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This research examined the lives of thirty-three women who experienced a significant same-sex 

attraction while over the age 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 unfulfilling heterosexual marriages and 

unpaid, at-home parenting; lesbian invisibility and stigma and the absence of an identity 

framework encompassing the experience of same-sex attraction later in life. 

 
 
 
 
 



 v 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated to: 
  

my co-authors:  the two hundred fourteen women who completed the survey; 
and to ÒCrazyÓ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 
 

ÒIf a woman can unlearn societyÕs message of suppressing her eroticism, she can guide her own 
destiny.  If she begins to choose Ôlife endeavorsÕ which bring her joy and satisfaction, she has 
made a radical break from the oppressorÕs 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.Ó  

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. I don't 
understand why I can't do the right thing. I don't understand why I can't make 
myself stop thinking about this other woman. Why I can't stop loving this other 
woman [sic].  I know that the right think [sic] to do is to stop associating with her, 
but every time I try something stops me. I get sad and I don't want to lose this 
wonderful love we have for each other. I go to church every Sunday and I feel 
like the Lord is talking to me. I 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, I have made a commitment to my husband and I need to honor that 
commitment. I just don't get it. Why am I going through this right now [sic]. Why 
not before I was married? I guess the big question is: Why can't I do the right 
thing? Please, if anyone else can sympathize respond. Posted by Crazy on 
December 17, 2006, 12:48 pm 

 
 

 These words by ÒCrazy,Ó posted to an Internet message board for married lesbians, 

provided the inspiration and impetus for this research. When I read them for the first time, I had 

a lot in common with Crazy. I was married and 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 the strength of her connection to her female lover, resonated deeply with me. I copied 

CrazyÕs post onto a Word document and saved it with its default title, Òwhy.doc.Ó Over the 

coming weeks, when other message board posts moved me, I added them to why.doc. Eventually 
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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 

womenÕs sexuality transitions is to set straight a record that for centuries has at best trivialized or 

distorted and at worst ignored the range and fluidity of womenÕs sexuality. For example, in the 

late 1800Õs, when many middle class lesbians lived together as ÒBoston CousinsÓ or in ÒBoston 

Marriages,Ó 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; Faderman 1994; Israel 2002; Smith-Rosenberg 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 woman might make a full transition to a singular lesbian identity after previous 

heterosexual identity. In other words, they might actually change their sexual orientation. The 

record, in both academic and mainstream discourse, should reflect accurately the full range of 

womenÕs sexuality potentialities, and should include analysis of the ways in which womenÕs 

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

 

 The smaller purpose, though equally important, is to help Crazy, 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 ÒcrazyÓ in spite of the fact that her 

experience may be highly problematic 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 their unequal 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 womenÕs sexuality potentialities. If 

we can bring into general awareness the notion that for many women sexuality is fluid, we can 

examine the reasons and structures in place which limit a womanÕs ability to face this major life 

event without pain and suffering. 

   

 The question foundational to this research is, Òwhat are the factors that have the greatest 

influence on women who navigate the course of a same sex attraction after previous heterosexual 

identity?Ó What is the interplay between the fluid nature of womenÕs sexuality and our societal 

constructs? That is to say, what precisely is the cause of suffering for women like Crazy? If our 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE Ð PRIOR RESEARCH 

 Historically social science researchers have approached homosexuality with what we now 

see as a great deal of bias. The medical professionÕs casting of homosexuality as a Òproblem,Ó 

which began in the late 19th Century, led social scientists to view heterosexuality and 

homosexuality as binary, oppositional conditions. In particular, lesbianism was viewed as a 

Òcomplex problem with psychological, somatic, social, and cultural dimensionsÓ (Terry 

2008:108). Study was undertaken with the intention of investigating Òvariations from normal sex 

behaviorÓ and Òsexual maladjustmentÓ and with the intention of preventing the Òspread of sex 

variance through the Ôgeneral populationÕÓ (Terry 2008:109). This prophylactic purpose may 

have been, in part, a philanthropic response to the suffering experienced by homosexuals as a 

result of social stigma and prejudice. In fact, one often hears parents say they hope their children 

are not gay because they donÕt want to see them suffer. But the truth is that as long as the view 

trickling down from the medical and social science professions is one in which homosexuality is 

a maladjustment, the marginalizing and suffering will continue. 

   

 In 1941, an especially reprehensible study was conducted by ÒThe Committee for the 

Study of Sex Variants,Ó and a team of psychiatrists (Terry 2008). Forty New York City lesbians 

were subjected to an extensive battery of physical and psychological examinations in order to 

identify ÒmasculineÓ and ÒfeminineÓ traits. Research methods included interviews, physical 

examinations of  Òskin complexion, fat distribution, coarseness of hair, the condition of teeth, 
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cranial densities of the skull and Ôcarrying anglesÕ of the pelvisÓ (Terry 2008:110). Hormonal 

levels were tested and genital response was measured during gynecological examinations of 

subjects by male and female researchers. This research found that the Òfemale sex variantÓ was 

distinguished from Ònormal womenÓ by having:  

(1) Larger than average vulvas;  (2) longer labia minora; (3) labia minor protrude 
between the labia majora and are wrinkled, thickened 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 flush of the parts, 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 or inflammation absent, save in 
two cases; and (10) the nipple is erectile in two-thirds (Terry 2008:115). 
 

 

 The researchers are credited with stopping short of a eugenicist approach, but they did 

advocate Òsocial strategies of proper parenting and mental hygiene intervention as the best ways 

to deal with the problem.Ó 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 proper gender 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 womenÕs sexuality is not allowed its own language or existence separate from the male 

experience of ÒerectionÓ 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 against 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 womenÕs sexuality. For example, males and females 

do not similarly 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 most notably distinct 

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 sexuality would 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 penis is not required for a fully realized female sexuality (Lloyd 2008).  

 

 Research conducted by Coleman in the 1980Õs and 1990Õs served as a primary source for 

several subsequent writings about women who adopt lesbian identity later in life, including 

Jensen (1999) and Strock (1998) whose work greatly informed my research. While ColemanÕs 

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, 

ÒDevelopmental Stages of the Coming-Out Process,Ó ostensibly deals with the experiences of 

Ògay men and women,Ó yet this fourteen-page article does not contain a single instance in which 

a female experience is specifically mentioned. On the other hand, lengthy descriptions 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. 
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 In his article, ÒBisexual Women in Marriages,Ó Coleman (1985a.) published the results of 

his survey of forty-five women who were or had previously been married. Noting that there 

Òseems to be a gap in knowledge and understanding of homosexual women who are or have been 

marriedÓ (p. 88), this research was a follow up to his own and othersÕ previous research on 

bisexual or homosexual males who had married (Coleman 1985b). In this article, ColemanÕs data 

was analyzed both on its own and in comparison to his previous research on males.   

 

 Among the marked differences between males and females was ColemanÕs finding that 

97% of males were aware of homosexual feelings prior to their marriages, as compared with 

47% of females.1 Similarly, 87% of males but only 40% of females had homosexual experiences 

prior to marriage. Coleman cited a Òdelayed awarenessÓ of sexuality in the women he studied. 

This terminology, as opposed to, perhaps, a Òdelayed occurrenceÓ of lesbian feelings suggests a 

myopic, male-centered view of womenÕs sexuality. The concept of sexuality as fluid, and subject 

to changing, evolving, or transitioning, clearly evidenced by ColemanÕs findings, is a vastly 

more female phenomenon than male. As is the case so often, the uniquely female perspective or 

experience is overlooked and distorted to fit the dominant male model. The fluid nature of 

womenÕs 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 for 

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

 

                                                
1 Reasons cited for getting married were: societal pressures, 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, ÒThe Married Lesbian,Ó 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 adult Òmale-definedÓ 

identity. Coleman also cites the research of Marcia (1980) whose Òidentity foreclosureÓ theory he 

applies to the married lesbian. ÒMany married lesbians avoid confrontations of societal and 

parental expectations and acquiesce to these expectations because of fear and disapproval or 

rejectionÓ (Coleman 1990:122). 

 

 Astonishingly, it does not occur to Coleman, Browning and Marcia that a womenÕs 

sexuality might change over time.2 Instead, they appear to adopt a male oriented perspective 

reflected in the fact that 97% of ÒbisexualÓ males know they are gay when marrying. My 

research examines the flexible nature of female sexuality.3 

 

 This phallocentric perspective arises again in ÒThe Married Lesbian.Ó ColemanÕs analysis 

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

                                                
2 This possibility is articulated in the 1989 article ÒMarried Lesbians,Ó by Green and Clunis, who 
note, ÒMarried 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 describing sexual orientation.  This is particularly true 
when we consider an individualÕs development over timeÓ (p. 42).  
 
3 Nicholas Wade (2007), writing in The New York Times, sites recent research on sexual 
orientation which suggests that females may have sexual preferences 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 has been 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 ÒbisexualÓ while the female spouse is a Òmarried lesbian.Ó 

This subtle difference allows the male a pansexuality denied the woman who is readily marked 

with the perhaps more limiting and defined term of lesbian. Further, he spends substantially more 

time on the husbands of Òmarried lesbians,Ó describing their emotional and sexual responses to 

learning of their wivesÕ same sex feelings. Although the title of this article is, ÒThe Married 

Lesbian,Ó Coleman concludes, ÒMore systematic study of the husbands of married lesbians is 

clearly neededÓ (1990:124). 

   

 This same article includes a rather detached discussion of whether or not a therapist 

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 subject matter or specialization. Further, a 

commitment to scholarship in oneÕs own cultural ÒgroupÓ might lead to a more passionate level 

of scholarship while simultaneously raising awareness about that group. When a researcher does 

speak frankly about her sexuality she may also find that she achieves additional access to 

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

 

 On Intimate Terms Ð The Psychology of Difference in Lesbian Relationships (1993) 

comprises the qualitative work of Burch, who was 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, BurchÕs qualitative methods and the terminologies she employed are 

worthy of note here. 
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 In order to address her research questions, she conducted twelve interviews with lesbians 

between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-two. Four of the lesbians were so-called ÒprimaryÓ or 

life-long lesbians, four were so-called Òbisexual,Ó or previously 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 ÒbisexualÓ or Òbisexually 

oriented lesbianismÓ to define lesbians who had had previous heterosexual identity. This 

researcher describes a Òdifference thatÉ is expressed most succinctly as a distinction between a 

bisexually oriented lesbianism and what might be termed a more strictly woman-oriented, or 

primary lesbianismÓ (p. 19). This terminology is reminiscent of Coleman, in that it seems to 

exclude the notion that a womanÕs sexuality might shift entirely and completely from 

heterosexual to lesbian. Bisexual suggests a temporal quality to her sexuality; a fluidity from one 

day or one relationship to the next, which seems inappropriate to describe BurchÕs interviewees, 

particularly when she notes that Òthey all said that they would probably never choose a 

relationship with a man instead of a womanÓ (p. 21). The concept of a true break from 

heterosexuality is missing from the term bisexual. Burch also discusses the term Òelective 

lesbian,Ó which I think has the same implication of impermanence. 

   

 Four studies, based in qualitative research and contained in book length 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 

ÒRedefining Sexuality:  Women Becoming Lesbian in Midlife,Ó by Charbonneau & Lander; 

Whistling Women Ð A Study of the Lives of Older Lesbians, by Claassen (2005); Lesbian 
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Epiphanies- Women Coming Out in Later Life, by Jensen (1999); and Married Women Who Love 

Women, by 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 Life Ð Stories of 

Transformation, by Abbott and Farmer (1995), and And Then I Met This Woman Ð Previously 

Married WomenÕs Journeys into Lesbian Relationships, by Cassingham and O’Neil (1993).  In 

addition to these qualitative studies and personal narratives, the self-help book Living Two Lives 

Ð Married to a Man & In Love with a Woman, by Fleisher (2005) has provided some direction to 

this research. 

  

   The anthology Lesbians at Midlife:  The Creative Transition, edited 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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womenÕs movement, reading specific books, the death or senility of a parent, and periods of 

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 Òhaving discovered the lesbian within,Ó as opposed to ÒchoiceÓ 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 about the change they had undertaken. The authors conclude 

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

 

 Charbonneau and LanderÕs finding that a shift in sexual identity was ÒenormousÓ and 

ÒradicalÓ is also illustrated in my research. 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 womenÕs sexuality and therefore to normalize their 

ÒcrazyÓ desires 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 authorsÕ description of some women as  ÒchoiceÓ lesbians. 

Choosing lesbianism as a matter of politics or consciousness-raising 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. In addition, ÒchoiceÓ can be interpreted as a further denial of womenÕs 
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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 same-sex attraction. The ÒchoiceÓ 

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

 

 Another study on women whose sexuality changes at mid-life is described in the book, 

Whistling Women Ð A Study of the Lives of Older Lesbians, by Claassen (2005). Claassen spent 

four years interviewing forty-four lesbians between sixty-two and eighty-two years of age, 

twenty-two of whom had been in heterosexual marriages. She notes that previous studies of 

lesbians have either excluded women previously married, or ignored the marriage.4 The women 

in ClaassenÕs study found having children to be unanimously fulfilling, but emotional fulfillment 

was rare from husbands and was far 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 marriages, 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 lesbians 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 

                                                
4 This seems a great oversight.  The fact that so many lesbians have been married says a great 
deal about the compulsory nature of heterosexuality. 
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occur subsequent to previous heterosexual identity. In addition, ClaassenÕs observation regarding 

womenÕs emotional needs was decisively confirmed in my research. 

 

 A third study, by Jensen (1999), is described in her book, Lesbian Epiphanies - Women 

Coming Out in Later Life. Jensen conducted in-depth interviews with twenty-five women who 

married men and later 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, 

ÒWhat is the psychological, erotic, social process of women who come out as lesbian or bisexual 

after a heterosexual marriage?Ó She was also interested in the question, ÒWhy did it take her so 

long to know who she really is?Ó  Thirteen of the women in her study said that same-gender 

feelings had never occurred to them before marrying.5 One conclusion of JensenÕs study is that 

womenÕs sexuality is Òfluid and dynamic.Ó  

 

 Jensen identifies a Òsocial constructionist mode of identity formation.Ó She found that 

societal constructs, such as absent or inadequate sex education, an absence of visible lesbian role 

models, the expectation or ÒinevitabilityÓ of heterosexual marriage, and Òheterosexist 

conditioning,Ó conspired to create a script for these womenÕs lives. As they aged, the women in 

her study proceeded through a range of life experiences, in which 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, 

                                                
5 This finding, consistent with other researchers, such as Coleman (1990) and Claassen (2005), 
provides further confirmation of the fluidity in womenÕs sexuality potentialities. 
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1. The women needed to know about their bodies, know about sex, and have 
permission 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 recognize 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 identified by Jensen 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 conditioning, participants provided 

detailed information on their marriages and the role of religious community in their lives. 

Participants also provided information related to JensenÕs finding that lesbians are invisible. 

Feminist analysis of my research findings was also informed by JensenÕs 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 this position so that they might unlearn societal messages that prevent them from 

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

 

 JensenÕs conclusion that womenÕs sexuality is fluid and dynamic is affirmed with my 

research simply by the 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 roughly half of all lesbians 

marry before coming out, and half of those had no lesbian awareness prior to marrying. 

Therefore, a very non-scientific conclusion would be that approximately one quarter of lesbians 
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could be considered candidates for my researchÑ that is to 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 societyÕs general 

awareness of truths about womenÕs sexuality and 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 would 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 above authors 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 

same-sex 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 did, in fact, 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 book Married Women Who Love Women, Strock (1998) interviewed over one 

hundred women who acknowledged a same-sex preference. StrockÕs 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, Òfor the same reasons that discontented heterosexual women do. 

They are tightly woven in their established lifestyles and families and cannot bring themselves to 

change everythingÓ (p. 97). She also notes that other research has shown that only one quarter of 

all marriages are Òintimate and loving,Ó so tolerating unfulfilling unions is widely accepted. 

StrockÕs 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 their marriages concurrent with lesbian relationships for as long as forty 

years. 

   

 While StrockÕs patience and respect for women in this position is admirable, feminist 

analysis prompted a number of questions that my study addresses. For example, are women 

really happy when they stay married to men while attracted to women? If not, why do they 

remain married? Are oppressive hetero-normal constructs at the root of it all? My research 

examines the specific factors that compel a woman who is sexually attracted to females to 

remain married to or perhaps leave a man, to look at the roots of those factors, and to ask if they 

reflect womenÕs unequal status in our society. 

 

 In spite of their differences, there are similarities between StrockÕs study and those 

mentioned 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 had no previous 
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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 butÉhad 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 tendencies.  However, because they had been indoctrinated 
by societyÕs 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 lesbianism was, did not deny their feelings, 
and had even been involved with other women, butÉwere in such strong states of 
denial that they never characterized themselves as lesbians.  And the fourth 
consists of women who totally believed they were heterosexualÉuntil 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 new 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 research was greatly informed by the work of Fleisher (2005), author of Living Two 

Lives Ð Married to a Man & In Love with a Woman. Fleisher is a therapist specializing in women 

facing this situation and has, for the past ten years, moderated an Internet message board for 

married women attracted to women. This message board, ÒAsk Joanne,Ó was both the inspiration 

for Living Two Lives and the source of much of its content. 

  



 20 

  This book might be categorized as Òself-helpÓ in that it serves as a practical guide to 

women who may be at any phase in the process of awakening to a same-sex attraction. 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 feel unable to trust her previously 

established beliefs and values. Because women have been socialized to place othersÕ needs ahead 

of her own, Fleisher writes with the purpose of empowering them to seek the personal growth 

that may result from navigating this journey honestly. She notes that homophobia in our society, 

and the consequent shame it spawns, contributes greatly to preventing a women from examining 

same-sex attractions truthfully. 

  

  Living Two Lives describes a wide range of outcomes for women who experience 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, recommitting to the marriage,  Òin-house separation,Ó 

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. She 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, I conducted an ethnographic 

study of FleisherÕs ÒAsk JoanneÓ Internet message board for married 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 



 21 

purpose of identifying particular difficulties 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 of Òcoming out,Ó 

and divorce issues such as concerns about money.  

 

 Feminist analysis, which involves viewing the data from the perspective of womenÕs 

unequal, oppressed status in our society, indicated that hetero-normal societal constructs 

contribute significantly to the difficulties experienced by the sample population. For example, a 

feminist theory put forth by Rich (1980) known as Òcompulsory heterosexualityÓ posits Òlesbian 

experience is perceived on a scale ranging from deviant to abhorrent, or simply rendered 

invisibleÓ (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 subservient roles 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 well-being of others, and 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 ArtÕs thesis research project built on FleisherÕs 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. 



 22 

These factors, which include concerns about economic well-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 same-sex attractions, the following two books were of great help in forming the 

survey questions. From Wedded Wife to Lesbian Life Ð Stories of Transformation, by Abbott and 

Farmer (1995), and And Then I Met This Woman Ð Previously Married WomenÕs Journeys into 

Lesbian Relationships, by Cassingham and OÕNeil (1993), are collections of individual womenÕs 

stories told in the first person. The former contains thirty-eight stories and the latter forty-three, 

and in both books the women come from a range of ages, races, and class backgrounds.  Each 

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 

questionnaire specifically asked about factors that held 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, and fears 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 lesbian 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 womanÕs control. 

She experiences difficulty because of the world she inhabits, which denies lesbians social 

standing and visibility, socializes her to put the needs of others above her own, and offers her 
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status or ÒnormalcyÓ and economic advantages only if she maintains heterosexual relationships. 

My research builds on the work of the above authors. In addition to illustrating the fluid nature of 

womenÕs 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 

lesbian identity.  
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CHAPTER TWO Ð RESEARCH METHODS 

Review Of Feminist Research Practices 

 Until the emergence of feminists in academia in the late 1960Õs and early 1970Õs, 

womenÕs culture, history and lived experience was ignored. Her marginality was taken for 

granted and deeply internalized. Consciousness-raising, both in and out of academia, resulted in 

the recognition that womenÕs ways of experiencing the world are both materially different from 

those of men and equally valid. Feminist researchers identified a particular feminist standpoint 

epistemology in which the world is viewed through the Òeyes and experiences of oppressed 

womenÉand the vision and knowledge of oppressed women is applied to social activism and 

social changeÓ  (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2007:55). 

 

 Feminism and WomenÕs 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 locations can 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 experience. 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 

womenÕs oppression. Historically, the mythology of social 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 men. Similarly, the 

fields of anthropology and history have historically focused on menÕs activities, such as war, to 

the exclusion of womenÕs experiences in, for instance, childrearing (Jaggar 2008). The erasure of 

womenÕs experience in the social sciences is nothing less than a form of violent silencing, which 

perpetuates womenÕs 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 womenÕs experience, feminist 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 challenges dualistic 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 by co-creating knowledge with her 

Òsubjects,Ó by seeking their revisions 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 increasing the 

level of intimacy, which may produce a superior level of knowledge. A feminist researcher may 
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also deliberately include emotional facets of womenÕs experience, in recognition of the fact that 

human needs and human experiences require expressions of the heart and 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 contravened 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 that the only 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.6 The representations 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 womenÕs 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, recovery of the lost voice of one half of 

our species. It can be argued that these changes have also led to a better scienceÑ one that serves 

social justice. This fusion of knowledge and the pursuit of justice is the particular realm of the 

feminist researcher. 

                                                
6 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 to male-based knowledge claims (Opie 
2008). 
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Queer Qualitative Methods Used In This Project 

 As a graduate student in WomenÕs Studies, I am uniquely positioned to seek answers to 

my own research questions. Feminist research methods that challenge traditional research 

frameworks have been fundamental to the 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 

Òepistemological privilege.Ó For a period of time, I inhabited a space of  Òdouble consciousnessÓ7 

in which I reaped the benefits of residence in a normative, heteropatriarchal milieu without fully 

inhabiting it. This insight is the guiding force of this study, which seeks 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 to this research project. The despair, isolation and fear I 

experienced, in combination with my feminist studies led me to a point at which I felt that 

feminist analysis of this phenomenon was a worthwhile endeavor. It is hard to imagine that a 

person who is not 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 

                                                
7hooks (2004) describes double consciousness as an emotional and physical location in which the 
oppressed experiences two realities, her own and the oppressorÕs 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 no need to do so, does not inhabit the emotional location, or the 
physical reality, of the oppressed. 
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researchers. I, therefore, make no pretense of objectivity, or dispassionate investigation.8 My 

personal investment in the research, my epistemological privilege, 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 utilized the following perspectives of feminist research practice:  a 

questionnaire 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 might allow 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 self-reflective process may allow a woman to progress through the transition in 

positive ways. 

 

 The Internet was 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 and authenticity 

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, I did not complete the research survey, so my experience is not technically part of the 
Òdata.Ó In this way, I 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 ÒplaceÓ 

a researcher could find hundreds of women in this position on any given day.9 The anonymity of 

the Internet allows users to ÒlurkÓ at message boards such as ÒAsk JoanneÓ and ÒChanging 

Teams,Ó reading message posts without registering as users of the sites. Women in the midst of 

this life event, particularly in 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 faceless users and be 

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 downside 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, when a respondentÕs 

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 

participantÕs response. A small proportion of the data does suggest that questions were 

misunderstood, rendering the data unusable. 

 

                                                
9 Each message posted to the Ask Joanne board contains a numerical counter of Òviews,Ó 
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 Òviews.Ó  Message posts cycle through the 
website quickly, when new posts push existing posts down the page until they are no longer 
available for viewing.  Most posts generate views and responses for a period of 1-2 days. 
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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 entitled ÒMid-Lif e 

Sexuality Transitions in Women:  A Queer Qualitative Study.Ó This usage reflects the recent 

reclaiming of the word ÒqueerÓ to suggest a reframing of a concept that was formerly used in 

rigid, binary, and generally pejorative, ways. The reclaiming usage takes ownership 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 2007 the questionnaire provided in Appendix A was  placed on a survey 

website linked to the Southern Connecticut State University WomenÕs Studies homepage. The 

survey website remained ÒinactiveÓ for approximately two weeks pending resolution of final 

details. During this two week period, I contacted the individual ÒmoderatorsÓ of two internet 

message boards seeking their support for the survey and their assitance with participant 

recruitment. Both moderaters, Joanne Fleisher of ÒAsk Joanne,Ó10 and Sue Street of ÒChanging 

Teams,Ó11 responded with support and enthusiam for the project. Approval 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 of the survey website as it appeared to visitors. Participants 

                                                
10 http://members3.boardhost.com/Ask_Joanne/index.html?1198082414 
 
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 ÒpostÓ by the researcher on the two previously mentioned Internet 

message boards. This post is in Appendix D. 

  

 Participants came to the website voluntarily and completed the 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 providing more 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 conclusion of the data collection phase, 214 surveys had been collected 

at the website while I had only received 156 surveys by email. Each time I received a survey 

email, I copied the contents to a password protected Word document stored on my personal 

laptop computer. Receiving the surveys one email at a time allowed me to read each one 

thoroughly as it came in. In this way, I came to view participants as individuals whose stories 

were meaningful to me. This emotional investment in my survey participants further fueled 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 Web-based form designed so that, as each person filled out the survey, a new 
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row was added to the database with that personÕs 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 approximately the mid-point, December 19, 2007, I 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 website,  in the 

form of an Excel spreadsheet on a computer disc. On that date, 150 women had completed the 

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

 

 On February 7, 2008, I met again with the webmaster to close down the survey web-site, 

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 Connecticut State University U-drive. This U-drive, a free 

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

 

 On February 7, 2008, I informed the Southern Connecticut State University Institutional 

Rewview Board that the research was complete and that the survey web-site had been 

deactivated. On February 11, 2008, I received a ÒCompletion AcknowledgementÓ letter from the 

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

 

 The research data will be stored indefintely at 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 WomenÕs Studies 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, I met with my advisor, Professor Debra S. 

Emmelman, who is experienced in analysis of qualitative data. She provided input and guidance 

on this project, and we agreed that the scope of this Master of ArtÕs thesis could not encompass 

an adequate retelling of all 214 womenÕs stories. We reluctantly decided to reduce the number of 

surveys for 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 Northeastern United States. Thirty-

three respondents fit these criteria. 

 

Data Analysis Method  

 The data from the thirty-three participants was placed on an Excel spread sheet, with each 

participantÕs responses comprising one row of the spreadsheet. The Excel program automatically 

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 

questions for each column of the spreadsheet, so the survey respondents are numbered 2-34. 

These numbers, along with ÒRÓ for ÒrespondentÓ identify survey participants whenever quotes 

are used from the data. 
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 Once it was narrowed to thirty-three surveys, I approached the data from a grounded 

theory perspective, which is to say that the theory arose directly from the data. Survey questions 

related to broad categories of behavior, such as  Òchanges in family lifeÓ or  Òchanges in 

employment,Ó that occurred subsequent to the same sex attraction. In each category, the 

individual responses were scrutinized to determine the Òessence,Ó 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. I have made every effort to preserve the actual voice, 

represented in the words of participants, and to conduct data analysis that connects to their lives 

in significant ways. 

 

 I 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 ÒcodeÓ them into our own chosen 

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, participantsÕ words, as spoken or in this case written, remain 

intact. When they are placed in coding categories, a researcher-produced structure, this first 

person participant voice is lost to a degree. A risk of using this coding structure, with short 

answer survey responses, in which there is no opportunity for follow-up questions, is that the 

words become detached from the participantÕs true meaning when they are placed in the 

researcherÕs categories. 
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  Because of my personal investment in this research, as well as my grounding in feminist 

research methodologies, it is essential to me that this personal voice be central to the research 

findings. The emotional content of womenÕs lived experiences should be firmly established in 

the knowledge base. It is through our emotional responses that we access the poetic core of 

human experience. When we access this core, we live most vividly. Intuitively I feel that this 

location can produce its own particularly important knowledge. In spite of this, the social 

sciences have traditionally mirrored 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 ÒrightÓ thing is to ignore her deeply held 

feelings. I hope that she and others like her will more deeply examine the question of what is 

Òthe right thingÓ when it is in conflict with our strongest emotions and most vivid living. I 

believe that my research provides new insight into womenÕs lives and that this newly created 

knowledge must embrace the emotional as a central part of womenÕs experience in the midst of 

sexuality transitions. I do not wish to deaden, or make more rational, or to detach myself from, 

the voices of these women. I want their experiences to be told in their own voices. For this 

reason, quotations are fairly long and I have used the broadest coding categories possible, for 

example Òdifficulties with religion,Ó or  Òpositive changes in employment.Ó I have also 

endeavored to include quotations from as many participants as possible in each area of inquiry. 

Each respondent, R-2 through R-34, is represented at least once in the research findings. Also, 

the quotations in this thesis reflect the research participantÕs own syntax, including shorthand 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, position 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 which 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 research 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 course of this attraction. 

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 the findings 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 which 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 ÒwhiteÓ or ÒCaucasianÓ 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 non-white women, is needed to understand which factors come 

into play as they navigate same-sex 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 paramount. Participants in the study were 

not placed at risk or harmed in any way. The nature of the research, anonymous, open-ended 

questionnaire responses, allowed participants to stay within their own comfort levels from the 

outset. The majority of surveys were completed 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 copied the 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 participants played no part in this research. At 

no time was personal identifying information sought. In the vast majority of cases, I did not 

know the individual identities of participants. In a very few cases, I was able to identify women I 

have met personally and whose stories I 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 Consent. The 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 of the survey, ÒPlease 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.Ó 

 

 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 of any Internet user or survey 

participant. However, it is possible that survey participants may have deceived me. I 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 Òtry onÓ 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, I have observed 

that women who are legitimate candidates for this research live in a state of fairly extreme 

emotional turmoil. I hope this perspective would allow me to detect deceptive responses to the 

survey. In the data analysis phase there were no survey responses that suggested deception to me. 

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

 The original pool of 214 women was diverse ethnically and geographically. It included 

women who reported Latina, 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 

narrowing 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 ÒwhiteÓ 

or ÒCaucasianÓ or specifically European.12 At the time of their same-sex attraction all thirty-three 

women lived with their husbands and thirty-one (94%) lived with children.13 They reported 

annual household incomes ranging from $30,000 to $1,000,000. A majority, 55%, of the women, 

reported incomes between $50,000 and $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. 

 

                                                
12 R-20 identified as ÒRussian/Polish Jew,Ó R-16 as ÒIrish-English-Scottish-German,Ó and R-12 
as ÒIrish/Italian American.Ó This lack of diversity is disappointing, and, as mentioned above, 
indicates the need for a study of non-white women to fill this gap in knowledge. 
 
 
13 Children ranged in age from infants to adults. Twenty-six 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 nine years old. This latter finding is out of proportion with the 
general rate of multiple births, which is once in every 90 births, but the sample is too small to 
indicate any significance. 



 40 

The Role of Marital Discord 
 
 Only seven women (21%) reported having any level of personal satisfaction 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 consistent with 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 attractions 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 to set free 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 to ask 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, Òin every department,Ó and Òhappy and 

sexually satisfied most of the time,Ó R-4 and R-21 respectively, found themselves strongly 

attracted to women. The onset and strength of attraction did not differ widely from other 

respondents. R-4, who was forty-eight at the time of her attraction, said,  

The same sex attraction hit me over the head like a hammer, I 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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I had become increasingly lonely and unhappy in my marriage. My husband was 
absent most of the time, either physically or emotionally, and we were living 
separate lives under the same roof (R-23) 
 
I am not at all happy in my marriage. I do not like sex at all, I am an emotional 
wreck all the time, I feel bad for my hubby 'cause he wants to fix me all the time. 
He can see how miserable I am. Though I have not shared my feelings on being 
gay (R-26) 
 
Our sex life was non-existent, until I wanted to 'banish' my lesbianism from my 
life. Then we became quite active. I was unhappy and lonely in my marriage. He 
was a workaholic and I was left on my own to raise two children (R-33) 
 
unhappy; emotionally manipulated by husband; powerless; no sexual intimacy; 
treated like a disobedient child by husband  (R-6) 
 
 
 

 This strength of this testimony 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 Òcompulsory heterosexuality.Ó She writes, Òwomen have 

been convinced that marriage, and sexual orientation toward men, are inevitable, even if 

unsatisfying or oppressive components of their livesÓ (p. 640). We are socialized, as well as 

economically compelled, to tie our economic security to men and with heterosexuality. 

Nevertheless, she notes, Òwe may faithfully or ambivalently have obeyed the institution, but our 

feelingsÑ and our sensualityÑ have not been tamed or contained within itÓ (p. 654). RichÕs 

analysis is illustrated by the above findings; participants in this research, though overwhelmingly 

unhappily married, did Òobey the institution,Ó in spite of the fact that their sensuality was not 

Òtamed or contained within it.Ó 
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The Role of Emotional Attachments to Other Women 

 My findings support those of other researchers who found that marital unhappiness, in 

combination with womenÕs strong emotional attachments to other women, played a role in their 

same sex attractions subsequent to heterosexual identity (Jensen 1999, Strock 1998). In her 

treatment of compulsory heterosexuality, Rich has coined and defined the term Òlesbian 

continuum.Ó The lesbian continuum includes both erotic and non-sexual experiences. Rich 

quotes Lorde (1984) who calls it Òthe sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, or psychicÓ 

(Lorde 1984:56). Rich notes that married women often prefer emotional-physical 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 who shared non-sexual 

intimacy over some period of time. The following descriptions of their same sex attractions 

strongly suggests a continuum of behavior in which respondentsÕ sexual relationships evolved 

out of emotionally significant relationships: 

R-5 became attracted to her Òbest friend.Ó 

R-6: We worked very closely together and it was wonderful working with her. It 
was exhilarating just being with her and around herÉ As I reached out to her, I 
realized that I was, in fact, generally aware of being attracted to women 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 I were friends for a few 
months. 

 
 R-8: We developed a very close friendship that naturally expressed itself 

physically. 
 
R-17: We started out as best friends and evolved into a wonderful partnership.  I 
knew I loved being around her, but never really thought it would go to the level it 
has.  I knew I was not happy with my marriage, nor 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 out it was more than that, till we both 
got up enough nerve to tell the other. 

 
R-22: I had known I was attracted to women, but I was also attracted to men, and 
I thought my feelings were within "normal" limits.  There was no possibility in 
my mind that could be gay.  I didn't want to be gay.  I wanted to be married and 
have a family.  I met [her] at our kids' bus stop.  We became friends, and our 
husbands became friends.  One night I asked her if she had ever had an experience 
with a woman.  She said yes.  I asked her 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 involved in a same sex relationshipÉ Initially, I chose to ignore it.  
I was married with children.  These things don't happen. 

 
R-27: I eventually fell in love with a woman that I knew initially as an 
acquaintance.  We knew ÔofÕ each other for several months before we started 
talking about spirituality and other core issues in our lives.  As we talked more 
and more I realized I felt a deep connection with her. 
 
R-28: My attraction to this woman began as friendship.  She gave me 
unconditional support and respect--and I 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 occur to us as being lesbian 
behavior until one night she told me that she wanted to kiss.  I had been thinking 
about the same thing for several days--more deciding how to approach her about 
it and I knew that I had to talk to her about it at some point.  I really convinced 
myself that it was just experimentation but the overwhelming joy and love I felt 
with that first kiss/first touch was like nothing I 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 RichÕs 

notion of compulsory heterosexuality and a lesbian continuum. A ÒcounterforceÓ to the 

heteronormal construct of marriage as Òcompulsory,Ó 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 escape. An egalitarian 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 from non-sexual to sexual, and 

would not punish women when this occurs. A just society would 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 Òheterosexual preferenceÓ has been imposed on us, and that we are 

heterosexual in part because we do not see lesbians, due to their location at the margins of 

society. When womenÕs erotic experiences are sexual, the patriarchy has trivialized or 

appropriated or framed them in terms of men.14 Rich points out that in spite of this tyranny, and 

in spite of often believing that they were the Òonly onesÓ ever to do so, women in every culture 

and throughout history have Òundertaken the task of independent, nonheterosexual, woman-

connected existenceÓ (1980:635). Some women have always resisted 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 respondents to 

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. 
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lesbian invisibility, a womanÕs sexuality is fluid and does encompass 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 R-9, ÒNever met a lesbian that I knew of and never thought about it in any way.  I just 

fell in love.Ó For this respondent, attraction to another woman occurred in spite of knowing of no 

other lesbians. 

 

Absent Frameworks Encompassing Fluid Sexuality 

 In the article, ÒSignificant Relationships Among Older Women: Cultural and Personal 

Constructions of Lesbianism,Ó 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 as 

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 experience. The researchers conclude, 

ÒThe 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 coupleÓ (p. 87). 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 Òculturally approved or sanctioned frameworkÓ (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. R-28 illustrates this well. Six years after her same sex attraction she continues to 

struggle with issues of autonomy and identity. 
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6 years later and my husband and I pretend that it never happened.  My GF 
[girlfriend] is still my best friend and although we have occasionally touched 
since then-we don't feel right about it--and avoid it.  She does not consider herself 
a lesbian--but I do think that I am.  I only want to be with her and am trying to 
find a way to get there with as little pain as possible.  I told my husband several 
years ago that I thought that the episode was my reaction to losing my sister-and 
that I was not gay.  My husband now sleeps in the guest room but we have not 
talked about it at all.  I think we have had sex 3x last yearÉ I thought this 
attraction was purely a physical experimentation thing for a year or so--more like 
I fell in love with a person not the sexual aspect.  And to some degree I do believe 
that to be true--but after the sexual experience of it--I never want to touch or be 
touched by a man again.  So, I guess I cannot say that I am bisexual.  I am just 
beginning to believe that I am a lesbian and it is so very hard to accept. 
 
I am still married and love this man but for the past years I cannot say that I am 
happy. I have blamed my unhappiness on so many other things-my sisters death, 
the cruel behavior of a friend, the move, but I know now that my unhappiness is 
my own doing.  For the past 2 years, I have tried to accept that and "bloom where 
I am planted" but I am discovering that I can't simply because I am not being who 
I finally recognize that I am. 
 
 

The struggle for a positive articulation of identity and for an acceptable placement of sexuality 

realities in oneÕs larger sphere of living is also evident it the following cases:  

 It has been seven years since R-2 experienced her attraction to women 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, I feel like I'm in some sort of limbo regarding my marriage and 
relationship with [my] husband, since this is all still secret from our children and 
parents and we have no 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: 
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It really blew me away.  I couldn't believe that I was attracted to a woman.  It 
shattered all of my prior beliefs about myself, yet answered a lot of questions. She 
did kiss me once and it freaked me right out.  I needed time to assimilate this new 
part of me into the old me!É I consider myself to be bisexual.  I didn't know what 
to consider myself at first.  I spent a good part of six months thinking it over, 
mulling it over.  I couldn't decide if it was a one-time attraction, or if this was a 
part of who I really was and I was just discovering it now, at this late date.  But 
then I realized that I have always had interest in lesbians, and crushes on famous 
lesbians (Ellen, Melissa Etheridge).  I don't think it's a one-time issue for me 
anymore, but I also recognize that I still have attractions to men.  Men just don't 
provide me with the emotional intimacy that I get from a woman.  [Emphasis 
added.] 
 

 R-26, who has not yet acted on her same-sex attraction, reported a high level of confusion 

about this event. 

I am new at this and not sure what to do.  I need someone to talk to and poss. help 
me get through thisÉ 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 "I am 
sooo confused" stage still a yr ago or even 6 months 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...I have never experienced that 
with a man.  So when it fluttered with the attraction of a woman i was confused, 
and yet it felt nice and rightÉnow that i have relized that i may be a lesbian.   I 
am not sure what to do.  I am gonna be 40 in april, aren't I too old to be feeling 
like this?  This is what i tell myself.  But at the same time i feel very stagnant, 
suppressed and deprived of a fulfilling life.  living my life as a gay woman is 
going to impact so many ppls lives not just my own.  some one please pleas help 
meÉi am all about my kids.  that is how i try to stay focused and i guess supress 
my sexualityÉ I am not sure if i could ever act on an "attraction"  I want to be 
free in my life.  I don't feel that way.  I feel like i am enslaved in a life that i am 
not choosing to be a part of.  I do not like being with my  husband.  I don't feel a 
conection with him>  i never did.  i love him but i have NEVER been in love with 
him... big difference.  I need to move on i belive....if i ever want to be happy.  
[Emphasis added.] 
 
 
 

 The above respondents give clear descriptions of the confusion and pain 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 position in Òlimbo,Ó 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 Òvalue-weighted categorization,Ó which is Òmore 

desirable to one woman, less desirable to another, depending on her own political and emotional 

biasesÓ15 (1993:37). The enormity of embracing this identity categorization is reflected in my 

research; when asked to describe the impact of the same-sex attraction on their sexual identity, 

24 (73%) of my research participants described a struggle surrounding the word lesbian. R-30 

says,  

I don't "feel" like a lesbian.  I can't figure out what it feels like to be a lesbian.  
I've always been supportive of gay and lesbians 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.  

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

On the question of sexual identity, R-11 says,  

I still don't know. My interest in men as sexual partners is completely gone.   I 
have been "out" completely for a year.  I really don't feel like part of the lesbian 
community yet.  I feel like I am still proving I am a "real" lesbian.  I don't know 
what I 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.   

                                                
15 She goes on, ÒFor example, some lesbians do not consider bisexual women or women with 
heterosexual histories Ôreal lesbiansÕ 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 Ôreal lesbianÕ is more stigmatizing 
than being a lesbian with bisexual potentialÓ (Burch 1993:37). 
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I am a lesbian, but I hate that word, So I like the touch of a women and everything 
about them. I always thought that after my marriage ended, I would never be with 
a man again.  
 

Echoing other research participants, R-19 says,  

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

R-27 is moving toward lesbian identity and says, 

I am increasingly comfortable with my sexual attraction and am closer to calling 
myself a lesbian.  I have not resolved this issue in the 20 months since this issue 
presented itself in my life. 
 

 R-32 says,  

I resist the lesbian label, even though it really doesn't bother me. I 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 attracted to a person rather 

than a gender, which did not equate to being a lesbian.  For example,   

R-28: I thought this attraction was purely a physical experimentation thing for a 
year or so--more like I fell in love with a person not the sexual aspect.  And to 
some degree I do believe that to be true--but after the sexual experience of it--I 
never want to touch or be touched by a man again.  So, I guess I cannot say that I 
am bisexual.  I am just beginning to believe that I am a lesbian and it is so very 
hard to accept. 
 
R-34: This has been a slow evolution of ... well, maybe I am just emotionally 
more intimate with women - to I think I find women to be physically attractive - I 
think it has been about six or seven months since I first started thinking about this 
and I am 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 might be person specific...or maybe i was hoping it 
was just that.  I have been reflecting on the orientation question since this all 
started 2 years ago but more so since my love affair ended.  I have made no 
decisions about what my orientation is.   I am having trouble accepting i might be 
a lesbian.  I 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 and I'm still wondering 
about my orientation?? LOL!)  Internal homophobia is big i guess. 
  

 Homophobia also appears to play a part in R-33Õs feelings:    

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

 Regarding her sexuality, R-21 simply says, ÒI consider myself confused and lonely.Ó 

 

 Feminist analysis of the struggle surrounding the word ÒlesbianÓ points to our societal 

discomfort with an entirely woman-centered identity. Even when women acknowledge that they 

are no longer interested in sex with men, even when they have been only sexual with women for 

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 inherently imbued 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 expected behavior is clearly disorienting to women who experience same-sex 

attractions after previous heterosexual identity. In a society in which women were valued equally 

with men, a fully woman-identified 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. 

 

Issues Surrounding 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 great privilege, yet few would deny that birthing and 

childrearing also limit a womanÕs freedom.16 Our primary responsibility for children and family 

results in the societal expectation that a woman will always, and willingly, put the needs of 

others before her own. 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 status and income. 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 participants convey substantial anxiety over the issue 

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

                                                
16 In her book, The Wisdom of Menopause Ð Creating Physical and Emotional Health and 
Healing During the Change, Northrup notes, Òfor biological reasons, women are easier to control 
É during their childbearing yearsÓ (2001:49). As they progress out of this phase many women 
make dramatic changes, tossing out the old, what isnÕt working and moving toward a more 
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 from 30-48. The finding that no woman responding to 
the survey reported a same sex attraction past the age of 48 is significant and does support 
NorthropÕs observation. 
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concernÓ at the time of the attraction. Generally, as the following examples indicate, they feared 

a harmful impact on their childrenÕs lives and they feared losing custody: 

R-5: ÒMy children and the dissolution of my family.Ó 
 
R-11: ÒLeaving my marriage and the impact on my son.Ó 
 
R-13: ÒHow will this affect my children and extended family?Ó 
 
R-16: ÒMy child.  And being able to keep him and care for him.Ó 
 
R-19: ÒNot hurting my children...still is!Ó 
 
R-33:  ÒI wanted to be the one to raise my kids.Ó 
 

Further, when asked to describe the initial impact of the same sex attraction, changes in their 

family lives, or their 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 me at first because it shook the entire foundation of my life and I was 
scared to death. My son has been very accepting and supportive, but my daughter 
still looks at me like I am freak. I'm afraid that our relationship has been damaged 
beyond repair and that was 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, will not 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.  I am scared of the future, scared 
of the divorce process, feel guilty i am doing this to my children, am uncertain if 
it's the right thing to doÉ 

  
 R-8: It has been an ugly, nasty divorce and as a result my children have suffered 

greatly. That is very painful. 
 
 R-9: I try to make each moment I have with the kids count.  My h. is wonderful 

with the children and takes them on many trips.  I join when I 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 his father and now his sisters because he 

does not like the agreement that his father and I 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 by my entire 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 werenÕt for my 
children. 

 
 R-30: I wish for change, I want to be happy but i'm scared to death!  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 I am destroying my 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 womanÕs daughter look at her like a ÒfreakÓ? 

Would a woman worry that a ÒmistakeÓ might Òeffect [sic] my children foreverÓ? Would a 

womanÕs sister say that she is ÒdestroyingÓ her children? While it is true that the break up of a 

childÕs family is a traumatic experience, societal censure of lesbians and the erasure of awareness 

about womenÕs sexuality transitions conspire against women and their families to compound this 

trauma. Adopting feminist frameworks in which a womanÕs needs are no less important than the 

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

 Patriarchal and monotheistic religious beliefs and organized religions have long been 

locations of oppression of women and homosexuals.17 Examples of doctrinal tenets that 

specifically oppress women are numerous. They include 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 prisoners 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, Christianity 

and Islam formally condemn homosexuality; the New Testament goes so far as to say that men 

and women who have ÒunnaturalÓ sexual relations Òdeserve to dieÓ (Bonvillain 2001: 280). As it 

was for Crazy, who felt that God was telling her to Òrun awayÓ from her Òwonderful love,Ó 

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

 

 Religion was a consistent part of R-3Õs life until her attraction to a woman. 

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

   

                                                
17 Sanday (1981) claims that societies whose religious beliefs include female creators tend 
toward more egalitarian gender relations. 
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 At the time of her same-sex attraction, R-11 had been Òvery connectedÓ to the Lutheran 

church she had Òloved since a child.Ó She was a deacon and Òattended intensive bible study each 

week.Ó She is now  

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

 R-16 states:  

I don't like church anymore.  They condemn me for being like I am.  I miss 
church very much but I know when I die Jesus will welcome me, because I never 
did anything to offend him.  I was always a loving Christian in the true sense of 
the word. I believe in the lord Jesus Christ as my savior. I know he loves me and 
when I die I will see him.  Regardless of what hypocrites say. 
 

  

 R-27 attended an Episcopalian church regularly and liked the people there, but Òwas 

concerned about the judgment of others at the church,Ó and no longer attends. She has rejected 

monotheistic patriarchal spiritual frameworks, and now Òcelebrates the seasons with a 

community of men of women.Ó 

 R-29, who Ògrew up catholicÓ says that at the time of her attraction she  Òhad no 
concerns regarding my faith...i was a believer...a follower of christ...i found 
myself experiencing joy...able to stop taking my anti-depressants...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,  

I was brought up Catholic and attended 11 years of Catholic school, [but] I grew 
away from the church. It was hard to know that I was surrounded by people who 
thought I was going to hell for who I was (am)ÉI miss having the structure that 
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organized religion provides...I miss the ceremony of it all. I have faith and I pray 
to God all the time and am happy with that. "My" God is more all loving than 
"theirs". 

 
  

 For the above women, the experience of a same-sex attraction 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. Our lived 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 the message that she should Òrun away from this woman.Ó When a 

woman recognizes the injustice in this denial of her deeply held feelings, and leaves her church 

in favor of honoring Òwho I am,Ó she engages in powerful resistance to patriarchal control.  

 

Issues Surrounding At-Home Parenting and Economic Dependence 

 Thirteen of the women in this research project (39%) were Òat-homeÓ parents who 

contributed no income to the household. Ten of the thirteen at-home parents were still married 

and financially dependent on their husbands. This is a high proportion relative to the total pool of 

thirty-three research participants; fourteen women of the total thirty-three were still married. In 

other words, of the total thirty-three, three still-married women worked outside of the home and 

ten still-married women were at-home parents. Eight of this ten were not in the process of 

divorce. This finding suggests that being an at-home parent highly correlates with a slower 

transition out of heterosexual marriage after a same-sex attraction. 
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 Because childrearing and homemaking have no economic value, an at-home parent 

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 support herself 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 her children and home, her access to viable economic means decreases with 

each passing year. If the necessity arises for her to become economically self-sufficient, the 

transition will take time. Any life change she contemplates occurs within this context. The 

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 Òworking part-time and not happy at 

all. I cannot yet support myself financially.Ó She is also Òplanning on returning to 

school.Ó 

 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 

same-sex attraction. She says it,   

Sucks at the moment. No I did not feel secure about my income. Yes I do worry 
about paying billsÉ have gone back to school and taking classes...and when I 
figure out what I want to be when I grow up I will let you know...lol.  
 

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

not have.Ó 
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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 level--all 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 Òhousewife.Ó She reports a 

household income of $1,000,000, and, when describing her extended family, says, ÒMy 

husband is everyoneÕs meal ticket.Ó In response to the survey question about the initial 

impact of the same sex attraction, she said, ÒI didnÕt want to have a husband anymore.Ó 

Still, it has been four years since her first attraction and she has had a 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. 

           I am the suburban mom.  I volunteer at school--stay at home and do community 
work. My kids are my joyÉI am terrified of not being able to support my children 
and myself if I come out.  I am terrified of my husbandÕs reaction.  I am afraid 
that my family won't want me anymoreÉI am afraid of doing something that 
cannot be undone. 

 
 R-30Õs marriage has not changed, but she is Òlooking forward to returning to the 

workplace.Ó 

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

He agrees.Ó 

  

 The above testimony suggests that women in marriages whose 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 heterosexual marriage into an autonomous adult life. Feminist analysis of 

unpaid household and childrearing work points first to the gendered aspect of this inequality. 

Biological imperatives18 and tradition conspire to confine women, in far greater numbers than 

men, to 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 valued equally 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 raising children.19 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 in-home worker exploitation would considerably lesson the suffering of many 

women who experience a same-sex 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 were at-home parents at the time of their attractions and 

subsequently attained a level of financial independence were highly satisfied. R-3, who cleaned 

houses, Òunder the tableÓ 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 the at-home parent. Theses funds could be held in an 
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 to leave my marriage. I wanted to get my 
graduate degree first so I could support myself and my kids. I now live with my 
wonderful partner (3 years now.)  I finally have a professional position and am 
very happy with it. 

 
R-23, who divorced eighteen months after her attraction says,  
 

I had worked for 12 years in retail banking before quitting to stay home with my 
kids in 1999. I had been out of the workforce for six years when I realized my 
attraction to women. I see now that I was somewhat bored, with both kids in 
school full time, and feeling the pressure of running the household single-
handedly. 
 
At the present time, I am utterly and completely satisfied with my employment -- 
something I always dreamed of doing, and I wouldn't have found it if I 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 I was home with the kids, and I feel pretty secure. 
 

  

 These findings suggest that a same-sex 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 an at-home parent, takes time, effort and a willingness to make 

a dramatic change. These concerns could be lessened, and the pathway to economic and sexual 

autonomy made easier, if at-home parents were compensated for their work inside the home.   

 

The Role of Fulfillment and Satisfaction Through Lesbian Relationships 

 Finally, the research findings include the high level of fulfillment and satisfaction most 

respondents felt in the course of their same-sex attractions. Although the respondents were in 

varied stages of transition, thirty-one women (94%) considered themselves to be bisexual or 
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lesbian as a result of their attractions.20 Though 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 awareness, and a womanÕs right to pursue lesbian 

sexuality must be embraced. 

 

 R-4 finds that now,  

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

 
 R-5 says,  ÒI have never been so satisfied, so fulfilled, so at peace. I only  regret 
 the damage caused to my relationship with my daughter.Ó 
 
  

 Other positive comments were: 

R-6:  I have made significant changes that I am happy with. I moved out of a 
horrible situation I was trapped in at home with my husband. I left an abusive 
relationship. I finally chose my own mental health over anyone elseÕs. I feel 
capable of living the life I have wished for, but at times I do get frustrated because 
this transition takes much more time than I expected. It takes years (3 or more, 
probably). I 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 retaliatory and vindictive. I was in such fear for so long. Anything 
would be better than having to live that way. Now I know that I made the right 
choice, but I still have to go through the divorce, so I am apprehensive about that 
process.  
 
R-9:  It made my life whole...I needed this relationship as if I had been waiting for 
it all my life. 
 
R-12:  I am a lesbian who made a journey and was lucky enough to experience 
many different things in life. If my life had not been this way I never would have 

                                                
20 The two respondents (6%) 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 I love. Life gives us what we need even when we do not think we 
do... 
 
R-13:  I am much happier now than I was when it all first happened. I am more 
emotionally fulfilled in this relationship than I have ever been in my past 
relationships. There are further changes I would like to make, such as moving in 
with her, but I feel that I should move slowly for my childrenÕs sake. 
 
R-14: Overall I would say I am very satisfied! We have created a unique and very 
fulfilling life. It does have its ups and downs, but i have to say it is better than the 
non-emotional life I had before. I am living the life I wished forÉ 
 

 R-17 describes her life now this way:  

 Wow.  I have begun to discover who I am and feel like I have a person who "gets" 
me. I would not go back, there have been a lot of family blow ups but I still would 
go it again, she has made me feel so special and loved. I think a lot of my future 
happiness is with her. I know at some point I will leave my husband for her or on 
my own. 

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

R-23: My life has made a complete 180 degree turn. I am extremely happy, 
although I do hope to find someone to share my life with in a romantic way. I do 
still mourn the loss of my traditional family life, and the demise of my marriage, 
although I remind myself that part of what led to my discovery of my 
homosexuality was a flaw in my marriage. I know that I miss the way things 
could have been, or the way I had expected them to be, rather than the way they 
actually were. 
 
R-27: I am very satisfied with my choices. I grieve, sometimes intensely, for the 
dream and life that I thought I would live up until a year and a half ago when I 
became aware of this part of myself. I am working through that, the whole time 
knowing that this is a better, richer and more fulfilling path for me. I cannot 
imagine ever going back to my marriage, or to having a relationship with a man 
that could achieve the intimacy and satisfaction that my partnership with a woman 
provides. 
 
R-31: I felt that the life I wished for was so out of reach. I would get anxious and 
despondent at times. I spent 6 years working towards it - saving up for the lawyer, 
paying for grad school one class at a time, 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 I 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. I can understand why some women just 
wouldn't be up to that challenge.  
 

 And finally, R-33 said,  

 I am completely happy with my decision. There are so many hard times to come 
but I feel so much better about facing them. Its like I have discovered a super 
power to finding myself and to being strong and true.Ó  
 
 
 

 As a researcher and as a person who is in the process of a sexuality transition, I hope that 

Crazy and other women like her can find comfort and inspiration in these testimonies. The 

elation evident in so many of these voices can guide us. We must find the strength to honor what 

Rich calls the Òelectric and empowering charge between womenÓ (1980: 658), and to live our 

lives within this knowledge. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Although there have been previous studies on women who become lesbians later in life, 

there is still a gap in understanding between societal awareness of womenÕs sexuality and 

womenÕs true, lived, sexual experiences. This study, with its original number of two hundred 

fourteen survey respondents, of all races from all over the world, is, alone, proof of a great 

potential for heterosexual women to experience a first same-sex attraction 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 attraction but who 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 household 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 effort 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 heterosexuality. Listening to 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 womenÕs studies scholar and my 

later-in-life identity as a lesbian-identified queer. As the thesis findings show, the particular 

difficulties encountered by a woman who experiences a same-sex attraction later in life are at the 

heart of gender oppression. To leave a heterosexual 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 Ònorms.Ó From the 

youngest age, females 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 superior position 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 choice is the unacknowledged truth inherent 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 the level 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 always grappled 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 our 

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 RichÕs essay on compulsory heterosexuality, a 

theme underlying her analysis, heterosexual privilege, was illustrated in lesbian literature. The 

canonical 1928 novel, The Well of Loneliness, by Radclyffe Hall, dealt with this theme through 

the tragic characters Stephen, a young aristocratic lesbian, and Angela, the unhappily married, 

social climbing, former actress 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 proclaim their love 

and passion for each other. Angela, who lacks StephenÕs youth, optimism and financial security, 

asks, ÒCould you marry me, Stephen?Ó (p. 150). In AngelaÕs case, the privilege of heterosexual 

attachment was more valuable than wealth or the opportunity to share 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 homophobia in The Well of Loneliness still exist. 

   

 Rich describes womenÕs resistance to compulsory heterosexuality as Òfragmented, 

miscalled, erasedÓ (1980:660). This is most significantly the case with women who identify as 

heterosexual and then experience a same-sex attraction. When we found ourselves in the midst of 

this experience, which can certainly be called resistance to compulsory heterosexuality, my 

partner and I believed we were surely the only ones to have gone through such a thing. I will 

never forget the range of emotions I felt seeing the cover FleisherÕs (2005) book with its subtitle, 

ÒMarried to a Man and In Love With a Woman.Ó How shocking it was to realize that an entire 

book had been written about women like me! How gratifying! As described in this thesis, 

FleisherÕs book was to be the first of many I would read that challenged my presumptions about 

what constitutes normal female sexuality over a lifetime. Unlike many of my research 
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participants I was very aware of lesbians, and I even knew one who had been married. Looking 

back, I think my assumption was that she had married in spite of knowing she was gay; the idea 

that her sexuality had changed did not occur to me. In this way I was no different from most 

other people including most other social science researchers. We must overcome this 

fragmentation, erasure, and miscalling if we are 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 lesbians and other women? Do rigid gender role ideologies 

serve humanity when they may be at the root of womenÕs resistance to lesbian identity? Would 

society benefit by equalizing responsibility for childcare and by equalizing household incomes 

when one spouse works 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 earnings, and 

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 untold numbers of other women who 

find themselves experiencing same sex attractions later in life. In an ideal world, Crazy would 

not have to ask, ÒWhy canÕt I do the right thing?Ó Societal constructs would not obstruct her 

journey toward an autonomous sexuality; she would be supported in her exploration of same sex 

feelings later in life. The Òright thingÓ would not involve denying the Òwonderful loveÓ she has 

for another woman. 
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