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This research examined the lives of thiftyee women who experienced a significant same
attraction while over thega of thirty, and while married to men. Participant recruitment was
conducted at Internet websites for married lesbians. Participants voluntarily completed an
Internet survey that utilized the short answer format. The research found that social constructs
rooted in heteronormal, patriarchal ideologies contributed to difficulties the women faced. The
problematic constructs and ideologies included: monotheistic, patriarchal religious beliefs;
conformity to gender role norms such as tolerance of unfulfiietgrosexual marriages and
unpaid, athome parenting; lesbian invisibility and stigma and the absence of an identity

framework encompassing the experience of ss@xeattraction later in life.



Dedicated to:

my co-authors: the twbundred fourteen women who completed the survey;
and to OCrazyO



OEvery time you keep your mouth shut you make life that much harder for every lesbian in this
country.O Rita Mae Brown

OIf a woman can unlearn soc{@tymessage of suppressing her eroticism, she can guide her own
destiny. If she begins to choose Olife endeavorsO which bring her joy and satisfaction, she has
made a radical break from the oppressorOs teachings. When she experiences this joy, she may
demand that all life be lived within this knowledge, and begin to pursue change in the world.O

Audre Lorde
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INTRODUCTION:

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE AND DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY

Why?

I'm a Christian, I'm married, and I'm in love with another married woman. | don't
understand why | can't do the right thing. | don't understand why | can't make
myself stop thinkag about this other woman. Why | can't stop loving this other
woman picl. | know that the right thinksic] to do is to stop associating with her,
but every time | try something stops me. | get sad and | don't want to lose this
wonderful love we have fagach other. | go to church every Sunday and | feel
like the Lord is talking to me. | feel like he is telling me to run away from this
woman, but another part of me says she is what my life is suppose to be.
However, | have made a commitment to my huslzanttll need to honor that
commitment. | just don't get it. Why am | going through this right reg. [Why
not before | was married? | guess the big question is: Why can't | do the right
thing? Please, if anyone else can sympathize respasted by Crazgn
December 17, 2006, 12:48 pm

These words by OCrazy,O posted to an Internet message board for married lesbians,

provided the inspiration and impetus for this research. When | read them for the first time, | had
a lot in common with Crazy. | was maugiand in love with another married woman, and was
deeply entrenched in heteronormal societal constructs that inhibited my ability to confront the
experience in an honest and fully adult way. The emotions behind her words, confusion-and self
blame, and thetrength of her connection to her female lover, resonated deeply with me. | copied
CrazyOs post onto a Word document and saved it with its default tittle, Owhy.doc.O Over the

coming weeks, when other message board posts moved me, | added them to whgrdoallfev
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the volume and force of married women questioning their same sex feelings, and the depth of

emotion they experienced, compelled me to action.

There are two primary reasons for conducting this study. A larger purpose in studying
womenOs sexuglitransitions is to set straight a record that for centuries has at best trivialized or
distorted and at worst ignored the range and fluidity of womenQOs sexuality. For example, in the
late 18000s, when many middle class lesbians lived together as OBostesCor in OBoston
Marriages,O the relationship was not viewed as sexual because women were not believed to have
sexual needs. A fair volume of research now exists confirming the physical and emotional love
between these women (Faderman 1991; Fader8fd Israel 2002; SmitRosenberg 2004).
Further, the social science fields continue to treat women who experience same sex attractions
later in life either as bisexuals or as formerly repressed lesbians, ignoring the possibility that a
heterosexual womamight make a full transition to a singular lesbian identity after previous
heterosexual identity. In other words, they might actudiBngetheir sexual orientation. The
record, in both academic and mainstream discourse, should reflect accuratelyrémgéutif
womenOs sexuality potentialities, and should include analysis of the ways in which womenOs

sexual autonomy and agency are blunted as a direct result of their unequal status in society.

The smaller purpose, though equally important, is to hedgyC and others like her, see
that they are not abnormal, particularly unique, or wrong to find themselves attracted to other
women later in life. In short, to dispel the notion that she is OcrazyO in spite of the fact that her
experience may be highlygislematic for herself and for others in her life. When women are
immersed in heteronormal societal constructs that restrict their ability to face this experience
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with a sense of self-determination, we might more properly ask, “Whom do these constructs
serve and why do they work to the disadvantage of a woman trying to sort out something as basic

to human existence as an autonomous sexuality?”

Women’s Studies is an interdisciplinary field in which knowledge and justice are
mutually desired outcomes. Feminism asserts that women are subjected to a range of inequalities
based on gender and sexuality differences. Feminist research seeks to foster empowerment and
emancipation of women. This research project is a feminist enterprise and consequently serves
these dual purposes by adding to the base of theoretical feminist knowledge and by bringing
about positive social change through increased empowerment of the women who participated in
the research and through dissemination of the research, which will serve to normalize this

experience.

Examined here is a major life event among a specific group of women. The group is
women who identify as heterosexual through early adulthood or later and then experience a
destabilizing same sex attraction. By “destabilizing,” I mean not a fleeting attraction, but rather
something that is significantly disruptive to the woman’s life or sense of sexual identity. The
major life event is the course of this attraction. The challenges posed to women in the midst of
sexuality transitions are much larger than the question, “Do I prefer to have sex with women or
men?” They are the issues at the heart of gender-based inequality and all that we seek to
challenge as feminists and Women’s Studies scholars. I want to know precisely which factors
come into play as these women navigate the course of an experience that may or may not result

in a transition out of heterosexual identity and into lesbian identity. If we can shed light on the
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ways in which those factors constrain women, reflect threqual status in our society, and

prevent them from making free and autonomous choices, we might help women like Crazy to see
that our societal norms are out of sync with the realities of womenOs sexuality potentialities. If
we can bring into general aveaiess the notion that for many women sexuality is fluid, we can
examine the reasons and structures in place which limit a womanQOs ability to face this major life

event without pain and suffering.

The question foundational to this research is, Owh#tefactors that have the greatest
influence on women who navigate the course of a same sex attraction after previous heterosexual
identity?O What is the interplay between the fluid nature of womenOs sexuality and our societal
constructs? That is to sayhat precisely is the cause of suffering for women like Crazy? If our

societal underpinnings reflected greater equality for women, could this suffering be reduced?



CHAPTER ONEDPRIOR RESEARCH

Historically social science researchers have@gghed homosexuality with what we now
see as a great deal of bias. The medical professionOs casting of homosexuality as a Oproblem,0
which began in the late T@entury, led social scientists to view heterosexuality and
homosexuality as binary, opposita conditions. In particular, lesbianism was viewed as a
Ocomplex problem with psychological, somatic, social, and cultural dimensionsO (Terry
2008:108). Study was undertaken with the intention of investigating Ovariations from normal sex
behaviorO and &sial maladjustmentO and with the intention of preventing the Ospread of sex
variance through the Ogeneral populationOO (Terry 2008:109). This prophylactic purpose may
have been, in part, a philanthropic response to the suffering experienced by homasexuals
result of social stigma and prejudice. In fact, one often hears parents say they hope their children
are not gay because they donOt want to see them suffer. But the truth is that as long as the view
trickling down from the medical and social sciepecefessions is one in which homosexuality is

a maladjustment, the marginalizing and suffering will continue.

In 1941, an especially reprehensible study was conducted by OThe Committee for the
Study of Sex Variants,O and a team of psychiatrists (Ted8) 2Forty New York City lesbians
were subjected to an extensive battery of physical and psychological examinations in order to
identify OmasculineO and OfeminineO traits. Research methods included interviews, physical
examinations of Oskin complexioat @istribution, coarseness of hair, the condition of teeth,
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cranial densities of the skull and Ocarrying anglesO of the pelvisO (Terry 2008:110). Hormonal
levels were tested and genital response was measured during gynecological examinations of
subjects i male and female researchers. This research found that the Ofemale sex variantO was
distinguished from Onormal womenO by having:

(1) Larger than average vulvas; (2) longer labia minora; (3) labia minor protrude

between the labia majora and are wrinkléitkened or brawny; (4) the prepuce

is large and wrinkled or in folds; (5) the clitoris is notably erectile in many cases,

with the glans distinctly larger than the average; (6) eroticism is clearly in

evidence on examination, as shown by dusky flugheparts, with free flow of

clear, glairy mucus, and with definite clitoris erection (7) the hymen is elastic and

insensitive, worn or nicked; (8) the vagina is distensible; (9) the uterus tends to be

small, menstruation normal, with cervix catarrh olamfmation absent, save in
two cases; and (10) the nipple is erectile in-thicds (Terry 2008:115).

The researchers are credited with stopping short of a eugenicist approach, but they did
advocate Osocial strategies of proper parenting and mentalehygervention as the best ways
to deal with the problem.O Parents were admonished to monitor their children for proper gender
role development. Heterosexuality was viewed as a social institution that needed to be attended
to, by teaching children propgender behavior which would prevent them from becoming

homosexual, in order to ensure civilized order (Terry 2008:117).

These descriptions of difference illustrate the roots of psychic wounds of a phallocracy in
which womenOs sexuality is not alloweaits language or existence separate from the male
experience of OerectionO and emphasis on size and arousal. This framework, in which all
experience is measured against a mythical norm based on the male experience, is a particularly
egregious violence agat women when it is applied to sexuality research. Obvious and
fundamental differences between male and female anatomy and sexual response indicate the
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imperative for an autonomous treatment of womenQOs sexuality. For example, males and females
do not simiarly desire intercourse nor does it equally evoke the orgasm response. The orgasm
response, which is the focus of male sexuality and a necessary component of procreation,
remains the focus of sexuality frameworks. Male and female sexuality are mosy dctaibtt

in terms of procreation, which requires a male orgasm but not a female orgasm. The female
clitoris, the primary locale of female orgasm, is unique in human genitalia, because it plays no
role in procreation. An autonomous view of female sexualduld include acknowledgement of

the fact that intercourse, in many cases, plays no role in the female orgasm and that the female
orgasm plays no overt role in procreation. An autonomous view of female sexuality includes

recognition that in fact a pensnot required for a fully realized female sexuality (LIloyd 2008).

Research conducted by Coleman in the 19800s and 19900s served as a primary source for
several subsequent writings about women who adopt lesbian identity later in life, including
Jenser(1999) and Strock (1998) whose work greatly informed my research. While ColemanOs
1985 and 1990 work does focus on the lives of married women who experience same sex
attractions, the male bias in his research is problematic. For instance, his 1982 article,
ODevelopmental Stages of the Coming Process,O ostensibly deals with the experiences of
Ogay men and women,O vyet this fouspesye article does not contain a single instance in which
a female experience is specifically mentioned. On the other hagthyedescriptions of four
individual male experiences are included. Coleman generalizes these male case studies to the
female experience. Such treatment of female sexuality has historically been typical in social

science research.



In his article, OBis®al Women in Marriages,O Coleman (1985a.) published the results of
his survey of fortyfive women who were or had previously been married. Noting that there
Oseems to be a gap in knowledge and understanding of homosexual women who are or have been
married (p. 88), this research was a follow up to his own and othersO previous research on
bisexual or homosexual males who had married (Coleman 1985b). In this article, ColemanOs data

was analyzed both on its own and in comparison to his previous researclesn ma

Among the marked differences between males and females was ColemanOs finding that
97% of males were aware of homosexual feelings prior to their marriages, as compared with
47% of females.Similarly, 87% of males but only 40% of females had homeseexperiences
prior to marriage. Coleman cited a Odelayed awarenessO of sexuality in the women he studied.
This terminology, as opposed to, perhaps, a Odelayed occurrenceO of lesbian feelings suggests a
myopic, malecentered view of womenOs sexualitye Toncept of sexuality as fluid, and subject
to changing, evolving, or transitioning, clearly evidenced by ColemanOs findings, is a vastly
more female phenomenon than male. As is the case so often, the uniquely female perspective or
experience is overloekl and distorted to fit the dominant male model. The fluid nature of
womenOs sexuality is implicit in the design of my research, which is focused specifically on a
uniquely female life event. A focus solely on women allows the female experience to speak fo

itself, rather than in comparison to or as merged with male experience.

! Reasons cited for getting married were: sociatassures, 73%; family pressures, 38%; love
for their husbands, 69%; interests in having children 49%; and hoping marriage would overcome
same sex feelings, 20%.
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In his article, OThe Married Lesbian,O Coleman (1990) cites Browning (1988) who
similarly situates the married lesbian as someone who has failed to give herself adequate time to
become aware of her psychosexual development. He further suggests that married lesbians have
not fully attained a separation from their parents, which precedes a fully adultdefiredO
identity. Coleman also cites the research of Marcia (1980) whaeseti®)i foreclosureO theory he
applies to the married lesbian. OMany married lesbians avoid confrontations of societal and
parental expectations and acquiesce to these expectations because of fear and disapproval or

rejection® (Coleman 1990:122).

Astonishingly, it does not occur to Coleman, Browning and Marcia that a womenQOs
sexuality mightchange over time? Instead, they appear to adopt a male oriented perspective
reflected in the fact that 97% of ObisexualO males know they are gay when marrying. My

reearch examines the flexible nature of female sexuility.

This phallocentric perspective arises again in OThe Married Lesbian.O ColemanOs analysis

of the spousal experience when the male is married to the female bisexual is markedly different

2 This possibilityis articulated in the 1989 article OMarried Lesbians,O by Green and @hmis,
note, OMarried lesbians illustrate some of the complexities of sexual orientation. Traditionally,
the possibilities have been heterosexual or homosexual, and more recently, bisexual. However,
these labels are inadequate to the task of describinglsexentation. This is particularly true

when we consider an individualOs development over timeO (p. 42).

% Nicholas Wade (2007), writing ifle New York Times, sites recent research on sexual
orientation which suggests that females may have sexfakences rather than, and distinct
from, sexual orientation. Women are found to be very picky, and although most choose to have
sex with men, some are born gay, while still others become gay quite late in life. This view of
female sexuality as flexible bdeen slow to enter our societal consciousness both in the popular
media and in academia.
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from his treatment of the spousal experience when the female is married to the male bisexual. He
repeatedly refers to the male spouse as ObisexualO while the female spouse is a Omarried lesbian.
This subtle difference allows the male a pansexuality denied the wolneais veadily marked

with the perhaps more limiting and defined term of lesbian. Further, he spends substantially more
time on the husbands of Omarried lesbians,O describing their emotional and sexual responses to
learning of their wivesO same sex feelidihough the title of this article is, OThe Married

Lesbian,O Coleman concludes, OMore systematic study of the husbands of married lesbians is

clearly neededO (1990:124).

This same article includes a rather detached discussion of whether or mapesthe
should divulge his own sexuality to a patient; Coleman does not reveal his. This is in contrast to
a more feminist research pedagogy, which embraces the idea that the sexual orientation of a
researcher may positively influence the choice of subjatter or specialization. Further, a
commitment to scholarship in oneOs own cultural OgroupO might lead to a more passionate level
of scholarship while simultaneously raising awareness about that group. When a researcher does
speak frankly about her seximglshe may also find that she achieves additional access to

participants and a greater level of intimacy with them (Lewin 1995).

On Intimate Term® The Psychology of Difference in Lesbian Relations{iip983)
comprises the qualitative work of Burch, ewvas interested in the ways lesbian couples differ
from heterosexual couples from a psychoanalytic perspective. While this particular inquiry is not
of interest in my research, BurchOs qualitative methods and the terminologies she employed are
worthy of rote here.
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In order to address her research questions, she conducted twelve interviews with lesbians
between the ages of thirfive and fifty-two. Four of the lesbians were-salled OprimaryO or
life-long lesbians, four were smlled Obisexual,O aepiously heterosexual, and four of the
interviews were with couples in which in one partner had previously identified as heterosexual
while the other had not. Throughout the book, Burch uses the term ObisexualO or Obisexually
oriented lesbianismO to defilesbians who had had previous heterosexual identity. This
researcher describes a Odifference thatE is expressed most succinctly as a distinction between a
bisexually oriented lesbianism and what might be termed a more strictly wareated, or
primarylesbianismO (p. 19). This terminology is reminiscent of Coleman, in that it seems to
exclude the notion that a womanOs sexuality might shift entirely and completely from
heterosexual to lesbian. Bisexual suggests a temporal quality to her sexualitiifyaffumn one
day or one relationship to the next, which seems inappropriate to describe BurchOs interviewees,
particularly when she notes that Othey all said that they would probably never choose a
relationship with a man instead of a womanO (p. 21)c@heept of a true break from
heterosexuality is missing from the term bisexual. Burch also discusses the term Oelective

lesbian,® which | think has the same implication of impermanence.

Four studies, based in qualitative research and contained indmgpk treatments,
provide insight into the value of qualitative methodology as well as insight into the lives of
women who have made the transition from heterosexual to lesbian identity. These studies are
ORedefining Sexuality: Women Becoming Lesbiaviatife,O by Charbonneau & Lander;
Whistling Womem®A Study of the Lives of Older Lesbiabg Claassen (2005)esbian
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Epiphanies Women Coming Out in Later Lifey Jensen (1999); and Married Women Who Love
Womenby Strock (1998). In addition, two book length collections of women’s individual stories
offer specific information about the challenges women face in the course of what is often a very
long journey. These collections are From Wedded Wife to Lesbian Li&tories of
Transformationby Abbott and Farmer (1995), and And Then | Met This Woma&mPreviously
Married WomenOs Journeys into Lesbian Relationghyi&ssingham and O’Neil (1993). In
addition to these qualitative studies and personal narratives, the self-help book Living Two Lives
DMarried to a Man & In Love with a Womgaly Fleisher (2005) has provided some direction to

this research.

The anthology Lesbians at Midlife: The Creative Transitiadited by Sang, Warshow
and Smith (1991), contains a chapter by Charbonneau & Lander entitled “Redefining Sexuality:
Women Becoming Lesbian in Midlife.” The authors interviewed over thirty American women
whose sexual identity had recently changed. The women ranged in age from mid-thirties to mid-
fifties and were of varied ethnic, religious and class backgrounds. All of the women but one had
been married and all but six were mothers. Prior to this mid-life experience, these women had

never considered the possibility that they could be lesbians.

These authors found that the most consistent history the women in their study shared was
a willingness to challenge the status quo. Only two of the women had no experience in politics or
working for social change. For all of the women, the change to lesbian identity was “enormous”
and involved a “radical reorientation and redirection.” Most of them identified a confluence of

events that provided a context for change. These included leaving a marriage, serious illness, the
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womenOs movement, reading specific books, the death or senility of a parpeticarsiof

celibacy.

Many of the women were divorced at the time of this change and half had experienced
increasing disenchantment in their heterosexual relationships. The authors classify sixteen
women as Ohaving discovered the lesbian within,O aseopipoOchoiceO lesbians whose change
occurred as part of a conscious, often political, decision to seek lesbian relationships. A
difference between the two groups was that the choice lesbians had more varied sexual
experiences and were more vocal aboatdfange they had undertaken. The authors conclude

that the power of choice allowed these women to overcome the stigma of homophobia.

Charbonneau and LanderOs finding that a shift in sexual identity was OenormousO and
OradicalO is also illustrated in ragearch. The enormity of such a radical choice leads many
women to ignore and repress their same sex attractions. A stated goal of my research is to shed
light on the heterosexist domination of womenOs sexuality and therefore to normalize their
OcrazyO diees for partners of the same sex. My study reveals that when women are deeply and
oppressively entrenched in heterosexual marriage it plays a role in their experience of same sex

attraction later in life.

Also of relevance is the authorsO descripti@ome women as OchoiceO lesbians.
Choosing lesbianism as a matter of politics or consciousaesisg does not ring completely
true to me. It seems to me that love or sexual desire would have to come into play with sexuality
change, not mere choice.dddition, OchoiceO can be interpreted as a further denial of womenOs
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sexuality potentialities; some women may become lesbians later in life independent of any
choice whatsoever. My research sought a full description of the events surrounding the same sex
attraction, and did not find political choice to be a factor in the ssereattraction. The OchoiceO

lesbian may have been a product or even a myth of a time of greater political activism.

Another study on women whose sexuality changes atifaig de€ribed in the book,
Whistling Womem®A Study of the Lives of Older Lesbiabg Claassen (2005). Claassen spent
four years interviewing fortyour lesbians between sixtwo and eightytwo years of age,
twenty-two of whom had been in heterosexual marsagde notes that previous studies of
lesbians have either excluded women previously married, or ignored the mafftreyaiomen
in ClaassenOs study found having children to be unanimously fulfilling, but emotional fulfillment
was rare from husbands andsyMar more likely to be provided by a female lover during the
marriage. Ten of these women had same sex affairs during their marriages and one had brief

sexual relationships with several women.

Aside from noting this lack of emotional fulfillment in mages, Claassen does not
focus on the events leading to the change in sexuality. Her study is most concerned with the early
development and later economic realities of the lives of older lesbians. Still the fact that she
sought simply to study older leslois and ended up with a group, fully half of which had been

previously married, is worthy of note. It appears that lesbian identification is not unlikely to

* This seems a great oversight. The fact that so many lesbians have been married says a great
deal about the compulsory nature of heterosexuality.
14



occur subsequent to previous heterosexual identity. In addition, ClaassenOs observation regarding

womenOs emotional needs was decisively confirmed in my research.

A third study, by Jensen (1999), is described in her dosdhian EpiphaniesWomen
Coming Out in Later LifeJensen conducted-depth interviews with twentfive women who
married men alater came out as lesbian or bisexual. Her analysis is from the perspective of
psychological identity development. The question she sought to answer with her research is,
OWhat is the psychological, erotic, social process of women who come out asoleblsiarual
after a heterosexual marriage?0 She was also interested in the question, OWhy did it take her so
long to know who she really is?0O Thirteen of the women in her study said thafesatee
feelings had never occurred to them before marryidge conclusion of JensenOs study is that

womenOs sexuality is Ofluid and dynamic.O

Jensen identifies a Osocial constructionist mode of identity formation.O She found that
societal constructs, such as absent or inadequate sex education, an absebt® lekhian role
models, the expectation or OinevitabilityO of heterosexual marriage, and Oheterosexist
conditioning,O conspired to create a script for these womenOs lives. As they aged, the women in
her study proceeded through a range of life experieirces)ich they overcame specific and
deeply internalized societal messages, and which then facilitated a change in identity. In order to

progress to lesbian or bisexual identity,

® This finding, onsistent with other researchers, such as Coleman (1990) and Claassen (2005),
provides further confirmation of the fluidity in womenQOs sexuality potentialities.
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1. The women needed to know about their bodies, know about sex, and have

permisgon to be sexual with themselves, as well as to have sexual relationships

with others.

2. They needed to know that marriage is a tradition, a ritual, a religious

ceremony, and a legal contract, but that it is not a requirement for adulthood.

3. They needed to cegnize sexism and heterosexism and to learn how the

evolution of personal identity and gender orientation is affected by sexist, as well

as heterosexist, gender ideology (p. 113).

This research project delved into the societal constructs identifidgeinsgn and
produced survey responses that specifically identify the impact they have on women navigating
same sex attraction after previous heterosexual identity. For example, with regard to the
expectation of heterosexual marriage and heterosexist @omalifj participants provided
detailed information on their marriages and the role of religious community in their lives.
Participants also provided information related to JensenOs finding that lesbians are invisible.
Feminist analysis of my research fingsnwas also informed by JensenOs assertions that sexist
and heterosexist ideologies had to be overcome in order for previously heterosexual women to
progress to lesbian or bisexual identity. A stated goal of my research is the empowerment of

women in thigoosition so that they might unlearn societal messages that prevent them from

honoring their deeply held feelings of love and attraction for other women.

JensenOs conclusion that womenOs sexuality is fluid and dynamic is affirmed with my
research simplyybthe fact that 214 participants came to the survey website and completed
surveys describing this fluidity in their own sex lives. My thesis includes a broad examination of
this finding. It appears from the research done prior to my study that roughbf Bilfesbians
marry before coming out, and half of those had no lesbian awareness prior to marrying.
Therefore, a very nescientific conclusion would be that approximately one quarter of lesbians
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could be considered candidates for my reséathht is b say, lesbians who previously

identified as heterosexual. A question fundamental to my research is how this fluid and dynamic
quality has been so overlooked as to be only the most vague part of our societyOs general
awareness of truths about womenOs #xaad about homosexuality. If people in general had a
clear awareness of the potential for married, heterosexual women to experience a change in
sexuality, and if this event was viewed without prejudice or negative judgments, women in this
position woutl benefit in several ways: they would feel less surprise to find themselves attracted
to women, they would worry less about how they are viewed by others, and the impact on family

members and friends would be less problematic.

Although all of the aboveushors have informed this research, there is a key difference
between their research and mine. All of the participants in the above studies had already made
the transition to lesbian identity. My research involved women who had experienced a strong
samesex attraction and who may or may not make a full transition to lesbian identity. It
examines the transition process and the factors that may lead some women to adopt lesbian
identity while others do not. While it does not specify which women will or diidty adopt a
lesbian identity, it does describe the issues that all the women in the study considered. In this

way, it has more in common with the following work.

For her bookMarried Women Who Love Wom@&irock (1998) interviewed over one
hundred woran who acknowledged a saisex preference. StrockOs approach differs from the
above authors in that she specifically sought women who were married. At the time of the
interview, 72% of her participants were married. They had overwhelmingly decided to stay
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married, although 39% of them had informed their husbands of their attractions to women.

Strock devotes a substantial portion of the book to women who remain in their marriages and

finds that these women stay, Ofor the same reasons that discontentsebhetevaomen do.

They are tightly woven in their established lifestyles and families and cannot bring themselves to
change everythingO (p. 97). She also notes that other research has shown that only one quarter of
all marriages are Ointimate and loving,@kerating unfulfilling unions is widely accepted.

StrockOs interviews reveal that issues relating to religion, familial responsibilities, and
heterosexual privilege all contribute to women remaining married. She includes stories of

women who maintain gir marriages concurrent with lesbian relationships for as long as forty

years.

While StrockOs patience and respect for women in this position is admirable, feminist
analysis prompted a number of questions that my study addresses. For example, are wome
really happy when they stay married to men while attracted to women? If not, why do they
remain married? Are oppressive hetamymal constructs at the root of it all? My research
examines the specific factors that compel a woman who is sexually att@éeenales to
remain married to or perhaps leave a man, to look at the roots of those factors, and to ask if they

reflect womenOs unequal status in our society.

In spite of their differences, there are similarities between StrockOs study and those
mentoned above. Like Claassen and Jensen, Strock found that most of the women she
interviewed identified emotional distance from husbands as a factor in their same sex attractions.
Also like those above, she sought to identify the number of women who hagMiamup
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awareness of themselves as lesbians: in her case, 59% of the women studied had no same sex
attraction prior to marriage. In attempting to group her participants based on sexual identity
awareness, Strock identifies four distinct categories:
The first consists of women who, as young girls, sensed a difference between
themselves and their peers butEhad no knowledge that there was any such thing
as lesbianism. The second consists of women who knew positively, early in life,
that they had lesbian teacies. However, because they had been indoctrinated
by societyOs teachings into believing that lesbianism was a sickness or evil, or
because they simply wanted to fit into mainstream society, they tried to conform.
The third is women who knew what leahism was, did not deny their feelings,
and had even been involved with other women, butEwere in such strong states of
denial that they never characterized themselves as lesbians. And the fourth

consists of women who totally believed they were heterotiexotl they fell in
love with another woman (p. xxii).

This last category particularly informed my research. My questionnaire was designed to
identify women in this category and then to examine closely the factors that most define the
course of this ew aspect to their sexuality. Ultimately, a goal of this research is to raise
awareness about women in this category. Everyone should be aware of the potential for a natural

evolution from heterosexual to lesbian identity for some women.

My reseach was greatly informed by the work of Fleisher (2005), authbivaig Two
LivesbMarried to a Man & In Love with a WomahRleisher is a therapist specializing in women
facing this situation and has, for the past ten years, moderated an Internet inesshfe
married women attracted to women. This message board, OAsk Joanne,O was both the inspiration

for Living Two Livesand the source of much of its content.
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This book might be categorized as GiselpO in that it serves as a practical guide to
women who may be at any phase in the process of awakening to-aesaat&action. Fleisher
notes that rarely will a married woman come suddenly and with certainty to the conclusion that
she is a lesbian. She is likely to be thrown into turmoil and fesdla to trust her previously
established beliefs and values. Because women have been socialized to place othersO needs ahea
of her own, Fleisher writes with the purpose of empowering them to seek the personal growth
that may result from navigating thmurney honestly. She notes that homophobia in our society,
and the consequent shame it spawns, contributes greatly to preventing a women from examining

samesex attractions truthfully.

Living Two Liveslescribes a wide range of outcomes for women wperence same
sex attractions after previous heterosexual identity and Fleisher stresses the value in exploring
any viable solution that will work for the individuals involved. Possible outcomes she describes
are working on marriage issues, recommittimghie marriage, Olmuse separation,O
postponing divorce because of children or for other reasons, maintaining the marriage while
dating women, and living independently or with a female partner in conjunction with a full
transition to lesbian identity.n® encourages a thorough and honest resolution of the exploration

in spite of the many challenges women face.

As a precursor to this thesis project and qualitative research, | conducted an ethnographic
study of FleisherOs OAsk JoanneO Internet mesaatjobmarried women attracted to women.
The goal of that study was to identify the issues of sufficient concern that women would seek
support in this forum. The data, messages posted by member users, was analyzed with the
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purpose of identifying particulaifficulties women face in the process of dealing with this life
event. The research found that these difficulties fell into three specific areas: the need for social
support or community, fears about being hurt or hurting others in the process ofglmatriin

and divorce issues such as concerns about money.

Feminist analysis, which involves viewing the data from the perspective of womenOs
unequal, oppressed status in our society, indicated that imetemnal societal constructs
contribute significady to the difficulties experienced by the sample population. For example, a
feminist theory put forth by Rich (1980) known as Ocompulsory heterosexualityO posits Olesbian
experience is perceived on a scale ranging from deviant to abhorrent, or simpigdende
invisibleO (p. 632). Consequently, women are overtly induced to form heterosexual attachments
in spite of lesbian impulses. Such inducements may take the form of monotheistic, patriarchal
religious beliefs that prevent women from challenging subseérkaées within families and in
society at large, the fact that women are traditionally socialized to put the needs of others before
their own and therefore more likely to suppress feelings that they perceive as posing a threat to
the wellbeing of othersand finally, the fact that women are induced to attach themselves to
males because males have a greater earning potential and are able to offer women a higher

standard of living.

The survey used in this Masters of ArtOs thesis research projech FidisterOs book
and on my prior study of her message board by collecting data specifically about factors that

might explain why some women do and others do not make a full transition to lesbian identity.
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These factors, which include concerns about ecanwa@ll-being, harm to others and fear of

ostracism, are placed within the framework of a patriarchal society and oppression of women.

Because this research focused on challenges experienced by previously heterosexual
women with samsex attractions, ehfollowing two books were of great help in forming the
survey guestiong:rom Wedded Wife to Lesbian LStories of Transformatigiy Abbott and
Farmer (1995), andnd Then | Met This Woma&@wPreviously Married WomenOs Journeys into
Lesbian Relationsps, by Cassingham and OONeil (1993), are collections of individual womenQOs
stories told in the first person. The former contains tiargjt stories and the latter fostiyree,
and in both books the women come from a range of ages, races, and classubdskgeach
had made a transition from heterosexual marriage to fully adopting lesbian identity. Many of the
experiences these women described led to questions my research addressed. For instance, the
guestionnaire specifically asked about factors tekt women back or slowed their transition to
lesbian identity, including the privileges connected with heterosexual marriage. Participants also
provided information about their involvement with organized religion, concerns about their

economic status, arfdars about how their children would be affected.

The cumulative force of the above literature, story after story, study after study and book
after book is great. The undeniable conclusion one draws is that leaving heterosexual privilege in
favor of leshan identity is a path fraught with suffering. It is my belief that this suffering is
unnecessary and is largely the result of external forces out of the individual womanOs control.
She experiences difficulty because of the world she inhabits, which tkshems social
standing and visibility, socializes her to put the needs of others above her own, and offers her
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status or OnormalcyO and economic advantages only if she maintains heterosexual relationships.
My research builds on the work of the abovéharg. In addition to illustrating the fluid nature of
womenOs sexuality, it is designed to shed light on these truths by identifying the specific hetero
normal constructs in our society that complicate a desired transition out of heterosexual and into

leshan identity.
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CHAPTER TWODRESEARCH METHODS

Review Of Feminist Research Practices

Until the emergence of feminists in academia in the late 19600s and early 19700s,
womenOs culture, history and lived experience was ignored. Henalitygias taken for
granted and deeply internalized. Consciousnaising, both in and out of academia, resulted in
the recognition that womenOs ways of experiencing the world are both materially different from
those of men and equally valid. Feminisgtaarchers identified a particular feminist standpoint
epistemology in which the world is viewed through the Oeyes and experiences of oppressed
womenEand the vision and knowledge of oppressed women is applied to social activism and

social changeO (HesBiber and Leavy 2007:55).

Feminism and WomenOs Studies scholarship assert that members of dominant groups,
those who most benefit from the status quo, have no cause to question prevailing interpretations
of reality. Only those inhabiting marginal locatiaren raise awareness about the suffering
inherent in oppression or articulate problems and propose solutions. Unless we choose to react
and resist, to fight back, we are condemned to live in a world in which dominant groups continue
to exclude our experier. This reinterpretation of reality, this assertion of an alternate reality, is

the contribution made by feminist research.
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Feminist research methods challenge traditional research frameworks that further
womenOs oppression. Historically, the mytholufgsocial science has ignored the fact that the
experience of privileged groups of males (often young college students recruited for studies) has
been generalized to represent the experience of all groups of people. For example, in the field of
psychology research was often conducted on groups entirely comprised of young middle class
male college students recruited for these studies. One study that produced a framework for
measuring moral development was based exclusively on studies of boys and menySihel
fields of anthropology and history have historically focused on menOs activities, such as war, to
the exclusion of womenQOs experiences in, for instance, childrearing (Jaggar 2008). The erasure of
womenQOs experience in the social sciences isgdésis than a form of violent silencing, which
perpetuates womenQOs oppression. This absence, this invisibility, attests to the view in academia

and in society that woman is of little value.

In order to more accurately and fully convey womenOs experi@minist researchers,
often working collaboratively, have challenged rigid traditional research constructs in favor of
both mixing standard methodologies and rejecting long standing tenets in research doctrine. For
example, feminist research challengeslistic paradigms such as subject/object,
rational/emotional, and qualitative/quantitative. A feminist researcher may seek to blur the
subject/object role of research participant to researcher-byeating knowledge with her
Osubjects,O by seekingrthevisions or approval before completion of projects and by sharing
equally in the profits or knowledge resulting from the research (Opie 2008:369). Feminist
ethnography seeks to reduce the distance between researcher and participants, thus inereasing th
level of intimacy, which may produce a superior level of knowledge. A feminist researcher may

25



also deliberately include emotional facets of womenQOs experience, in recognition of the fact that
human needs and human experiences require expressions eathand the mind. Similarly,

she may find that the knowledge she seeks will not result from a study that is rigidly defined in
specifically qualitative or quantitative terms. As this thesis will describe, each of these traditional

frameworks was contraved in the course of my research.

Feminist standpoint epistemologies challenge bedrock tenets of social science research,
such as the pursuit of objectivity, validation, and empiricism, which support the philosophy of
positivism. Positivism states thaetlbnly authentic knowledge is derived from positive
affirmation of theories using strict scientific method. Feminist researchers, in contrast, have
argued, from a relativist point of view, that facts removed from context have little or no
meaning’ The repesentations that result from feminist research methods offer unique and
equally valid perspectives. These epistemological and methodological challenges have turned
academia on its head by raising awareness of bias and, at long last, by bringing authentic
representations of womenOs lived experiences into academic spheres. This challenge to, revision
of, and extension of social science research methods is the surpassing contribution of feminist
scholarship. It has resulted in, and continues to proffer, eeg@f the lost voice of one half of
our species. It can be argued that these changes have also led to a bettél snetitat serves
social justice. This fusion of knowledge and the pursuit of justice is the particular realm of the

feminist researcher.

® Some feminist scholars associate objectivity with objectification, an enduring condition of
women, which is constantly resisted by feminists. Rejecting traditional notions of objectivity in
research can result in alternatives to or even correctives tebasde knowledge claims (Opie
2008).
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Queer Qualitative Methods Used In This Project

As a graduate student in WomenQs Studies, | am uniquely positioned to seek answers to
my own research questions. Feminist research methods that challenge traditional research
frameworks have been fundameritathe creation of the particular knowledge produced in this
study. Like many feminist researchers before me, my own experience of oppression, related to
heteropatriarchal societal norms, has offered me a unique insight, which might be called an
Oepisteniogical privilege.O For a period of time, | inhabited a space of Odouble conscidusnessO
in which | reaped the benefits of residence in a normative, heteropatriarchal milieu without fully
inhabiting it. This insight is the guiding force of this study, shihseeks to expose the reasons for
and the injustice behind the great suffering experienced by women who question their sexuality
after previous heterosexual identity. My personal experience, with all of the emotions
surrounding it, is inextricably tied this research project. The despair, isolation and fear |
experienced, in combination with my feminist studies led me to a point at which | felt that
feminist analysis of this phenomenon was a worthwhile endeavor. It is hard to imagine that a
person who isiot embedded in this life event could have enough empathy or interest to even
conceive of such a research project. The authorship of nearly all books and studies on this
subject confirms this. With one exception, the authors are women who have personally

experienced this life event. This attests to the fact that emotions drive our active engagements as

"hooks (2004) describes double consciousness as aipeat@nd physical location in which the
oppressed experiences two realities, her own and the oppressorOs to the extent that she is
included in his reality for purposes of serving his needs, such as while performing low wage
labor. The oppressor, having need to do so, does not inhabit the emotional location, or the
physical reality, of the oppressed.
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researchers. |, therefore, make no pretense of objectivity, or dispassionate inve&tiggtion.
personal investment in the research, my epistemologicalegey offers the opportunity to

create new knowledge arising from a reduced distance between ethnographer and subject, which
provides the basis for a level of intimacy not readily achievable by a less personally invested

researcher.

This project utilize the following perspectives of feminist research practice: a
guestionnaire design that reflects the lived experience of researcher and participant, and is
mutually beneficial to both; the option for participants to engage in dialog with the researcher;
and participant access to the final research findings and thesis. Survey questions were informed
by my own perspective as a married woman in the process of a sexuality transition. They were
also formulated in the hope that completing the questionnaire allght participants to reflect
on their experiences and feelings in such a way as to give them voice, perhaps for the first time,
and that this selfeflective process may allow a woman to progress through the transition in

positive ways.

The Internet wa the research site in this project. This location, a relatively recent
addition to settings for the creation and collection of social science knowledge, was greatly
advantageous for the purposes of this study, in terms of participant recruitment anticitythe

of response. The websites utilized for recruitment were ideally suited to finding large numbers of

8 While my personal, emotional experience was central to conceiving and conducting this
research, | did not complete the research survey, so my expagemtaechnically part of the
Odata.O In this way, | hope to avoid the suggestion that my own experience fully defines this life
event, or can be generalized to apply to all women.
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participants quickly. Website message boards for married lesbians are certainly the only OplaceO
a researcher could find hundreds of women in thsitipo on any given dayThe anonymity of

the Internet allows users to OlurkO at message boards such as OAsk JoanneO and OChanging
Teams,O reading message posts without registering as users of the sites. Women in the midst of
this life event, particularlyn the early stages of awakening to same sex feelings, often have a
great deal of fear that others in their lives will confront them about these feelings before they are
ready to face them fully. They may access Internet content as totally facelessddses

unidentifiable to other users. Those preferring this type of anonymity were able to complete my
survey, which did not require identifying or contact information from any participant. This

anonymity allows for much more candid responses.

The dowrside of my particular Internet survey is that the short answer format lacks the
freer flowing and perhaps more authentic exchange that might occur utilizing the interview
format of the more traditional qualitative research project. Additionally, whempangsntOs
answer to a question indicated that she had not clearly understood the question, the research
design did not allow for the opportunity to clarify the question and therefore to refine the
participantOs response. A small proportion of the datasdggest that questions were

misunderstood, rendering the data unusable.

® Each message posted to the Ask Joanne board contains a numericalafdbwiews,O
indicating how many people have come to the website and read that particular message post. It
is not uncommon for a message to have over 100 Oviews.O Message posts cycle through the
website quickly, when new posts push existing posts dbevpage until they are no longer
available for viewing. Most posts generate views and responses for a perddiayd
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Because the survey format was neither traditionally qualitative nor quantitative, and
because it applies to women immersed in sexuality transitions, the project is entitlddf@Mid
Sexuality Transitions in Women: @ueerQualitative Study.O This usage reflects the recent
reclaiming of the word OqueerO to suggest a reframing of a concept that was formerly used in
rigid, binary, and generally pejorative, ways. The reclaiming uségs bwnership of otherness

or difference and asks that an indefinite or unfamiliar location be embraced as equally valid.

Data Gathering Technique, Setting, and Population

In early October 200the questionnaire provided in Appendix A was placed amaeg
website linked to the Southern Connecticut State University WomenOs Studies homepage. The
survey website remained OinactiveO for approximately two weeks pending resolution of final
details. During this two week period, | contacted the individual ©ratmtsO of two internet
message boards seeking their support for the survey and their assitance with participant
recruitment. Both moderaters, Joanne Fleisher of OAsk JodmmelSue Street of OChanging
Teams,8 responded with support and enthusiantlfierprojectApproval of the study by the

Southern Connecticut State University Institutional Review Board is provided in Appendix B.

On November 1, 2007 the website was activated and participant recruitment began.

Appendix C provides an exact image lod survey website as it appeared to visitors. Participants

10 http://members3.boardhost.com/Ask Joanne/index.htiB082414

11

http://forums.delphiforums.com/n/main.asp?webtag=TeamChanging&nav=start&prettyurl=%2F
TeamChangingm
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were recruited by means of a OpostO by the researcher on the two previously mentioned Internet

message boards. This post is in Appendix D.

Participants came to the website voluntarily and coraeglthe survey anonymously,
although they were given the option of contacting me via email. A small number of particiapants
utilized this option and expressed a desire to participate in further research.Two participants

wrote for the purpose of providingare lengthy responses than the website allowed.

The survey website was designed so that, as questionnaires were completed, the data
would be automatically sent from the website to my personal email address. However, this did
not always occur. At the colusion of the data collection phase, 214 surveys had been collected
at the website while | had only received 156 surveys by email. Each time | received a survey
email, | copied the contents to a password protected Word document stored on my personal
laptopcomputer. Receiving the surveys one email at a time allowed me to read each one
thoroughly as it came in. In this way, | came to view participants as individuals whose stories
were meaningful to me. This emotional investment in my survey participartsrfiueled my
commitment to the project. It was also invaluable to me on a personal level. As a woman
undergoing a sexuality transition in all of its complexities, it was tremendously comforting and

affirming to recieve this volume of survey responses.

The survey questions and the data generated by participants were also stored on the
Southern Connecticut State University Web server in a database created for this purpose. The
data is stored in a Wditmsed form designed so that, as each person filledti@survey, a new
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row was added to the database with that personOs responses or records. This design allowed the

data to be managed and read easily.

The survey website was active and collecting data from November 1, 2007 through
February 6, 2008. At appximately the mieboint, December 19, 2007, | met with the Southern
Connecticut State University webmaster to discuss the progress of the survey. At this meeting
the webmaster provided me with all of the survey data collected at the survey websie, in th
form of an Excel spreadsheet on a computer disc. On that date, 150 women had completed the

survey. | used this disc for data analysis, and when not in use, it was stored in a secure location.

On February 7, 2008, | met again with the webmaster to dlmsa the survey webite,
and to discuss the collected data, which at this point had reached 214 participants. The data was
again placed in an Excel spreadsheet format and copied to a computer disc. We also moved a
copy of the data file to my Southern @eaticut State University ddrive. This Udrive, a free

storage space for students on the University server, is accessible only by me.

On February 7, 2008, | informed the Southern Connecticut State University Institutional
Rewview Board that the reseanslas complete and that the survey vegéb had been
deactivated. On February 11, 2008, | received a OCompletion AcknowledgementO letter from the

Institutional Review Board. This letter is attached as Appendix E.

The research data will be stored indefintg the Southern Connecticut State University
website in the web based form mentioned above. At this location, it is only accessible by the
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university webmaster or by any person with the authority to edit the Southern Connecticut State
University Women(Btudies home page. This is a very limited number of people at any given

time; at present, four people have this authority.

Shortly after the data collection period ended, | met with my advisor, Prof2ssmasS.
Emmelman, who is experienced in analydigjualitative data. She provided input and guidance
on this project, and we agreed that the scope of this Master of ArtOs thesis could not encompass
an adequate retelling of all 214 womenOs stories. We reluctantly decided to reduce the number of
surveysfor analysis. In order to arrive at a more manageable number of participants we chose to
use only those who met the following criteria: they were at least thirty years old and married at
the time of their same sex attraction and they lived in the Norémaddhited States. Thirty

three respondents fit these criteria.

Data Analysis Method

The data from the thirtyhree participants was placed on an Excel spread sheet, with each
participantOs responses comprising one row of the spreadsheet. The Erael aubgmatically
numbered each row, and these numbers were used to identify each research participant in the
data analysis phase. The first row, given the number one, was used to indicate the survey
guestions for each column of the spreadsheet, so theysiaspondents are numbered4f
These numbers, along with ORO for OrespondentO identify survey participants whenever quotes

are used from the data.
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Once it was narrowed to thirtree surveys, | approached the data from a grounded
theory perspectivayhich is to say that the theory arose directly from the data. Survey questions
related to broad categories of behavior, such as Ochanges in family lifeO or Ochanges in
employment,O that occurred subsequent to the same sex attraction. In each dategory, t
individual responses were scrutinized to determine the Oessence,O themes, or patterns of the
responses. Each response was read numerous times and contemplated at length in order to arrive
at a valid and meaningful analysis. | have made every efforesefve the actual voice,
represented in the words of participants, and to conduct data analysis that connects to their lives

in significant ways.

| have, however, encountered a tenet of traditional qualitative research methods that is
counterintuitive A distinct advantage of qualitative or interview based research over quantitative
or numerically based research is the opportunity to hear actual voices of participants in their own
words. But if we as researchers take these words and then OcodeO thenowitochosen
categories we remove that personal voice, and the essence of that voice, which embodies its
emotional content. When choosing quotations from interview content there is also an inherent
researcher bias. Nevertheless, participantsO wosgskaes or in this case written, remain
intact. When they are placed in coding categories, a rese@rciuerced structure, this first
person participant voice is lost to a degree. A risk of using this coding structure, with short
answer survey responseas,which there is no opportunity for follewp questions, is that the
words become detached from the participantOs true meaning when they are placed in the

researcherQOs categories.
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Because of my personal investment in this research, as well as my ggoumigiminist
research methodologies, it is essential to me that this personal voice be central to the research
findings. The emotional content of womenOs lived experiences should be firmly established in
the knowledge base. It is through our emotionsppoases that we access the poetic core of
human experience. When we access this core, we live most vividly. Intuitively | feel that this
location can produce its own particularly important knowledge. In spite of this, the social
sciences have traditionaliyirrored a societal view in which the emotional is framed as
oppositional to the rational. Heart and mind are seen as having conflicting interests. This conflict
is perfectly articulated by Crazy, who feels that the OrightO thing is to ignore her dieeply h
feelings. | hope that she and others like her will more deeply examine the question of what is
Othe right thing® when it is in conflict with our strongest emotions and most vivid living. |
believe that my research provides new insight into women®siidethat this newly created
knowledge must embrace the emotional as a central part of womenOs experience in the midst of
sexuality transitions. | do not wish to deaden, or make more rational, or to detach myself from,
the voices of these women. | wangithexperiences to be told in their own voices. For this
reason, quotations are fairly long and | have used the broadest coding categories possible, for
example Odifficulties with religion,O or Opositive changes in employment.O | have also
endeavored taclude quotations from as many participants as possible in each area of inquiry.
Each respondent,-Rthrough R34, is represented at least once in the research findings. Also,
the quotations in this thesis reflect the research participantOs own syhtdidgrshorthand and

spelling mistakes.
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Participants in this study inhabit a singular space in society in that they are perched on a
precipice between the familiarity and comforts of heterosexual privilege and the unknown,
undeniably less privileged, pition of lesbian identity. Feminist scholarship argues that
occupying this space of double consciousness offers epistemological privilege. Only by
examining the actual life experience of women in this position, as told in their own voices, can
we learn with factors have the greatest influence on women as they navigate same sex
attractions after previous heterosexual identity. In the data analysis phase, this epistemological

privilege was mined to provide new and important knowledge.

Limitations

This regarch is limited by the narrowness of the studied group. Participants were
recruited from Internet message boards frequented by married lesbians. By their nature, these
Internet sites attract women seeking advice or support in navigating the coursaifabimn.
By recruiting participants in these locations, this research may not include the experiences of
previously heterosexual women who have an attraction to women and adopt lesbian identity
without difficulty. It is, therefore, possible that thadings of this study regarding difficulties
experienced in this process do not, in fact, reflect the typical experience. Given the hetero
normal constructs of our society this seems unlikely, but it is a statistical possibility. A large
scale survey, in wbh participants are recruited from a variety of places, would be more

representative of the full range of experiences.

The research is also limited by its lack of racial and ethnic diversity. The final pool of
thirty-three women included only Owhite@@aucasianO women. The survey results should not
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be generalized to include the experiences of women of other races. A more widespread study, or
alternatively, a study targeted at Aehite women, is needed to understand which factors come

into play as thg navigate sameex attractions after previous heterosexual identity.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues were of the utmost concern during the course of this research. In all phases
of the project, concern for the human participants was paramouttif2ats in the study were
not placed at risk or harmed in any way. The nature of the research, anonymows)dgzkn
guestionnaire responses, allowed participants to stay within their own comfort levels from the
outset. The majority of surveys were cogtptl at the survey website with no attempts to contact
the researcher. A small number of participants did choose to contact me by email, including two
respondents who wanted to respond in greater detail than the survey website allowed. These
women copiedhe survey questions and their lengthy responses onto an email sent to my email
address. Unfortunately, neither of these women met the criteria when the number of surveys was

reduced for analysis.

Confidentiality The individual identity of participantdgyed no part in this research. At
no time was personal identifying information sought. In the vast majority of cases, | did not
know the individual identities of participants. In a very few cases, | was able to identify women |
have met personally and wédestories | know well, but this information had no bearing on data
analysis. When participants contacted me, their personal identifying information was not noted,

used, or stored for any purpose. Email addresses will be kept in the strictest confidence.
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Informed ConseniThe Southern Connecticut State University Institutional Review Board
did not require informed consent releases for this research project. However, they did require that
the following statement be added to the introductory portion afitheey, OPlease note:
Completion of the survey indicates your permission for responses to be used as data in this

research project. This survey is intended for adults.O

Deception The faceless and anonymous nature of Internet message board interaction
implicitly portends deception. It is a risk knowingly assumed by any reasonably informed
Internet user, including a researcher seeking participants for an anonymous survey at Internet
websites. In the course of this research, there was no deception ofesingtinser or survey
participant. However, it is possible that survey participants may have deceived me. | hope that
the length and complexity of the survey would thwart deception. A person who is tempted by the
anonymous nature of the Internet to Otri® an alternate identity in hopes of deceiving a
researcher, would likely provide survey responses that lack emotional depth. In the course of
previous research as well as in personal interactions unrelated to the research, | have observed
that women who a&rlegitimate candidates for this research live in a state of fairly extreme
emotional turmoil. | hope this perspective would allow me to detect deceptive responses to the
survey. In the data analysis phase there were no survey responses that suggesiad ideve.

Nevertheless, the possibility exists that one or more respondents deceived me.
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CHAPTER THREEDFINDINGS AND FEMINIST ANALYSIS

The original pool of 214 women was diverse ethnically and geographically. It included
women who reported Laia, Asian, Native American, African American and Caucasian ethnic
identities, and residence in all areas of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, the
Caribbean, Germany, Ukraine, Australia, New Zealand, Venezuela, and Thailand. Regrettably, in
narowing the participant pool to those living in the northeastern United States, this diversity was
lost. All thirty-three participants studied here reported a racial or ethnic background of OwhiteO
or OCaucasianO or specifically Européanthe time of tieir samesex attraction all thirtghree
women lived with their husbands and thidge (94%) lived with childret? They reported
annual household incomes ranging from $30,000 to $1,000,000. A majority, 55%, of the women,
reported incomes between $50,000 $100,000. Thus, this research project can be seen as an
illustration of the course of a life event and its impact on a group of white, mostly middle class

women.

2 R-20 identified as ORuas/Polish Jew,0-B6 as OlrisfEnglish-ScottishGerman,0 and-R2
as Olrish/Italian American.O This lack of diversity is disappointing, and, as mentioned above,
indicates the need for a study of Awhite women to fill this gap in knowledge.

13 Childrenranged in age from infants to adults. Twesiy women (79%) had two or more
children. Three women (9%) reported having twins. Two sets were seven years old at the time of
the attraction and one set was myears old. This latter finding is out of proport with the
general rate of multiple births, which is once in every 90 births, but the sample is too small to
indicate any significance.
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The Role of Marital Discord

Only seven women (21%) reported having any level of persatiafaction in their
marriages: two reported being both sexually and emotionally satisfied (6%); four reported sexual
satisfaction (12%) and one was satisfied emotionally (3%). This finding suggests a high level of
marital dissatisfaction and is consigtevith Claassen, who found that emotional fulfillment was
rare from husbands and was far more likely to be provided by a female lover during the
marriage, and with Strock who identified emotional distance from husbands as a factor in the

same sex attracims of women she studied.

This high proportion of marital discord prompts a number of questions. Does the marital
unhappiness reflect a repressed lesbian sexuality? Do women in this position subconsciously
sabotage marital relationships in order tofissd this repressed sexuality? Would they, therefore,
have unhappy marriages regardless of other factors? Or is it possible that, given a higher level of
marital satisfaction, they might never have experienced a same sex attraction? Although the
impulse toask these questions is compelling, my research shows the questions do not have

answers that can be generalized to all women.

In spite of reporting being happily married, Oin every department,O and Ohappy and
sexually satisfied most of the time,@ RndR-21 respectively, found themselves strongly
attracted to women. The onset and strength of attraction did not differ widely from other
respondents. B, who was fortyeight at the time of her attraction, said,

The same sex attraction hit me over the Hiéada hammer, | was not prepared,

warned or armed. It was totally awkward and totally new and I loved it.
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R-21, who was thirty-six years old, described herself as obsessed with a specific woman
although she had no previous awareness of attraction to women. At the time of the research,
neither of these women had left their marriages. However, R-21 had acted on her attraction and
told her husband. In spite of her marital satisfaction at the time of the attraction, she says,

This has pretty much destroyed my marriage. We stay together for the history and

love we share, but we no longer talk to one another, share common interests

(other than our kids) and we have both been depressed.

R-4 had neither acted on her attraction nor left her husband.

Two years later I am still married, still love my man but can't see happily ever
after being my ending with him.

For these two respondents, marital satisfaction did not prevent a same sex attraction, but it does
appear to have slowed the process of acting on the attraction and making changes in the
marriage. R-4 was one of only six research participants (18%) who had not acted on her
attraction to women, and R-4 and R-21 were two of the fourteen women (42%) who had not

made changes in their marriages.

In contrast, the majority of research participants (79%) responded with a great deal of
negativity when asked to describe the level of emotional and sexual satisfaction in their
marriages. The following are examples of their responses:

I was unhappily married for many years, always searching for something else that

would help me to overcome this feeling. My husband was emotionally abusive

and controlling and had begun to be perverse in his sexual desires (R-5)

Sexual- there was none. I was there in body nothing more or less. Basically you

could say dead. Emotional- had not been for years and years. We stuck it out

because we were always told we would fail and we were too stubborn to stop (R-
12)
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| had become increasingly lonely and unhappy in my marriage. My i s\es
absent most of the time, either physically or emotionally, and we were living
separate lives under the same roo@

| am not at all happy in my marriage. | do not like sex at all, | am an emotional
wreck all the time, | feel bad for my hubbgise he wants to fix me all the time.
He can see how miserable | am. Though | have not shared my feelings on being
gay (R26)

Our sex life was noexistent, until | wanted to 'banish’ my lesbianism from my
life. Then we became quite active. | was unhagpy lonely in my marriage. He
was a workaholic and | was left on my own to raise two childreB3R

unhappy; emotionally manipulated by husband; powerless; no sexual intimacy;
treated like a disobedient child by husband6§R

This strength of thiselstimony is one of the most poignant aspects to the research
findings. The institution of marriage, as a legal, social, economic, and emotional construct, is the
cornerstone of what Rich (1980) calls Ocompulsory heterosexuality.O She writes, Owomen have
been convinced that marriage, and sexual orientation toward men, are inevitable, even if
unsatisfying or oppressive components of their livesO (p. 640). We are socialized, as well as
economically compelled, to tie our economic security to men and with bexeiadity.
Nevertheless, she notes, Owe may faithfully or ambivalently have obeyed the institution, but our
feelingN and our sensualily have not been tamed or contained within itO (p. 654). RichOs
analysis is illustrated by the above findings; participanthis research, though overwhelmingly
unhappily married, did Oobey the institution,O in spite of the fact that their sensuality was not

Otamed or contained within it.O
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The Role of Emotional Attachments to Other Women

My findings support those of lér researchers who found that marital unhappiness, in
combination with womenOs strong emotional attachments to other women, played a role in their
same sex attractions subsequent to heterosexual identity (Jensen 1999, Strotk h668).
treatment of comulsory heterosexuality, Rich has coined and defined the term Olesbian
continuum.O The lesbian continuum includes both erotic andexoral experiences. Rich
quotes Lorde (1984) who calls it Othe sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, or psychicO
(Lorde 1984:56). Rich notes that married women often prefer emepbysical relationships
with women. Indeed, in the cases of many participants in my research, sexual attraction and
sexual activity seemed to be a natural progression between women wdtrsbragexual
intimacy over some period of time. The following descriptions of their same sex attractions
strongly suggests a continuum of behavior in which respondentsO sexual relationships evolved
out of emotionally significant relationships:

R-5 becamattracted to her Obest friend.O

R-6: We worked very closely together and it was wonderful working with her. It

was exhilarating just being with her and around herE As | reached out to her, |

realized that | was, in fact, generally aware of being attractedmen all my

life, but not so much sexually, as just wanting to be near them. My therapy

revealed this as well.

R-7: Prior to us starting our love affair my girlfriend and | were friends for a few
months.

R-8: We developed a very close friendshigtthaturally expressed itself
physically.

R-17:We started out as best friends and evolved into a wonderful partnership. |
knew | loved being around her, but never really thought it would go to the level it
has. | knew | was not happy with my marriager; was she. We just kept
exploring and growing closer until we both knew that we would be as close as
two people can get.
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R-18: We both were married. Never had an attraction before. Just loved spending
time together, took about a year to figure outaswnore than that, till we both
got up enough nerve to tell the other.

R-22:1 had known | was attracted to women, but | was also attracted to men, and

| thought my feelings were within "normal” limits. There was no possibility in

my mind that could beay. | didn't want to be gay. | wanted to be married and

have a family. | met [her] at our kids' bus stop. We became friends, and our
husbands became friends. One night | asked her if she had ever had an experience
with a woman. She said yes. | asked if she would ever consider doing that

with me, and she said yes.

R-24: My sexual attraction was to a specific person. Turns out, she was my
running partner. We did everything together and had many similar interests. She
has never been involvéd a same sex relationshipE Initially, | chose to ignore it.

| was married with children. These things don't happen.

R-27:1 eventually fell in love with a woman that | knew initially as an
acquaintance. We knew OofO each other for several montasviee$tarted
talking about spirituality and other core issues in our lives. As we talked more
and more | realized | felt a deep connection with her.

R-28: My attraction to this woman began as friendship. She gave me
unconditional support and respeand | the same for her. We were friends for
several years before we acted on our attraction. Neither of us had ever
experienced a same sex attraction before. ... We talked generally about sexual
matters and did a fair amount of cuddling that did not otttus as being lesbian
behavior until one night she told me that she wanted to kiss. | had been thinking
about the same thing for several day®re deciding how to approach her about

it and | knew that | had to talk to her about it at some point. |l reanvinced

myself that it was just experimentation but the overwhelming joy and love | felt
with that first kiss/first touch was like nothing | had ever known.

When considered in tandem with findings of marital discord, these findings of sexual
attractions between women, evolving out of emotional relationships, strongly support RichOs
notion of compulsory heterosexuality and a lesbian continuum. A OcounterforceO to the
heteronormal construct of marriage as Ocompulsory,O is the lesbian continuum, which
encompasses a surpassing range of behaviors. For the participants in this research project the
lesbian continuum was a location in which to fill emotional and physical needs that were unmet
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in unhappy marriages. It also provided a conduit for escapeg@itagian culture would
recognize and honor the phenomenon of women fulfilling a range of needs on the lesbian
continuum, be aware of the potential evolution of these needs froisemaal to sexual, and
would not punish women when this occurs. A justetgovould incorporate this potentiality into

its conception of normal female sexuality.

The Role of Lesbian Invisibility and Stigma
Little or No Lesbian Awareness

Rich argues that Oheterosexual preferenceO has been imposed on us, and that we are
hetersexual in part because we do not see lesbians, due to their location at the margins of
society. When womenOs erotic experiences are sexual, the patriarchy has trivialized or
appropriated or framed them in terms of riERich points out that in spite of thiyranny, and
in spite of often believing that they were the Oonly onesO ever to do so, women in every culture
and throughout history have Oundertaken the task of independent, nonheterosexual, woman
connected existenceO (1980:635). Some women have adsiyed societal expectations that

would deny exercise of their sexuality.

My research supports the notion that, in spite of our societal erasure of lesbian existence,
erotic desire between women can be profoundly compelling. A small majority of desp®ho
my survey (52%) reported little or no awareness of other lesbians at the time they became

sexually attracted to someone of the same sex. This finding supports the notion that, in spite of

14 For example, lesbian sex is a common theme in pornography made for the heterosexual male
gaze.
45



lesbian invisibility, a womanOs sexuality is fluid and émesmpass the potential for same sex
attraction later in life, even when she is not specifically aware of other lesbians in her life. In the
words of R9, ONever met a lesbian that | knew of and never thought about it in any way. | just
fell in love.O Br this respondent, attraction to another woman occurred in spite of knowing of no

other leshians.

Absent Frameworks Encompassing Fluid Sexuality

In the article, OSignificant Relationships Among Older Women: Cultural and Personal
Constructions of Lesbigm,O Shenk and Fullmer (1996) describe their case study of a very
elderly lesbian couple, Maurine and Hilda, who shared their entire adult lives together in rural
areas of Minnesota. In the course of the research, Maurine and Hilda described their lives a
companions in great detail, but the researchers never heard them use the word lesbian. The
authors surmise that because of their age and the rural environment they lived in, they lacked an
understanding of relationships that encompassed their experldr@ceesearchers conclude,
OThe lack of viable cultural definitions of lesbians disempowered them and, therefore, failed to
construct a personal concept to define themselves as lesbians or an interpersonal conception of
themselves as a lesbian couple@Tp. Similarly, the potential for a transition away from
exclusive heterosexuality later in life is not part of our general societal awareness. This absence
of what Shenk and Fullmer call a Oculturally approved or sanctioned frameworkO (p. 86) has a
profound impact on how a woman experiences this event. The women in my research often
lacked the terminology and the consciousness to process their experiences without great
suffering. R28 illustrates this well. Six years after her same sex attraction sheuzsto
struggle with issues of autonomy and identity.
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6 years later and my husband and | pretend that it never happened. My GF
[girlfriend] is still my best friend and although we have occasionally touched
since therwe don't feel right about-Hand avad it. She does not consider herself
a lesbian-but | do think that | am. | only want to be with her and am trying to
find a way to get there with as little pain as possible. | told my husband several
years ago that | thought that the episode was ntyioeao losing my sisteand

that | was not gay. My husband now sleeps in the guest room but we have not
talked about it at all. | think we have had sex 3x last yearE | thought this
attraction was purely a physical experimentation thing for a year-on@e like

| fell in love with a person not the sexual aspect. And to some degree | do believe
that to be truebut after the sexual experience eflinever want to touch or be
touched by a man again. So, | guess | cannot say that | am bisexuglist am
beginning to believe that | am a lesbian and it is so very hard to accept.

| am still married and love this man but for the past years | cannot say that | am

happy. | have blamed my unhappiness on so many other-thiyngssters death,

the cruel beavior of a friend, the move, but | know now that my unhappiness is

my own doing. For the past 2 years, | have tried to accept that and "bloom where

| am planted" but | am discovering that | can't simply because | am not being who

| finally recognize that am.

The struggle for a positive articulation of identity and for an acceptable placement of sexuality
realities in oneOs larger sphere of living is also evident it the following cases:

It has been seven years sinc€ Bxperienced her attraction t@mven but she has not yet
acted on it. Although she is still married, she has identified as a lesbian for three years and has
built a social network around lesbian friends and lesbian political activism. She and her husband
plan to divorce and she says,

I'm no longer having sex with husband, so no longer pretending or dreading that.

However, | feel like I'm in some sort of limbo regarding my marriage and

relationship with [my] husband, since this is all #dtretfrom our children and

parents and we have definite timetable to move on in our lives. [Emphasis

added.]

R-13 described a similar struggle to find an identity she could integrate with her same sex

attraction and the fluid nature of sexuality it illustrates:

47



It really blew me away. | couldrbelieve that | was attracted to a woman.
shattered all of my prior beliebout myself, yet answered a lot of questions. She
did kiss me once antfreaked me right outl needed time to assimilate this new
part of me into the old mE!l consider myself to be bisexual. | didn't know what

to consider myself at first. | spent a good part of six months thinking it over,
mulling it over. | couldn't decide if it was a etime attraction, or if this was a

part of who | really was and | was just diseang it now, at this late date. But

then | realized that | have always had interest in lesbians, and crushes on famous
lesbians (Ellen, Melissa Etheridge). | don't think it's atome issue for me
anymore, but | also recognize that | still have atitbas to men. Men just don't
provide me with the emotional intimacy that | get from a woman. [Emphasis
added.]

R-26, who has not yet acted on her sas@e attraction, reported a high level of confusion
about this event.

| am new at this and not sure attio do. | need someone to talk to and poss. help
me get through thisE The impact it has had on my life is....... I have not yet
considered myself a lesbian ever b4. and not sure that i do now. i am that "l am
sooo confused" stage still a yr ago or e@anonths ago i did not know that i was
honestly attracted to women. But there is this woman that works at "walmart" and
when i saw her my heart fluttered for the first time...l have never experienced that
with a man. So when it fluttered with the attraotof a woman i was confused,

and yet it felt nice and rightEnow that i have relized that i may be a lesbian. |
am not sure what to do. | am gonna be 40 in april, aren't | too old to be feeling
like this? This is what i tell myself. But at the sameeti feel very stagnant,
suppressed and deprived of a fulfilling lifieving my life as a gay woman is

going to impact so many ppls lives not just my.oseme one please pleas help
meEi am all about my kids. that is how i try to stay focused and $gseapress

my sexualityE | am not sure if i could ever act on an "attraction" | want to be

free in my life. | don't feel that way. | feel like i am enslaved in a life that i am
not choosing to be a part of. | do not like being with my husband. tifdeha
conection with him> i never did. ilove him but i have NEVER been in love with
him... big difference. | need to move on i belive....if i ever want to be happy.
[Emphasis added.]

The above respondents give clear descriptions of the comfaistbpain that results from
the absence of a positive framework, within which to understand their sexuality, which appears

to result from societal awareness and acceptance solely of heterosexuality. The absence of such a
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framework leaves women in this taEn in Olimbo,O between the privilege attendant to

heterosexual attachment and the unknown, seemingly uncharted, alternative.

Discomfort With the Word Lesbian

Beverly Burch calls the word lesbian a Ovaleéghted categorization,O which is Omore
desirdle to one woman, less desirable to another, depending on her own political and emotional
biasest) (1993:37). The enormity of embracing this identity categorization is reflected in my
research; when asked to describe the impact of the Sexrettraction 1o their sexual identity,
24 (73%) of my research participants described a struggle surrounding the word lesiflan. R
says,

| don't "feel" like a lesbian. | can't figure out what it feels like to be a lesbian.

I've always been supportive of gay and iasb issues but I've always seen them

as separate from me. I've always thought, I'm not one.

R-5 has a similar difficulty seeing herself as a lesbian.

| cannot EVER imagine myself being with a man again; it does nothing for me. |
guess that makes meesbian, but | still have a difficult time with labels.

On the question of sexual identity;1R says,
| still don't know. My interest in men as sexual partners is completely gone. |
have been "out" completely for a year. | really don't feel likegdarte lesbian
community yet. | feel like | am still proving | am a "real” lesbian. | don't know
what | am.

R-18, who is divorced and has had female partners for the past thirteen years, indicates a very

high level of discomfort with the word lesbian.

1> She goes on, OFomenple, some lesbians do not consider bisexual women or women with
heterosexual histories Oreal lesbiansO regardless of what they call themselves. Therefore, some
women might hesitate to name themselves bisexual. Other women may feel that being a life
long lesbian is admitting to some limitation, or that being a Oreal lesbianO is more stigmatizing
than being a lesbian with bisexual potentialO (Burch 1993:37).
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| am a lesbian, but | hate that word, So I like the touch of a women and everything
about them. | always thought that after my marriage ended, | would never be with
a man again.

Echoing other research participantsl®says,

since this is all new tme, it's difficult to say one way or the other... however |
will tell you that being with a woman is much more fulfilling sexually and
emotionally for me... so | don't know how | could NOT consider myself to be a
lesbian.

R-27 is moving toward lesbianedtity and says,
| am increasingly comfortable with my sexual attraction and am closer to calling
myself a lesbian. | have not resolved this issue in the 20 months since this issue
presented itself in my life.

R-32 says,

| resist the lesbian label, eavéhough it really doesn't bother me. | just feel a little
disingenuous saying that.

When responding to the survey question about sexual identity, several research
participants said that they believed for a period of time that they were attracteslsomanather
than a gender, which did not equate to being a lesbian. For example,

R-28: | thought this attraction was purely a physical experimentation thing for a
year or semore like | fell in love with a person not the sexual aspect. And to
some dgree | do believe that to be treeut after the sexual experience eflit

never want to touch or be touched by a man again. So, | guess | cannot say that |
am bisexual. | am just beginning to believe that | am a lesbian and it is so very
hard to accept

R-34:This has been a slow evolution of ... well, maybe | am just emotionally

more intimate with womento | think | find women to be physically attractivé

think it has been about six or seven months since | first started thinking about this

and lam only now beginning to think about what it all means in relation to my

sexual identity.

R-7 echoes this and comments further about the influence of homophobia on finding a

comfort level with sexual identity terminology:
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In the beginning i thought it gt be person specific...or maybe i was hoping it
was just that. | have been reflecting on the orientation question since this all
started 2 years ago but more so since my love affair ended. | have made no
decisions about what my orientation is. | amwihg trouble accepting i might be

a lesbian. | am trying to just give myself time to let things unfold and when i am
ready to think about another relationship to then see who i am attracted to.
However. i do not think i want to be with a man....(oh Emdstill wondering

about my orientation?? LOL!) Internal homophobia is big i guess.

Homophobia also appears to play a parti83s feelings:

At the beginning, | would be intimate with my girlfriend and although it felt so
right, | would stay awadk thinking of how much | didnOt want to be gay. | prayed |
would be attracted to a man. | tried to get 'into’' being with my husband, but | felt
SO wrong.

Regarding her sexuality -RL simply says,|@onsider myself confused and lonely.O

Feminist analyis of the struggle surrounding the word OlesbianO points to our societal
discomfort with an entirely womatcentered identity. Even when women acknowledge that they
are no longer interested in sex with men, even when they have been only sexual with@vomen f
many years, they resist this label. This is the result of lesbian invisibility, as well as deeply
internalized societal messages that instruct women to assume a subordinated role in interpersonal
relationships. Lesbian relationships are not inheremttyued with roles of subordination or
dominance, activity or passivity. They offer a positioning between equals, which subverts
traditional gender roles within institutionalized heterosexuality (Kitzinger 1987). This equality,
this subversion of expectedhaarior is clearly disorienting to women who experience ssene
attractions after previous heterosexual identity. In a society in which women were valued equally
with men, a fully womandentified sexuality would not be laden with the baggage of subversion

or rejection of culturally prescribed gender roles. The path from heterosexuality to lesbian
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sexuality would be more easily traversed. Articulation of lesbian identity would more naturally

occur for women experiencing physical love for each other.

IssuesSurrounding Children

R-26 raises the vital issue of children. Biological imperatives in combination with social
constructs conspire to inextricably wed the lives of women to their children. Most women would
describe this gender role difference as a gveailege, yet few would deny that birthing and
childrearing also limit a womanOs freed8@ur primary responsibility for children and family
results in the societal expectation that a woman will always, and willingly, put the needs of
others before heswn. It is a common and highly genderized theme in our culture to glorify this
sacrifice of self for others. When males provide for their families economically and fulfill their
societal expectation, they reap individual rewards such as increased slaheoare. The
expectation of women is entirely different. A woman is conditioned to forego or subsume
individual pursuit of status or economic gain when those interests conflict with familial interests.
It is therefore not surprising that research pgudiats convey substantial anxiety over the issue

of their children. This often arose in response to the survey question asking about their Obiggest

1%1n her bookThe Wisdom of MenopauBeCreating Physical and Emotional Health and

Healing Durirg the ChangeNorthrup notes, Ofor biological reasons, women are easier to control
E during their childbearing yearsO (2001:49). As they progress out of this phase many women
make dramatic changes, tossing out the old, what isnOt working and movingatoveaed
meaningful existence in the second half of life. An interesting finding in my research is that
while only four respondents reported being in menopause at the time of their attraction, the age
of attraction for my respondents ranged from480 The inding that no woman responding to

the survey reported a same sex attraction past the age of 48 is significant and does support
NorthropOs observation.

52



concernO at the time of the attraction. Generally, as the following examples indicate, they feared
a harmfulimpact on their childrenOs lives and they feared losing custody:

R-5: OMy children and the dissolution of my family.O

R-11: OLeaving my marriage and the impact on my son.O

R-13: OHow will this affect my children and extended family?0O

R-16: OMy child.And being able to keep him and care for him.O

R-19: ONot hurting my children...still is!O

R-33: Ol wanted to be the one to raise my kids.O
Further, when asked to describe the initial impact of the same sex attraction, changes in their
family lives, ortheir overall level of satisfaction with their lives now, several respondents
mentioned difficult issues with their children:

R-3: It took awhile for my children to adjust to the divorce and then to my
partner, but life only improves now.

R-5: It hurt meat first because it shook the entire foundation of my life and | was
scared to death. My son has been very accepting and supportive, but my daughter
still looks at me like | am freak. I'm afraid that ealationship has been damaged
beyond repair and thatas one of my greatest concerns from the start.

R-6: My oldest son visits me and talks with me. He is understanding of my need
to move out of the house. No one in my family knows about my relationship with
my friend. My other son, the youngest son, wdt speak to me and does not
appear to want to have a relationship with me at this time.

R-7: Right now my life feels like a huge mess. | am scared of the future, scared
of the divorce process, feel guilty i am doing this to my children, am unc#rtain
it's the right thing to doE

R-8: It has been an ugly, nasty divorce and as a result my children have suffered
greatly. That is very painful.

R-9: | try to make each moment | have with the kids count. My h. is wonderful
with the children and takesem on many trips. | join when | wish and want them
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to grow up realizing that we both love them very much and that they are our first
priority.

R-10: kids are teenagers and there is angst in the house.

R-12: my oldest does not speak to me or hisgfiaéimd now his sisters because he
does not like the agreement that his father and | have concerning our marriage
[She and her husband have mutually agreed to remain married until their youngest
child graduates from high school]...I have been disowned bgntige family.

R-15: i wished i would have realized my attraction before marriage and children.

i would have been out of my marriage and with my g/f by now if it werenOt for my
children.

R-30: | wish for change, | want to be happy but i'm scareegathd I'm afraid of
making a huge mistake that will effect my children forever. I'm hoping that time
will help my process.

R-33: My sister sends me daily prayers in my email but will not speak to me other

wise. She sends me notes of how | am destgayiy children. My mother avoids
it, typical Catholic.

Feminist analysis of these findings prompts closer scrutiny of the suffering described. If
sexuality transitions were normalized, would a womanOs daughter look at her like a OfreakO?
Would a woman wrry that a OmistakeO might Oeffgck ny children foreverO? Would a
womanOs sister say that she is OdestroyingO her children? While it is true that the break up of a
childOs family is a traumatic experience, societal censure of lesbians and thektaasameness
about womenOs sexuality transitions conspire against women and their families to compound this
trauma. Adopting feminist frameworks in which a womanOs needs are no less important than the

needs of others in her life would greatly reduce his.
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Issues Surrounding Religion

Patriarchal and monotheistic religious beliefs and organized religions have long been
locations of oppression of women and homosexUdsamples of doctrinal tenets that
specifically oppress women are numerous. Thelude menstrual taboos such as prohibitions
against contact between menstruating women and others; caste membership which dictates
marriage options; the custom of purdah, in which women are veiled and secluded from public
domains, often kept as near pnsos confined to certain rooms in their homes; female genital
mutilation, which results in irreversible loss of sexual response, among other injuries; and Judeo
Christian beliefs in which women are viewed, like Eve, as inherently evil. Judaism, Chyistianit
and Islam formally condemn homosexuality; the New Testament goes so far as to say that men
and women who have OunnaturalO sexual relations Odeserve to dieO (Bonvillain 2001: 280). As it
was for Crazy, who felt that God was telling her to Orun awayé&o®wonderful love,O

religion was a source of suffering for six (18%) research participants:

Religion was a consistent part of3®s life until her attraction to a woman.

| tried to make religion important in my life and the children's. My religion was
comforting to me as a child. | wanted my children to experience that, too. We
went to Mass every Sunday and they went to CCD classesEl finally stopped
going to my church when the Knights of Columbus were outside of it one Sunday
asking for signatures againsame sex marriage, and the next Sunday for
signatures against abortion. | do hope to find a religion | can be comfortable.

17 Sanday (1981) claims that societies whose religious beliefs include female creators tend
toward moreegalitarian gender relations.
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At the time of her samsex attraction, R1 had been Overy connectedO to the Lutheran
church she had Oloved since a chil8he was a deacon and Oattended intensive bible study each

week.O She is now

living with the woman | fell in love with. It is a very fulfilling relationship
emotionally and intellectually. | still struggle with guilt for those impacted by my
decisionEl am looking for an open and affirming church, but have not found the
right one. | miss my faith as a Lutheran, but won't go to a church that wouldn't
accept me as | am.

R-16 states:

| don't like church anymore. They condemn me for being like | armisd m

church very much but | know when | die Jesus will welcome me, because | never
did anything to offend him. | was always a loving Christian in the true sense of
the word. | believe in the lord Jesus Christ as my savior. | know he loves me and
when | diel will see him. Regardless of what hypocrites say.

R-27 attended an Episcopalian church regularly and liked the people there, but Owas
concerned about the judgment of others at the church,O and no longer attends. She has rejected
monotheistic patria@hal spiritual frameworks, and nowelebrates the seasons with a

community of men of women.O

R-29, who Ogrew up catholicO says that at the time of her attraction she Ohad no
concerns regarding my faith...i was a believer...a follower of christ...i found

myself experiencing joy...able to stop taking my-alefpressants...felt connected

to god and to a larger plan...i was swearing less and listening more.

However she,

stopped attending church shortly after i began my relationship with a woman...i
felt, knowing that i was involved in an affair and was quite possibly gay, that
perhaps i didn't belong...i started to see the flaws of organized religion...

And R-33 says,
| was brought up Catholic and attended 11 years of Catholic school, [but] | grew
away fom the church. It was hard to know that | was surrounded by people who
thought | was going to hell for who | was (am)EI miss having the structure that

56



organized religion provides...I miss the ceremony of it all. | have faith and | pray
to God all the timand am happy with that. "My" God is more all loving than
"theirs".

For the above women, the experience of a ssemeattraction was incompatible with
prior, often very deeply held, religious beliefs and practices. It is gratifying, from a feminist
standpoint, to note that these research participants found the strength to jettison oppressive
religious practices, rather than their attractions to women. Doctrinal tenets, based in patriarchal
religions, do not honor or reflect the real lives of women.|Wed experiences encompass a
range of sexual and emotional needs that conflict with the silencing, restricting and control of
women engendered by religion. This conflict is clearly evident when Crazy says that she goes to
church every week and hears thessage that she should Orun away from this woman.O When a
woman recognizes the injustice in this denial of her deeply held feelings, and leaves her church

in favor of honoring Owho | am,0 she engages in powerful resistance to patriarchal control.

IssuesSurrounding AtHome Parenting and Economic Dependence

Thirteen of the women in this research project (39%) werbddaO parents who
contributed no income to the household. Ten of the thirtebaraé parents were still married
and financially dependenn their husbanddhis is a high proportion relative to the total pool of
thirty-three research participants; fourteen women of the total-thite were still married. In
other words, of the total thirthree, three stilinarried women worked outsiaé the home and
ten stilkmarried women were dtome parentEight of this ten were not in the process of
divorce. This finding suggests that being ah@he parent highly correlates with a slower
transition out of heterosexual marriage after a ssemattraction.
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Because childrearing and homemaking have no economic valuehamatparent
inherently inhabits an inequitable location in our capitalist system. In order to care for her family
in the manner she wishes, she sacrifices the ability to dupgelf financially. She is only able
to survive when someone else assumes responsibility for her financial survival, much as a child
is dependent on its parent. If she opts not to maintain professional skills or further her education
while caring for hechildren and home, her access to viable economic means decreases with
each passing year. If the necessity arises for her to become economicallyfsaéint, the
transition will take time. Any life change she contemplates occurs within this corttext. T
weight of this reality is evident in the words of the research participants who were unpaid at

home parents.

R-8, who is in the process of divorcing, is Oworking-pam¢ and not happy at
all. | cannot yet support myself financially.O She is alssn@iply on returning to
school.O

R-12, who, as mentioned above, has a mutual agreement with her husband to stay
married, expressed uncertainty about her financial circumstances now and at the onset of her
samesex attraction. She says it,

Sucks at the nmoent. No | did not feel secure about my income. Yes | do worry

about paying billsE have gone back to school and taking classes...and when |

figure out what | want to be when | grow up | will let you know...lol.

R-16 is Qin no position to live that lifgle because it requires an independence that i do

not have.O
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R-21 is still married and in a state of indecision about her attraction. She describes the
factors contributing to her indecision as follows:

Family life, financial stability, comfort levehll things that make me stay. GF
[girlfriend] was unpredictable, wild, fun, but not stable feeling to me.

R-25 says she enjoyed working before becoming a Ohousewife.O She reports a
household income of $1,000,000, and, when describing her extended &aydyOMy
husband is everyoneOs meal ticket.O In response to the survey question about the initial
impact of the same sex attraction, she said, Ol didnOt want to have a husband anymore.O
Still, it has been four years since her first attraction and shiesllas series of lesbian

affairs, but she does not plan to leave her husband.

R-28, who is still married, is struggling with a number of issues, including
financial survival.

| am the suburban mom. | volunteer at sefstay at home and demmunity
work. My kids are my joyEl am terrified of not being able to support my children
and myself if | come out. | am terrified of my husbandOs reaction. | am afraid
that my family won't want me anymoreEl am afraid of doing something that
cannot be udone.
R-300s marriage has not changed, but she is Olooking forward to returning to the

workplace.O

Similarly, R-33 is Oworking on going back to school before | separate from my husband.

He agrees.O

The above testimony suggests that women in marna&gese work is not compensated

are constrained by this role. Lack of autonomous financial means obstructs their ability to deal
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head on with sexuality issues. The time frame involved with returning to the work force slows
the transition out of heterosexuahrriage into an autonomous adult life. Feminist analysis of
unpaid household and childrearing work points first to the gendered aspect of this inequality.
Biological imperative® and tradition conspire to confine women, in far greater numbers than
men, b the realm of unpaid household work. This is a clear and utterly genderized oppression.
Where else in our society, since the end of slavery, have we seen so brazen an exploitation of
millions of workers? A society in which males and females were vatyeslg would recognize

the gendered nature of the disparity when work outside the home is rewarded with financial
compensation and work inside the home is not. Such a society would find and employ a method
of compensating those who work in the home raishitgiren*® Any oppression impoverishes

all of society. Economic empowerment of those who work in the home would allow them a basic
adult autonomy and freedom other workers enjoy. Ending the current system of highly
genderized irhome worker exploitation @uld considerably lesson the suffering of many

women who experience a saisex attraction later in life by offering them the economic means

to survive while they sort out what the attraction means for them going forward.

Research participants who wetehame parents at the time of their attractions and
subsequently attained a level of financial independence were highly satisBed/He cleaned

houses, Ounder the tableO at the time of her attraction says,

18 For example, child bearing and breastfeeding.

19 One such method would be setting aside a percentage (say 20%) of the difference in earnings
between spouses for the future use of tHeoate parent. Theses funds could bel relan
interest bearing location, such as a retirement fund, or this could be part of a program like Social
Security. The at home parent could then access them at some future point in time, or at intervals
of say, five or ten years.
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It took me 6 years after my awakening tae my marriage. | wanted to get my
graduate degree first so | could support myself and my kids. | now live with my
wonderful partner (3 years now.) | finally have a professional position and am
very happy with it.

R-23, who divorced eighteen months after attraction says,
| had worked for 12 years in retail banking before quitting to stay home with my
kids in 1999. | had been out of the workforce for six years when | realized my
attraction to women. | see now that | was somewhat bored, with bstimkid
school full time, and feeling the pressure of running the household-single
handedly.
At the present time, | am utterly and completely satisfied with my employment
something | always dreamed of doing, and | wouldn't have found it if | hadn't had
to take charge of my life and provide for my children (a result of getting

divorced). My income, with the addition of child support, is a little bit better than
it was when | was home with the kids, and | feel pretty secure.

These findings suggest thasamesex attraction can be the catalyst towards new and
more fulfilling economic circumstances for some women. Clearly, arriving at a place of stability
and security, when one has been ahamhe parent, takes time, effort and a willingness to make
a dranatic change. These concerns could be lessened, and the pathway to economic and sexual

autonomy made easier, ifladme parents were compensated for their work inside the home.

The Role of Fulfilment and Satisfaction Through Lesbian Relationships
Finaly, the research findings include the high level of fulfillment and satisfaction most
respondents felt in the course of their sas@e attractions. Although the respondents were in

varied stages of transition, thirgne women (94%) considered themselwelsd bisexual or
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lesbian as a result of their attractih3hough often tinged with pain about the suffering they
and their loved ones endured, this positive experience should be celebrated. It must also be
brought into the sphere of general societal aness, and a womanOs right to pursue lesbian

sexuality must be embraced.

R-4 finds that now,

My life is much better, i feel much better, | love myself more, | am OK, no stress,
have this eternal smile on my face...| feel NORMAL......this is a major
improvement!

R-5 says, @ have never been so satisfied, so fulfilled, so at peace. | oagret
the damage caused to my relationship with my daughter.O

Other positive comments were:

R-6: | have made significant changes that | am happy with. ethout of a

horrible situation | was trapped in at home with my husband. | left an abusive
relationship. | finally chose my own mental health over anyone elseOs. | feel
capable of living the life | have wished for, but at times | do get frustrated because
this transition takes much more time than | expected. It takes years (3 or more,
probably). | knew that my decision to leave my marriage would alienate my
children and husband; that's why it took so long for me to decide to do it. My
husband is retaliatorgnd vindictive. | was in such fear for so long. Anything
would be better than having to live that way. Now | know that | made the right
choice, but I stilhave to go through the divorce, so | am apprehensive about that
process.

R-9: It made my life wile...| needed this relationship as if | had been waiting for
it all my life.

R-12: | am a lesbian who made a journey and was lucky enough to experience
many different thing life. If my life had not been this way | never would have

20 The two responden{§%) who did not consider themselves lesbian or bisexual also did not
consider themselves to be heterosexual. They were not in relationships with women when they
completed the research survey, and were confused as to what their attractions to women meant
going forward.
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met the woman | lee. Life gives us what we need even when we do not think we
do...

R-13: | am much happier now than | was when it all first happened. | am more
emotionally fulfilled in this relationship than | have ever been in my past
relationships. There are furtherattges | would like to make, such as moving in
with her, but | feel that | should move slowly for my childrenOs sake.

R-14: Overall | would say | am very satisfied! We have created a unique and very
fulfilling life. It does have its ups and downs, but védo say it is better than the
nonremotional life | had before. | am living the life | wished forE

R-17 describes her life now this way:

Wow. | have begun to discover who | am and feel like | have a person who "gets"
me. | would not go back, therevebeen a lot of family blow ups but I still would

go it again, she has made me feel so special and loved. | think a lot of my future
happiness is with her. | know at some point | will leave my husband for her or on
my own.

R-18: | am now happy with theecisions | have made, would not go back to
where | was. Am with my partner and where | want to be.

R-23: My life has made a complete 180 degree turn. | am extremely happy,
although | do hope to find someone to share my life with in a romantic way. | do
still mourn the loss of my traditional family life, and the demise of my marriage,
although | remind myself that part of what led to my discovery of my
homosexuality was a flaw in my marriage. | know that | miss the way things
could have been, or the wahad expected them to be, rather than the way they
actually were.

R-27: 1 am very satisfied with my choices. | grieve, sometimes intensely, for the
dream and life that | thought | would live up until a year and a half ago when |
became aware of this paftmyself. | am working through that, the whole time
knowing that this is a better, richer and more fulfilling path for me. | cannot
imagine ever going back to my marriage, or to having a relationship with a man
that could achieve the intimacy and satigtacthat my partnership with a woman
provides.

R-31: | felt that the life | wished for was so out of reach. | would get anxious and
despondent at times. | spent 6 years working towardsaiting up for the lawyer,
paying for grad school one class dinae, living in a hostile environment with a
husband who was very happy with his life just the way it was. That is a very long
time. But | am now there and very happy. Freedom is always worth the struggle,
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but it's a shame it has to be so hard. | can staledt why some women just
wouldn't be up to that challenge.

And finally, R-33 said,
| am completely happy with my decision. There are so many hard times to come

but | feel so much better about facing them. Its like | have discovered a super
power to inding myself and to being strong and true.O

As a researcher and as a person who is in the process of a sexuality transition, | hope that
Crazy and other women like her can find comfort and inspiration in these testimonies. The
elation evident in so amy of these voices can guide us. We must find the strength to honor what
Rich calls the Oelectric and empowering charge between womenO (1980: 658), and to live our

lives within this knowledge.
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CONCLUSION

Although there have been previotigdies on women who become lesbians later in life,
there is still a gap in understanding between societal awareness of womenQOs sexuality and
womenOs true, lived, sexual experiences. This study, with its original number of two hundred
fourteen survey respdents, of all races from all over the world, is, alone, proof of a great
potential for heterosexual women to experience a first-s@xattraction well into adulthood,
although this phenomenon is only vaguely part of general knowledge. By focusing on the
process of transition itself, rather than exclusively on the experiences of women who have
already fully embraced lesbian identity, this study offers the amplification of a previously
unheard voice; that of a woman who has experienced a same sex athraictibio may or may
not make a full transition to lesbian identity. The study tells us that this woman is constrained by
numerous societal constructs, such as marriage, monotheistic patriarchal religious beliefs, lesbian
erasure and homophobia, unpaid lehadd work, primary responsibility for children and the
accompanying assumption that she will always put their needs before her own. These constructs
constitute a system of institutionalized compulsory heterosexuality, which a woman must resist
at great dbrt and cost in order to fully confront this life event. When we are denied the sexual
autonomy to share erotic experiences with women in a fully open and adult manner, a violence
against us is perpetrated by the forces of compulsory heterosexualeyingsto a previously
unheard voice enriches society as a whole, and when this voice describes injustice, it offers us
the chance to implement changes that would make the world more just.
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This research project arose out of my experience as a womenéssstiodlar and my
laterin-life identity as a lesbiardentified queer. As the thesis findings show, the particular
difficulties encountered by a woman who experiences a-samattraction later in life are at the
heart of gender oppression. To leaveetefosexual marriage in favor of lesbian identity is to
abdicate enormous and undeniable privilege. This privilege is manifested as economic advantage
as well as the emotional advantages attendant with conformity to societal Onorms.O From the
youngest agdemales are socialized to seek attachments to males who can provide them with the
greatest privilege. Implicit in this socialization is the message that the opportunity to attach to
males is adequate compensation for the fact that males inhabit a sppsition in society.

When a woman internalizes this message, the idea of pursuing a life without the privilege of
heterosexual attachment appears to be illogical. Adrienne Rich tells us that this ostensible
absence of choids the unacknowledged truthherent in compulsory heterosexuality. It keeps
women dependent on male attachments and deprives them of the opportunity to autonomously
define their own sexuality (1980:659). Alone, or through attachment to another woman, she
cannot begin to approach tlewel of privilege she will attain merely by attaching herself to a
man. Similarly, leaving a heterosexual marriage involves not only leaving a man; it involves

giving up all of the social advantages attached to being with a man.

Lesbians have alwaysappled with this social injustice. Its impact on their lives would
be difficult to overestimate. The predominance of heteronormality in our culture influences
virtually every choice we make in our interpersonal relationships and is a defining feature of o
own identity. To live intentionally, and to willfully resist societal expectations requires a great
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act of courage. Before articulations like Adrienne RichOs essay on compulsory heterosexuality, a
theme underlying her analysis, heterosexual privilegs, illustrated in lesbian literature. The
canonical 1928 novel,he Well of Lonelinesby Radclyffe Hall, dealt with this theme through

the tragic characters Stephen, a young aristocratic lesbian, and Angela, the unhappily married,
social climbing, formenctress Stephen falls in love with. At a climactic point in the novel,

Stephen beseeches Angela to leave her husband, and offers her everything she has: her undying
love, her riches and the rewards attendant upon a life in which they openly proclaiovteheir

and passion for each other. Angela, who lacks StephenOs youth, optimism and financial security,
asks, OCould you marry me, Stephen?0 (p. 150). In AngelaOs case, the privilege of heterosexual
attachment was more valuable than wealth or the opportionstyare her life with a person

whose company she preferred to that of her husband. Eighty years have passed since its

publication, however, the issues of homophobi&ha Well of Lonelines#ill exist.

Rich describes womenOs resistance to compuisterosexuality as Ofragmented,
miscalled, erasedO (1980:660). This is most significantly the case with women who identify as
heterosexual and then experience a ssexeattraction. When we found ourselves in the midst of
this experience, which can cenlig be called resistance to compulsory heterosexuality, my
partner and | believed we were surely the only ones to have gone through such a thing. | will
never forget the range of emotions | felt seeing the cover FleisherOs (2005) book with its subtitle,
Married to a Man and In Love With a Woman.O How shocking it was to realize that an entire
book had been written about women like me! How gratifying! As described in this thesis,
FleisherOs book was to be the first of many | would read that challengeesmyptions about
what constitutes normal female sexuality over a lifetime. Unlike many of my research

67



participants | was very aware of lesbians, and | even knew one who had been married. Looking
back, | think my assumption was that she had married in&jpkigowing she was gay; the idea

that her sexuality had changed did not occur to me. In this way | was no different from most
other people including most other social science researchers. We must overcome this

fragmentation, erasure, and miscalling if ave to conquer our oppressions.

By scrutinizing the specific struggles women in this research encountered, we can
examine them for value. Is it worth internalizing the messages of monotheistic patriarchal
religions if they induce suffering for lesbiaasd other women? Do rigid gender role ideologies
serve humanity when they may be at the root of womenOs resistance to lesbian identity? Would
society benefit by equalizing responsibility for childcare and by equalizing household incomes
when one spouse Wik in the home? Does the institution of marriage serve women equally to
men? In my view, each of these questions represents an opportunity for feminist engagement.
Religion, rigid gender roles, unequal responsibility for child rearing, inequitable egramdy
the institution of marriage are fronts on which we can fight for a more just and egalitarian
society. Among other advantages, addressing the oppressions inherent in these realities would
lead to reduced suffering for women like Crazy and the untaicbers of other women who
find themselves experiencing same sex attractions later in life. In an ideal world, Crazy would
not have to ask, OWhy canOt | do the right thing?O Societal constructs would not obstruct her
journey toward an autonomous sexualgige would be supported in her exploration of same sex
feelings later in life. The Oright thingO would not involve denying the Owonderful loveO she has

for another woman.
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