I can’t
go there. I can't go there with my family, my life. I can’t go there. And then [
started to look at whether 1 wanted to be happy or not or whether I just wanted to
kind of keep moving the way [ was moving. Just kind of functioning. . . I just spent a
lot of time thinking about it. Kind of taking it apart all alone, in my head . . . . It was
slow in the sense that it was a long process of unburying things, but once [ really felt
that 1 was going to be completely honest with myself it was just there. It was sort of
like taking something that’s there and you 've got these layers over it and it sort of
seeps through and you can put another layer oﬁ it to keep it ﬁ*om seeping through
Jor a little while. Then when you decide you're tired of layers then it takes a while
to pull them éll off. But once you get there, it is there and it was always there. . . . Il
is not even a big surprise. It is just that you had to work to kind of undo the layers
that you had built up. But it is not like it is somebody suddenly turning on a light or
something. 1t’s sort of there I don't know if that makes sense. . . .This is what it is
and that is who [ am and I always knew that deep down and I couldn’t even go back.
... when I was going through this process, I would lay in bed at night and I'd t{zink
back to my édolescenée. My first fantasy thing about women and how [ dealt
with that. The crushes I had on different girls dnd how I would cover that up. The
crushes [ had on won;en later. I just thought God I was just really good at
compartmentalizing those things. . . . I just couldn’t work it into my life, my family's
life, everything. So I would Just kind of'compa}‘tmentcz_lize them and leave them
there: A
-Another woman describes part of her process towards her lesbian-ness that includes

a revealing dream.

T hey (sexual feelings for women) kind of went underground or seemed to be
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channeled toward heterosexuality certainly. .. 1 just became more conscious that 1
couldn’t deny that [ had lesbian feelings. . . . I think that I just went into this second
stage of it wasn’t so rﬁuch repression as suppression. . . . I was attracted to (women)
strongly and then | did have a dream too. [t was an interesting dream. A sad dream
100 in a way, and really when I look back on it now (o me it was sort of symbolic of
some kind lofa coming out process I suppose. . . . anyway what the dream was- it
was a very powerful dream. It was in the setting sort of like the apartment we had
rented . . .. There wés a girl hanging and she was about 12 years old and she was
hanging from the ceili’ng. And at first I couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead. And
then there was some small boys 9,10,11, throwing rocks at her and I chased them
away. 1 said what the hell do you think you are doing and chased them away. Then
I looked up at her and realized that she was alive and I said oh my God are you
okay. And this kind of look of confusion and shame was there and she said oh yeah
['m okay. My Mom put me up here because I'm bad. And I said oh okay and then |
went back in the apartment and shut the door and then I thought but this isn't okay.
[ don’'t write very many of my dreams down but I wrote that one down. |
Interviewer: Was she like hanging, like in string?

Participant: Yeah, a rope like around her neck hanging from the ceiling.

_ External Compartmentalization

Coming out to others is a lifelong, sometimes, dain task as people move in and out
of a lesbian’s life. In the initial stages of attempting to live with the knowledge of one’s
lesbian-ness, there is much strategizing and decision-making around who to tell or not to
tell, who knows or doesn’t know. These women talk about the compartmentalizing, the
keepmg separate of varlous parts of their lives. |

1 was supposed to go into residence (laughs). My family dropped me off but I never

stayed in residence. I moved right in with her. .. . There were lots of closeted

people and there was a secrecy. Don't be 100 obvious, and we are getting together
later to go out to the club but don’t tell anybody. | You know all of that sort of in the

closet stuff so you got this real clear message. . . I just felt so much pressure there
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(in home city) I was in a high profile job and I wasn’t out and it was dangerous 1o
be out. Anyplace where [ can meet people like myself in a different city that's where
the fun was. 1 didn’t get involved with people in (home city). 1 just separated out my
work life and where I lived from the rest. We knew how to recognize each other and
we found each other in every city we visited.

Lines are drawn between Who knows and who doesn’t know the secret.

So I was starting to come out at that time. I was in a committed relationship but |
wasn’t oul amongst students, [ wasn’t out with my team p'layers,

Another woman states : [ wasn 't out the first year.‘ .. 1 came out secretly to three
people. . . a couple of other people [ told they were very.open and understanding
and very accepting, but I really didn’t feel like I could tell the class. . . .1 really felt
like I had this hidden thing going on like [ would go over to the women's center
where dyke talk was and go to meetings and then 1'd sneak back to the department.
This keeping parts of a life secret or separate from other parts can take its toll.

[ was really very scared that someone would see (my girlfriend) and I together and I
was very fearful. I didn’t know if [ would get ﬁrqd or I'd lose my job or neve;ﬂ geta
full—timeb contract and [ used to just sweal buckets. Like 1'd get up every morning
and I'd stand in front of the mirror and 1'd try on different outfits and say does that
look like a lesbian. . . . how do I deny this relationship all day and then come.home
and be with her, s0 that was really hard. One time we walked into a restaurant and
we were kind of holding hands a little bit and laughing and I looked up and there
was the nurse from our school. I just died a thousand deaths because [ felt oh my
God she has seen me acting intimate. She is going to go and tell every one at
school. This is what I thought in my own paranoia and I m sure she told no one or
didn’t care. But I was like oh my God she is going to tell everybody. . . . : so [ went
through three days of walking around school feeling like any minute someone is
going to tell me and then I'm going to get fired and I didn’t even know what rights [
had. 1didn’t even want to bring it up'to find out really what rights [ had. [ was

really intimidated by the whole thing and thought you just have to play the game and
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you have to hide and I was angry around it. 1 had internalized a whole bunch of
homophobia. _
S_upmw_ths
The feasons that these women had to compartmentalize their lives often were related
to fears of negative consequences with job loss being one of the greatest fears. Someti_me_s‘
these fears came true for some of the women in this study but other times thesé were not
actualized. Here are some examples of occasions when the people around them such as
bosses co-workers and academic supervisors, were supportive.
[ really liked working with this gay guy because there was a sense of comradery and
understanding. We could joke with one another in ways that didn’t seem (o happen
as readily with the straight staff. Like having a big brother. We used to get together
for dinner. v
Another woman discusses the positive experience she had in her graduate program.
1 had n_othing but support. I had three advisors who were feminist and were really
strong at (university) for me on-my committee, that were willing to go to bat for an
all woman commiltee. 1 went through that program without any horror stories. That
is the first time [ have ever been in a graduate program where it went well. | Just -
got support like crazy. Some people talk about how horrible a time they had with
their advisor or their committee or their a’efense.. It was just clear sailing. [t was
really, really the most positive time in my life as far as acceptance goes.
Coming out in gréduate school to a supervisor is a pleasant surprise for another
lesbian. ‘
I talked to her before the class to basically to come out and say this is what my
questions are about because | didn’t want to be called on in class and answer the
questions and not know if there was support. And I also felt Zike if I had been the
teacher [ wouldn’t want that surprise. So I really had a lot of respect for her. It‘wd.s
sort of like there was this part of it was selfpreservdiion on my part and part of it
was really having a lot of respect for her and not wanting to put her in the position

where she would be surprised or that she would fail me or what ever. It wasn't just
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selfish and I can remember being really nervous because I had not been out up (o
this point. I had been in school maybe a month and I'm thinking you know is this the
end of my career. And she was great because | remember like telling her and being

so nervous. [ don’t even remember what I said but at some point in the conversation

~ she just looked at me, smiled and said thanks for sharing this,- I have (o let you in on |

something. Some where in her life as teacher someone had told her that there were
a few things that students would tell her that would mark her as a teacher and one of
them would be when a student came out to her so that was a marker of you are now
a teacher. And she was thanking me because I apparently was the first student who
had come out to her. [ sort of remember being surprised and shocked that I wasn’t
getting anything that I had thbught were the possible responses. |

Her worst fears were never actualized as a teacher keeps her.job when her principal

discovers that she is a lesbian.

One of my students outed me to my principal. She went and told him that she had
Seen‘ me kissing another woman on Comrﬁercial Drive or something and [ was prelty
devastated. My teaching partner knew and so (the principal) was in a meeting and
he was called out of the room and she (teaching partner) overheard some stuff. She
came running to me and said, “they told (the principal) that you are a lesbian. What
are we going to do? Whalt is our strategy?” 1 was like I don’t know what's our
strategy. I was just panicked and so he came in. . . [ was in huge denial maybe this
will go away maybe (the student) hasn't told anybody. My principal comes to me
and says “do you know why she hasn’t been to school in three days?” And then |
knew it was over. I said yes. He said that she had started rumours about you and |
Just burst into tears. And I said to him “this is not how I wanted you to find out.” |
really jéll like I had been caught making love in the middle of my classroom floor in
front of my kids. I felt totally exposed, vulnerable and that I had done something
really inappropriate. Somehow I had broken the code of being a gbod teacher. 1
think what it had been is that we had kissed goodbye as we were leaving from

somewhere and had been seen right. And [ just said to him “I have been so
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careful.” He said ;‘Do you want to go to my office?” 1 was grateful and we went (o
his office and he put his arms around me and said “it changes nothing about your
teaching.” And he says “I have homosexual friends” (laughs). So I kind of knew,
okay, he doesn’t really understand all of it, but he is open and he is not going to fire
me. )
" The following story shows ‘a supervisor stumbling as she learns and evolves.
When | first told my boss who I am very fond of . . . .She was asking me about my
relationship with my parents. It was in the first week or two that | worked there and
1 said something about our relationship and there are things that I feel are between
us. 1 saidfbr-instance [ have never come out to them. ['m gay and I've never come
out to them and that fs an issue. She said oh you're a leshian? And then she said |
would never have known you look so normal( 'laughs). [ kind of looked at her. My
Jjaw dropped and she realized what she said and she kind of tried to back out of it a
bit. She goes you are normal. She goes you are normal I didn’t mean that and 1
_ lauglzed.. I said it’s okay, I know what you meant. At the time [ was kind of taken
aback, obviously she feels it is not normal or she wouldn’t havé said it. But she is
somebody who is always trying to make an effort to unravel her prejudices.
Sometimes she gets it, sometimes she doesn’t, but she always tries. So I felt a little
bit hurt, a little bit taken aback but I understand in getting to know her that that was
Just part of her learning. She was actually quite supportive ofnie in a number of
situations. . . She said to (another heterosexual supervisor) who had an issue with an
- all queer event taking place and who felt it excluded heterosexuals- “that is not the
issue- you are not a repressed minority.” [ was quite touched by it and I said to her
“I really appreciate that.” She said “well I really feel that that was wrong. And I
~ said (to the other supervisor) anyway that event is not meant for your staff. It's for
my staﬁ‘an&’ 1 support it.” I was really touched by that cuz [ know that she’s had to

learn a lot about things.
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Negative Reactions

Unfortunately not all the reactions to an individuals’ minority sexuality have such
happy endings. Job loss, discriminatory hiring practices, immigraﬁon policies, sexual
| harassment, atfem.pfs at suppression of a support ‘group, and fear tactics on the streét, are all
painful memories for these lesbians. | '
This next story takes place in 1995 in the United States of America.
I tried to get a job at this little school. It is a private Catholic school and theyl were
pretty desperate for a faculty member. They actually needed two faculty members .
and this is in August, 1 just called them up and I say I'm thinking of moving (o (this
“city). These are my qualifications. [ got an interview like within 5 minutes. . . . She
says we will need to have you write a statement in suﬁport of our mission statement
‘which basically has you kissing the hand of the pope and pledging alligance. 1 say
well I'm involved in a few activities that the pope might not support. And 1 don’t
even say that I am a lesbian. I say well [ sit on this committee. I'm on the human
}ights committee . . .and (they) also have a pretty clear public statement around
lesbian and gay issues. . . . [ somewhere in there said [ m a leshian and basically |
expect to be treated well. She wanted to know how [ would go about teaching in this
Catholic school. [ said well I wouldn’t see any problem. It would be kind of
interesting to do that and if it is not part of the content of the class, I don't see that
this necessarily needs to be brought up. When it does it needs to have the context of
how people work with others who are different than they are. Then I even offered
that [ would even entertain having an article read in class that was in opposition to
homosexuality and use lliat as a spring board for discussion which is probably
where she got nervous (laughs) . . . . So I'm told that I now have to talk to other
| people. I can’t make this decision independently. Where as before she had that
information she could have just hired me. It ends up that I don’t get the job. They
are not going to hire me because my life style doesn't support the mission of the

school.

Interviewer: And they tell you that?
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Participant: Yes they tell me that. And I filed a complaint with the state human
rights commission but because it is not-a protected class they can’t do anything
about it.
Interviewer: What is not a protected class? .
Participant: Lesbians are not a protected class. T here is no anti-discrimination
built into.any of the state law or the federal law to support so it is perfectly
legitimate aﬁd‘legal to discriminate.
Ac'tualjob loss, a le‘sbiah’s worst fear, becomes a reality for this next co-.

researcher/participant. | ‘ |

1 did lose a job because [ was a lesbian. . . . [ was doing a pretty good job there. I
hadn't finished my Ph.D. A new person came in, in charge of the lab and he wanted
my position for some of his other people Sor my position was not renewed, basically
I was fired. The reason they gave me that my contract was not going to be renewed
was because [ hadn’t finished my Ph.D. Well I can give you a list this long of people
who had gone off and not finished their Ph.D. and still haven’t got it by the way
most of them. Behind closed doors, my friends and one other person. . . . (the
Executive) said and besides she is a lesbian that is a problem for us. was never
said to me. It was said that I hadn't finished my Ph.D. ‘
Interviewer: Right but your friends (old you.
Participant: To them behind closed doors.
The reac_tion to a having a slipport gfoup for lesbian workers has an unusual twist.
We decided io have a gay and lesbian bisexual support group for people at the
organization and 1 sent a fax out to all the. programs that if they wanted to meet with
this group we would be at such and such a place at such and such a time on a
Tuesday orlwhatever. It was faxed io the institution I work in . . . I guess one of the
secretariés got it and was very offended by it. My boss was called into the director’s
office and told that it was insulting because it excluded heterosexuals and if
heterosexual workers at the workplace had decided to have a support group for

heterosexual women then of course lesbians would be offended.
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Sexual harassment is a negative reaction that tﬁis woman endured for some time but
eventually managed to get stopped. This story seems an example not only of men feeling
entitled to sexually harass women but their behaviours seem justified by some heterosexist
“lesblans just need a good man’ mythology
1 didn’t know how to deal with men coming on (o me and they shouldn’t have been
coming on to me in the first place. - When we go away twice a year fo these
conferences it was meetings all day and then drinking aﬁd partying all night. I
would tend to want to go off with the women and then that became a sore point.
Like some women would slip away and that is when I would get. . .
Interviewer: These phone calls?
Participant: yeah. Banging on the door knowing that you are in your room but you
won't answer the phone. The worst sevual harassment came when [ was actually
quite a bit older. There were three men involved that were harassing me and I
"didn't know how to make them stop. I consulted with a friend of mine who said you
have got to go to the director. I thought he was part of the problem. So I went to
him and I asked him to call off these three guys and it stopped after that. But one of
them, [ remember this distinctly, | was in my office and he was drunk at 8 in the
morning. He. came in, well not drunk but he had been drinking. [ 'm sitting in my
desk and I turn around and he just grabs me and starts kissing me. And I push him
away and [ get him out of my office. I meanl wds so in shock I couldn’t even believe
he was doing this. When I talk about sexual harassment that is probably the most
obvious. The rest was all innuendos and very subtle comments and feelings of
awkwardness. I knew that when I went to those places that I would have to once
again deal with that like I had all those yeai-‘s. ...I’'m sure it was worse because |
was a lesbian. 1didn’t want to put up with it . . . .As I see it, it really isn't a thing
that I think women should have to go through but I got better at handling it. 1 got
very good at saying look I’'m not interested, period end of story.
Institutional discrimination in immigration policies was discussed by one part101pant

and is another painful totally unnecessary situation.
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Participant: No one within the university has really tqken this on as an issue.
Interviewer: The issue is that a heterosexual student can get their partner a work
visa? | | )

Participant: That is correct.

Interviewer: An international student?

Participant: Yes and that is like published in the university information. It is on the
immigration stuff that if one of you has a student visa your partner can apply for and

receive a work authorization visa. What that means is you don’t have to compete for

Jobs. You can go and apply for any job and if they hire you, they hire you just as

they would a Canadian. They don't have to show that they have been unable to hire
a Canadian ﬁ).r the job and then get you special permission.

Interviewer: And the legal thing somehow hasn’t worked?

Participant: No we have applied once. We were told no. We applied a second time.
We were told no. We have applied a third time.

Interviewer: No? Why do they say no?

" . Participant: The first time there was no reason given what so ever. The second time

we were told that (lesbian partner) didn’t qualify under the law.

Interviewer: And why was this?

Participant: That was vague. It wasn't said why. Then the third time we applied we
applied for her through Vagerville just like a heterosexual couple would apply.

They told us that she didn’t meet the definition of a legal spouse. A legal spouse

under Canadian immigration law is a member of the opposite sex whom you are

legally married to and can show proof of a marriage certificate.

Interviewer: So how does this impact you and your career?

Participani: Well it makes it hard and I mean there is always the possibility of
Canada immigration coming and taking (my partner) across the border and refusing
her entry. One time we came across the border. . . she was hassled. We were

hassled big time at the border to the point where we weren't sure that she was going

1o get (o come across.
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- Interviewer: And that has been two years of this.

Participant: It will be two years in June. It affects us in that I'm the sole supporter
of the family. 1 get caught up in this stuff and it takes me away from my studies. I
feel guilty a lot of the time around what am [ doing to my relationship. Should we
have come here and neither one of us are particularly happy here. Part of that is
because (my partner) doesn’t have any meaningful work. 1 feel responsible for sort
of dragging her here even though it’s real clear to both of us that she is an adult and
she made a choice to come here. But at the same time, it’s real clear to me, |
wouldn 't have come here alone. It just makes it hard and then things surface With
stuff about the lawyers. The first lawyer we were with her for a year and a half and
we didn't really get anywhere. Initially we didn’t have the court challenge money.

It was my savings and that is gone. So that makes it harder to continue because well
it is not getting anywhere. We almost have to continue because we have 'spent all
this money. . . . I think that it does impact me and my being lesbian then has an
_impact on my career, my education. All that gels irhp_acted in a huge HUGE way. 1
mean when she is depressed or I’'m depressed about we are not gelting anywhere. . .

. it just becomes time consuming and there is probably other things that we could
talk about or engage in than immigration talk.

Most of these negative incidents have been related to work but there were stories of

harassment if lesbian-ness is visible when just walking down the street.

Like we don't hold hands all the time but once in a while we might hold hands for a
little part of the walk. Especially late at night sometimes we do. So we were

walking and we were laughing, sort of holding hands and we were walking off of the

- curb. This group of guys pulled up in this big red sports car and sort of blocked it,

so we couldn't keep walking. Stopped the car and looked at us and sort of laughed
out the window at us. Jeered at us. 1 was really caught off guard, because we had -
Jjust been laughing about something funny and we were paying attention to each
other. Then all of a sudden there was this car right there and four guys in it. I just

gol the feeling that they were going to get out of the car and beat us. We both just
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stopped and we were almost paralyzed watching what was going to happen. They

sort o_f'hdd that look in their eyes daring us to just try anything. We didn't. -It's sort

of like you're flaunting it kind of look. Just do it and we'll get you. We just froze. In

the car tl;ey Just sat there. They didn't actually get out bfthe car. They looked like
they were going to and then finally they spun the car around and sped off really fast,
tires squealing and screaming. It really shook us up. We were going like "holy Jé'ez,
how close was that call?" So it was probably the first time I really experienced a lot
of hostility in a very public place. It was pretty scary and it felt very threatening
and very intimidating. Of course it was meant to. It frightened us and then we sure -
didn't act like lesbians afier that. We were sort of like walking home going "Oh my
god, oh my god." You know. and not touching each other. It was very upsetting.
Ethics /Boundaries

These professional care-givers have been attémpting to Sort out ethical dilemmas

and boundary issues often in a culture that doesn’t even acknowledge that they exist. Some
of the dilemmas these women faced many years ago in the context of a closeted life. At that
time, secrecy seemed the only possibility for someone in a professional position. Talking to

others for advice could rarely include the full story.

One woman dlscusses the brick wall boundaries that she developed out of fear ot

losing her job.

[ was really vulnerable'wlfén the odd student. . . would gel a crush on.me. [ always
felt vulnerable. 1 had a very clear, clear sense that I would not be involved ‘Willz -
anyone that [ was teaching. . . . none of that stuff. So thank God I had that really
early. I had that clearly. There was no way. But [ was so vulnerable because ofien
times they didn’t know what they were doing. They didn’t know that they were

seeking out or exploring their own lesbian identity. What I saw happen to some

Jriends is that if you cultivated what would normally be just a friendship. Not

a friendship outside of work I didn’t do any of that. But were friendly to these girls
in struggle that would want to talk to you. . . Sometimes they would even bring it up.

‘Mostly by and large it was fine. You were like a counsellor but occasionally there
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would be a girl ér a young.woman that would be doing that and would get so scared
that she would turn on you and say things about you. Now it didn’t happen to me
but it happened to a couple of my colleagues and those are dangerous, dangerous
situations for a professional. When someone gets a crush on you and they won't
know that it iS sexual in nature and then they get that it is sexual. I saw that happen
10 a number of people. | was young and | was really quite vulnerable and that is
why I had this thick boundary around me. lf someone came (0 me wanting (o
explore that I didn’t encourage it. They came during office hours if I'd be friendly
and 1‘d encourage them to go (o talk to someone. But [ would try not to have any of
those conversations. | would refer them out because that was the only way for me (o
stay safe. . . .if you are not even out as a lesbian, right, you are in a very dangerous
situation. You have to do everything by the book and above.

Interviewer: Yeah and you weren’t out- how is it dangerous? Is it that it could
Jeopardize your. . . ? |

Participant: Career.

Interviewer: You could lose your job? »

Participant: If the infatuation started with me I would just push it away and redirect.
[ didn’t want any of that. There was part of me that really wished I could have
counseled them and help them get some clarity, but it was just too dangerous, so 1'd
avoid it if possible. 1'd stop the conversation and move on which a lot of us did |
think in those days .

The need for complete distance between the personal and the professional is seen as

~ very necessary by this counsellor in the lesbian community. She sees no grey areas here.

I can. .. help them explore themselves and be non- judgmental because I'm out and
it is clean and above board. If a transference develops, a positive transference, and
if there is an erotic aspect to it then [ help the client work with that. | have clear
boundaries and it just goes back to that person to work it out and to understand it.

It is more about them and not about me, just another way that they can understand

themselves. You can’t say that if you are not out. I don’t think it is so easy to draw
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that line. So I have a really clear boundary conversation that I have with my clients
in terms of being a lesbian. Béing out means that the community is small and |
might run into clients. [ might be counselling their ex- lover. I talk about what is
going to happen' if we run into each other socially and a lot of lesbian feminists have
different boundaries. I have thick brick walls in terms of my boundaries. 1'm one of
those people who came up in the fifiies and was trained in this way. It is still really
important for me (o have those really clear boundaries as a feminist. I've seen some
feminists counsellors become friends with their clients but I'm not comfortable with
it myself. They can be seeing clients and then when they are at a dance in the
cbmmunﬂy, they can have a beer with them or that kind of stuff or a dance with
them. [ won't do any of that stuff. | have that conversation rightv up front with the
client. What are we going to do when or if we bump into each other in the |
community. Then I basically say I'm your counsellor. ['m your counsellor for life. 1
will not be involved with you. 1 will not be sexual with you. 1will be your
counsellor. You can go away and come back. I will still be your counsellor. So I
have a really clear role éxpectation there. . . .No I'm not going to have a dance with
you all that stuff because lesbian therapists have a real decision to make around that
in a smaller community. You have to decide how are you going to do this because in
small communities forever is a long time . . . .and the down side is that as a therapist
we can become very isolated. The world is just too small with no place for me to be
Just myself without being aware that there are clients watching and wanting (o know
more personal stuff about me. - |

Another lesbian discusses a different experience with these professional/personal

boundaries when first coming out. A pivotal, life-enhancing relationship begins within the

context of a professional setting when neither woman is aware of her lesbian-ness.

So we start doing social things outside the (work place). . . she decides that she is
going to move to (my city) because she wants to get a job there. . . . so she renis the -
bottom half of the duplex that I am living in. . I am talking about this a litile bit in

therapy and it’s dawning on me. . . .and so we had this agreement between us that
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we would always tell the truth in our conversations and one nighi we are watching
tv. We are sitting on the couch and we start looking at each other: And she says to
me so what are you thinking. 1t’s like one of those oh shit kind of moments for me
because I'm playing through my mind this | ittlé fantasy of what it would be like (o
kiss her. So [ say that (o her. I'm not really clear what her response is going (o be '
but I say it and her response is like so what would be wrong with that and we end up
kissing each other. . . . I remember (ethics and boundaries) being a concern. [ mean
'I'm 21 and not having clear boundaries and really locating it and knew it at the time
that it was really like who I am at this age and knowing that those boundaries are
unclear. . . . And thinking so what are these rules about. - Being in an environment
where lots of those rules are questioned and rebéllion and breaking them down. Just
because it is a rule doesn’t mean that that is what we should do. Rules are about
people being controlled. I think that is a developmental task of someone early in
their twenties. That you break some of those rules and you find out why they are
helpﬁtl or not. And where they fit for you and where they don’t. I don’t know what I
would do today cbnji'onted with the same thing because it wasn’t awful. [ wasn’t
punished. There is not that level of fear. Although I think at the time I was
concerned and I was somewhat discrete but it had to be obvious to everybody. . . . |
was having some difficulty finding those absolutes. . . . I don’t feel at all judgmental
about myself 15 years later.
Another woman expresses concern that although she talked to senior staff about the
boundaries between staff and clients, lesbian-ness was not pa?t‘t of the equation.

knew that we got along well. Anyway [ remember asking one of{lg\zcg (senior staff) . .
I'm going like do you think it's a good idea if | see this woman outsidke of here?
She's says well I'm going to go have dinner-with. . .my(ex) client, we arranged to
have this dinner. I'm like, oh okay, so it is alright. But I think there was something
in me that kind of knew there was something else going on here but yet didn't quite
know what you're supposed to do. Like whether you're supposed (o be friends with -

clients or whatever. . . It was just in the first couple of months of my coming to the
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city. . .this woman did wanl (o be friends). So 1 said okay, we'll go swimming or
whatever so 1 started seeing her. . . So she. starts seeing (a therapist) and then she
addresses the fact that she thinks she is lesbian. [ must have told her [ was, [ must
have somewhere in there, I can't remember. I do remember that I told her where the
hotels were because I knew where all ﬂze hotels were. So that relalionship started to
- all of a sudden I was aware that this relationship was turning sexual, like all of a
sudden [ was aware that 1 had some sexual feelings for this woman. _
| Interviewer: And she had the}h_ for you. You said that it was pretty clear that she had
sexual feelings towards you and you were aware that you had them towards her. '
Participdnt: Actually I think she started tell ing me she had these feelings for me
before I wds aware that I had them for her. . . . Anyway somehow this thing evolved
and I remember thinking oh my god I mean this woman was a client and how did 1
let this happe.n. But it was down the road. . .1 started going into therapy somewhere
in there. . . . So anyway I remember things were getting hot and whatever and [ said
I can't do this until .> . . its been six months. I don't know where I read that. . . . so
that re_lationship went on for- it was off and on, it was the most amazing sexual
relationship, the sex was really good . . .. Anyway that's a whole other thing. |
would say from the first time [ had sex with her to the last time there was seven years
in between so you know, it wasn't like an insignificant relationship. But 1 do think
there needs to be more ab‘out this. It's confusing this _bouhdary issue- this ethical
issue. . . . I really didn't think that I could go talk to anyone, well I did though- 1
ended up going to see a therapist right? Which was really good because it got me
into my own issues and what was going on with me. But it's like, I talked to (the
senior staff). . . . | think more needs to be done in this area. . . .Maybe it's because
they think it's two women- they are just friends or they don't think of that part or they
don't think to address that whole issue.
A young teacher struggles with the concept of boundaries, the imaginary division
between the person and the professional persona. -

I was just learning boundaries of what it meant to be a teacher and there were times
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when we would get tégelher afier (class) and go for drinks or at the end of the term.
It wasn't like after each week. It was sort of a marker of accomplishments. There
were just times when [ realized that there was an attraction on my part (o one of the
students- like an older student. This was a community college and really learning
about where those boundaries were or needed to be. Now I look back on that and |
realize that it was a real time of growth and awareness about what my
responsibilities were as a teacher. And how it is a place of privilege and power and
realizing that I had responsibilities and not stepping over those boundaries. . . .1
kind of see that it was those naive kinds of ways of looking at my world that [ would
step out into something that 1 shouldn’t have been doing. . . . We would get together
and have a picnic or just make additional contact and I think that that was not the
most appropriate thing to do looking back on it. At the time I didn’t have anyone to
really give me direction. It sounded like it was fun and [ liked these students. They-
were my peer group if we were outside of the school setting and outside of my role
as a teacher so 1 really found them to be fun and entertaining and interesting people.
The three years that I taught there blur together. Somewhere in there I had 4--5
students come out to me. 3 of them would have been men and then 2 students who
started a relationship together during my (class). One had known that she had
always been a lesbian and had been active in the community and then a classmate of
hers who had not really given it much thought. They got together in a relationship
and would come and talk to me periodically about it. Afier they graduated, by then I
would [ had left that school too and started teac/zing.at the university. We did some
social things together. This would have been a year -6 months to a year afier I had
lefi that teaching job. .. we were at different institutions by then.

Coming out at work is once again the place where the personal shatters the
boundaries around the professional image. Choosing to do this at work can be seen as an
ethical dilemma.

This year is the first year that I toyed with the idea of saying, "guess what guys, I'm

a lesbian.” . . .. I've just gotten to the brink and I've said to my teaching partner
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that 1 may have (o 'telj them th,is year and she said, "why, why should it matter?" So
[ backed down a bit. I'm still grappling with that. . . .what is the purpose of me

coming out? I don't want to make them feel uncomfortable. . . it gives me more

freedom to work on gay and lesbian issues because they don't see it as just my

issues. 1've brought it.up as everybody's issue and yoﬁ all have to deal with it. But [
think if they knew for sure [ was a lesbian they would think oh she always brings up
her own things. So I'm kind of torn with it.

Wanting to support young gay and lesbian students so they do not feel that they and

their feelings towards the same sex are wrong, this teacher is working out what she feels is

appropriate behaviour in her classroom. The focus group version of this dilemma appears

here.

Participant #1: Like the dilemma [ had this year, I had two girls in my class. One is
going through the coming out process. She was placed in my class because
everyone in the school knew that she was a budding le;s*bian. And they wanted her to
be safe and they figured lets get her in (my) class. So she has beeﬁ with me three
years. This year she fell madly in love with another student in the class who wasn’t
sure even what being a lesbiah was or didn’t even have very much information about
it.. ... we talked about it a lot in class so she got the language for it. By the last
month of school, these two girls were like draped over each other. We have a lot of
lessons on the carpet at elementary. The girls were like draped over each other
during class at all times like sitting one girl inside the other girl’s legs with arms
around and stuff. My partner and | didn" 't react to it in any way shape or. /brm. We
didn't say that is a good thing or a bad thing or anything we just let it go on. But
then someone questioned me the last week of school and said would you have let that
go on if it had been a boy and a girl. [ said oh. 1 was wanting to protect the girl who
is really in love with the other girl and wanting her to feel that she is an okay |
person. So my boundaries- how much am I willing to allow? How do I give her self
confidence and at the same time say gee you know this is geiting a little bit 100

physical for the class room or sexual, actually, for the classroom?
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Participant #2: Was it more sexual than affectionate or was that hard to tell?
Participant #1: It wasv.hc‘lrd to tell. Isn’'t it when someone is on top of someone and
they are cuddling and their arms are on their legs and you know like it is not too
far? |

Participant #3: at 6 and 7 and 8 but. . .

Participant #1: at 13- two girls who are fully developed?

Participant #2: It is hard to know. .

Participant #1: So you see my boundaries were really challenged -and 1 don’t think 1
ever-talked about it with my teaching partner. When one of them bought the other
onie perfume we both talked and went oh she bought her perfume- now what is going
to happen (laughter in the room). And then there was this big thing about one of
 them came in and said she bought me perfume. And we said did you thank her
(laughter in the room) and she ran out in the hall - thank you, thank you, thank you.
She ran back and said it is expensive perfume. I said well she gave you a nice gift
and I'm thinking- oh mygod, oh my god, don’t you know what is going on? It has
been a real challenge for me but sort of inside me and having to say what are the
boundaries around that. When ithe girl who wasn’t the one who was madly in love,
who wasn't the budding dyke. . . . the other one who is kind ofbeing on the fence.
Not knowing which way she is going or maybe she is bisexual. But a boy gave her a
love poem the last two days of school and our budding dyke was like faée down in.
the couch crying. And I was like how do I counsel this. So I just went up to her- are
you okay? Then the other girl came up and put her arm around her and said she is
okay because she knows that we are friends for life. It has just been- this emotional

* roller coaster all year. I know that my boundaries aren’t really clear because I'm
wanting to give her all this support.

Participant #3 Support with limits.

Participant #1 So yeah 1 have got to figure that out because it could happen to
another student. 1 had a little boy- little boy- he is not a little boy. He came out this

year and is now seeking out youth groups. All the teachers give me all the gay kids.
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But it is a whole new territory.

The focus group discussion about boundaries and ethics had a variety of opinions
and concerns expressed. One woman is uncomfortable with leaving the issue of
professionals having a relationship- particularly a sexual one Wi’th someone vs\/ho has been a
client/student/patient without a definite yes or no position.

Participant #1: I guess what | was uncomfortable about is when you said you are not

going to leave it black and white I guess that [ wish that we. . . . thal it would have

come out clear-that we did have a strong ethic because having sex with an);bo,dy that
you have ever been in a power relationship with. That we had a clear ethic around

that. | .

Participant #2: Not everybody has a clear ethic around that or has had or still has.

Participant #3: and it dépends on the model for. one, that is a very male model. The

feminist people, coming from a feminist perspective, | know lots of therapists that

felt that that was a power differential and down. played that.

Participant #4: I think a lot is, we talked about developmental lately, for me a lot of

it was for me when | started teaching at university | was’ 25 years old. '

Participant #1. You would be the same age as your students!

Participant #4. And for me some of the boundaries that came up was I had students

were older like that were 40. [ was out and they are dealing with their issues about

coming oul. Had their own personal histories and wanting to talk about that or

work through it for them. And my not being cledr and not so much on a sexual

relationship with them so much as not being clear what are the ramifications around
‘my job.. ' |

Participant #3: Gradudte students with faculty.

Participant #4: And other problems and current problems, husband and kids and

lawsuits. [ mean all that stuff started to come into play and I didn't have the

expériencé or the people to talk to. |

Participant #3: So up until about ten years ago it was pretty okay for graduate

students to get involved with their profs. There were coaches involved with their
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teams. It is really pr_étty ordinary. Or if 'yoiz didn’t like it there wasn't any vehicle
for that - we are starting to looking at legalizing all of this. We are looking at what
1980 something or other? It has not been that long.

Participant #1: I'm not disagreeing.
Participant #3: We need to address it.
Participant #1: 1’'m just not sure.
Participant #3: It is more complex.
Participantt 1: 1 just want to make sure that how yoic address it- does the complexity
come through. 1 guess it will if you say there is no black or whité but I just don’t
want it to appear that we aren’t very sure around an ethic around sexual
relationships.
Participant #2: No because some people have these brick walls or had them-
Participant #1: I know that it is complex. | am-thz‘nking back and we talked about
rhz;s in Seattle. That one workshop that Suzanne Pharr did, when we were talking
about adult ¢hild sex. That is another thing we need to talk about because one of the
big myths is that.all ‘of these gay people are pfedatory towards other people,
including kids. So we really have to bring it out in the open and talk more and more
about it but again develop a really clear ethic d_round that. |

" Participant # 3: Maybe séparate— there is a difference between wondering and as a
growth process of struggling with the issues rather than Who’ believes in-no sex. And
staying away from the cledr markers on the etlzfcs. Look at the dilemma. Look at

the decision making process. That is where the story is.

Benefits at Work
Despite negative reactions: and repressive conditions, despite limited assistance with
cthical/ boundary decisions, these women are pushing forward, using théir lesbian-ness to
educate others and improve the world around them. This 1s done daily in everyday work
situations. They name the problems, disrupt the stereotypes and put real faces to painful
issues. Schools, hospitals, agencies and even prisons gain the benefit of these courageous

women’s efforts to increase understanding and nurture diversity.
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I've felt really good about bez’ng an out lesbian because I can sort of say hey you
know this is how I live my life- I'm out. For some of the women its good for them to
see that and they can be out about their lovers. They can be out-about whalt their life
is like. [ remember a client once that took me aside and told me that she was having
problems with a couple of the other women in the house. She said it’s just all this
lesbian stuff. I just can’t stand it. She was quite homophobic and [ actually said
well we can talk about this but I guess I should let you know I'm a lesbian. She
really felt very taken aback and was kind of like oh my God I've offended you. I said
no its okay. Its a good opportunity to talk to me about it. What’s the problem. We
had this long talk. She said are you really sure that you don’t mind talking to me
about it. 1 said [ don’t because | th}‘nk it is important. She just had a real aversion
to it. I talked to her about the fact that she could continue to do that but it meant
that she was going to cut herself off from a group of people. 1 said you can distance
yourself. You can decide that, you have that choice, but you are cutting yourself off
from all these possible relationships or friendships. You are judging people on
something. You're going to cut yourself off from part of their lives. She was saying
oh I wouldn't overtly ever discriminate against anybody or anything, but there is

this other side (o it. [ know that we have had a good bond but she just hadn’t
realized [ was a dyke. . . She said I don't think I can change overnight. [ said no
probably not but you know ['m glad we talked about it and you can ask me anything
youwant. I just sort of felt like maybé she was walking away knowing that she liked
me as a worker and we had had a good rapport.v It would make her think what is it
that [ am afraid of? What is it that is making me say that I don’t want to be involved
with women who identify as lesbians? How do I kind of merge that with the fact that
1 liked this worker and we worked well together and that she is a lesbian. So [ feel
like at least she walked away with those questions. . .I also said to her that even if
you decide that you aren’t okay with.it, it doesn’t make it okay for you to treat two

other women in the house that you are living with, who have just as much right to be

here as you have, in a negative way. That is your problem not theirs.
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In the eighties another iesbi_an was attempting to teach her classes about diversity in
quite creative ways but did end up being silenced by the relations of ruling.
Where I was teaching I was very clear that 1 was a lesbian and I had a poster on my
wall. 1 see that this sort of transition and growth and this continuum of moving from
well its fine if you know- to making it real clear that I'm a lesbian. 1 woul|d have
been wearing ties to work and I have a button collection. I don’t know that I would
ever have worn anything overtly lesbian or gay but very clear that I had far (o the
left politics and that issues around marginalization were important and needed to be
talked about. During the 5 years [ became more and more an activist in that |
invited speakers (0 come and talk in my clinical groups. Most of them were lesbians
or gay men and even if they didn’t come to talk about being lesbian they came to
talk about other issues. One was a black woman from inner city Detroit and she
came to talk about her experiences as a black woman and most of the time she would
come out to the groups’ as a lesbian. Then [ had another woman come and talk about
her experiences as a fat woman. She also was a lesbian and an activist and pretty -
much always she came out to the group but aga:in that wasn’t the focus of her being
there. Her focus was (o talk about her experiences as a fat woman to disrupl these
22 year old farm girls who have come to the big city, to have them kind of wake up
and see that not everybody was just like them- of some level of white privilege.. . .
Actually I got in a lot of trouble for doing it. A whole lot of trouble. By the end of
this 1 was written up for including content beyond the scope of the course and I was
told that I couldn’t bring up any of the topics around race, around poverty, around |
class privilege, around lesbian and gay issues. . . unless a student brought it up.
Another woman finds that she is seen as approachable so this induces an |
environment were questions can be asked by her heterosexual coworkers.
[ didn't always get along with the whole little clique gay cohort that worked on that .
unit but they gbt a new head nurse at one point. Not new, he'd been on the ward and
he was made head nurse, but this was before he was made head nurse and I was

working with him. He was a heterosexual male and we got along fine. 1 remember



139

him saying (0 me one night, we're on nights, you know how nighis are, there is just
the two of you there. So he's wanting to know, he said he wanted to know wkat this
being a lesbian was about for me. He wanted to know more about it and he was .
scared of the other ones who were much more out kind of lesbians than me. [ think [
kind of gave him a bad time too like why does he want to know. . .he said oh gee I'm
beginning to wish I hadn't asked this question. So [ talked about how it happened
for me and how I just had these feelings. | mean whatever he wanted I tried 1o -
explain to him something about it. [ felt kind of good about that, | felt like I'm
approachable. Whereas sometimes when people who are more aggressive and more
in your face about it aren't. I think that maybe because I look more like somethling
they are used o that they kind of can talk to me. 1 just thought this is very
interesting that he wouldn't ask these other people who had been on the ward longer

but he would come and feel safe to talk to me. . . he could express his ignorance and

' his desire to know more. So 1 felt good about that one.

Using her lesbian identity this woman intervenes within a context to make a

difference at an elementary school.

| decided afier hearing lots of homophobic name calling- well you just hear the word

| fag used all the time, that there has to be a better way to do this. So I slowly started

{0 come out to kids if there was a context for it. | wasalwdys saying gay and lesbian
positive sort of things and trying to be inclusive and trying tb tie it together with
other things. . . . but | talked to the staff last year and let them know that I thought I
would come out fo kids. It was around this time that stuff was happening out in
Surrey with the book banning . . . 4 couple of these boys had watched way too much |
t.v. and even seen some inappropriate for their age videos including one with a
lesbian sex scene. This is unbelievable. This is grade 2. One of the parents of one -
of the other boys had phoned me about this. She didn’t know | wvzas' lesbi&n at that
point either. But she said I just didn’t know he was watching this video over there
but th_én he came and told me and I'm upset. 1 said well | wduld be upset if |

thought that my kids were watching videos at that age with no supervision. What is
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the context for this and where did this video come from and is this what the kids
think it is about? Anyway a couple of these boys héd made mention of this sort of in
a snickering way and someone else had made a gay or lesbian comment. Now this
didn’t all happen in the same day but then [ decided look I want to come out. So [
tbld them. 1 said you know [ been listening to you guys talk and I think that you have
a bit of a mixed up idea about what it might mean to be gay or lesbian. I hear this
name calling going on and I hear you thinking that it is all about sex. [ said you
know a gay person is just some one who j&ll.§ in love and is more comfortable with
somebody of the same sex. If it is a man they are more comfortable with a man and
if it is a woman with a woman. But it is more than just sex. It is love and a

‘commitment. I said and ybu probably think that you don’t know anybody gay or
lesbian because it is not that safe for people. You probably aren’t aware but there
are people and I said for example 1'm lesbian. One of the boys started to giggle and
laugh. (T hé 2nd boy) said don’t do that. It is okay for Ms. X. to be a lesbian and |
reaﬂy like you. It was really neat and the other boy stopped laughing and kind of
looked at (the 2nd boy). ‘

By talking honestly to these young boys she is respecting them and herself and by
enlisting the help of other staff, this lesbian continues her work with this young population.
[ had-done this talk to teachers last spring. [ had said [ would appreciate it too if |
am not the only one around this school that is addressing homophobic name calling.
(Talking with a student) I said you are just using that fag word in a way that is kiﬁd
4 of derogatory again and that is what (another staff) has already talked to you about.
It does hurt people because it is used in the wrohg way to hurt them. [ said the
reason that I pay more attention to it 0o is because you know I am a lesbian, He
kind of looked at me and then he said my grandfather is not going to let me come
and talk to you anymore. And I said yeah I know there are people that have a lot of
trouble with it. He said well I have a lot of trouble with it. [ said yeah I can see that

you do. Anyway he was on his way up and out as it was the end and (another

student) was actually coming in. (The st student) looks at me and says does he
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know. 1 said actually (the 2nd student) is one of the first kids I came out to. (The
2nd student) said yeah it is like rdcism, because (the 2nd student) is part Filipino.
He says yeah it is like racism and it is not a good thing. (The st student) says well [
don’t think it is okay and (the‘ 2nd student) said well that is kind oj'odd isn’t it.
One woman decides to take on the derogatory comments in her agency in an effort to
improve the climate for minorities. v
We were in a partnership doing multi-cultural counselling and our-executive
director was making racist comments in the waiting room. 1 got to the point were I
was fed up. 1 had just had it. I knew that [ was taking a chance but 1 did it anyway.
[ went to our director. 1 said that is what is going on. It can’t go on. ‘We need to
talk about it. She wanted to do a one on one. [ said no it needs to be the whole
agency. So they set up a meeting. . . We hada few more management types that
coordinated it and facilitated it. And basically I started off by saying this is my
experience as a woman and as a lesbian here. I talked about wanting (o heal this
place with men and really owned a lot of my stuff and set the tone for some really
honest discussion. When [ hear those kinds of comments and jokes it hurts. It really
hurts and it doesn’t make me want to get to know you at all. Then I get this
defensive reaction and then it just builds. That is not the only thing- that is
homophobia, I hear racist comments, [ hear dirty jokes, [ hear sexist jokes, that is
not okay. Then everybody sort if got in and for the most part it was really a lot ofk
people talked. Then someone else talked about homophobia. One man walked out
of the meeting. The executive director wasn't there and he was basically the
problem at least one of the problems. Two of the other men were there and I did
some debriefing with them. They were very upset that I didn’t come to them one on
one. - I said there is no way that I would come to you one on one. Th&t is not safe for
me to do. So the only way that I can be safe is in a group where some people will
facilitate and where my reality can be checked out. . . . This woman who has not
been a close friend, has no investment in'me at all steps up and she says you are

right. I have heard that myself. [ have been appalled at it as [ walk down the
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" hallway. And when she said that I just burst into tears. It was just S0 moving. We
had a follow up meeting and of course not a lot was done but I had my day. And as
an agency we couldn 1 afford to be racist, homophobic, sexist. We can’t do that. It
no Iohger was tolerable. -

This teacher’s goal 1s to make the classroom environment safe and inclusive so that _
a d1vers1ty of opinions and issues can be raised. | o
1 bring up options and alternatives, also- how woula' that affect gays and le shians. 1
do bring the topic up and I have brought it up and I think I bring it up more often
every year. [ always do lessons on name calling at some point during the year. That
- usually goes on for about two or three months and in there I do some work on gay
and lesbian issues if it's around name calling or if it's around discrimination or
prejudice. We did a thing more receﬁtly on stereotypes. We did this thing on boy .
culture, girl culture, stereotypes and the gay thing came up because the boys said
"we're always being called gay, why is that a stereotype and what does that mean".
So I guess what I do as a teacher is, [ make it a very safe climate for kids to discuss.
the issue. So my kids are i"zot giggly about it anymore. My kids are quite able (o
discuss the issue like well ifyou were gay they'll just start a semfeﬁce like this, if you
were gay it would affect you like this wouldn't it?. . . . I think they know that when
anybody does do any homophobic name calling the kids look over to see if I'm
reacting. Then if [ come over and say, "gee what was that I just heard. I think we
need to Idlk about this some more.” One time | | had a kid say, "oh for god's sakes
why did you say that? Now we're going to have lo have name calling lessons.” He
was really perturbed with the other kids. Like couldn't you just keep your mouth
shut. (Teacher)'s going to make us go through these name calling lessons now. If
do hear them [ do the whole number around this is a two sided thing. One of the
things is you call someone a name it's homophobic and therefore, it's a name to hurt
someone first of all. Secondly what you're saying is if a person is gaj/, it's wrong to
be gay and that's why this name works so good as a name call. So go through with

them that there is those two things. And how would they feel if they were gay and



143

what if that kid is gay and you've just cqlled him gay. How do you'think he feels
right now? That he's bad to be gay? What if he ’..S? Don't you want him to have
good self esteem? They go "Oh of course we do." T hey feel really upset that they've
even possibly made that person feel uncbmfortable.
Students feel very comfortable in raising issues about lesbian/gay lives as this
example demonstrates.

The other day a student of mine put up his hand. We were talking about the
stereotype that girls have to stay home and do most of the housework and raise the
children. We talked about whether that was true or false to begin with. What was
true about it and what was false about it. Also I add things in that it's interesting
that you kids all believe that itv’s not true anymore yet 80% odemen do have a job
out of the home and come home and do the housework and mostly look after the
children. Only so many percent of men do that so we're reading the stats. They
were going, "What? How could this be?" They were really outraged ab(;ut it. And
then [ started talking about it and said, "if you believe the stereotype, what is bad
about it for girls and what is bad about it for boys." They talked about how girls
had no freedom, no choices, couldn't have a cafeer, were forced to have children
even if they didn't want them,were forced (o get married even if they didn't wanl (o
get-married. They came up with all of that. Then we talked about boys and ii meant
that the boys had to get a job. What if the boy wanted to stay home and take care of
the baby? What if the boy couldn't find a job and then he felt really bad becduse he
couldn't raise the money for his family and they got into all this stuff. Then

~ finally one boy puts up his hand really slowly. I said yes? And he said what if a boy |
chose to be homosexual and there wasn't a girl and you were just a boy with another
boy. Who would do the housework and raise the baby? 1 said well you mighi have

0 adopt a baby but yes, that's a good question. Who would do the housework? So
all the kids decided that the person who liked to do the housework would do the
housework or you would take turns and do 50% each of the housework or you'd hife ‘

someone to do the housework. If no one wanted to do it well then | guess you would
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have to hire someone to do that job because the housework has to get done. So it

was really interesting because we talked a lot about . . . what is a gt:rl 's role and

what is a boy's role. 1 said to them I've heard some kids in here call other kids
tomboys and maybe they're not tomboys. Maybe they're just girls who like to do
those things and what makes them boy things? They were all -like "oh my god, what
makes them boy things?" So I see my role as a teacher to constantly challenge their
assumptions. Whenever they bring up something, to say do you think that is really
true? Do you think that really is like that or does it have to be like that or do you
want it to be like that? Does that work for people? Just constantly bringing it up
and planting those little seeds and they sort of go, I hadn't thought about that, let me
get back to you. . . . So I think there is definitely a climate in my room of safety
around that. The kids know that | would deal with that. . . . I have no fear and [

will face it over and over again. ,

Jailhouse romances came up during a interview with a co-researcher/participant who
had worked with inmates and ex-cons. She handles the issue of lesbian activity in jail with
a different attitude than her heterosexual co-worker.

(4 co-worker) is the one who said things like women come into this institution, and

they 're heterosexual and they leave here homosexual. It is a huge problem. They

are just coming out in droves as homosexuals and they come in as heterosexuals.

They are being turned while they are in the institution. .My jaw just dropped. I said

what are you talking about? She said it is a major issue these women are being

“converted”. It is wrong. I was sort of on some level almost laughing because it

was so crazy. I said well for one thing it doesn’t sound like such a bad thing to me

(laughs). It sounds fine and the other thing is seriously, where are you getting this

from? What are you talking about? Yes women come into this institution and some
have relationships with other women. Some don't. Some have before they come in
and some only have relationships with other woman in lhé institution, jailhouse love
affairs, and then they go back out and live a hete_ro;exual life style on the outside.

Some women identify as lesbian. The idea that there are all these lesbians in here
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changing women and staff that are lesbians changing women, because that was the
insinuation too, was lesbian staff doing t‘his,' as well as the lesbian activity in the
' z'nstitution; [ said I don’t buy that. [ think that people make choices and explore and
all sorts of things happen. Have varied identities, discover things about themselves
in a’iﬁ"erént situations. 1 wouldn’t label any of the women anything other lhan they
Want to label themselves. She really was quite defensive because I think she thought
that [ was saying she was homophobic, but she was being homophobilc- big time!
Coming Out to Parents
My interviews began with discussions of family life. As these women mature and
own their lesbian-ness, they begin to make decisions around how to cope w{th this
stigmatized identity. Coming out to family members is a major marker and this includes
siblings, parents, other relatives and for some, husbandé and;children.‘ Although everyone’s
family members are aware of their lesbian-ness, no one‘ seems satisfied wuh the current
corhmunication or acceptance they and their families have about their lesbian identity and
on-going lives. Some of the stories were extremely traﬁmatic such as a long custody béttle,
Some stories are very healing for the relationships of the people involved. [ imagine that re-
visiting and re-negotiating this topic will occur many times in these women’s on-going
relati,onshi'ps' with their closest relatives. Stories of coming out to siblings, children,
husbands and friends were many and varied. Obviousiy not everyone has children or a
husband so these stories were less in number aithough fascinating and evéntful. Due to the
extensiveness of the data 1 have included here only the stories of coming out to parents.
Everyone had this story and this is an important marker for the lesbiah/ gay community with
the’ question “so are you out to your 'paren_ts?” frequently asked.
I certainly knew [ had lesbian feelings and didn’t tell anybody. When I did come out
which was afier 16 years with my ex husband, well 13 years we were married, my .
Mom was devastated. She just never saw it coming. She really loved him. One of
the things I said was I knew ever since [ was a teenager. And she said well I sure
could have accepted it better then than now. And [ said I don’t think so. . . basically

my Dad seemed to take it better than my Mom. He didn’t go through all this guilt
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and shame business.' Although shame was there, maybe that was on Mom's behalf,
because it is a small town. I know when [ had come.out to someone else in the small
town, neither one of them was too pleased with that, because she was a bit of a
gossip. She was a younger woman but the context of how I came out to her was
honest and it was actually a good thing to do. In fact it gave my Mom someone to
talk to. This woman was really supportive and my Mom didn’t tell anybody for
years. . . . it has been interesting to watch her coming out process to the point where
she can actually have a few good jokes about it too. She is bkay, totally okay with

me being out now as well as can be really.

Interviewer. So your Dad is just supportive?
Participant: He never had any wild negative reactions and both my parents have
been supportive in terms of facilitating access with my kids at their place and
‘ financially sometimes from time to time because I have had huge legal fees. I'm still
paying them off but my relationship with my Dad is just completely different. So
when [ say supportive yeah in an indirect way but we don't really talk about me
| being a lesbian or anything or what that is really like.
This woman has an embodied awareness of the connection between oppression and
depression when she feels liberated by sending that coming out letter to her parents.
You can't tell them, you're in the closet, you have relationships that break up you
can't say to your family whatever is going on. So it's just very painful and they have
no idea what ['ve been through. Then | thbught you should tell them. [ think part of
it was the girlfriend [ was with, told her parents, although I would never haye done
it the way she told them. Never, never. She is a different type of personality than me
and doesn't really give a shit about people's feelings. Anyway I'm just very
protective of my family and so I wrote this lettet; and I remember the day [ mailed it.
It was a very interesting Ietter'becau.ve one paragraph was about the weather and

one paragraph was about being lesbian and the rest of the letter was all about

people that we knew and what was going on and blah blah blah. [ think the

paragraph about being lesbian just said something about the reason that I have been
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unhappy and depressed or one of the reasons or I'm in therapy again and one of the
things that I'm trying to deal with is my sexuality. I'm lesbian and you probably are
aware of this but . . .in order to imprdve, it's helpful to tell people which is why 1 m
writing you. It was just this one paragraph. It was interesting when I dropped that
into the mailbox and let go of it, it was just like this huge weight lified off my
shoulders. It was like oh my god, oppression is related to depression. Somethmg in
there, I just felt so much better. They hadn't got it yet, it was still sitting in the little
red box but you know I just felt like free, free, jree So [ did get a letter back. My
friends are going, did you hear back yet? It was very interesting because my mother
had one paragraph about the weather and one paragraph about my being lesbian
'and then about three pages about what was going on with people so she just too’lt my
lead. She talked about that they had some idea, it wasn't a total shock. She felt |
.badly that I had this pain or whatever and that she was concerned that I would
continue to receive discrimination during my life. Then she just went on, it was very
nice actually. . . .it was just fine. That was that. Several months later, I went home
and when I met them at the airport I could see pain in both their eyes when they saw
me but I was just my usual self and talked and chatted. Ti ltey came out of it, they
were fine. Okay this is (our daughter) and she's this big lesbian. They say when you

" come oul to your parents you put them into the closet and they go through their own

" whatever. But then somehow being with me and me just being me. And of course,
we never talked about i.
This woman feels her parents have become less judgmental as they age and can ‘

therefore accept her lesbian-ness. | N

It was a real relief when finally told my parents. Even though they don’'t
completely understand. They have changed enough over the years so that, |
especially my Mom could say I just want you to be happy. 1don’t think she could
have said that ten years ago. You know she can now, she is in her seventies. She is

a lot less judgmental and more accepting than she was. It was a relief. I have

enough things to worry about (ldughs). [ actually came out to my Mom because |
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didn't feel I could with my Dad. 1 told her she could tell him (laughs). | had my
Mom tell my Dad because he is harder to talk to on that level and ‘my Mom, she kind
of suspected I think after a while. 1've lived away from them for years and years
and years aﬁd they live in the Vancouver area. So finally after many years | was
living in the same area as them. They were a little bit more aware of my | ife and
stuff and 1 think that she 'd suspected. So I finally took her out and, this is probably
two years ago something like that, and I took her out and had coffee with her. [
told her and she said well [ suspected and she was really sweet about it. | was quite
upset and I said I had been afraid to tell her. She said what did you think I was
going to do and I said well you know that your attitude to gays and lesbians has not
been harsh, but it has not been accepting either. She has seen it as abnormal and
dysfunctional and kind of dark and lonely [ think. I said [ remember things being
said. 1 had debates with them about gay rights over the last decade and their
response has been fairly heated. They have believed that gays and lesbians
shouldn’t have children things like that. So I said those things to her and I just said
those things lead me to believe that this would be fairly difficult to accept. | know
‘that you wouldn’t stop loving me. She was really sweet. She put her hand over my
hand and said you know I completely accept you and [ want you to be happy. You
don’'t have to worry it ‘s okay for you to be who you are. That was really telling
because I don’t think my Mom could have done that ten years ago. And I think she
was able to now because she has made some shifis. She doesn’t completely
understand. At one point in this discussion she said it just makes me sad that you’ll .
never be a mother. 1 think you would make a good mother. [ said it doesn’t mean I
can’t be a mother, Mom. That is something that is a myth. There is all sorts of ways
I could be amom if 1 decided I wanted to be. . . .She told my Dad and he phoned me
the next day.' jt 's very difficult for him to talk about emotional things but he did his

best. He said well if that's the way things are then well than that’s how we accept
| that and we love you. He couldn’t say that's great but he tried. He fried rea{ly hard

to say it’s okay, we accept you. 1 know he doesn’t understand in many, mdny, many
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ways but he’s not going to. He's shified too though and he's become less
Jjudgmental and he tries really hard to understand so [ didn’t have any condemnation
from either of them. | |
This woman did not tell her parents, a lesbian friend told them for her:

Someone else came out to them and it was a horrible situation. It wasn’t my choice.

It wasn’t when [ wanted it. And I had a big pile to sort of clear up. 1 will never

% forgive her but anyway what 1 did with it, with my family was that I talked to my
| mother after. I think what happened was my friend came out to my father. The next
morning my mother was pretty shaky so we went for a drive. So I told her and her
. first reaction . . . . she blamed l?erselfand that is a very common theme. [ should
have done something different and then the next one was 1'm really afraid for you.
So they were two very truthful, common reactions. It is my fault and it is going to be
a hard life.
Interviewer: Okay so that was your mother so how was your father with it?
Participant: He was drunk at the time. It was not very good so what 1 did was. ... 1
put that woman on a plane and got her out of my life. . . . and then | went home a
- couple weeks later and sort of sat down with them and it was much better. I mean it
is ﬁmnj/ my mother knew, but didn’t know, all those years and my father knew. . .his
reaction was pretty well sort of none. He didn t say a lot- 1've thought that was so- .
| You can count on us. Both of them were saying that at the time. My mother said [
wish that wasn ’t-‘the case. Are you sure?(laughs). . . yeah the thing is I think that
my mother would understand it. She has had good woman friends all her life. She
understands the love between women but she just doesn 1 get the sex part. 1 don’t
think that women her age get the sex part anyway. . . . I don’t think my father had
many questions cuz what I found out is my friend told him everythiné about leshian
sex. You name it boom, boom, boom, boom. I don’t think he had any questions left.
The relationships in her family are distant and painful for this co-

researcher/participant. ‘

[ want as part of your data to have you note that we didn't talk about between family
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members the first time. And we didn't talk about it because I didn't bring it up. . . .
You know it's much easier to talk about success stories then talk about something
that is still fairly painful and unclear in my mind. So my, I guess | haven't ever had
one of those, Mom, Dad, I'm a lesbian conversations. What we've had are
accusations thrown at me that I have deliberately stepped outside of and said, "when
you'ré not so angry and you want té talk about it, we can talk about it.” . . . . My
parents came 10 visit me when (my ex-lover) and I were living together. So | 'd been
out a couple of years and they'd come to visit. . . . We are all of us going to dinner
and my mother turns to me and said, "ifyou"d lived somewhere other than (a
particular area) you two wguld be taken for a couple of queers.". . . . It just sorts of
gets dropped because we're all heading out to dinner, literally walking out the door.
It's kind of how my mother has conversations and doesn't have conversations. Like
they get dropped al the last moment. . . .We don't have a lot of contact. So I think
that it's a lot of our family dynamics rather than about me being a lesbian because
when (my ex-lover) and I broke up and I needed some help financially getting the
house. I put the money into the house but I needed to buy a portion of it from her,
buy her out. My mother loaned me some money and it wasn't clear that she
understood what that was all about. [ think she understood what it was about but we
didn't talk about it. She was willing to sort of be there. It felt supportive but it never
was discussed like about how it was supportive or this is what I'm doing and why.
This is what | need and why. We never had those conversations.. . . I'm there for

my brother's wedding and my Mom starts in with (your brother) thinks that you're
nothing but. . . .one of those queers . . . .1 want my Mom to own her questions. So |
say when you're ready to ask me your own questions about my life and you're ready
to show an interest in who I am then we can have this conversation. Until then I'm
not going to answer (my brother’s) questions if he's not here.

Interviewer: And your. father?

Participant: My father's sort of nondescript in my life. | mean he's physically there

" but we don't talk. [ think it's just it's like how we are as a family in that we Just don't
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talk about meaningful things. So this is meaningful and it's meaningful in a way that
would probably have some pain and hurt for my mother and we don't talk about it.
We don't talk about anything that has any pain or hurt or really much in terms of
accomplishments or successes either. We just don't have meaningful conversations.
Even though on the surface we might appear to interact on a fairly regular bc_zs;’s. As
in phone calls. Probably once a month. . . . | know from being in touch with my
cousin with e-mail notes that my mother has asked or knows or has talked to her
about it.

Interviewer: About your being lesbian?

Participant: Yes, I know that she knows and that she's curious, she's talking.
Interviewer: You seem pleased that she is talking to other people about it.
Participant: Well, am [ pleased? Well I guess it just takes away that - is my

mother so stupid she doesn't get it sort of question, when it's hard for me to imagine
she is because I don't think of'her that way. It's really this place of sadness for me
that [ can't have a relationship with her lh«;,ll woﬂcs. Also I'm a bit embarrassed that

here I am this lesbian who's out everywhere in her life and [ haven't had the -

‘ conversatioh with my parents which seems to be kind of ironic. . . I'mreally. . .I'm

proud of how I am a lesbian in the world. That means something to me and there's _
this little bit of shame and embarrassment around how that's not the case in sort of
my biological family. . . .what it does for me is to be real clear around my |
relationship with (my partner) around getting wills and durable power ofattorney
and all those things to have our relationship, if something should happen (o me, be
acknowledged. |

This following coming out to Dad story is very moving.

[ was saying, "oh my god my father's coming! I can't come out to him. We have to

de-dyke the house.” So I really put (my lover) through it. I said | can't tell him. . . .
you'll have to be my roommate. [ think it really hurt her actually. So he arrives, he

gets off the plane and we're waiting for his luggage and he starts, "so are you dating

any men?" I'm like, "no" and I thought 1'd answered his question so I didn't think it
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was going lo come up over and over again. Then we drive out to the beach and
we're walking along  there and he's | ike "Oh there's a young lifeguard why don't
you go and talk to him." I'm like "Dad!" T here's a single life guard” he says. [
mean how do you know he's single and he's like 22. I mean get a grip. So | thought
oh this is going to be really hard. So we went to the house and [ introduced (my
partner) as lﬁy roommate and showed him his room and said, "(my partner) has
moved in with me" and did the whole pretending thing. Then it was really quite
uncomfortable. . . .The next morning we were sitting there at breakfast having coffee
: and he says, "so I really wish you had someone to spend your time with, to do things
with, you're going to be so lonely. [ was against your marriage . . . but you need
someone. Have you thought of'dating~mén. " ] just thought, I can't do this. So I said
" to him, "You're sixty-nine and I'm forty-five and I'm not spending the next ten days
lying to you." I could see that the lie.}s‘ were gbing to have to start getting bigger and
bigger. He wasn't going to let up, | cbuld see it. He keeps at you and | ;hought, oh
man, I can't do this. 1 said, "Dad, I've got to tell you the truth,” and he said, "What?"
I said, "(My partner) is not my roommate. 1'm in love with her. She's my lover.” |
think he knew it. [ think he just sat there for a few minutes and I burst into tears. He
got up out of his chair, sort of stumbled out _ofhis chair and came over and pulled
me into this big bear hug. Dad's a big maﬁ, énd Just held me and he'd never done
that. He'd done that once when [ was 12 and I think 1'd gotten into a fight with my
sister and he came and held me. He just held on for dear life and I was bawling and
bawling and maybe crying for all the hassles with my brothers and sisters and
missing my mother and just said to him, "I was just so sure you were going to reject
me." After he rejectéd my marriage I thought well this is over the top. | thou_ght‘ he
would disapprove of me, reject me. I thought he would just say [ can't stay in your
home [ have to leave. He's very rel igious. So I was bawling and bawling and he
was saying, 1 think he said to me, "you're my oldest daughtér, [ always will love
yod. " Something like that, I thought God you know, it was like the first time he'd

ever said that, you're my oldest daughter, I'll valways love you, it doesn't matter what
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you do, I'll always love you. 1 said, "you know I'm very happy, we hqve a 'good_ life
together." I'm telling him these things and then (my partnér) walks in and I'm like, [
said "oh shit." (My partner) was being aloof. I said to Dad, "let me do this again.” |
[ went and grabbed (my paﬂner ’s) hand and pulled her over and said, "Dad 1'd like
ydu to meet my partnef and (my partner) 1'd like you to meet my Dad.” They shook
hands and Dad sort of hugged her and said, "what did you think I would say or do‘?.
Did you think [ would hit you or something?" . . . .My father said, "I don't
understand it .but that's the way it is.". . . .But then he went to our land with us and |
” spent a whole week building on our cabin. He said to me things like, "well vifI lived
out here I'd come and help you out all the time building your cabin.” We talked and
| talked aﬁd we had a great visit. | 4 ’ |
© One of the consequences of having so much data is that not all the stories collected
can be used. Some of the stories not included here are about coming out to siblings, to
children, to husbands and the ensuing consequences that at times were very painful and
sometimes supportive. Often there is some re-negotiating of initial reactions as time'go'es
by. None of my participants are where they would like to be in the form of acceptance, -
openness and connection with all the members of their famiiies in regards to the lesbian-
ness of their lives. , | } | v ‘
* There is an extremely painful custody battle that I will leave untold because I don’t
have the room to do it justice in this study except to say that an excellent mother and
- esteemed profeésional lost custody of her childfen with her lesbian-ness being the h
determinant. There is a story of a teénage son who becomes cdnfused and acts out as he
adjusts to his parents’ divorce. There are aunts that have to keep quiet about their lives in
front of their nieces and nephews. Family traditions around Christmas are missed for many -
yéérs due to rejection by siblings. On a slightly less gloomy note, one co- )
researcher/participant stated that the moment Qf coming out had never been really' negative.
It was the nervousness/fear before hand that she found difficult.

Amongst these stressful personal situations, these educated, lesbian helping

professionals continue to work at their demanding jobs. These jﬁ)bs; sometimes not well-
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* paid and undervalued, are very much about caring for and about others. They give their
service to a society that continues to struggle with acknowledging their existence or treating
their relationships in a non-discriminatory way.

Chapter Five Discussion

The heterosexism in the lives of these women creates consistent repressive
conditions during their growing up years and early adulthood. One of my co-
researcher/participants tells of a discussion with her parents about the “mental illness of
homosexuals” making an impression on her when she was 5 or 6 years of age. The shame
due to heterosexism that Neisen (1990) discusses or the internalized oppression odﬂined by
Phetersen (1986) is seen ‘thoughout the memories of these women. They are affected by
movies where lesbians are “killed oft”, court cases about washroom sex amongst gay men
that lead to suicides, literémre that pathologizes same-sex love, and the oppressive si)ence
by the older lesbians around them. One woman comments on the 1970's lesbian bar scene
noting the class differences of these hidden away places and how these sites felt far -
removed from her well established professional position. She goes on to mention the issue
of alcoholism that she observed there that she attributes to internalized oppression and self-
hatred. Substance abuse, suicides and the low self esteems that often underlie these, are all
related to the shame dynamic that Neisen (1990) points out. Thi.s dynamic is seen with
other forms of abuse for example, childhood sexual abuse, which have recovery/healing
models that Neisen would like to see modified and applied to counselling with gay men and
lesbians.

In this study, descriptions of the coming dut process vary considerably with many
revealing the conflicting feelings involved. For example the co-researcher/participants
used descriptors such as “positive” but “dangerous and Ia secret”, a “relief” but “it sounds so
ugfy”, and “very traumatic but I had to make a decision”. Briskin (1991) outlines how the
messages afound sexuality are contradictory for women so finding pleasure in something
considered deviant that is shrouded in silence can be crazy-making for lesbians. Thefe was
also-mention of some beneficial aspects of lesbian-ness such as the increased intimacy thaf

is stronger than society’s negative messages, for example, “it was like coming out with your
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best friend yet there was that interest and excitement of not beipg best friends”. The
empowerment of integrating an aspect of self is reflected in comments such as “you get
heady and empowered and there is a real freeing of energy™. |

[n this study I interpret the self protective measure of fragmentation within the
psyche as an internal compartmentalization. The subconscious material in one woman’s
dream depicts an example of these inner processes of awareness beginning to surface.
Another woman describes her psycholdgical “unburying” and peeling away the layers in her
mind to uncover her same sex desires. The inward focus on their process by these two - |
women was a gift to the‘research. The stories shared by the four other women did not
reflect this internal awareness. Instead falling in love with a woman was the catalyst for
their becoming consci.ou‘sAof lesbian desires. Further discussion on integrating the aspects of
this jourﬁey to lesbian awareness includihg gender embodied experiences and |
compartmentalization can be found in chaf)ter SIX »

External compartmentalization is how I have explicated the need of many lesbians,
in the past and sometimes in the present, to section off parts of one’s life from others after
coming out to themselves. This is another self protective gesture but done consciously.
Abram’s (1996) grounded theory model has identified a similar strategy and called this the
hiding stage in the process that lesbians go through as they learn to deal with heterosexism. |
Staying closeted is a common strategy especially in work environments where jlob loss could
result if lesbian-ness is revealed. Boatwright et al. (1996) discuss this under the theme
dealing with societal homophobia. The fear that is underlying what [ have called exterhal
compartmentalization is reflected in one co-reseafcher/participant’s story of agonizing over
what to wear to work as a young teacher so that she coﬁld hide any possible suggestion of
her lesbian-ness. Further evidence of this dynamic are the sleepless nights experienced after
being seen with her lover by her co-worker. External compartmentalization as discussed by
another co-researcher/participant included confining her lesbian life to trips to other ci.t-ics in
an attempt to protect her professional repuiation at home.

Fears of negative material and emotional consequences are what keep lesbians in the

closet. Pharr (1988), in her discussion of homophobia, sees it as a weapon of the white,
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elite ruling patriarchy. Unfortunately there are numerous examples of very detrimental
reactions to lesbian identity described in this chapter such as discrimination in hiring
practices and in immigration policies, sexual harassment at work, harassment on the street,
and actual job loss. Fortunately, under the theme support/allies, there are examples of some
positive reactions such as kindness and caring, comradery, and advocacy shown to some of
these lesbians by co-workers, supervisors, academic committees and school principals.
Some of the attitudes and actions described here would be examples of the nurturance
instead of tolerance advocated by Schreier (1995).

Dealing with lesbian-ness at work brought out some important issues in these_
helping professionals’ lives. I listened to the struggles we all had as we attempted to locate
our experiences, often as closeted lesbians or in the grey area before we are fully cognizant
of our proclivities, into the existing professional frameworks surrounding us. We
questioned boundaries and ethical decisions in our present less closeted circumstances, and
we realized we are still sailing in uncharted waters. Some of the ethical/boundary issues
revolve around when/how/why to come out at work, with clients, students,co-workers and
supervisors. What behaviours are allowable in our particular classroom/work situation
depending on the gender, age and sexual orientation of all concermed? Do we help other
women who are struggling with their sexuality when we are in the closet in our roles of
teacher/nurse/social worker/counselor? Do> we socialize with clients/ patients/students? Is a
life enhancing friendship/ relationship with someone we inet in a professional role |
possible/impossible? Where do we draw boundaries and why do we draw them, between -
our personal and professional lives? What information about oneself is private and what is
to be revealed in a public setting when you are a lesbian?

I found Heyward’s (1993) lesbian feminist observations of the relations of ruling and
their oppressive nature in the context of our everyday helping professional relationships,
very illuminating and iﬁsi ghtful. As lesbian helping professionals, these women have been
trying to sort out how to make decisions in the face of rules which don’t always seem to fit.
Somehow Héyward’s analysis seemed helpful to consider as she explores the patriarchal,

heterosexist, and dualistic nature that the professional/client relationship and subsequent -



157

ethics are based on. As I examined the ethics and boﬁndary issues that seeped through the
lesbian/career life history interviews there seemed to be a more extensive discussion needed
and I have attempted to deal with this in chapter six. |

The stories I have included under benefits at work in chapter five are probably the
most inspiring to me. These women use their lesbian-ness and the insights that come with
belonging to a stigmatized minority group, in creative, educational ways. Baker (1991)
discusses the need for derailing the heterocentricity in educational institutions and practices.
It appears that this is a committment these women are currently living in their classrooms
and work situations. This use of self in professional relationships seeins to make a
difference with all types of diverse populations. Children and adults alike are treated with
honesty and respect, as my co-researcher/participants respect themselves and their |
relationships. Space is made- not just for themselves but for others who are different from
the prescribed norm. Making connections with those suffering from other oppfessions, they
include strategies in their work for education around racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism,
poverty, and fat oppression. They deQelop increasing awareness of diversity ‘as an important
role in their everyday professional interactions. Boatwright et al. (1996) discuss how the
lesbians in their study also brought increased skills in dealing with diversity and oppression
to their work environments as a result of their lesbian-ness and their involvement in the
lesbian community. Advanced insights into socialization and sexuality are Surfacing aé 6né
of my co-researcher/participants discusses her undérstanding of jailhouse romances. Her
wisdom into the fluidity of ‘sexual behaviour and the entwining of this behaviour with the
surrounding socictal conditions; seems very profound to me.

In this study those working with children seem to be paving the way fdr a better
future. Broader minds can’t hélp but be developing given the content these women are
bringing to their classrooms and counselling offices. Students at universities and the publié
in the community are challenged and enriched by coming into contact with any one of these
lesbian professionals in classrooms and community agéncies. These lesbians have moved

into more proactive abilities and practices at their places of employment and continue to

work for change in institutional structures.
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This is not the case in many social service agencies as O’Brien (1994) found in her
interviews with lesbian, gay and bisexual youth in group homes and shelters in Toronto: In
most of these facilities the youth “had to contend with ‘institutional silence’ concerning
lesbian and gay male sexuality, were at risk of verbal and physical abuse, were isolated and
forced to remain closeted” (p. 37). In most residences the social service workers th
remained closeted themselves, were complicit with the institutional silence and this was
detected by the youth in their care. She found that the small number of feminist group
homes had a much different stance. The lesbian youths reported that these homes offered a
recognition of the diversity of sexualities, made information available on lesbian
community events and some even had openly lesbian workers. There is much work needed
to create social institutions where all staff feel safe and supported in bringing their queer
identities to work and then can help give equal service and create safety for lesbian,
bisexual, transgendered and gay clients.

As they discussed coming out to parents, some 6f my co-researcher partici_panfs
seemed to be at their most vulnerable. One woman expressed feeling relieved that I didn’t
ask about this area of her life initially. She remains unable to have a conversation with her
parents about this major area of her life. The shame due to heterosexism (Neisen, 1990) is
_ noticeable as my co-researcher/participants worry about how their parents will react to the
news of their daughters’ lesbian-ness. Fears of rejection and the loss of their relation_ship
. with parents as well as casting shame onto the family are noted. All these lesbians have
some on-going contact with their parents and most have had at least one either verbal or
writteﬂ coming out discussion. There is still a dissatisfaction expressed by most of the
participanté at how the subject is still very rarely discussed with pareﬁts and siblings. One
co-researcher/participant has a better relationship now with her father since she came out to
him. Unfortunately this is an exception. Acceptance ahd interest about their intimate
relationshipé from significant relatives seems to be a goal that is not yet reached by these
women.

We have seen in this chapter how heterosexism surrounds and invades the psyches

and lives of these lesbians. As they make it through their own coming out processes they
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then strategized, sometimes for years, on keeping this secret outside of their professional
lives so that they could remain economically viable. In recent years, they are taking more ’
and more risks, coming out in an educational context and using their l.e‘sbian-ness to disrupt
heterosexism and other oppressions in the classrooms and community agencies in which.
they work. AbramS (1996) noted this proactive stance in her study of lesbians who had ‘
reached a level of comfort with their lesbian-ness. My title is Amazing Grace(s) because I
find the courage, creativity and honesty of this journey towards everyday activism quite

remarkable and worthy of recognition.
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Chapter Six: Discussion and Future Research

In this final chapter, I begin by talking about how social movements ilave played a
tole in the social/political/historical contexts of these lives and this research. The themes of
family, gender socialization and career will be explored further along with an integrated
discussion of these six journeys to lesbian awareness. Life histories, acc;)rding to Marshall
and Rossman (1995), can bring problems in professions to light and with this in mind this
chapter continues to explore the issues of professional ethics and boundaries. 1 also include
some suggestions for future research along with a discussion of the limitations of this study,
many of which only became apparent in hindsight. I have ended with some
recommendations for future programs for helping professional education and a final word
from each of the six co-researcher/participants.

New Social Movements

In my study, the theme of claiming lesbian identity, might seem almost inevitable
with the increased visibility and “outness” of larger numbers of lesbians and gay men in the
1990's and the -availability of information in numerous public contexts. Yet, I still think that

many lesbians, especially those with professional cafeers, do'not feel able to take the risks

* and suffer the consequences that being publicly out might bring. Ross (1995) states “we

need to ask for whom is outness an available and affordable option? We need to recall that
the vast majority of lesbians (and gay men) are not out, lead double lives, and struggle to be
whole human beings” (p. 230). |

| " The stories I have gathered also need to be considered in light of past contexts where
lesbians were less visible. Although the lesbians in my: study were within an age range of
ten years, their coming out covered a larger span, from ‘the late sixties to the early nineties.
Stories from the experiences of lesbians in the seventies and eighties are embedded in an
histbri_cal, political and social climate where the need for secrecy. and to stay closeted in
most areas of their lives seemed much more acute. | '

Without two of these new sdcial movements., the Women’s Liberation Movement

and the Lesbian and Gay Liberation Movement, this research could not have been conceived

much less have culminated in such a visible claiming of lesbian identity. Feminism is the
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older of these movements and is the context not only for research on lesbians but also for
some of the continued development of qualitative research. We need more documentation
and research on the very successful nature of these two, at times overlapping, movements
with their educational strategies. Selman (1991) menti_oné the role that new social
movements have on participatory democracy as they engage in “strongly adversarial and
‘confrontational tactics”(p.135). He points out that they have an awareness of the need for
“consciousness raising among the general public” (p. 135).

“The feminist movement has no organisational center, but is rather a vast array of
semi-formal and informal groupings at all levels of social and political structures”(Newman,
1995, p. 255) Adult education which comes from a white, male, heterosexist traditional
base has been very slow to acknowledge and study these educational strategies of the'
feminist movement which has had a profound impact on society (Butterwick, 1987). L It has
been even more reticent to explore lesbian and gay educational efforts (Hill, 1995). .
Obviously this needs to phange and is changing as my thesis exemplifies. As Newman
(1995) points out, adult education “can play a role in social action by providing people with
the opportunities to analyse power”; to “examine modes of communication and
cooperation” in these kinds of movements; and to plan f‘locéiised action” (p.255). To help
provide the support/expertise for this work to be done in adult education We need to increase
the numbers of feminist and lesbian professors/researchers. It is difficult for students to
work in this area if there is no faculty with knowledge or interest available. Broadening the
knowledgeé/research base about sexual minorities in all the social sciences including
. education can have a tri;:kle down effect as this information impacts students and
practiopers and sometimes the general public.

[n the next three subsections-of this final chapter [ expand further on three themes
identifed in chapters 4 and 5: (1) family, gender socialization and career, (2) journey to
lesbian awarenéss, (3) ethics and boundaries.

Family. Gender Socialization and Career

The gender delineation of the roles for men and women in the socializing institution

of family is evident in each of the co-researcher/participants’ stories of girlhood. The
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public/private binary with its masculine/feminine and paid/unpaid labour is obvious. Some
mothers gave up careers for family life, others stayed in emotionally abusive, oppressive
marriages, and many worked very hard and yet are seen as “not working” in their role of
wife and mother. As my co-researcher/participants made decisions about their own lives,
these conditions of their mothers’ lives did not go unnoticed.

Given the rigid gender roles of the times, [ do not see as unusual the emotional
distance these women felt from their fathers. Doyle (1995) discusses some work done on
men’s issues by two different American men’s groups. The National Congress for Men and
Children is ““devoted to men’s rights’ issues, especially those that project a positive or pro
male image of fathers and the tole of fatherhood” (p. 13). This group feels that fathers have
been shortchanged, arguing that “society views fathers, then, as simply the providers_
whereas mothers come out as the family’s emotional center and wellspring” (p. 13). Doyle
contrasts this group with the National Organization for Men Against Sexism who support a

“male-positive’ approach to men’s issues along with a profeminist, and gay-affirmative”

one (p. 14). Apparently this second organization has shifted its focus in recent years “away

from ‘men’s pain’ (loneliness, addictions, insecurities) focusing their attention more on the
issue of ‘men’s privileges™”(p. 14). Both these viewpoints, are worth more study and
combined could give a broader look at the male role in.society which seems sorely needed.
I found one daughter’s version of the healing in her relationship with her father very |
moving. This story seemed to contain a small seed of healing for anyone reading it from
this individual and societal “father” wound. l

Despite their independent/radical/leadership qualities that appear early, despite
resistance to gender roles being a consistent theme in their childhoods, despite the feminist
leanings of some of their mothers and the witnessing of their mother’s oppression, th_ese'
women take on traditionally female careers. Is this caréer choice due to societal
streamlining of men and women into sex segregated occupations for these women? Limited
options became a noticeable theme as other options, including Episcopal priest, were ruled
out. The female dominated ﬁature of the education and caréers these women obtain, have

the “ ‘service to humanity’ values”, that Kemp (1994) notes with society labeling these as
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“extensions of the homemaker role” (p. 218). Is this an act of agency as these women
choose careers where they dedicate many productive years to helping others and that suit
their abilities and persohalities? Some of the women express satisfaction with their work
and one participant stated that she loves her job. Another woman moved on to leadefship
positions and an eventual career change to what was traditionally a male dominated' .
profession (psychologist) even though she started her career as a physical education teacher.
Others also have had movemenf in fheir careers in positions which are not as commonly

- grouped into the traditional sex segregated career stream. Instructor and counsellor are twb
of these alternative positions which several of these wolm_en have held. The counsélli_ng
psychology branch of psychology, has been more traditonally male dominated although not
unlike medicine the numbers of women students is increasing rapidly. It is important |
however, not to equate choosing a traditional female dominated profession with subr_nission
to sexist gender roles. What is needed is not simply a redirection of womén into traditional
male occupations, rather what needs to happen most is a valuing of traditionally female jobs
and skillsb, a valuing particularly of caring and efforts to create more real choices.for both
women and men.

Regardless of the occupational positions held, there is a consistent commitment to -
caring and to a vision of social justice woven throughout these stories. Some co-
researéher/participénts discuss the early beginnings of this focus as they help troubled '
friends in high-school, admire a grandparent’s union activities, and help children with
disabilities. Caring about and for others may be devalued by being coﬁsidered an extension
of the homemaker role but I think that both those that do this work at home and in society’s
institutions are doing valﬁable, extremely necessary and very often, highly skilled work. By
examining the lives of lesbian helping professionals, this study helps to ﬁnpack the
relationship between caring, heterosexism and gender socialization. The co-
researcher/participants appear to have embraced the caring role of their chosen professions

while at the same time they disrupt the heterosexist assumptions that are woven into the

helping professions and caring.
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Journey to Lesbian Awareness

Foucault’s hypothesis discusses how the role of family was “to anchor sexuality and
provide it with permanent support”(p. 108). He states “parents and relatives b'ecame the
chief agents of a deployment of sexuality which drew its outside support from doctors,
educators and later psychiatrists” with deviations from this alliance becoming
“psychologized’ or ‘psychiatrized’” (p. 110). Many of these co-researcher/participants
seem to have gone to the library sooner or later to look up lesbian in what limited resources
were available to them. ~Often- this included pathologized and/ or various developmental
“stage” references and ideologies. Most of these negative societal messages are discussed
by co-researcher/ participaﬁts under the heading repressive conditions. These surrounding
conditions also included movies which depicted the deaths of lesbians, dilapidated back
street bars, and criminal charges laid for homosexual act1v1ty

The oppression of lesbian-ness seems to be all inclusive as young girls repress or
suppress or mislabel very strong feelings for other females during teen years. For some,
this repression/suppression continued during subsequent heterosexual relatidnshipsh and
marriages. The compulsory nature (Rich, 1980) of the hegemonic heterosexist discourse
seems to have obliterated any ideology for these women of an alternative sexual expression.
Only one participant becomes aware of her lesbian identity in her late teens by becoming
involved with.a lesbian who was six years her senior. Other women went on to date, and/or
have sex w1th and/or live with, men. Two women make marital commitments that lasted
for 13 and 17 years.

The gender embodied experiences code evolved from stories of four participants
who discussed the consequences for them of heterosexual relations (willingly or through
force). These experiences such as pregnancy, abortion, early marriage and motherhood,
post-partum depre_ssibn and probably post-traumatic stress disorder following a rape, all
lead to exar_r_.lining at some point the oppressive nature of the structures surrounding their
gendered lives. Botﬁ feminism and therapy seemed to have connections to these
expenences as well with an eventual lesbian identification process evolving for these

women. It would be mterestmg to have more research that focused on how life events such
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as those described here which are related to the consequences of heterosexual experieﬁces

play out in thié androcentric culture, in the lives of women who do claim a subsequent
lesbian identity. |

Two women did not haVe gender embodied life experiences that were as \}isibly
impacting as the other four. This meant that I had to cbnsider what had lead them to
examining surrounding and internal beliefs that may have been an initial step on the road to
a life other than the predominant heterosexual one. Both these women as children had
expressed wanting an alternative to traditional heterosexual female roles. Growing up as
the eldest daughter of seven children and being one of four girls 1 saw as gender embodied

experiences for these two women. Watching her overworked mother seemed significant for

‘this éldest of seven. The second daughter of four girls also rebelled, not wanting all those

“girl” restrictions placed on her and she managed to maneuver herself into a pseudo-boy
vacancy in her family. These siblihg positions/experiences seemed to lead to some early
decision making about “not getting married,” and/or “not getting pregnant”, and/or “not
doing what girls did”. These decisions about not participating in future stereotypical
gendered/heterosexist roles, before serious linvolvem.ent in a heterosexual relationship and
before a conscious awareness of a lesbian identity,althdugh the later soon evolved.
‘Ki‘tzinger (1987) suggests not telling the coming out story as one of falling in love,
but instead she suggests stressing parts of the story that challenge the heterosexual/gender
roles and norms. Although I think that an increasing desire for and awareness of an
alternative to traditional heterosexual/gender roles and felationships is part of these
women’s stories, there is evidence at various points in their coming out stories of falling
madly and deeply in love. 1did not specifically ask about the quality or impact of love/sex
with women, but several of the stories contained comments on the quality/powerfulness of |
this experience. We discussed the intensity of this phenomena further in the fovcus group
and raised some questions about how this would compare to the bonding in heterosexual -
relationships. 1 would suggest that the quality/intensity of the felt experiences of sex/love

between women seems to be, for these lesbians, part of their coming out stories as well as

their increased conscious awareness of an alternative to heterosexuality. Further research
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into the emotional and sexual bonding between women and women, men and men, and
women and men would be interesting. - , _ ) |
Feminism was part of every one .of these lesbians’ lives and continues to influence
their perspective on their lives and their work.. Sometimes feminism was the context for .
their reawakening of repressed lesbian feelings.' Therapy is also something that all co-
researchef/participants have entered lnto at various times to assist in expanding themselves.
Sometimes this was related to other difficult life issues before realizing their lesbian-ness
| which lead to a re-examination of their lives. One woman was in Atherapy during her first
lesbian eXperience, having intitiated the process for other reasons. Career skill development
for use with her client population was another co-researcher/participant’s decision for entry
into therapy. Once involved she has continued and gained insight into more hersonal 1ssues
in her life. Another woman was in distress about her lesbian-ness but did not discuss this in
therapy Heterosex1st assumptions ingrained in the traditional professmnal therapeutic |
approaches meant that no one asked her about this poss1b111ty '
This last example illustrates the need for helping professionals to be receptive and to
ask for at least a basic romantic/sexual history during a therapeutic assessment. ,I often “
vl/onder if clients seem to know intuitively who to talk to about this and who would not be
able to help them. In my ‘work as a counsellor, I was the only lesbian/gay person among the
four counsellors in the office. I'was also the only one who had any clients who were open
abou‘p their gay/lesbian identity. As some staff were cognizant of my sexuality and others
were not, I decided to bring in someone else to discuss gay/bi/lesbian/transgendered issues
for the staff. 1 still seemed to be the only one who would have clients coming-out in‘therapy
sessions. Was it possible, I wondered, that clients just were not bringing it up with others or
was it just a co-incidence that the only lesbian couhsellor, élbeit a partially closeted one, ‘
- would just happen to have the lesbian and gay clients? '
This phenomena may be the same one that operated for me as a returning mature
student. Where it felt safe to bring up my lesbian-ness in university classrooms I did. This
- just happened to be in feminist professors’ classrooms, often with all female students, where

space for this seemed to be made by inclusivity in their languagev and in their reading lists.
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This did not mean that these weré heterosexist and homophobia free zones, decidely not, but
[ felt more willing to take the risk and deal with the consequences in these classrooms.
Somehow I did not feel safe to bring this issue up in mixed classrooms with male professors
who usually did not mention this subject. Gay/lesbian clients may also have an intuitive
screening criteria that allow them to check out the counsellor they are assigned to in
government funded agencies, for signs that she/he creafes a safe space for revealing their
minority sexuality. Hopefully helping pr'ofessiohals who are lesbian and gay and who wish
to help gay and lesbian clients/students/patients, will feel more and more comfortable to
identify themselves to co-workers so that this population can be channeled to their case
loads/cléssrooms. Two of the co-researcher participants mentioned that this channelling is
| happening in their present work places:

| Co‘mpartmentalizi.ng their lives into those who know their secret and those who
don’t, in an effort to protect jobs and relationships, was a strategy tﬁat most lesbians in this
study employed at vaﬁous times in their lives. This theme of compartmentalization began
with a recognition of this strategy in relation to the external world but it popped up again as
a co-researcher/participant mentioned her internal process of uncovering her lesbian
identity. 1 found this description of internal compartméntalizing, burying and “unburying”
feelings, placing layers over top and then taking them off, a fascinating image for the
repressibn and re-awakening of unconscious same-sex desires. She is talking of a memory
process that seems similar at times to the way that sexual abuse survivors sometimes refer to
their repressed and then re-emerging trauma recollections. Herman (1992) quotes Dr. Janet,
one of the first doctors along with Freud, who worked in the field of sexual abuse survivors
then known as “hysterics’;. She states “Janet noted that post-traumatic amnesia was due to a
constriction of the field of consciousness which kept painful memories split off from
ordinary awareness.” (p. 45). The awaréness of lesbian-ness with its negative societal
connotations seems too traumatic to be incorporated into a young girl/woman’s self esteem
or to be allowed into consciousness for any length of time. This co-researcher/participant
discusses the psychological layers which were placed over these desires, but then were later

pulled away to reveal a lesbian-ness that was. underneath.
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Often sexual abuse survivors will have nightmares/dreams as they struggle with re-
emerging memories. The description of the “coming out” dream one woman retells 1S very
disturbing. The image is a powerful one as she talks of discovering a young girl having
been hung up by her mother, with a rope around her neck, for being bad. The symbolism in
the dream may be referring to the consequences of keeping these feelings repressed - almost
like killing a part of one’s self. It also seems to speak fo the fears that forced these “bad”
feelings underground in the first place. 'Healing for survivors of abuse includes a re-telling
of the trauma story and it is interesting how the re-telling of the coming out story is an
important piece of lesbian culture/subculture.

External compartmentalization, or keeping parts of one’s life separate due to fears of
rejection or job loss, is made much more understandable as we look at the negative
reactions that these women have endured. Avoiding these life shattering experiences makes
the closet look like the only sane response, especially in less tolerant times.

Even now when laws are supposed to be improved, one lesbian couple is enduring
separations, reduced financial income and the stresses of a legal battle to fight institutional
discrimination in Canadian immigration policies/practices. We have a long way to go in
improving even basic legéll rigﬁts as well as improving negative attitudes and unfair
treatment. As the stories in the negative reactions section of chapter five outline, there-are
still enormous barriers in some places. These barriers prevent these women from holding
hands as they walk down the street, from obtaining and keeping jobs they are qualified for,
from being fully themselves at work, from having a supportive administration behind them,
or from getting the same treatment/benefits as heterosexual couples. |

Considering Ethics and Boundaries

Dualisms such as male/fefnale, heterosexual/homosexual, public/private,
professional/personal, culture/nature, logic/emotions, and many others keep the patriarchy
in piace. This hierarchy, this system of interlocking oppression puts value on one half of the
binary and devalues the other. As lesbians our very existence disturbs this system. As
',women who love women we disrupt this patriarchal logic so much that it enrages many

people. As we “come out” in larger and larger numbers in a society where some segments
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are at least attemptmg to tolerate us, we do not fit nicely into the structures around us. We
bring new dilemmas and twists to old dilemmas. “Professional” values/ethrcs have been
formed within and in service of this androcentric, complex hierarchical economic system.
How we manage to survive within this system in order to secure our material reality, yet
remain true to ourselves and assist others, is the dilemma of many people of colour(s), gay
men, women of all colours including lesbians, the disabled, and all who have be'en
“othered”. | |

“Coming out” as young professionals often meant that my co-researcher/participants
could not have open discussions with peers or supervisors about this process or the work
related dilemmas that might be affected. There were various ways the women in this sludy
handled ethical dilemmas and boundary issues. One woman formed “brick wall”
boundaries and another questioned the need for rules that control people. Heyward (l993)
argues for an ethic of mutual empowerment and authenticity in our connections with those
We serve. | . ‘

Having worked with a caseload of suicidal clients, [ would have to agree with
Heyward about the need for genuine connection in helping relationships. In my experrence
it saves lives. The fragile spark of spirit inside each person can be fanned back to full flame
if a there is an honest caring person to listen and connect with.. Others may have different
ways of working that do not include authenticity or a heart connection, but this is my
conclusion after more than twenty years as a professional helper with troubled people from -
all walks of life. N | | o

* I think that some guidelines are also helpful along with a commitment to self-care
and a trusting connection with peers or some other type of supervision. Personally, [ have
diffrculty continuing to do good work with clients if I am ill or very stressed in other arcas
of my life and if I do not feel supported or trusted by those that | am working with/for.

Good work for me means listening with both my heart and my mind. This means attempting
to “be with” the client in an honest, caring way- the genuineness of this approach clients can
sense instantly. [ do see this connection as a form of “sisterly” love. Heyward’s discussion

of the erotic and the sacred both being present in human connections where there is mutual
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empowerment, rings true. Sexual feelings, as well as angry feelings, as well as any other
human feelings, can occur in working closely with other human beings. Subconscious or
unconscious feélings/needs/desires are present at many complex levels for all persons, both
professional and clienf, as in most human interactions.

Some of the boundary issues discussed by my co-researcher/participants were about
experiences many years ago, in cioseted circumstances. Sometimes the people involved,
professional or client/student/patient were unaware of their lesbian-ness. Today some
dilemmas continue to remain unclear for many lesbians as they struggle with the question of
coming out or not at woik, mixing the private and personal together. When? Where ? Why?
To whom is it necessary or political or beneficial to come out? How safe is it? How does
the age, gender and sexual identity of the parties involved affect ethical dilemmas?

I think as lesbians we are in uncharted waters about some of the dilemmas we face
so part of our self-care needs to be connections with other lesbian helping professionals so
that we are not making our decisions in isolation or without the benefit of someone who can
understand the full extent of the situation. There is no perfect answer to any dilemma but
only the answer that feels right for each individual involved within that particular context. [
was impressed with the emphasis on context by one of my co-researchef/participants as she
comes out in her job wi‘{hin a context that she feels is appropriate and will be educational
for those involved. No two work situations and no two people are alike so many decisions

have to be made on the merits of that unique situation. ‘Sometimes we make decisions

‘which in retrospect we would not do again but to err is human and provides some of life’s

best learning experiences. .

~ With doctors and priests, most notably, making headlines as they appear in courts
facing sexual abuse charges, there is a need for professional organizations to produce
guidelines for ethical behaﬁour. Recently three nursing organizations, the Registered
Nurses Association of British Columbia, the British Columbia Council of Liscensed
Practical Nurses, and The Registered Psychiatric Nurses Association of British Columbia,
prepared a papér to assist in preventing abuse of clients and provide expectations for

professional behaviour (1994).
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One of the problems with this RNABC, BCCLPN, and RPNABC discussion paper, is
that it does not deal with the gendered nature of relationships. Gender can be critical to
some dilemmas and the power dynamics are different in some situations due to this. An
example would be thé dilemma discussed by a co-researcher/participant as she watched two
thirteen year old girls-:sit entangled together in her class. Questions about the sexual nature
of this touching may be disregarded if seen by someone through a heterosexist lens. This
teacher was aware of the possibility of there being a love interest involved but still was
unclear as to how to handle this. Being questioned by a colleague about how she would
have dealt with the same situation if if had béen a thirteen year old boy and girl brought a
whole different perspective for this professional to consider. We are not used to considering
affection between two women or in this case two 13 year olds, as possibly having some
sexual energy involved. Thus the gender of the individuals involved, and the possible
sexual orientation/identity need to be known in order to look at the dilemma this woman
sees before her. The gender and the sexual orientation of the profeésional is also paramount
to this situation as it may not have come to light in someone else’s classtoom. This teacher
takes students into her classroom when other teachers think they maybe struggling with the
coming out process. | '

Sexual orientation/identity is not discussed in the RNABC, BCCLPN, and RPNABC
paper, except under the emotional abusé section in a list of behaviours that demonstrate
distespect for the client. Emotional abuse is seen here encompassing certain behaviours
including “insensitivity to the client’s preferences with ‘respect to sex and family dynamics™
(p. 16). This seems to be the only illusion to same-sex relationships and I doubt if it would
shift someone’s homophobic/heterosexist behaviour to any great' degree. 1did not see a
definition or problematizing of the word professional in this paper other than to say that the
nurse-client relationship is “therapeutic in nature and is established to meet the needs of the
client.”(p. 8).

' Abuse is defined in these nursing associations’ discussion paper as “the misuse of -
power or betrayal of trust, respect or intimacy between the nurse and the client that the

nurse knows can cause or be reasonably expected to cause physical or emotional harm to a
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client.” (p. 6). Violence, abuse towards nurses and stressful working conditions are cited as
some of the factors involved in situations where nurses have been abusive to clients.

There was a suggestion of empowerment of the client in this paper which states that
the nurse-client relationship is “based on a recognition that people are able to make
decisions about their own lives and are therefore, partners in the decision—making process”
(p.6). There is an acknowledgment that intimacy as well as trust, respect and power are also
present in the nurse- client relationship and that caring is the basis of the philosophic
approach to nursing (p. 6-7).

Differences between the professional relationship and the non-professional
relationship are outlined with the non-professional relationship categorized into casual,
friendship and romantic (p. 9). Itis stressed that “recognizing when a professional
relationship is becoming a non-professional relationship is more important than recognizing
the differences between them” (p. 8). Acknowledgment is made of the nurse having other
roles/relationships with the client especially in a small commumty as well as
acknowledgment that “non-professional relationships have the potential to develop between
nurses and their clients (or their significant othiers or both) when such relationships did not
previously exist” (p. 8). |

One of the co-researcher/participants discussed the smallness of the lesbian
corhmunity and this potential for dual roles. A close fﬁend and a practicing therapist who
has recently moved to a small town mentio_ned to me how blurred the boundaries become
where everyone knows everyone else and how the context 1s much different for decision-
making about boundaries. This sounds quite similar to the lesbian community where you
can end up in the same social situation with all your ex-lovers and where clients and
therapists sit side by side on the same committees licking stamps. There are probably pros
~and cons to the impersonalness of a larger community and to the continual involvement with
each other that happens in a small community. The guideline in the RNABC, BCCLPN, and
RPNABC paper is as fol]owé: “The overriding principle is that the nurses’ interpersonal

relationships with their clients (or their signiﬁcaht.othe_rs) must not have a negative effect

on meeting the client’s therapeutic needs or in any way infringe on those needs.” (p. 8).
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This document states that “romantic (sexual) relationships are not acceptable within
the context of the nurse-client relationship.”(p. 8). What the nurse is to do, if this possibility
1s beginping, is to withdraw from the professional relationship. The rationale for this is that
“it' is rarely possible for the nurse to maintain sufficient objectivity about the person to
enable the nurse to enter into the therapeutic relationship.?® Difficulties often arisé when
there is an attempt to have a professional and a non-professional relationship ar the same
time.” (p. 13). In order to facilitate the awareness of this happening they include a list of
“yellow lights”- signs that are a caution to the nurse and may mean that she needs to _make
alternative care arrangements and withdraw from the nurse-client relationship (p. 12).

Some of these yellow lights include: '_

frequently thinking of the client away from work. . . .spending free time with the

client. . . . sharing personal information or work concerns with the client. . . .feeling

responsible if the client’s progress is limited. . . .noticing more physical touch than is

appropriate for the situation or sexual content in interactions with the client.( p.13)

Engaging in a relationship that is romantic or sexual with an ex-client, someone who
no longer is in the care of fhe nurse, is to be given a green light, except in the case of a
psychotherapeutic relationship. In this case a time limit of one year is needed following the
termination of the professional relationship with the provision that in the nurse’é
professional judgement “such a relationship _wduld not have a negative impact on the well-
being of the client” (p. 15). ‘

It seems helpful to have some guidelines for the professional with respect to
boundary expectations especially when they are newly graduated and beginning to navigate"
a professional career. Terminating the professional relationship seems a sensible step if
romantic/sexual feelings become the focus of the relationship. Honesty certainly with one’s
self and with the other person would also be a commendable avenue when this exit takes
plabe. Small communities, which in most places includes the lesbian community, makes '

compartmentalizing relationships less realistic and I think that the final decisions rest with

2 Once again we see professionalism taking the objective side of the objective/subjective-
dualism here. : : '
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the persons involved. There have been friendships and even sexual/romantic relationships
that have evolved from a "beginning in a client/professional relationship. I have known
1ésbian couples where this is the case and they seem quite happy, but it is an area where.
research could give us more insight.

Coming out and being new to a professional career can happen simultaneously. The
repression of lesbian desires and the confusion that can result as an individual is negotiating
their coming out process can need special attentibn. Unfoftunately many work places are
still perceived as homophobic/heterosexist and so in order to not jeopardize a professional
reputation or their livelihoods, external counselling seems to be the best suggestion for .
those in this position. More and more union contracts and employers are creating employee
assistance counselling programs that can be utilized anonymously. One can not assume,
however, that the counsellors in these programs are sensitive and aware of
heterosexism’homophobia. Benefits such as employee counselling programs are yet another
place where unions and those challenging heterosexism can fight for inclusive language,
practices and services. A :

Are there guidelines for the lesbian practitioner that could be helpful when
considering coming out at work or with clients/students/patients? This nursing associations’
document discusses self-disclosure stating that it is for the “client’s benefit” and is
considered acceptable but not when it is a way “of meeting the nurse’s personal needs” (p.
11). Political activists may see coming out as a benefit to society as a whole and encourage
this disclosure. Being comfortable in one’s work situation and being able to bring major
aspects of yourself to work as heterosexuals are able to, seems a reasonable expectation
even though that may be seen as meeting the practitoner’s needs and not the clients. I think
that a happier staff member can lead to a happier work environment for all the staff and the
clients/students/patients. Taking the risk of coming out means weighing the possible
homophobia/heterosexism of colleagues, supervisors, and clients/patients/students. This can
be a difficult risk to take, especially if economic survival depends on that particular work

site.

Finding support and allies in the workplace, increases the safety for each lesbian so
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that she is not challenging the relations of ruling alone. One of my co-

| researcher/participants did take on the derogatory sexist, racist, homophobic/heterosexist
climate in her organization, but she did this in a group setting and discovered that she did
have som.eA allies. Another co-researcher/participant sought out allies amongst the Staff at
her facility and discussed first what she was going to attempt to do as she came out within a
context with her students. Once again it is difficult to slot each situation into a black and
white, yes or no decision as patriarchal logic would have us do. Placing complex situations
into some dualistic framework for decision making seems too simplistic. Giving spaceto -
Conﬂicting ideologies and staying with the ambiguities can often lead to creative solutions.
1 find discussions with other like minded individuals helpful when facing ethical dilemmas-
but, in the end, 1 have to trust my own judgement and live with the consequences that ensue
from my choices. l |

Limitations: Race. Age. Class and What About Religion?

The lack of some aspects of diversity in my sample of participants is an impotant
limitation of thié study. Although I had intended on having a mix of racial/ ethnic
backgrounds, and in ages of participants, my network or friendship sampling strategy did
not give me much diversity in these areas. 1 '\.avould- suggest that researchers need to be
aware that an initial strategy with more purposive, broader ways of obtaining participants is
needed if a more diverse sample is desired. Newspaper advertisements and contact with -
lesbian of colour(s) organizations are two possible suggestions. As Kemp (1994) and

- DiTomas and Smith.(1996) point out, Black women have less access to good jobs and Das
Gupta (1996) points out that in the female dominated profession of nursing in a Canadian
province, racism and the resulting discrimination is systemic. This may have meant that
there are fewer women of colour(s) and therefore even fewer lesbians of colour(s) amongst
the helping professionals in my daily circles of acquaintances. Three of the lesbians in my
study were known to me through two lesbian and gay organizations. Racial diversity is
negligible in these groups also. One lesbian of colour, a closeted professional, whom I
approached about taking part in the study, was explicit about her fear of being outed by the

research, viewing her visible minority status as making her very recognizable. There are
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other factors that influence my connections, as a white woman, with racial minorites as
Frankenburger (1993) éxplicates in her discussion of the way race structures the lived

experience of white people and people of cplour(s).

‘In White Women; Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness,

Frankenburger (1993) has shown that “whiteness is a locaﬁon of structural advantage, of
racial privilege. . . . isa ‘sfandpoint’, a place from which white people look at ourselves, at
others, and at society” and that “whiteness refers to a set of cultural practices that are
usually unmarked and uhnamed” (p. D).

She discusses a broad view of culture which she sees as “constructing daily
lpractices and world views in complex relations with material life” (p. 228). Thus white
women are affected matérially by their whiteness and are “practioners of white culture™

| (228). Whiteness and its cultural practices are considered normative and can be seen most
easily by those whiteness “excludes and those to whom it does violence” (p. 228). She
points out that although it “is coconstructed with a range of other racial and cultural
categories, with class and gender. . . . the term whiteness signalé the production and
reproduction of dominance rather than subordination, normativity rather than marginality,
and privilege rather than disadvantage” (p. 236). '

Frankenburger argues that history shapes the present lives of the white women in her
study “blacing them in a range of relationships with people of colour that include relative
privilege, social distance, explicitly articulated segregation, and local, fragil.e, and

- situationally spec1ﬁc forms of quasi-integration” (p. 238). The complexity of the historical
and social forces affectmg inter-racial relationship(s) is 111ummated in this discussion by
Frankenburger. .

Ona personal note, having had a lesbian inter-racial relationship, [ found the
comments by the white lesbians in her study who had been interracially coupled, striking a
familiar chord for me. Take for example a white lesbian commehting on her interracial
relationship and the dynamic of “my guilt‘and her anger” (p. 114). This seemed to
encapsulate the underlying dynamic of some white woman and woman of colour couples,

given the “impact of external social context” on the relationship (p.114). T understood more
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clearly not only the fragility [ have séen in predominately white groups when women of
colour speak up about their uncomfortableness, including lack of voice, but 1 was also
enlightenéd by her discussion of “the burdens that racism places on interracial couples” both
heterosexual and lesbian (p. 237). I would recommend Frankenburger’s work to increase
comprehension of the complex set of practices in place that maintain the racial domination
of whiteness. »

‘By not having a great diversity of age and ethniéity, I may not have obtained
information on certain issues, yet I think that the intimacy of the conversations that evolved
was influenced by the similarities among this group of women. The age and racial
sameness added to the other similarities, of seﬁual identity and professional helping career.
The level of trust I had built up having known thes¢ women in other areas/roles in my life,
may also have enhanced the intimacy development. This dual relationship strategy may be
frowned on by those that feel “professionalism” means keeping separate your personal life
from your researcher role. 1 felt that building on already established
acquaintance/friendships worked in my favour in the depth of the stories that I was able to
obtain. In looking at future research, a study done by a lesbian of colour helping
professional with lesbians of colour (s) via a network sampling would be intereéting.:ThiS
research might give a similar insider perspective that allows for a high level of trust such as
I was able to develop with my co-researcher/participants. Life history interviews and focus
groups that have the same level of intimacy and that exémine the ways that the interlocking
oppreésions, of not only‘ sexism and heterosexism but also racism, impact everyday lives
would be a fascinating addition to the literature and to practical implications for helping
professional work. |

By looking at the early lives of these white, middle class women, we see the natufe '
of their traditional 1950's and 1960's white, heterosexual families. Only two of the co-
researcher/participants mention privilege in their discussions of class with most secing their
familie§ as working or middle class. 1 think that in our present circumstances our white

privilege and class privilege may be greater than we realize and this might have been

illuminated if there had been a diversity of racial and class backgrounds. In retrospect it is
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clear that I did not explore issues of racial privilege with the participants, that is, I did not
speci.ﬁcélly ask about their experiences of race or how they thought lesbians of colour(s)

- experiences would be different ot similar to theirs. Tt is noteworthy, and a reflection of their
racial privilege, that my participants did not talk about experiences of racial discrimination.
Studies of less privileged lesbian helping professionals or semi-professionals such as health
care aids, teaching assistants, and 6fhers who have contact with the public, but do not have
the status accorded these women, may also bﬁng td ligﬁt other problems and strategies.

Although both Foucault (1978/1990) and Kitzinger (1987) mention the oppressive
power of patriarchal religions, I did not think to include this area in my interview guide. My
own background is Presbyterian and [ imagine this may have contributed to my di_s-éase
around my lesbian feelings. There is a strict, almost puritan work ethic in this traditiqnal
Christian religion with its repression of emotions so that the “frozen chosen” label is apt.?!
The poetic, alive and Goddess-based pagan practices | have been involved in for the past ten
years have been much more life-affirming and empowering. Only twice in the research did
the subject of religious background surface as one woman discussed wanting to become an
Episcopalian priest and another talked about the sexual repression typical of a Catholic
family. This would be an area for others to iﬁclude n further studies of lesbian-ness.

I did not include any questions in my interview guide on my co- |
tesearcher/participants’ views on the lesbian butch/femme roles. This might have been an
interesting discussion for lesbians in female dominated professions. Which category, butch

‘or femme, do lesbians in the female dominated professions identify with? Are these roles

~ which first originated in the 1930's and have waxed and waned and evolved over the years,

of interest to lesbians in female dominated professions ‘(Gibson & Meem, 1996)? Like the |

traditonal male and female roles of heterosexuality, the male counterpart of butch has
historically been a more valued postion in these lesbian roles. Would someone that
constructed herself as a butch have had a more difficult time fitting into these traditionally

feminine nurturing careers? Gibson & Meem have written an interesting article on butch-

2! T am in debt to my mother for this “frozen chosen” analogy. She says she heard itina
.sermon one Sunday.
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femme identity and classroom teaching and I would suggest that more research could be
done in this area.

[ did have two lesbian mothers in my study and although 1 did comment on this, I did

not include some of their stories around their children or focus to any great extent on this

area of their lives. Lesbian r_notherhood needs research focussed specifically on it, in_cluding
the marital break ups and custody battles that often havé grave consequences for all
concerned. Laird (1994) has done some interesting work in this area from her position as a
clinician who argues for a “cultural perspective and an ethnographic stance” when working
with this population (p.263). |

Implications for Professional Education and Unions

One of my co-researcher/participants mentioned in her interview some changes that
she would like to see in future education for helping professionals. I integrated thése_ ideas
together with other suggestions for future educational practices in professional schools for

nurses, teachers and social workers. As discussed in chapter two, Baker (1991), Hill'(1995),

- Ettinger (1994), and Scheier (1995) have made recommendations for educational settings

that can also be applied to these professional schools. Teaching about lesbian-ness means
that an understanding of identity and oppression is needed as a foundation. Lesbians are
facing two oppressions.ét the very least, namely séxism and heterosexism, so an
examination of their situation begins to illustrate the complexity of identity and the
interlocking impact of multiple oppressions. I have included an experiential feaching

exercise that I developed called A Sociometry of Oppressions in the appendix. This

‘educational tool is now being used by GALE-BC and the British Columbia Teachers

Federation to help illustrate the complexity.of identity and the impact of multiplte societal
structures of oppression. ' |

Schools of social work, teaching, and nursing play a key role in teaching about
diversity and respect. Working with the public they are daily charged to care for all. with
understanding and conipassion. It seems crucial that the caring professions take a lead role
in challenging all discriminatory practices and institutions revealing the negative

consequences and injustices of such practices.
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Some movement is taking place in the curriculum, however, such efforts are often
the results of too few eduicators and activists who face backlash and other forms of
resistance. Being open to diversity includes being more gay and lesbian positive. Course
materials that include ractal diveisity, still often don’t include diverse sexualities. Actual
courses that focus on gay, lesbian, bisexual and trar}sgendered issues are needed and these
issues also need to be addressed throughout the curricula of: other standard courses. Future
clients/patients/students will benefit from the inclusion,of critical discussions of
heterosexism and this will create a more welcoming environment for lesbian students.
Placements, preceptorships, and field experiences for students in organizations that are
doing grassroots activist work or whose mandate is to service more diverse populations
would be very beneficial. This would mean university faculties forming alliances with
grassroots activist organizations. Although the lesbians in this study did not have the
benéﬁts of anti-heterosexist curricula, they are taking leadership in their current educational
contexts. The importance of encouraging and actively recruiting lesbian and gay faculty
into teaching positions, who are committed to anti-heterosexist work, in nursing, teacher
and social work education needs to be emphasized.

Continuing education is carried out by professional development departments in
some institutions and in some unions. These settings e;_lso need to develop opportun_ities for
sensitivity and diversity training particularly in relation to heterosexism. Recently I was
asked to assist with the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation training as they prepared
.. several of their members to train other teachers to deal with issues such as sexism, racism,
heterosexism and homophobia, and conflict resolution. This union is taking a lead that
others could follow. The British Columbia Nurses Union has a special interest group for its
lesbian and gay members, but as yet does not have any language to address issues such as
parenting benefits that meet the needs of its gay and lesbian members. There are some other
unions that do have language in their contracts that addresses maternity/paternity leave by
talking of co-parents ah_d‘ adoptive parents. This allows lesbian non-birth mothers and gay

fathers to be given the same leave that heterosexual parents are granted. This last

suggestion moves from policy to actual benefits that serve gay and lesbian needs. As one of
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my co-researcher/participants suggested, this entails “ putting your money where your
mouth 1s” for institutions and governments. | ‘

If lesbians feel comfortable and safe in their work environments with urﬁon and
administration supporting them, they will be more empowered to contend with the |
heterosexism confronting them. A major shiftvin societal heterosexism will be felt when
. their professional educations help lesbian nurses, teachers and social workers educate about
this in their everyday practices. ’Dunﬁ.e (1997) found that many lesbians in her study
conducted in England, Scotland and Wales, wanted to be working in an environment where
they could be accepted and work towards shifting the sexism and heterosexism in social

settings. The use of seff, as the women in my study have exerhpliﬁed, is a most powerful
consciousness-changing educational tool for the lesbian professional who is able to be out
and has support behind her. |

AF 1nal Word

In this study 1 have attempted to bring forward stories from six lesbian helplng
professionals about their lived experiences, to increase visibility, information and
understanding about these lives. The combined impact of the oppfessions of sexism and
heterosexism is evidenced as these individuals talk of their stfuggl_es with repressive and
negative conditions within discriminatory societal structures and ideologies. The stories of
resistence and agency are inspirational as they culmmate in emancipatory and inclusive
‘educational strategies used by these courageous and creatlve lesbian nurses, social workers,
teachers and counsellors. With .the foundation of decades of work by meIIIlS'[ and
lesbian/gay activists, and with the privilege of their white, middle class, well-educated
social positioning, these social service professionals are daily making concerted efforts to |
shift the oppressive structures and 1deologies surroundmg them.

My hope for the amazmg grace(s), for the six of us who were involved in thls
research that facilitated the remembering of our lives and brought us together to share the
struggles and strategies we often orchestrate alone, is that we will feel a part of a '
community more empowered to make our daily .contrib,utions towards an oppression free

world.:
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Here is a final word from each of the amazing grace(s) about .

Discernment and conserving energy:
[ also recognize there are some people who are open to talking to you (about
feminism and lesbianism). . . . If I feel that openness. . . . if (there) is a curiosity
there and willingness to listen . . . then I will spend a certain amount of time. . . some
people want to 1éarn and some peopje don’t ... There is only so much time in a day
and so many years in a life. |

Learning from your struggles and reaping the benefits:
Being involved in the women’s community . . . those skills I bring. 1 actuallj/ think
it’s related to my feminism and my lesbianism that [ end up in those circles and
learn those things, so I'm actually more skilled than a lot of people who have maybe
the staus quo life and who maybe haven’t had the pain and stuff, so I guess it’s
turning your .scars info stars.

Fighting burn out and knowing that this too shall pass:
1 feel comfortable with who I am. 1'm glad that I am a lesbian. | couldn’t imagiﬁe
myself any other way. . . ['m discouraged right now. . . . I'm so tired of fighting the
system. . .. [ wonder if you can find some middle ground where you don’t always
have to be in the front lines, always working for less and dealing with the effects of
male violence and oppression. . . 1'd rdther have a piece of land and grow
vegetables right now and [ don’t know if that will change. I assume it will.

Setting priorities: |
['d like to do workshops for all the teachers in my school but you can lead a horse to

- waler but you can’t make it drink . . . They are worried about any negative reaction

even though we are on solid ground to do this. . . they don’t have to worry because
they are straight but they still don’t want any adverse parental action. . . . You can't
do it all - so one thing at a time, in little ways, when and where you can.

Just talk about it.

We could talk about it (lesbianism). We end up-compartmentalizing it so we either

don't talk about it or we problematize it. And we make it odder than usual. When it
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does get talked about it ends up in neon lights and glitter or something out there
where it becomes bigger than it needs to be- rather than just tdlking about it.
Modeling diversity and self acceptance:

The strongest thing I can offer-them (students) is that, hey, ['m different and there is

an alternative, you can be diﬂ'ereht too. . . you can be okay with you.



184

References

Abrams, E. (1996). How Lesbians Deal with Heterosexism. Unpublished master's thesis,
Vancouver, University of British Columbia, Canada.

Allen, D. (1_987)‘ Professionalism, Occupational Segregation by Gender and Control of
Nursing. In S. Slavin (Ed.)._The Politics of Professionalism, Opportunity, Employment, and
Gender. NewYork: Hawthorne Press.

Andersen, M. (1997). Thinking About Women: Sociological Perspectives on Sex and
Gender. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

- Anderson, K. & Jack, D. (1991). Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses. In
S. Berger Gluck & D. Patai. Womens Words: The Feminist Practlce of Oral History. New:
York: Routledge. pp. 11-26.

Baines, C. (1991). The Professions and an Ethic of Care. In Baines, C., Evans, P. &:

Neysmith, S. (Eds.) (1991). Women’s Caring: Feminist Perspectives on Somal Welfare
Toronto: McClelland & Stewart Inc.

Baines, C., Evans, P., & Neysmith, S. (Eds.) (1991). Women’s Caring: Feminist
Perspectives on Social Welfare. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart Inc.

Baker, J. (1991). Gay Nineties; Addressing the Needs of Homosexual Community and
Junior College Students and Faculty. Community/Junior College 15. pp.25-32.

Belenkey, M., Clinchy, B., Goldberger, N, & Tarule, J.(1986). Women’s Ways of Knowing:
Development of Self, Voice and Mind. New York: Basic Books.

Bemard, H. R. (1994). Unstructured & Semistructured Interviewing. In Research Methods
in Anthropology. C.A.: Sage. pp.208-236.

Biology and Gender Study Group. (1988/1989). The Importance of Feminist Critique for
Contemporary Cell Biology. In N. Tuana. (Ed) Feminism and Science. Indiana: Indiana
University Press. :

Boatwright, K., Gilbert, M., Forrest, L., & Ketzenberger, K. (1996). Impact of Identity
Development Upon Career Trajectory: Listening to the Voices of Lesbian Women. In
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 48. (p‘ 210-228).

Briskin, L. (1990) Feminist Pedagogy: Teaching and Learning Liberation. Ottawa:
CRIAW/ICREF :



185

Butterwick, S. (1987). Learning Liberation; A Comparative Analysis of Feminist

Consciousness Raising and Freire’s Conscientization Method. Unpublished master’s thesis.
Vancouver, University of British Columbia, Canada.

Butterwick, S. (1989). Re-entry for Women: This Time It’s Personal. Paper presented at the
Adult Education Research Conference, Calgary, Canada.

Casey, K. (1993). I Answer with My Life: Life Hlstones of Women Teachers Working For
Social Change. New York: Routlege. :

Chapkis, W. (1994). Explicit Instruction: Talking Sex in the Classroom. In L. Garber.
(Ed.).Tilting the Tower. New York: Routledge.

- Collins, P. H. (1991) Learning form the Outsider Within: The Sociological Significance of ‘
Black Feminist Thought. In M. Fornow & J. Cook. Bevond Methodology: Feminist
Scholarship as Lived Research. Indianapolis : Indiana University Press. pp.35- 59.

Creese & Stasiulis (1996), Introduction: Intersections of Gender Race, Class and Sexuallty
~In Studies in Political Economy, vol.51, pp. 5-14.

Daly, M. (1978/1990). m[ecology The Metaethics of Radical Feminism. Boston: Beacon

Press

Das Gupta, T. (1996) Anti-Black Racism in Nursing in Ontario. In Studies in Political
Economy No. 51, p. 97-116.

David, S.(1975). Becoming a Non-Sexist Therapist. In D. Smith & S. David (Eds. ) Women
Look at Psychiatry. Vancouver Press Gang Publishers.

de Beauviour, S. (1952/ 1974). The Second Sex. New York: Vintage. .

de Beauvoir, S. (1952/ 1991). Woman as Other. In E. Ashton & G.A. Olson, The Gender
Reader. Needham Heights: Allyn & Bacon. pp. 101-108.

De La O, M. (1995). Lesbians in Corporate America. In K. Jay (Ed.) Dyke Life: From
Growing Up to Growing Old. New York: Basic Books

DiTomas, N.& Smith, S. (1996). Race and Ethnic Minorities and White Women in
Management: Changes and Challenges. In J. Tang& E. Smith (Eds.) Women and Minorities
in American Professions. New York: State University of New York Press.

- Douglas, C. (1990). Love arid Politics: Radical Feminist and Lesbian Theories. San |
Francisco: ism press, inc.



186

Doyle, J. (1995). The Male Experience. Dubuque, 1A: Wm. C. Brown Communications Inc.

Dunne, G. (1997). Lesbian Lifestyles: Women’s Work and the Politics of Sexuality.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Ellsworth, E. (1989). Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering? Working Through the
Repressive Myths of Critical Pedagogy. Harvard Educational Review. Vol. 59, No. 3, pp.
297-324.

Ettinger, M. (1994). The Pocahantas Paradigm, or Will the Subaltern Please Shut Up? InL.
Garber. (Ed.).Tilting the Tower. New York: Routledge.

Faderman, L. (1991). Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth

Century America. New York: Columbia University Press

Fassinger, R., (1996). Notés from the Margins: Integrating Lesbian Experience into the
Vocational Psychology of Women. In Journal of Vocational Behavior 48. pp. 160-175.

Foucault, M. (1978/1990). The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction. New York:
Vintage Books.

Fornow, M. & Cook, (1991). J. Back to the Future: A Look at the Second Wave of ‘Feminist
Epistemology and Methodology. In M. Fornow & J. Cook. Beyond Methodology: Feminist
Scholarship as Lived Research. Indianapolis : Indiana University Press. pp. 1-15.

Frankenburger, R. (1983). White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of
Whiteness. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Garnets, L. & Kimmel, D. (1993). Introduction: Lesbian and Gay Male Dimensions in the
Psychological Study of Human Diversity. In L. Garnets & D. Kimmel (Eds.)._Psychological

Perspectives on Lesbian & Gay Male Experiences. New York: Columbia University Press.

Gibson, M. & Meem, D. (1996) Teaching, Typecasting, and Butch-Femme Identity.
Femim'st Teacher, 10 (1). pp. 12-16.

Gllhgan C. (1982). In a Different Voice: Psvcholomcal Theory and Women’s Develonment
Cambndge Harvard Umvemty Press.

Hammertsley, M. (1990). What is Ethnography? In M. Hammersley & P. Atkinson (Eds.).
Ethnography: Principles in Practice. Tavistock.

Herman, J. (1992) . Trauma and Recovery. New York: Basic Books.




187

Heyward, C (1993). When Boundaries Betrav Us: Beyond Illusions of What is Ethical in
Therapy and Life. New York: HarperCollins Publishers.

Hill R (l_995 ). Gay Discourse in Adult Education: a Critical Review. In_Adult Education

Quarterly 45(3). Pp. 142-158,

Honeychurch, K. (1996). Researching Dissident Subjectivities: Queering the Grounds of
Theory and Practice. Harvard Educational Review 66 (2). pp. 339-353.

Jack, D. (1987). Silencing the Self: Social Imperatives in Female Depression. nR.

- Formanck & A. Gurian (Eds.). Women and Depression: a Lifespan Perspective. New York:
"+ Springer Publishing Co.

~ Khayatt, M. (1990). Lesbian Teachers: Coping at School [n S. Stone (Ed). Lesbians i in

Canada. Toronto: Between the Lines. pp. 81-93.

Khayatt, M. (1992). Lesbian Teachers : An Invisible Presence. New York: State University
of New York Press.

Kinnear, M. (1995). In Subordination: Professional Women 1870-1970. Montreal &
Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press. '

Kitzinger, C.(1987). The Social Construction.Of Lesbianism. London: Sage Publications.
Kramer, W. (1993). Feminism’s Identity Crisis. Atlantic Monthly, Oct. pp. 5 l-58.

Krieger, S. (1996). Beyond Subjectivity. In A. Lareau & J. Shultz (Eds.). Journey Through
Ethnography. Boulder Co. : Westview Press

Krueger, R. (1994). Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research. Thousand Oaks,
C.A.: Sage Publications. '

Laird, J. (1994) Lesblan Families: A Cultural Perspectrve Smith College Studies in Social
Work, vol. 64. No. 3. pp. 263-296.

Lather, P. (1991). Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy with/in the Postmodern.
New York: Routledge.

Leighninger, (1996). Social Work: The Status of Women in a Female Profession. In'J. Tang

& E. Smith (Eds.)._.Women and Minorities in American Professions. Albany, N. Y.: State
university of New York Press.



188
Logan, J., 'Kershéw,.S., Karban, K., Mills, S., Trotter, J., Sinclair, M. (1991). Confronting

Prejudice: Lesbian and Gay Issues in Social Work Education. England: Ashgate Publishing
Ltd. (pp. 77-78).

Lorde, A. (1984). Sister Outsider. Freedom, C.A.:Crossing Press.

Loulan, J. (1987). Lesbian Passion: Loving Ourselves and Each Other. San Francisco:
Spinsters Book Company.

Lugones, M. & Spelman, E. (1995). Have We Got a Theory for You! Feminist Theory,
Cultural Imperialism and the Demand for “the Woman’s Voice”. In N. Tuana & R.
Tong.(Ed.s). Feminism and Philosophy. (pp. 494-507). Boulder Co.: Westview Press.

Marshall, C. & Rossman G.(1995). Designing Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks
C.A.:Sage Publications

Matsumoto, V. (1996). Reflections on Oral History: Research in a Japanese American,
Communityln D. Wolf (Ed.) Feminist Dilemmas in Fieldwork. Colorado: Westview Press,
pp. 160-169.

McPherson, K. (1996). Bedside Matters; The Transformation of Canadian Nursing, 1900-
1990. Toronto: Oxford University Press.

Neisen, J. (1990). Heterosexism: Redefining Homophobla for the 1990s. Journal of Gay and
Lesbian Psychotherapy. 1 (3). pp. 21-35.

Newman, M. (1995). Adult Education and Social Action. In G. Foley (Ed.) Understanding
Adult Education and Training. Sydney: Allen and Unwin.

Northcutt, C. 1991. Successful Career Women: Their Professional and Personal
Characteristics.
Westport. CT.:Greenwood Press.

. O’Brien, C. (1994). The Social Organization of the Treatment of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual

Youth in Group Homes and Youth Shelters. Canadian Rev1ew of Somal Policy. No. 34. pp.
37-57.

Pharr, S. (1988)._Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism. Inverness, C.A.: Chardon Press

Pheterson, G. (1986). Alliances Between Women: Overcoming Internalized Oppression and

Internalized Domination. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 12 (1). pp. 146-
160.



189

Registered Nurses Association of British Columbia, British Columbia Council of Licensed
Practical Nurses, Registered Psychiatric Nurses Association of British Columbia. (1994).

Nurse-Client Relationships: A Discussion Paper on Preventing Abuse of Clients and
Expectations for Professional Behaviour.

" Reitsma-Street, M. (1991). Girls Learn to Care; Girls Policed to Care. In C. Baines, P.

Evans, & S. Neysmith (Eds.) Women’s Caring : Féminist Perspectives on Social Welfare.
Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Inc. pp. 106-137.

Rich, A. (1980). Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence. Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture and Society, 5 (4), pp. 631-660.

Ristock, J. (1990). Working Dynamics in the Social Services: The Relevance of Sexual
Orientation to Social Service Work. In S. Stone (Ed.). Lesbians in Canada. Toronto:
Between the Lines. pp. 73-79.

Ross, B. (1995). The House that Jill Built: A Lesbian Nation in Formation. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press.

Rush, F. (1980). Best Kept Secret. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Samuelson, L. (1994). Crime as a Social Problem: From Definition to Reality. In L.
Samuelson (Ed.). Power and Resistance. Halifax, N.S.: Fernwood Pub. pp. 127-150.

Scheier, B. (1995). Moving Beyond Tolerance: A New Paradigm for Programming About
Homophobia/Biphobia and Heterosexism._Journal of College Student Development, 36.(1).
pp. 19-26. ' .

Schumacher, S. & McMillan, J. (1993). Research In Education :A Conceptual
Introduction, Third Edition. New York: HarperCollins College Publishers.

Sedgewick, E (1990)._The Epiétemologv of the Closet. Berkeley: University of California
Press. _ . -

Selman, G. (199 1). Citizenship and the Adult Education Movement in Canada. Vancouver:
Center for Continuing Education, University of British Columbia.

Smith, D. (1987). The Everyday World As Problematic: A Feminist Sociology . Boston:
Northeastern University Press.

~ Smith, D. (1990). The Conceptual Practices of Power: A F emim’st Sociology of Knowledge.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.



190

Smyth, C. (1992)..Lesbians Talk Queer Notions. London: Scarlet Press.

Stacey, J. (1991). Can There be a Feminist Ethnography? In S. Berger Gluck & D. Patai
(Eds.). Women’s Words - The Feminist Practice of Oral History. NewYork: Routledge. pp.
111-119. '

Starhawk. (1979/1989). The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Rellmon of the Great
Goddess. San Francisco: Harper and Row.

Starhawk. (1987). Truth or Dare; Encounters with Power ‘Authority. and Mystery. San
Francisco: Harper & Row.

Statistics Canada. (1995) Women in Canada: A Statlstlcal Report. Third Edition Ottawa
Statistics Canada.

Stewart, G. (1994). The Encyclopedia of Myths and Legends. London: Headline Book
Publishing. ' '

Strauss, A. (1987) Qualitative Analysis for SOClal Sc1ent1st Cambridge: Cambndge
University Press.

Tierney, W. (1995). (Ré) Presentation and Voice. Qualitative Inquiry 1. pp.379-390:
Tom, A. (1993). Women’s Lives Complete: Methodological Concerns. In B. Long and S.

Kahn (Eds.). Women, Work and Coping - A Multidisciplinary Approach to Workplace
Stress. McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Valentine, P. (1996). Nursing : A Ghettoized Profession Relegated to Women’s Sphere. In
International Journal of Nursing Studies. Vol. 33, No.1.

Warren, C. (1986). Vignettes of Life: Experiences and Self Perceptions of New Canadlan
Women. Calgary: Detselig Enterprlses Limited. ‘

Wilson, A. (1996). How we find Ourselves: Identity development and Two-Spirited People.
In Harvard Educational 'Review. Vol. 66, No. 2.

Wilton, T. (1995). Lesbian Studies: Setting an Agenda. London: Routledge

Wolf, M (1992). A Thrice Told Tale: Feminism, Postmodernism, and Ethnoggphl
Responsibility. Stanford, C.A. : Stanford University Press




191

“Woolf, H. et al. (Ed.). (1977). Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary. Sprmgﬁeld
Massachusetts: G. & C. Merriam Co.

Zurlinden, J. (1997). Lesbian and Gay Nurses. Albany, New York: Delmar ’Publishers._




192

Appendix A
Interview Guide

Gender Socialization and Career
Would you tell me what growing up as a young girl was like for you?

- Tell me about your family life and how the business of daily living was done?

Tell me about béing a teenage girl? |

How was your family similar/different from. others in that geographical and historical
location? ' _

What thoughts did you have about job or career possibilities for you when you grew up?
What female role models did you have around you or ‘that you sought out or idealized?
How did you come to pursue a nursing/teaching/social work education?

What Was the experience of being a N/T/SW student like for you?

What do you enjoy about your role as a professional helper? What do you dislike about it?
Can you tell me of a parti;:ular experience where you felt you had accomplishéd something

of value in your work?

-Lesbian Identity/ Sexual Orientation

When and how did you first come to an awareness of your lesblan-ness? What was the
process of coming out to yourself like for you? Where and when did this process start?
Can you tell me about experiences of coming out to others such as family, friends, and
children?

What is coming out to others like for you today and what are the choices you make amﬁnd

this?

- How do you see this identity or set of experiences as fitting with or in relation to other

1dentities or experiences you have had in your life?

Lesbians in Post Secondary Education and in Professional Work
What is it like to be a lesbian and a N/T/SW student? Can you tell me some experiences that

you had during professional schbol that are coloured by your lesbian-ness?

“What would you change about your professional education and training?

Can you tell me of a time when you were uncomfortable at work that was related to being a
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lesbian?

Do others make assumptions about you and how have you dealt with that ?

How does your ability to be out or not vary in relation to your coworkers? your clients ?
your supervisors? other professionals? Support staff? How are you treated by each of these
groups ? Can you give examples? o

Have you felt that your career was impeded or enhanced by your lesbian identity? How?

How does your lesbian experience/world view affect your understanding of your work and
- your clients? ‘ '

Do you see or handle issues or work situations differently than your heterosexual co- -

workers? Can you give me an example?
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Appendix B

A Sociometry of OQppressions |

The basic premise for this experiential educational exercise came from Logan et al.(1996)
who were using it with social work students to educate around heterosexual privilege. [
expanded it to give a sense of the interconnections and complexity of identity and the
multiple structures of oppression in a hierarchical, capitalist, patriarchal society. Further
‘refinement occurred as I used it in educational situations at the University of British
Columbia, with the Gay and Lesbian Educators of British Columbia, and with the British
Columbia Teachers’ Federation. Although this educational tool still includes sexual
orientation/identity, it has been expanded to include gender race/ethnicity, age, class,
occupation, ability and religion.

Instructions A
A fairly large open space is needed which often necessitates moving furniture.

Explain that participants will be given an identity card and asked to move forward one step
(ot its equivalent if there are wheelchair participants) when answering affirmatively to a
series of questions. It is helpful to ask if they would like to participate thus getting consent
and leaving an option if someone just wants to watch.

Handout cards to each participant. Instruct them not to show their cards to other
participants. You may need to help some participants individually if they have questions
about their identity card. If you have a small number of participants try to pick identities so
that you have a mix of sexual orientations, genders, ethnicities, religious denominations and
abilities. A class of about 15 participants seems ideal although it can be used with smaller
or larger numbers. About half an hour is needed to complete the exercise although this will
vary depending on the amount of time it takes for debriefing each participant.

Have participants line up against a wall. If you include any closeted or secret identities start
with participants with their faces towards the wall, otherwise they can be facing into the
room. ' ' '

Read out questions regarding social/economic pnv1leges which are worded so that those
with privilege-can step forward.

Have participants stay in their resulting positions of pnvﬂege when the questions are
finished.

Ask each one in turn to read out their identity and discuss what that experience was like for
him/her. You are actually debriefing each participant but others will usually join in the
discussion as this process continues. Be sure to have each and every person discuss what
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the experience was like for them and as in any experiential activity be prepared for the -
possibility of someone’s personal experiences being triggered so that further debriefing may
be needed. As this activity is the taking on a pseudo-identity it usually does not trlgger
major personal revelations.

- Pseudo-ldentities
(to be written on cards and handed to each part101pant)

White single heterosexual female secretary who has AIDS

White male bisexual artist (not famous yet) with a ma_lé partner. He also has a criminal
record for possession of illicit drugs in the past. Currently he is a practicing Christian.

A51an-Canad1an female nurse who is bisexual and in a committed relationship with a
woman.

They are raising her partner’s four Caucasian chl]dren

First Nations bisexual female factory worker in a relationship with a white man. She-
practices traditional native spirituality.

Male to Female transgendered truck driver in a relationship with a woman.

16 year old high-school student who is lesbian and is deaf She uses sign language to .
_ communicate and is a practicing Christian.

~ 20 year old female Caucasian sex trade worker who is heterosexual and ina polygamous :
relatlonshlp with a male plmp She is addicted to heroin.

Separated smgle gay white male who has custody of his ten year old daughter and who
works as an elementary school teacher.

White heterdsexual Christian male who is the CEO of a multinational corporation. He is
married with three children.

35 yr. old white heterosexual female social worker who is married to a Jamaican Canadian
man and they have two children. She is practicing the Wiccan religion (witch). .

Black heterosexual female lawyer who is the only woman and the only person of colour
working 1 ina prominent firm.

White single lesbian stay at home mother of 2 small children living on welfare.

White 60 year old lesbian who is a general practitioner and suffers from epilepsy.
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50 year old divorced female teacher who has raiséd her children and hasn’t worked for the
past 15 years. Her husband has left and he hide their assets.
Catholic Italian mother of three children who is a recent immigrant to Canada and does not
speak English. She is married and works in an Italian bakery.
Gay Chinese-Canadian man who is raising a disabled child with his partner.
Indo-Canadian male psychiatrist who is heterosexual and a practicing Sikh.

14 year old Japanese Canadian lesbian Buddhist high-school student.

25 year old black disabled female universify student (uses a wheel chair) and is a practicing
Anglican.

Closeted gay male Jewish lawyer who is married with two children. He lives with his wife
but has sex with his secret male lover of several years. '

15 year old Hispanic- Canadian gay male high-school student who is a practicing Catholic.

Sometimes it is fun to add cards with famous participants.
examples:

k.d.lang
famous Canadian singer,
lesbian, vegetarian, partnered, white

Svend Robinson .
white gay male partnered unitarian
famous Canadian politician

David Suzuki
heterosexual married Japanese-Canadian
environmental acttvist



197

Questions
These are asked once individuals have their pseudo identity card, which they are instructed
not to show to others, and are lined up facing a wall.

1. If you are free to be open about your sexuality with those close to you (example: out of
the closet in most situations) please turn around and face the center of the room?
(Individuals with a secret component to their identity will end up moving into the room
backwards.)

2. Could you expect to speak openly and easily about your sexual orientation /identity at
school or work with out fear of harassment or negative consequences?

3. Do you feel safe walking alone on the streets after dark?
. 4. Do you expect to be treated fairly by the police?

5. Do you expect that you and your body will be treated with respect and dignity as you
work without fear of harassment?

6. Can you go to the corner stdre on foot quickly and easily?

7. You do not expect a group of teenagers to hurl insults or harass you as you walk by?
8. You do_not expect you children will suffer harassment or discrimination at school?
9. Can you legally marry?

10. Do you expect to be financially well off and be able to travel during your retirement?

11. You are being considered for a promotion. Are you secure that your personal life or
identity will not hinder you?

12. You are in a new social situation and you are asked if you are-married- are you
comfortable answering?

" 13. You have no qualms about bringing your partner to your office party?
14. Do you expect to be able to get a large loan from the bank easily?

-15. Would it be easy for you to introduce your partner to your family?

16. You are one of 10 people being mterv1ewed fora posmon .Do you expect to have a
good chance of being hired?
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17. Do you thmk that your chances are good when you are interviewed by a social worker to
adopt a child? ,

18. Are you comfortable holding hands with your partner in public?

19. If you became ill with AIDS would some people say you were an innocent victim rather
than you deserved 1t?

20. Can you expect to be a religious leader in your community?

21. Can you discuss your religious practices and holidays and openly at work or school
without fear of harassment?

22. Can you communicate to others that you have just met easily?
23. If your partner died would you be automatically recognized as the next of kin?

Feel free to make up new pseudo-identities and new questions.



