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A note on the text: 


 


All pronouns used were what the interviewees asked me to use at the time of writing, but that may have changed since publication. Although I have endeavoured to make this book inclusive throughout, it has been written from my own limited perspective and I cannot claim to represent all lesbian/bi identities. Please refer to the final pages for a further reading list on books written about LGBTQ+ culture and queerness from other authors.










Preface


Close your eyes and think of the word ‘lesbian’. Roll it around on your tongue for a moment: L-E-S-B-I-A-N. What does the word conjure up? If you’d asked me that ten or fifteen years ago, a few things may have sprung to mind. Vegan lentil recipes and weird ethical sandals, perhaps. Hairy armpits and U-Hauled couples with their two cats, Kathleen and Hanna. Nut milks and moon cups and scissoring. Plaid shirts and IKEA trips and dungarees made from hemp. Basically, anything that sits at the other end of ‘fun’ and ‘glamour’ in the eyes of the mainstream. If gay men have historically been fetishised as flamboyant, fun-loving, promiscuous divas, lesbians are the opposite. We’re the sexless killjoys of the LGBTQ party. The ones who’d rather stay at home building DIY shelves and organising our rune stones than, I don’t know, going out and having fun. (Many of these stereotypes absolutely apply to me by the way, but only when I say so myself and only when they’re celebrated). 


Culture-wise, bi and pan women arguably have it even worse. Again, if you’d asked me what the word ‘bisexual’ conjured up a decade or so ago, I’d have probably thought about pornos and purple hair and Megan Fox’s character in Jennifer’s Body, the one where she plays a manipulative vampire with an unquenchable thirst for blood (iconic, yes, but hardly representative of bisexuals across the board.) Outside of that, bisexual women have been stereotyped as sex-obsessed and attention-seeking, confused and indecisive, even by lesbians themselves (especially by lesbians themselves). People have a hard time accepting that bisexual women, as an orientation, exist. According to monosexuals, they’re either straight women who are drunk / ‘having a bit of a moment’ or else gay women only halfway out of the closet. To be bisexual is to be a human bridge, apparently. 


Over the past few years, however, there’s been a subtle yet tangible shift. One that’s hard to pinpoint and even harder to describe. The culture of queer women is no longer, perhaps, something to be whispered or winced at in public. The culture of queer women is everywhere. It’s Kristen Stewart in a backwards cap sticking her middle finger up at the paps. It’s Janelle Monáe showing up on the red carpet in assless chaps and a butt-length plait. It’s Hunter Schafer and all her different coloured eyeshadows. It’s slicked-back hair and cheekbones and vests and monochrome and popped collars. It’s tarot cards and lunch dates with exes and shout-typing ‘SPIT IN MY MOUTH’ at any woman celeb pictured wearing a tailored tux. It’s Whoopi Goldberg saying she’s never loved any of her husbands. It’s Justin Bieber getting married. It’s Gillian Anderson playing a sex therapist. It’s describing something as ‘really dykey’ and feeling the spiky consonants sit satisfyingly in your mouth, because everyone wants to look dykey, don’t they? To look ‘dykey’ is to wear cut-off denims and scuffed Vans while carrying a leather sex bench into the home you share with your lover, like Cara Delevingne and Ashley Benson. To look ‘dykey’ is to look like you know what to do with your hands. 


None of this is to say that the culture of queer women itself has improved or expanded or ‘turned cool’, or whatever. Lesbian and bi culture has always existed. We’ve always been stylish and horny and campy in our own ways, long before this generation of queers and the generations before them existed. No, the shift exists in the way lesbian and bi culture is beginning to trickle into the mainstream, now so more than ever. Our inner language, our lowkey signifiers, our private way of being is – to some degree, although not completely – being pushed out into the wider public sphere. Our identities are now often esteemed as much as they were once disparaged. As the lesbian culture writer Jill Gutowitz told Buzzfeed in 2019: ‘If I had been tweeting about how hot Miley Cyrus was in 2009, my friends would’ve been like, “Ew, you fucking dyke!” and I would’ve deleted it and cried. Now that we’re allowed to talk about it publicly and have thousands of other people on Twitter agree with us, the thirst is pouring out of us in these violent outbursts.’


This is an era in which queer women are helping to shape modern pop culture – just as they always have done. If gay men and drag queens can in a roundabout way be credited with the current Kardashian aesthetic – hyper femininity, big hair, arched eyebrows – queer women can be seen as the ones injecting a campy butchness, a queer sensibility, a certain dykey vibe into pop culture’s lexicon. Just take a look at Samira Wiley on the cover of Stylist, hair shaved, fresh turtleneck, eyes raised to meet yours. Take a look at Rachel Weisz striding towards Olivia Colman before choking her against the bedpost in The Favourite. Pay close attention to Zendaya, slumped over and staring moodily from beneath a burgundy hoodie in Euphoria. We might even say that some of the most lusted after poster boys of this generation – Harry Styles, Timothée Chalamet, Justin Bieber – take cues from the style and substance of queer women. Lean in a little closer, and these floppy-haired, cheek-boned cis men start to look remarkably like soft butches. As queer scholar and activist Marie Cartier pointed out way back in 2003: ‘A traditional stereotype of butch women is that they are acting like men — I think the opposite is the case. It is the New Man, which emerged after the Second World War, who acts like a woman — a butch woman.’


I wrote this book in part because I’m interested in how this shift occurred. How lesbian and bi culture (which can be viewed as two separate things, while also being inextricably interlinked) went from something coded and covert and word-of-mouth to something we see on the red carpet, on Buzzfeed listicles, smattered across our iPhone screens and timelines and in magazines. How lesbian and bi culture went from being the butt of everyone’s joke (even within the gay community), to all your straight mates suddenly cutting in homemade mullets and wearing thumb rings and calling Meryl Streep ‘Daddy’. How lesbian and bi culture went from being something you associate with those two middle-aged ‘aunts’ in your mum’s village with the spiked frosted tips, to having screenwriter Lena Waithe grace the cover of Vanity Fair in a white tee and chain, shoulders hunched and casual, eyes staring straight into the camera with what I can only describe as a ‘powerful lesbian expression’. Maybe even more than that, I wanted to try to get to the heart of what it means to be lesbian or bi today, culturally. As a teenager, I pored over whatever queer stuff I could get hold of. Marvelled at Paris Is Burning. Savoured the taste of Susan Sontag’s seminal text Notes on Camp. Cackled out loud during hungover mornings watching Party Monster. Spent my uni years having strong emotions about each and every contestant on RuPaul’s Drag Race. But these brilliant, sparkling portals into LGBTQ culture were, more often than not, focused on men. The culture of queer women has always been harder to access; required a heavier dose of effort and detective work and reading between the lines. The texts I did come across about queer women were often hefty academic things, or based in a kind of classic American conservative lesbiandom that felt quite distant from my own. 


Of course, just because lesbian and bi culture has always been rare to see in the mainstream doesn’t mean that it has ever been flimsy or insubstantial. As with all queer communities, the culture of queer women was born on the ground – out of clubs and codes and social circles. I learned more about queer culture from stumbling into an East End gay bar – surrounded by girls with septum rings, girls with their limbs propped up in right angles at the bar, girls staring daggers at their exes’ new lovers – than I did from anything I saw on TV or at the cinema. These spaces were integral: they offered escapism and communality in real, physical ways, separate from the outside world. Outside of clubbing, it was about what friends were into, the way they’d dress, the things we’d say to each other. Later, it was how we existed online. Either way, wherever that space was forged – online, offline, in the club or out of the club – the culture always came from queer people, it was always moulded in our form. 


When pop culture gets it right, then, it acts as a mirror being held up to a queer reality cultivated on the ground. We don’t love Robyn’s ‘Dancing On My Own’ just because we collectively decided to. We love it because it feels familiar. We love it because it’s steely and glittering and imbued with a kind of euphoria and unrequited longing that we recognise in ourselves, as queer people. ‘Dancing On My Own’ is the sound of queerness, not the other way round. You could say the same thing about much of queer culture. 


My life would end up being shaped and ultimately changed by the culture of queer women. As a kid I dressed like a soft butch baby-dyke – ‘boy’s’ jeans, big T-shirts, jagged dark hair like Mowgli. I liked playing football, skateboarding, swapping Pokémon cards, kicking around abandoned houses. My friends and I would race down hills and spray Lynx cans at lighter flames and break into school at the weekends so that we could kickflip down the smooth cement steps that poured across the playground like charcoal liquid. I was, to all intents and purposes, a ‘tomboy’, though I bristled at the label myself. I hadn’t yet stepped into my queerness, maybe hadn’t even recognised it, but I knew that the way I held myself, the way I existed in my body, the way I related to other genders, had an oddness about it in comparison to a lot of other girls my age. 


As is the case with so many of us, this oddness was quickly flattened out of me once I reached my teenage years and had to swallow an alarming dose of compulsory heterosexuality. I speak more on this later in the book, but I think there’s a time in your life – thirteen, fourteen – when the world-at-large starts to really hammer down on the idea that you need to be desirable; your value as a person becomes based on your attractiveness to the opposite sex, specifically. This might not be the 1950s anymore, but to be a palatable woman is still to be femme, submissive and to adhere to a certain version of the male gaze. I grew my hair out then, shoved myself awkwardly into push-up bras and figure-strangling dresses, nursed crushes on boys because that’s what teenage girls are supposed to do, right before we find a man who wants to keep us and marry us and raise healthy, bouncing, heterosexual children of our own.


Discovering and immersing myself in lesbian and bi culture in my early twenties, then, was like going back to how I was when I was a kid, back before I became encumbered with what I was ‘supposed’ to be like. There’s an authenticity that sits right at the heart of queer culture that makes it inherently appealing. The things that society teaches you to hate about yourself – the way you cross your legs on a chair, the way T-shirts hang on your body, the stuff that holds your attention – queer culture more readily embraces. Within the culture of lesbians especially, the male gaze – the idea that you should dress and act a certain way to appease men – is taken out almost entirely. It’s simply not there. And what you have left is space, endless free space to be yourself. Without sounding sickeningly sincere, when I found queer culture I definitely found myself again.


This book, then, is a love letter of sorts to the modern culture of queer women and – where relevant – non-binary people (I mention non-binary people here and in instances throughout because, as I explore later on in the book, non-binary lesbians exist, as do non-binary bi folk, as do non-binary people who partly – although not completely – identify with aspects of womanhood or dykeness). This is not an academic rehashing of the past. I’m not a historian or theorist – there are plenty of bold, in-depth queer history books out there already, many of which I have listed at the end of this book. It’s also not the whole jigsaw, but more like a piece of it. Because when it comes to lesbian and bi culture, there has never been one singular narrative, in the same way that not all straight people like to drink WKD or get married by thirty or have strong feelings about Paul Mescal and Adam Driver. My experience is UK based: I grew up in east London, spent almost my whole life here. I’m also in my twenties, at a very specific time in history, meaning a lot of the interviews and references in this book reflect the time and location I’m coming from. My understanding of queer culture is going be very different to that of the next person, and very different to that of those who came before me. 


With that in mind, this can be viewed as my contribution. This is everything I’ve learned as a queer woman about queer culture. Everything that others have taught me. The world of nightlife. Our pop music. Our style and signifiers. How we’ve been represented on TV and in film. How we gather online. What it’s like to date as a lesbian or bisexual person. What it’s like to lose your mind. What being a ‘lesbian’ or ‘queer’ or ‘bi’ even means right now, at a time when ideas about gender and identity and intimacy are loosening up and expanding; how queer culture fits into that, how any of us manage to fit into anything and whether we even want to.


I spoke to countless lesbian and bi people for this book, young and old, heard their stories and gathered their perspectives. They told me their versions of romance. They told me their versions of style. How they came out and how they learned to express themselves. How their queerness was a gift, then a curse, then a gift again. Each and every story diverges and overlaps somehow, including my own; some of them contradict each other. This is my attempt to sew the whole thing together.










CHAPTER ONE


What is a Lesbian Anyway?


Just off the Turkish coast, in the north-eastern Aegean Sea, lies the Greek island of Lesbos. It’s a huge, triangular island, crammed full with olive groves, fruit trees and Mediterranean pines that cover the mountainous land like a blanket. Locals have been known to refer to the place as ‘Emerald Island’ because it glistens green, always bursting with life; unusual for an island of its mammoth size and hot temperature. But Lesbos isn’t just known for its flora and sunshine. It’s also known for being the reason the word ‘lesbian’ became a term to describe gay women. 


It makes sense that the word would have derived from an island such as Lesbos; a place brimming in wildlife and intense volcanic activity, yet completely isolated from the mainland. What could be more lesbian than that? But the etymology has more to do with one of the island’s most ancient inhabitants, the Greek poet Sappho, who is said to have spent her life (c. 630bc. 570 bc) writing lines and lines of gorgeous stanzas about women, love, anguish and desire. 


Much of Sappho’s poetry has been lost or heavily retranslated. Her sexuality has also long been up for debate (you can imagine the centuries-long line of classicists desperately trying to find evidence against one of the most influential and esteemed poets being a massive dyke). But regardless of what we know or don’t know about Sappho, the flagrant homoeroticism of her poetry opens itself up like a flower, constantly. ‘Sappho 31’ is one of her most famous fragments. It’s incomplete, and has been through endless translations, but the story it tells is as old as unrequited lesbian love itself. It basically shares the same plot as the TV drama Sugar Rush.


 


He seems to me an equal of the gods—


whoever gets to sit across from you


and listen to the sound of your sweet speech


 so close to him,


 


to your beguiling laughter: O it makes my


panicked heart go fluttering in my chest,


for the moment I catch sight of you there’s no


 speech left in me,


 


but tongue gags—: all at once a faint


fever courses down beneath the skin,


eyes no longer capable of sight, a thrum-


 ming in the ears,


 


and sweat drips down my body, and the shakes


lay siege to me all over, and I’m greener


than grass, I’m just a little short of dying,


 I seem to me;


 


but all must be endured, since even a pauper . . .


 


Despite Sappho’s poetry being older than Christ, ‘lesbian’ – as a broad descriptor of female homosexuality – didn’t become a word we used in the UK until around the late nineteenth century, when European sexologists began acknowledging that same-sex attraction and practices between women did in fact exist. To them, the term ‘lesbian’ was used to describe what they considered a pathological abnormality, a biological anomaly, a sort of insanity. To be a lesbian meant that you were ‘inverted’, that you wished to be a man and that you envied their penises. And the only cure for this terrible affliction, they thought, was to settle down and marry a man, immediately, dedicating yourself to a more ‘practical’ lifestyle involving breastmilk and housework.


Equating lesbianism with insanity sounds absurd and offensive to us now. But before then, the idea that women might be into women was pretty much never spoken out loud. (It’s worth pointing out here that while gay men were routinely persecuted for ‘sodomy’, sexual activity between women was rarely acknowledged because female pleasure as an end in itself wasn’t acknowledged either. In 1811, for example, two Scottish schoolmistresses ended up in court after being accused of repeatedly going at it in the boarding-school bed. One of the judges hearing the case, Lord Meadowbank, claimed that sex between women was ‘equally imaginary with witchcraft, sorcery or carnal copulation with the devil’ and the girls were promptly acquitted. They were just giving each other massages, he shrugged, and everyone agreed.)


Using the word ‘lesbian’ to describe a form of sexual deviancy or abnormality, then, established lesbians as a) existing, and b) outsiders, which inadvertently made way for the beginnings of lesbian subculture. In other words, the label ‘lesbian’, however derogatory, positioned lesbians as being part of a social identity as well as a so-called medical one. In her 1999 book Encyclopedia of Lesbian Histories and Cultures, lesbian theorist Bonnie Zimmerman explains it like this: ‘The lesbian label made it possible to define a relationship between women as explicitly sexual, and, as such, the label was welcomed by some women in spite of the stigma attached to it. The lesbian communities, cultures, and, eventually, social movements that have grown over the course of the twentieth century have been built upon the very lesbian label that originated as a stigma.’


Fast forward to the 1960s and 1970s, when gay rights movements were really hitting their stride across the UK, Europe and US especially, and the word ‘lesbian’ had transformed into something else entirely. It was no longer a medical term solely used to describe women who had sex with other women and were therefore mentally ill. There were people who still believed that of course – people who still do – but ‘lesbian’ was an identity, a label embraced by gay women and worn with pride. Lesbians formed organisations and developed political ideologies addressing their needs. They wore T-shirts emblazoned with ‘Nobody knows I’m a lesbian’ and waved flags that read, ‘A day without lesbians is like a day without sunshine’. They marched alongside gay men, transgender people and genderqueer folk for equal rights. All of which is to say: the word ‘lesbian’ was no longer simply a catch-all phrase for women who were into women. It was considered by many to be an identity, too, as well as an orientation.


It didn’t take long for the term to become loaded with political meaning; electrons of an atom darting in all sorts of directions. By the 1970s and 1980s, a lot of lesbians had become dissatisfied with their exclusion from both feminist spaces and gay liberation organisations. Radical lesbian feminists sought to separate themselves from both of these groups, viewing any tie to the patriarchy, and by extension heterosexuality, as oppressive. Some set up communes, ‘womyn only’ music festivals, bought acres of land in which to live separately from men and straight people. The intention was to entirely reject both mainstream society and the activist circles that had invisiblised them. I mention all of this not to rehash a history lesson, but to explain the ways in which the word ‘lesbian’ had become more than just a descriptor. It was synonymous with a variety of ideals. It was a way of life.


The idea of a lesbian-only utopia where a bunch of women are growing courgettes all day and going down on each other all night might sound kind of idyllic on the surface. But the tenants of these certain strands of lesbian feminism – mainly among the white and middle class – looked to many a little outdated and exclusionary. Bisexuality was routinely scorned or outright denied (if you were going near penises you were liaising with the enemy!). Transgender women were regularly misgendered and excluded from lesbian feminist circles. Sex work, kink and pornography were considered anti-feminist, patriarchal, violent. Butch–femme identities were maligned as nothing more than heterosexist role-play. Lesbians of colour and working-class lesbians, too, often felt just as sidelined within certain lesbian feminist circles as they were in feminist and gay ones. (You can hear this frustration pour out in Audre Lorde’s open letter to the ‘radical’ white lesbian feminist Mary Daly, in 1979: ‘To dismiss our Black foremothers may well be to dismiss where European women learned to love. As an African-American woman in white patriarchy, I am used to having my archetypal experience distorted and trivialised, but it is terribly painful to feel it being done by a woman whose knowledge so much touches my own.’)


For many, such essentialist ideas about gender and sexuality simply didn’t feel right. More than that: it felt actively invisibling. Gender could be playful, pliable – couldn’t it? Sexuality could be fluid, fragmented. Maybe you were in love with the person, not the uterus. Maybe you didn’t feel like a woman or a man. Maybe being submissive and kinky made you feel powerful and connected to your partner. Maybe it turned you on. For a lot of people, lesbian feminism may have laid some important groundwork, but the more rigid facets of the movement didn’t chime with everyone. It didn’t seem to make way for all the colour and complexities of gender and desire. Younger generations in the 1990s turned to queer theory. They pored over How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay by Eve Sedgwick (1989) and Gender Trouble by Judith Butler (1990) and Fear of a Queer Planet by Michael Warner (1993) and Female Masculinity by Jack Halberstam (1998). They embraced the idea that you didn’t have to be one thing, you could be many, or nothing definitive at all. Queer theory didn’t cancel out lesbianism as a concept. Instead it made way for the word ‘lesbian’ to be viewed from different angles, like a placeholder. There isn’t one way to be lesbian, said the queer theorists, just as there isn’t one way to be queer.


Today, the word ‘lesbian’ remains complex, fluctuating and constantly up for debate. Ask a random person on the street what the word ‘lesbian’ means and they’ll probably tell you that it’s a term to describe women who are exclusively into women. That’s the straightforward consensus. But lesbianism is harder to define when you call into question ideas about gender, intimacy and identity, and how those three things intertwine and mutate. I have called myself lots of things over the years: queer, bisexual, pansexual, gay, lesbian, dyke. My most recent and snug fitting has been ‘pansexual homoromantic’ (accurate for me right now, even though it does sound like a type of forklift truck). But often I feel like all of the aforementioned at once. When I call myself a lesbian it’s because the majority of my most meaningful romantic and sexual encounters have been with women, and I surround myself with lesbian culture and queer women. But I also fancy men occasionally. I watch porn involving men, too. When I use a strap-on, it turns me on to imagine that it is part of my body, that I am penetrating my partner with a penis that belongs to me. When my partner uses a strap-on, it turns me on to imagine the other way round. Sometimes, I feel attracted to something that seems to exist outside of gender entirely, or at least in some sort of grey area. The way David Bowie laughs lightly, knowingly, in the third verse of ‘Starman’. The soft arrogance of a near-stranger winking at me from across a room. The vision of my girlfriend getting dressed in the morning, the way her body stoops into boxers and jeans, blond hair awry in the window-sun, like some sort of cherubic twink. None of this feels attached to gender. Does that make me any less of a lesbian? I don’t think so. But it does highlight the limits of language and labels when it comes to our identities. Or at least the necessity of recognising words as umbrellas rather than boxes.


To that end, there will be others who share the same sexuality/gender ‘make-up’ as myself who prefer to call themselves bi or pan. There will be others who lean more towards sleeping with or loving men who also call themselves bi or pan. Others might not subscribe to anything at all, or prefer the ambiguity of being ‘sexually fluid’. Again, words are less about attaching exact, specific labels to a person’s desires and more about however that person feels comfortable expressing them. For a long time, for instance, a lot of bisexual people shunned the term because it was assumed that ‘bi’ meant being into only men or women, which many viewed as compounding a gender binary. These days, however, ‘bi’ is more accurately understood as being into ‘your own gender and other people’s.’ It’s not the words or desires that have changed; it’s our understanding of them.


Our collective conception of lesbianism and bisexuality has updated along with our conception of womanhood and gender. Trans people, for instance, disrupt outdated notions of both of those things. Trans people have existed for as long as humanity itself. (There are Sumerian and Akkadian texts dating as far back as 4,500 years ago that document trans people, while some North American indigenous cultures have always recognised ‘third genders’ or multi-genders, among a few examples.) Meaning that trans lesbians have also existed for as long as time. But there are still trans-exclusionary ‘radical’ feminists in mainstream public discourse today who deny the existence of trans women and therefore deny the existence of trans lesbians. To them then, the word ‘lesbian’ is reduced to nothing but biology and genitals and chromosomes. But this doesn’t sit accurately with a lot of cisgender lesbians either, let alone trans lesbians. I am a lesbian because I feel like one – not because I have a vagina and my fingers have been inside someone else’s. Even if those things weren’t true, I would still be a lesbian. And while feminism’s second wave can be viewed as significant, culture-shifting, trans-exclusionary rhetorics like the above not only actively isolate and therefore endanger trans people, but they also erase the very fundamental role that trans people play – and have always played – in lesbian culture and queer liberation more generally.


 


Alice is slight and Scottish and speaks so softly that I have to tell her to shout down the receiver. She wears turtlenecks and glasses, tailored suits and matching eyeshadow and has ‘too cute to be cis’ written wryly in her Instagram bio. She tells me that the word ‘lesbian’ has often felt kind of loaded to her for a lot of reasons. Coming out, for her, had to happen twice. Five years ago, at seventeen, she came out as trans, which was no easy feat, especially not in the small working-class area of Glasgow where she grew up, in which queers ‘would always be the punchline of a joke’. Her ‘trans awakening’ of sorts came after watching My Transsexual Summer, a 2011 documentary on Channel 4 about seven trans people at different stages of their transition. Something about it rang deep and true and a lot of old feelings clicked into place. ‘I’d never met a trans person or seen a trans person until watching that show.’


What followed were weeks of late-night Google searches for terms like ‘gender dysphoria’, before erasing the browsing history on the family computer. It wasn’t that she hadn’t before felt like the woman she was, but that she hadn’t yet encountered the language to explain it. Now she had. Alice tells me she feels strongly about people being given the words in which to articulate their experiences and understand themselves for this reason. The alternative – in which trans understanding is in the shadows, pushed underground, misrepresented – can be deeply oppressive, damaging to the psyche. For Alice, LGBTQ education has always been a political issue as well as a psychological one. ‘It was the same with Section 28,’ she says ‘The Tories didn’t want to teach people about being gay because they didn’t want people to be gay, essentially. It’s the same shit now.’.


Coming out as a lesbian two years later was both simpler and more complicated. Before transitioning, Alice had tried and pretty much failed to be attracted to men (a lesbian story as old as time). But back then, the idea of being with a woman when she was still presenting as a cis man didn’t make her feel happy either. Especially when ‘womanhood’ is so culturally intertwined with having sex with men, thanks to compulsory heterosexuality. She tries to explain her old mindset by using her reaction to the famous trans YouTuber Gigi Gorgeous as an example: ‘I think she came out as a lesbian. She has a female partner now. And I remember being so young and stupid at the time that I got annoyed with her. For some reason I thought “Oh cis people will just think that trans people are unsure of their gender identity and are mixing and matching.” I didn’t even understand the difference between sexuality and gender. I think a lot of people still don’t. They get the two really conflated.’


Once again it was a TV show that caused the penny to drop. First Dates this time, also on Channel 4. There were two women going on a date, sharing food, flirting easily. They seemed so free, so beautiful. Alice realised that she was looking at something she wanted. More than wanted. Something that fit. ‘So, I then went onto Tinder and put my settings onto “woman” and after that I have never turned back. I’ve been a massive fucking dyke ever since,’ she laughs. ‘I never did a big coming out like “I’m a lesbian”. I just brought a girl home to my mum. I said to her, “Mum, I’m going to bring my partner home, she happens to be a girl”, and she was totally fine with it.’


Talking to Alice about lesbianism is enlightening. We speak at length about the weight behind the term, its history, how you can identify as being a lesbian while still being afraid to utter the word with confidence. This rings twice as true for trans women. ‘I sometimes still feel like I can’t classify myself as a “lesbian” because there are so many people out there who fundamentally disagree with that. So I do it more for myself. I would just say I’m “queer” to my friends, if that makes any sense. I really would love to call myself a lesbian with confidence, but there’s something about the word that I feel like kind of excludes me. I worry about upsetting others, more than anything, and I don’t want to be someone who makes anyone unhappy, which is probably my fucking problem.’


Alice identifies with the word ‘lesbian’ because – like a lot of lesbians – she’s never really been attracted to men, physically or emotionally. It’s that simple. Even so, lesbian-only spaces haven’t always felt like safe spaces. ‘I probably would now feel a lot more accepted into lesbian spaces, possibly since having SRS [sex reassignment surgery]. I don’t know why, but I would personally feel more comfortable and confident in myself if I had a cisgender body of a woman. But I have joined a lesbian book club before and that was really sweet. Twitter sometimes feels like a safe space too if you follow the right people. And queer clubs like Dalston Superstore [in London], where you know you’re not really going to get any hassle from anyone for being yourself. You can be as dykey as you want, go in wearing assless chaps, whatever.’


Once we reject reductive, sex-based ideas about gender, lesbians are just women who are mostly intimate with other women, right? But it’s not just women who identify as being lesbian. A lot of people today are recognising gender and sexuality, and the link between them, as constantly fluctuating and multitudinous.


A, twenty-three, has a feathery mullet and round, cartoonish glasses. They skate in their spare time, and dance, and grow plants. They’re also a non-binary lesbian. For a long time they delayed coming out as non-binary because they thought it meant they wouldn’t be a lesbian anymore, or that their experience would somehow be erased. ‘That made me very uncomfortable,’ they explain. ‘I guess I thought lesbianism was a connection between women, and being trans would strip me of the community I’d found and the understanding I had of my sexuality that had taken so long to get to. It took me slowly internalising that gender and sexuality are not binary and in fact are a spectrum. Meeting other non-binary lesbians and discussing these intersections made me feel comfortable in my identity.’


The idea that lesbians needn’t always be women might sound strange to the straight mainstream or those who subscribe to more dominant, binary ideas about gender and sexuality (ideas that can be widely understood as the result of European colonialism, rather than intrinsic). To A though, it’s pretty simple. Words are just placeholders for complex human experiences after all. And words evolve, bend into new shapes, adapt. (It’s worth pointing out here, too, that ‘non-binary’ is an all-encompassing term for those who do not fully and exclusively identify as male or female. Where a non-binary person exists on that spectrum will entirely depend on the person.) A explains: ‘Because most of our language is built around binary ideas of gender and sexuality, I don’t feel like there is the language to describe the complex experiences of queerness. So, we use existing language to try to communicate best how we really feel.’ What does the word ‘lesbian’ mean to them personally?


‘I now feel that lesbianism is partially about who I find I’m attracted to (mostly people who are also lesbians) and partly about finding a community of people with a shared history, experiences and culture.’


A uses the word ‘lesbian’ because it still describes their sexuality, separate to their gender. But a lot of non-binary people and trans men who once used the word no longer feel it fits. Franx, a twenty-eight-year-old trans guy, remembers calling himself a lesbian back when he was a teenager. Not because he only fancied girls – he ‘really, really fancied guys too’ – but because it was almost a way to express his masculinity, to describe the culture he’d become immersed in. ‘Bisexual’ just didn’t seem to pack the same punch. ‘I felt extremely masculine. I felt like I needed a different way to express that verbally, so the word “lesbian” was a rebellion, a way to disrupt conversation. When I was a teenager, I was at a house party, and a boy came up and said “I wouldn’t go near you with a ten-foot barge pole” and I was like, “Well, I’m a lesbian.” ’


But ‘lesbian’ didn’t fit either, not properly. Nothing did but everything did at the same time. He left his small town on the outskirts of Nottingham, moved to Brighton to study Fine Art Painting, became intrigued and interested in ideas about gender and body parts and what any of it meant or didn’t mean or could. ‘I used to say I was a gay man trapped in a lesbian’s body at the time,’ he remembers. ‘I didn’t realise that I was a trans guy. I was very reticent to commit to a solid word. I started just not liking words, because they felt too restrictive. Then when I finally came out as trans, when I was twenty-five or something, I had a psychotic episode.’ He ended up in a psychiatric ward for a few weeks, an experience he describes as a ‘culmination of all of this repressed reality of my transness. It’s been a really complex journey. I’ve identified as a lot of things.’


These days Franx has ‘post-verbal’ stick ’n’ poked on his body. He uses minoxidil to grow a moustache. He expresses his masculinity while also keeping one critical eye hovering above gender at all times, just as he always has. ‘Trying to pin down gender and what it is is impossible,’ he laughs. ‘It’s been conceptualised in infinite different ways throughout history by different cultures and different people and they’re all valid. But you’ve got to have something to work with, to try and work yourself out. To work on pure concept without context is like . . . where the fuck are you? That’s what caused my psychotic episode. There was no context to what I knew about gender. I knew too fucking much about gender and how that had been expressed, and it was hard to pinpoint where I sat within that. I’m just trying to keep it simple at the moment.’


Franx is right, of course. Gender is a mindfuck. So is the word ‘lesbian’, and any of the placeholders we use to understand ourselves. But lesbianism gets more complicated still, when we take a deeper look at intimacy, and what that even means. When does something tip over from platonic to romantic, or sexual? And what about the many grey areas in between? When exactly do we slot the word ‘lesbian’ into this whole blurry miasma?


Before lesbian became a term to describe a type of sexual (then considered deviant) relationship, ‘non-sexual’ romance between women was commonplace. Deep intimacy was expected among two female friends, sensuality encouraged. Take a look at the oil paintings of Jean Alphonse Roehn (1799–1864), in which women drape over each other in rumpled sheets, breasts exposed. See how one woman gazes longingly at another, rosy cheeked, in François Boucher’s 1750 painting The Love Letter. To us today, these paintings look exceptionally dykey. Back then, they looked like platonic romance, nothing shiftier. Zimmerman explains: ‘Historical studies demonstrate that, in the European and US middle and upper classes, intense, loving, exclusive relationships between women, termed “romantic friendships”, were not only acceptable but honourable prior to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At that time, such relationships came to be seen as lesbian and deviant, and, eventually, the once widespread practice of romantic friendship became virtually extinct.’


You might take a look at a non-sexual relationship between women and say, ‘That’s not a lesbian relationship then.’ But here’s the catch: lesbians are still lesbians without the sex. Our understanding in that regard has evolved beyond that of before the nineteenth century. Some lesbians never have sex. Some lesbians never want it. Some lesbians have differing ideas about what sex means. When I look back on certain lesbian crushes, sex was sometimes not even part of the equation. I’d imagine what it was like to be close to them, to breathe in the same air they were breathing out, for them to secretly prefer me and my mind above all other people and their minds. I’d imagine a woman confiding in me. ‘I need to tell you something,’ she would say, gripping my hands in hers, eyes searching mine, maybe leading me into an empty classroom or side street (I’m not fussed). ‘Something I’ve never told anybody.’ What, what is it? I would whisper, my breath even, heart pounding. Then she would tell me about a murder, or a secret child, or the fact she could move things with her eyes without touching them, like Matilda. Whatever. It didn’t matter. The point was that we shared a special bond now. Maybe we would kiss, but we didn’t have to. Romantic intimacy needn’t involve physical touch.
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