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On Prejudice and
Possibility:

Lesbians in Canadian
Academel

The material presented in this paper is grounded in the
experiences of lesbian instructors and students in Cana-
dian academe. There has been some work exploring the
experiences of lesbians in U.S. post-secondary institu-
tions, most notably the stories of individual women, doc-
umented in Margaret Cruikshank’s, Lesbian Studies, as
well as individual women'’s experiences presented in other
publications.? This work has described a variety of diffi-
culties that lesbians face in the academic environment,
difficulties resulting, sometimes, from outright homo-
phobia as well as the omnipresent heterosexism of aca-
deme. Homophobia refers to irrational hatred and fear of
gays/lesbians while heterosexism refers to the assump-
tions that heterosexuality is natural and universal and the
resulting erasure of lesbian/gay existence. Some of these
American leshian academics have lost appointments or
tenure or have been censured or ostracized by colleagues or
administration as a result of their lesbian identities becom-
ing known. Others have described liberating features of
their experience as lesbians in academe, especially in the
context of the woman-identification associated with les-
bian identity providing impetus for feminist work and
connection with other lesbian/feminists. Lesbian femi-
nists in the States have been active in initiating work in
lesbian studies; but to my knowledge, there have been no
studies that have attempted to examine, in a somewhat
systematic fashion, commonalities among lesbians’ expe-
riences in academe.

My first effort to develop some understanding of such
commonalities was presented inan article in The Lesbian
Issue of Resources for Feminist Research, published in
March of 1983, for which I interviewed six lesbian
instructors in an effort to develop an understanding of my
own terrifying, yet exhilarating experience of “coming
out” in academe. Since publishing the article, I have
become increasingly aware that the experience of lesbian
students is a very important aspect of lesbian existence in
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academe, partly as a result of the courage some lesbian
students have shown in my classes in confronting hetero-
sexism and homophobia, and partly because a number of
students have sought me out as I have become more open
about my own lesbian identity. I have since interviewed a
few more lesbian instructors and a number of lesbian
students. In total, I have talked with 21 women, three of
whom fell into both the student and teacher categories,
i.e.,, were graduate students with full responsibility for
undergraduate courses, or in one case, was a professor who
had returned to graduate school for another degree. In
total, I have completed in-depth interviews with 13 uni-
versity students and 11 teachers. Of the students, six are
graduate and seven undergraduates, ranging in age from
21 to 41 years. The students’ undergraduate and graduate
majors are in 10 academic disciplines, primarily in the
humanities, social sciences, fine arts, and education, with
business and architecture also represented. They attend or
have attended 10 universities in eight cities, mostly in
Ontario, with Quebec and British Columbia also re-
presented.

The 11 instructors are all in their 30s or 40s, with only
two exceptions, all are academics in Ontario. Their aca-
demicappointments include sessional and part-time instru-
ctorships, senior tutor positions, and tenure-stream and
tenured faculty positions. They teach in 10 disciplines,
again primarily in the humanities, social sciences, and
education, though law and journalism are also repres-
ented. With the exception of one young woman, who
described herself as bisexual, the students have identified
as lesbian for a period ranging from a few months to 20
years. Similarly, all but one of the instructors have identi-
fied aslesbian fora period ranging from one year to over 20
years. The instructor who did not describe herself as les-
bian was involved in a long-term relationship with a
woman, but felt strongly that sexual orientation classifica-
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tions are derived from a norm of heterosexuality and she
resisted such classification.

All but one of the women described themselves as femi-
nist, though the level and nature of involvement in the
feminist movement varied considerably. Most of the
women are fairly comfortable with their lesbian identities
and are “‘out” to at least a few friends and/or colleagues.
“Closeted” lesbians, women who maintain a rigid separa-
tion between their private, intimate lives and their public,
academic lives, are likely to be the largest proportion of
lesbians in academe and are underrepresented. One of the
instructors was quite concealed, two others were not “out”
in their academic environments, and others to only a few
colleagues. The “closet’”’ experience was also addressed by
women who had recently passed through such a phase in
their coming out process.

I conducted open-ended in-depth interviews from one
to two hours in length with each woman. I was particu-
larly interested in their experience of being lesbian in an
academic environment, though I was also interested in the
experience as lesbian generally, in terms of how it articu-
lated with their experience in academe. I wanted to
explore, as far as possible, the full range of potential
within the academic environment for lesbians, including
its destructive and marginalizing potential as well as its
positive, liberating potential. I was interested in their
perceptions of their academic environments, and whether
they had experienced any repercussions in that environ-
ment, because of their lesbianism. I wanted to know
whether and to what extent they were public about their
lesbian identity in their academic settings, their experien-
ces during their lesbian identity process, and their support
systems during that process, as well as presently. I was
interested in how their lesbian identity and possibly femi-
nism informed their academic work. I asked the instruc-
tors whether and how they dealt with lesbian and gay
issues in their teaching and how that had changed over
time. I asked the students about their exposure to lesbian
and gay material, whether absent, negative or positive.
Finally, visions of a utopian lesbian-positive academic
environment were explored.

Though I occasionally use the terms “the coming-out
process’’ or being “out’ as shorthand for identifying one-
self as lesbian to other people, I don’t wish to reify the
coming-out process as seems to be the case in much of the
gay and lesbian literature, particularly that in the social
sciences. This literature, though documenting the impor-
tance of features of the environment, seems to locate the
coming out process as one that occurs essentially within
the individual. However, I consider it important to see it as
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an essentially dialectical process between the private and
public, the personal and the political. In the context of
this paper, the dialectic is between the individual and her
academic environment. Also, the coming out process is an
historically bounded and socially constructed experience.
It has only been in recent years that a gay or lesbian
identity has been accessible to people attracted to members
of their own gender.* Moreover, were there no heterosex-
ism, homophobia and the resulting societal disapproba-
tion that is associated with accepting such an identity
there would be no struggle involved in integrating one’s
private experience of a lesbian identity with one’s public
existence in the world, and, hence, no “coming-out pro-
cess.” In addition, as will be evident in the discussion of
the interview material, the experiences of these women are
so diverse in their development of a sense of themselves as
lesbian and in revealing that identity to others that label-
ling these disparate experiences as *‘the coming-out pro-
cess’’ does violence to the great differences among them.

It is also important to note that I do not consider the
terms ‘““lesbian’’ and ‘“‘heterosexual’’ to be written in stone,
or to be mutually exclusive, or to exhaust the possibilities
by any means. If people were entirely free to love who-
mever they chose there would, most likely, be preferences
but no such deeply separating categories. I feel certain, like
Adrienne Rich,® that most women’s deepest emotional
connections are with other women rather than with men,
and that heterosexual and lesbian women are much more
alike in this regard than we are different. We do, however,
live in a heterosexist society and in such a society the labels
“heterosexual’ and ‘‘lesbian” are used to maintain a sepa-
ration between the women who carry them. Nor does the
addition of the categories “‘bisexual”’ or “celibate” solve
the problem, as these terms are also derived from a norm of
heterosexuality, and are also rigid categories that are
unlikely to do justice to the diversity of women’s exper-
ience.

The Women

I have attempted to supply the thread to weave a web
through the words of these wonderfully articulate women
in order to create a description of some aspects of their
experience of becoming lesbian and of being lesbian in
academe, though my own voice is clearly woven through-
out. Their experiences are very different. These women
came to see themselves as lesbian at ages ranging from 13
years to 38, and they arrived at their lesbian identities by
very different pathways. They differ in terms of whether
they had had a loving, sensual relationship with another
woman before or after acceptance of their identity; several
having had two or three such relationships before coming
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to accept the label, others having come to the realization
that seeing themselves as lesbian helped to make sense of
their lives personally or politically prior to any sexually
loving relationship with another woman. Almost all of
them had felt deep attraction 1o women, sometimes for
many years, before they identified as lesbian. Most have
had considerable sexual experience with men, including
marriage, which in some cases has reflected genuine hete-
rosexual attraction. In other cases, it has been a desperate
bid to cling to heterosexual privilege, to avoid self-
labelling and societal (family, friends, school, work)
disapprobation.

What is common to most of them is that this has been a
very difficult, painful process; most of these women have
gone through a private hell to some degree while coming
to terms with their lesbian identity and with their exist-
ence as lesbians in the world. The sources of that pain and
difficulty are heterosexist society’s almost total silence
around lesbian existence, and a complete lack of supports
for women going through this difficult process. Paradoxi-
cally, as thatidentity is accepted, and women enter into the
coming-out process by beginning to identify themselves to
other people, a potential for integrating one’s personal,
intimate existence and one’s public self becomes possible
and that experience is simultaneously profoundly
exciting, joyful and terrifying. It is a continuous process,
one in which these women are engaged every day.

There are a variety of features of the world that bear on
this process. Some of the negative ones are the seamless
heterosexist assumptions which most people hold, and the
almost total silence around lesbian existence. The insi-
dious representative of heterosexist assumptions in aca-
deme is its liberalism which holds that people may do
what they wish in their private lives as long as they don’t
talk about it. When the silence is lifted homophobia is
often revealed, even in academe. Positive features are those
that lift the veil of silence and do so in a supportive man-
ner; in academe this occurs especially in the context of
feminist studies. The women report that transformation
of their sense of themselves has occurred through the
supports provided by falling mutually in love with a
woman who was positive about her own lesbian identity,
by being exposed to lesbian-positive literature whether in
or out of academic course content, by connecting with
other lesbians as supports, especially other students grap-
pling with the same issues, by exposure to feminist stu-
dies, especially with leshian-positive feminist professors,
whether they are lesbian or heterosexual.
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Lesbian Identity Formation

As they were growing up, most of these women can
remember only silence around lesbianism; it was simply a
non-existent option:

When I was growing up, lesbianism was a category
that just did not exist. I had some sort of vague
notion that there were men out there that gravitated
sexually to each other, but it never occurred to me
that there would be women.

For several women, the silencing of lesbian existence
influenced their early perceptions of their sexual orienta-
tion as being essentially asexual:

It was more that I felt that I wasn’t attracted to boys
and yet there was no alternative so I would think,
I'm not sexual or I'm asexual and I’'m not attracted
to boys.

Asexual self-definitions occurred in the context of
intense attractions to and relationships with other females.

One of the women was eloquent about the erasure of
lesbianism as an option in her life and its effects on percep-
tions of her own attractions to women as she was growing
up:

It just wasn’t really real, I mean it was so much my
own thought, it really didn’t exist anywhere. It was
just one of my crazy things. If you have an idea and
the idea seems removed from reality, until you either
see it as a real option or that other people under-
stand, it’s just a fantasy.

In the absence of information, the early recognition that
one might be attracted to women and therefore different
than “everybody else”” in the world can be quite terrifying.
A participant who became aware of being attracted to
women while still in high school said:

I was terrified I was a weirdo or something; I was
very afraid to let on. I had one friend who was a
teacher and I talked to her about it and it kept me
from having a breakdown in high school. She was
the one person I could talk to about this thing that
was to me the most terrible thing.

Even when girls accepted their own attraction to
women and felt positive about it there was fear of rejection
by others:
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I never feltany guiltor felt bad about it. I thought it
was great, really great. I was afraid not of my feelings
but of others’ rejection, like for instance if I made
advances to a woman that she would find it abso-
lutely appalling.

Another woman who became aware in early adoles-
cence of her attraction to girls and lack of interest in boys
did manage to gain some information about the existence
of lesbianism by secretly poring through her nursing stu-
dent sister's medical dictionary:

This, of course was a gold mine of pejorative infor-
mation with many useless synonyms for the word
‘lesbian’ and it filled my mind with fearsome
thoughts.

She also picked up a copy of The Well of Loneliness® in a
drug store which she secretly read. She was able to distance
herself from the book to some extent because of its tem-
poral and cultural separation from her own experience,
but, “What I did pick up was that sort of sense of guiltand
furtiveness, that this was a guilty secret kind of thing.”

She read Mary McCarthy’s The Group’ as a teenager as
well and found it much more positive:

Forages I had this wild delusion that Lakey Eastlake
was the way one was supposed to be and therefore
one didn’t like to be touched.... It certainly was
(important to my lesbian identity to read these
books) in the sense that what you read being sort of
ratified by the outside world. But it did give me a
kind of cockeyed sense of what being a lesbian was.

She was certain, however, that some information, however
distorted, was better than its absence. This woman, like
others who were aware quite early on of their attraction to
women, did not discuss this shameful secret with anyone,
nor did she act on it for many years:

I thought that if I acted on it, it would be the end of
the world. Truly something catastrophic would
happen on the order of the skies parting and the
world would be over.

Women who came to awareness of their sexual attrac-
tion to women at a later age may experience extreme
self-rejection. One of the participants, who was married at
the time, turned to a therapist for help and support when
she fell in love with a close heterosexual friend who cared
for her, but was not attracted to her sexually:
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I used to say to my therapist, ‘I really wish I could cut
it out and put it in a box and throw it out of a train
window.’....I was just grieving aboutit so much and
I was so much in shock.

For several of the women, falling mutually in love with
another woman was self-affirming and allowed them to
begin to accept a positive sense of themselves as lesbian:

We got to be really close friends and the closer we got
the more I fell in love with her. Fortunately, it was
reciprocal. It was a really happy sort of experience of
everything falling into place very nicely. I think that
most of the negative crap, the felling guilty, the
feeling freakish, the feeling furtive essentially got
taken care of....I suppose that really is the thing you
find out, that you’re not alone. You're not the crazy.
There are others like you. There’s hope of a social
life.

For others, the first experience of sensual contact with
another woman was the confirmation of their preference
for loving women:

The first time I slept with a woman I knew then I
was gay because I had such a feeling of incredible joy
and freedom that I could finally express what I had
been feeling for so long.

Yet dealing with contradictions between their own feel-
ings of joy and excitement and their awareness of the
disapproval of the world is very difficult. One woman
described her feelings at the moment that she first held
another woman close:

That moment was just such a contradiction—it was
me knowing intellectually that other people would
see this as awful, and at the same time, knowing that
this feels really nice and I know this is really nice.
You do a lot of that sort of pulling yourself out and
trying to see how other people see it.

The extreme contradiction between deeply loving, sen-
sual feelings for another woman and the societal rejection
of lesbianism led several women to resist self-labelling
even after one or more loving relationships with women.
As a woman who had been deeply involved with two
women said:

Despite the fact of this earlier involvement, I didn’t
label my sense of attachment to her, or my attraction
to her, I just sort of went with it and knew her and
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she was much the most intimate connectionI had in
life at that point. There was a profoundness in
which I denied what was happening and wouldn't
look at it and I just marvelled at it and regarded this
as really thrilling for both of us with no expectations
of anything long-term.

Though the relationship continued for several years and
they lived together, much of that time she did not allow
herself to consider the possibility that she might be lesbian
until later.

For most of these women, discovering that lesbianism
was a genuine option that particular, perfectly acceptable,
and likeable women had taken for themselves allowed
them to make that choice. As one young woman said of her
first lover:

She was a lesbian and she liked it and she felt good
about it...I really needed that. I really needed some-
body who felt comfortable with themself.

It was extremely important for these women to find
others to whom they might disclose their lesbian identi-
ties. One might wonder why women choose to disclose an
identity that to many people is cause for rejection; yet the
participants described the coming-out process with as
much joy as fear. One of the women described her reaction
to her first disclosure to an accepting heterosexual friend,
whose conversation had provided:

...gentle, non-intrusive permission to say whatever I
wanted and know it will be accepted... Afterwards
when I sat and mulled it over (disclosing to my
friend) and thought about it, it felt massive in its
pleasure and release.

Another typical reaction to a disclosure early in the
coming-out process was that of a woman who came outin
the context of a seminar group, “It was like the most
incredible weight was lifted.”

It is an extremely heavy burden to be continuously on
guard to prevent people gaining knowledge about one’s
intimate life; a very powerful separation between the pub-
lic and the private must be maintained; every word and
every action carefully monitored. A woman’s lesbian iden-
tity permeates every aspect of her existence just as does
being heterosexual. In order to live a life in which one’s

" private and public selves are integrated it is essential to be
able to reveal one’s lesbian identity to at least some of the
people in one’s life.
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Academe

The academic environment itself presents a unique dia-
lectic of problems and possibilities for lesbians. Certain
features that are unique to the academic setting—e.g.,
commitment to the pursuit of knowledge, the implicit
promise of integrating one’s private experience of the
world with one’s academic knowledge—create potential
for mediating the split between the intimate, private expe-
rience of lesbian existence and that which is public knowl-
edge in the academic arena. A stigmatized outsider posi-
tion can potentially be an excellent vantage point for
stimulating creative re-vision of knowledge. Lesbians
encounter, in the academicenvironment, a tension between
instances of silencing and prejudice on the one hand and,
on the other, positive possibilities offered by feminist and
gay-positive professors, courses and by exposure to other
lesbian students.

Problems

Lesbians encounter a variety of problems in academe,
perhaps the most pervasive and formidable being its
intense heterosexism. For most of the students, academe
has been almost entirely silent on lesbian and gay issues,
just as has the rest of their worlds. With the exception of
women'’s studies courses, none of the students could recall
more than one or two instances of lesbian and/or gay
topics being included in course content or class discus-
sion. The omnipresence of the heterosexist assumptions
that everyone is and should be heterosexual and the conse-
quent erasure of lesbian and gay experience is evident in
these statements:

I would say that the silence is really profound.
Nothing ever. Zero.

It wasn’tan issue in any of the classes that I was in. It
didn’t come up.

Outright homophobia, or explicit and active prejudice
against gays and lesbians, was infrequently experienced in
the academic setting by these women, though there were
some exceptions. For example, one student described the
instructor of a course on sexuality, which she had taken
prior to her perception of herself as lesbian:

He was very bad and he was a homophobic and he
told us right at the beginning he couldn’t deal with
it, and that if we wanted to deal with it in the course
then he would have to get somebody in to guest
lecture.
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More frequently than outright homophobia, the atti-
tude students have encountered when gay and lesbian
issues are discussed in classes is that of the apparently
well-meaning, but ill-informed and heterosexist professor
who mentions homosexuality, but negates any positive
potential through heterosexist assumptions such as at-
tempting to explain homosexuality in the absence of
explanations for heterosexuality. For example, one of the
students described an experience in a psychology class in
which the instructor had described the decision of the
American Psychiatric Association to delete homosexuality
as a pathological diagnostic category from its Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual.® There ensued a prolonged discus-
sion of the causes of homosexuality:

...so I pointed out that if it was perfectly okay what
our sexual orientation was, why should there be all
this hubbub? Why are people so concerned that if
you do this you might turn out with someone whois
homosexual? If we really thought it was a good
thing, or at least as good a thing as being heterosex-
ual, we wouldn’t be so concerned about it. Why are
we looking at it that way?

Other apparently well-meaning professors negate poten-
tially gay or lesbian-positive statements by disassociating
themselves from their content, e.g.:

...making sure that she’s not personally identified as
a lesbian. Don’t you even dare think that!

Or by mentioning a gay/lesbian issue briefly and inap-
propriately, such as the professor who, in a lecture on
sexuality, brought up male homosexuality in the last five
minutes of the class, and lesbianism in the last two min-
utes, then in the context only of lesbian § & M.

Among the instructors, only one had concrete knowl-
edge of an incident in which her lesbianism almost
resulted in a negative consequence to her academic career.
She had been out of the country on study leave when her
dean:

...was told by someone who purported to have read
my mail that I was lesbian...he called the recruit-
ment committee and said, ‘Professor X is a lesbian so
we have to think about getting a replacement for
her.”...The issue didn’t really ripen because one of
the members of the faculty took strong exception to
this whole line and confronted the dean, told him
that he thought it was an unacceptable reaction. So
that by the time I got back there was nothing done
and nothing said.
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She would never have learned of the incident had the male
colleague who defended her not chosen to tell her.

Though the other instructors did not have concrete
knowledge of specific incidents in which their lesbianism
had had negative repercussions on their careers several
have failed to have contracts renewed or had not been
granted tenure. As one of them stated:

If they think that ‘we don’t want her here because
she’sa queer,’ they can think of other reasons. That’s
the level on which that kind of thing operates. If
people don’t want you they can get rid of you. They
would never say that was the reason.

The four women who now have tenure are certain that
they would not have gotten if had they been doing aca-
demic work at the time of their tenure applications that
obviously reflected a lesbian and, in some cases, even
feminist vision. T'o one of the part-time instructors who is
completing her Ph.D. the prospects do not appear to be
good:

We—as lesbians and feminists—more than other
groups are in danger of losing or not getting jobs
because of who we are. Being lesbian feminist is a
double-barreled threat. So you ought to be prepared
to dichotomize yourself and be something at work
and something else at home, which isn’t very satis-
factory or you reconcile yourself, as I think I have, to
either very low participation in the university sys-
tem or none at all.

Several women pointed to the liberalism of the aca-
demic environment which provides partial protection, but
they also noted problems inherent in academic liberalism.
Though liberalism does not describe the politics of all
members of the academic community, it is shared by
enough faculty to provide some protection for differing
“lifestyles’” and freedom of expression:

People in academe tend to be of the sort of self-
conscious liberal variety where they would rather
die than actually admit that they were sexist or
homophobic oranything like that. But they’re being
frightfully liberal through clenched teeth all the
time.

The liberal attitude is “what you do in the privacy of
your own bedroom is of no interest to me,” an attitude
resulting again in the silencing of lesbian experience.
Lesbian experience is thus seen from the liberal viewpoint
as entirely sexualized. It isn’t recognized that being lesbian
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permeates one’s entire existence, as does being heterosex-
ual. Several women pointed out that heterosexual liberals
don’t seem to realize how frequently they “come out’’ as
heterosexual in their interactions with other people, from
the most informal ones to the more public arena of the
classroom.

Most of the instructors have, forat least a period of time,
attempted to protect themselves and conceal their lesbian
identities by maintaining a separation between their pri-
vate intimate lives and their public academic lives. Most of
them are aware of the immense personal toll taken by the
secretiveness and deception involved in leading a closeted
existence. One of the women who was not “out” in her
academic position described her precarious existence as
“one foot in the closet, the other on a banana peel.” As
well as involving a continuously high level of anxiety, and
fracturing one’s sense of self, leading such an existence
grants a tremendous amount of power to anyone who
might discover the truth as one of the instructors chill-
ingly noted:

I'feel that the more people are secretive, the more you
seal you own self into those box cars for them to take
you away.

Most of them feel that the liberalism of their academic
settings will provide some protection for their “lifestyles”
if they do not allow their lesbian experience to inform
their teaching and productive work in obvious ways. Most
of the instructors have occupied, at least fora time early in
their academic careers, a position that might be called the
“safe niche’”

I'am careful to be out but not out, do you know what
I'mean? There’s a sort of little niche. Youdon’t have
to go around always protecting yourself because
that’s really uncomfortable, but you also aren’t so
visible that you rock any boats.

In the safe niche, one is “out’ to a circle of friends, to a few
trusted colleagues, perhaps involved in feminist political
work outside the academic environment. One may even
cautiously introduce lesbian/gay content in the class-
room, for example:

I'd just do a sort of a balancing thing, like if you
were talking about households, I'd point out that
there were all kinds of households...it could be any
kind of people living together, women and women,
men and men, married and not married. That kind
of thing.
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When occupying the safe niche, one is not challenging
the essential androcentrism and heterosexism of academe
in a direct way. Simply introducing gay/lesbian content
in the classroom in any fashion provides a chink in the
heterosexist armour and may allow an opportunity to
explore forbidden territory.

In the experience of some of the lesbian students with
non-lesbian instructors, even the introduction of gay/les-
bian material that is misguided and heterosexist or out-
right homophobic may provide some potential for such
an opportunity. As is discussed below in the section on
“possibilities,” there were some student-initiated class-
room confrontations that were reactions to homophaobic
or heterosexist lectures or class discussion. Such confron-
tations were rare, however, among these students; even
among those who had shown some courage in initiating
them. Most of them reacted to missing or negative infor-
mation with silence. They sense that their experience is
not legitimated in academe; they fear the possible conse-
quences; and they are aware of the enormous power that
professors exert in the classroom:

It's a very dangerous setup in the classroom; the
professor has all the power. Even though they’re
only one person, they can lead the discussion any
way they want.

Both students and instructors expressed fears that one of
the consequences of appearing to be gay-positive was that
others would be likely to view them as lesbian:

Any time that you deal with homosexuality in any
way, especially in a positive way or take it into
account as an example of prejudice or something
like that, you're biasing people to wonder if you're
gay because most people won'’t talk about it.

Once they were believed to be gay by other people there
was a sense of loss of credibility. As one of the instructors
stated:

They can just dismiss it. Oh well, what do you
expect from a dyke? Of course you’d defend them,
you’re one of them.

Several students expressed fear that with such invalida-
tion professors might view them differently and their aca-
demic marks and futures be negatively affected. Some of
the instructors were concerned that they would be invali-
dated as sources of information about women, especially
by heterosexual female students:
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Once they categorize you they can say, ‘oh, her prob-
lem is that she just never found a good man...or she’s
anti-male,” so that what it does is it sort of sets you
up in a certain place as ‘other’ and let’s them not
really look at the issues in their own lives.

Possibilities

It is a far easier task to delineate difficulties facing
lesbians in academe than it is to describe its potential for
mediating the personal and political, the private and pub-
lic existences of lesbian students and instructors. Clearly,
the almost unbroken heterosexism of academe, in addition
to its well-documented androcentrism, provides much
more potential for invalidation of the experience of
women as lesbians than it does for mediating their private
and public existences. In the experience of these women
there are, however, circumstances in academe that have
provided positive potential.

Breaking the silence by making reference to gay/lesbian
issues in course contentand in classroom discussion, even
if misguided, may create some potential for mediation
between the private and public existences of lesbian stu-
dents, if the students are able to confront the material
publicly. There are many good reasons for not doing so:
characteristics of the instructor, the atmosphere of the
class, the courage, self-confidence and current life circum-
stances of the lesbian student were all important features
influencing the likelihood of confrontation.

Six of the 13 students had confronted gay/lesbian issues
in the classroom in response to negative, inaccurate or
limited information presented by professors. For example,
the student I mentioned earlier, who described a homo-
phobic professor of a sexuality course, engaged in verbal
battle with him throughout the course and wrote her
course papers on lesbian sexuality. This was an important
set of events in her lesbian identity process:

It wasn't that ] was defending anybody in the class, I
was defending myself in some way. And then I
started to think that that made sense of my life. It
made sense of my experience. It made sense about
my self, about people, about women. It made sense
abut feminist attitudes that I had, it just made sense.
It was like the last piece of a jigsaw and all of a
sudden it makes sense to you and there you are: of
course, why didn’t I think of this before?

The student who entered the psychology class discus-
sion about the causes of homosexuality found that identi-
fication with an outsider position, especially in the con-
servative atmosphere of a typical psychology class,
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strengthened her sense of self. The effect that these actions
had on their self-perceptions were quite consistent. Tak-
ing a lesbian-positive stand was self-affirming, and helped
the student to make sense of her own life. In the case of the
two examples of student confrontations, that I have des-
cribed, the gay-positive actions of these students in the
classroom occurred before they had realized a lesbian iden-
tity, but were important events in that process.

I had hoped to find that courses with gay male profes-
sors would provide a supportive atmosphere, but of the
three students who had taken courses with identified gay
male professors, only one had had a positive experience.
The other two felt that their professors had been quite
male-centred and anti-woman:

He does not like women and this is a known
fact...He wouldn’t listen to us and he wouldn’t rec-
ognize the women when they had their hands up.

The most consistently positive experiences were des-
cribed in the context of women'’s studies courses and
instructors. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the experience of
most of these women, in the context of their course work
in a variety of disciplines, is complete silence around
gay/lesbian existence. It should be noted that, until the
last four or five years, the students’ experience in women’s
studies has also been characterized by the erasure of lesbian
existence. One of the women, who had taken women’s
studies courses in the late 1970s, and struggled with want-
ing to know more about lesbianism prior to identifying
herself as lesbian said:

I tentatively raised the topic of lesbianism at differ-
ent points in one of the women’s studies courses I
took and I distinctly remember a very tense silence.
I've come to associate a tense silence with bringing
that up in the academic setting...It was disappoint-
ing because it’s what I really needed at the time.

Their experience in the last few years has been that
women’s studies courses are more consistently offering at
least some opportunity for discussion of lesbian content in
courses taught by both lesbian and heterosexual feminists.
Reading lesbian-positive material was important to sev-
eral women in developing an understanding of lesbianism
as an option for them, and in beginning to integrate their
private with their academic experiences. The most fre-
quently mentioned single piece of feminist lesbian-positive
literature was Adrienne Rich’s ‘““Compulsory Heterosexu-
ality and Lesbian Existence.””® The impact of such litera-
ture can be quite helpful, e.g., one student described being
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assigned Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time!° as
a reading in a women’s studies course:

...Jesbian relationships were completely validated;
in fact, the teacher would talk about it in class. She
was straight, but she was really comfortable. Defi-
nitely that book and that class gave me a chance to
even think of lesbianism as an option, as a real
option in some way.

Six of the students had taken feminist courses taught by
out” lesbian professors (only two professors) and the
experience had been a profoundly positive one for them.
One of the lesbian students described her reaction to her
first experience with an “out” lesbian instructor:

‘s

I'm so grateful for having a feminist professor and
I'm quite amazed at having a lesbian professor...I
identify myself not justas a feminist, but as a lesbian
and that’s another part of my identity that is added
to it some way...Similarly, it’s not until you see
blacks in advertising that you realize that blacks
have been omitted...It’s the discrimination by omis-
sion that you don’t understand until you start to
have it and then—wow! Where have you been? I've
been waiting for you!..One of the things that
happens at university is...presenting things as though
somehow white males are objective, they're a clean
slate and it's real information. Somehow when you
have feminists and lesbians come in and talk...you
start to see the dynamic of who s telling you this and
how that works into what's being said.

Most of the women, students and instructors alike, have
revealed their lesbian identities to other individuals in the
academic environment, and some of these individuals
have become supports for them. Being able to develop
such supportive contacts within academe has been very
helpful to their comfort with their lesbian identities. With
few exceptions, their support systems are comprised
almost entirely of other women. The students’ supports
are most frequently other lesbian and heterosexual femi-
nist students. Especially helpful was exposure to lesbians
who were comfortable and positive about their own iden-
tity. This was important to women early in their own
lesbian identity process:

We had one who was just very free and open and
positive. She was wonderful about it in class,
accepted it herself. There wasn’t anger or sort of
trauma for her. Oh, it was wonderful for me.
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Heterosexual feminist students are also important sup-
ports, especially when they are willing to break the silence
surrounding lesbian existence:

It seems important to a number of women I know
who are straight, as well...that doesn’t put the pres-
sure on me to confront, to do it constantly, or strug-
gle on whether to say anything or not because there
are other women who are also doing that. And that

feels good.

In some cases, especially among the graduate students,
they have formed supportive connections with lesbian-
positive professors, both female and male.

Most of the instructors have revealed their lesbian iden-
tities to a few trusted colleagues and those who are fortu-
nate enough to teach in universities where there are
women'’s studies programs  usually have feminist col-
leagues as supports. Most of the women, both students and
instructors, also have solid support systems in the com-
munity outside academe. For most of them their support
systems are largely made up of women, both lesbian and
heterosexual:

I live in largely a woman’s world. It’s not only a
lesbian world. A lot of them are straight women. But
they are women and basically women on their own
that make up a large majority of them. So I live in a
woman’s world and part of that is lesbian women.

Most of these women, both students and instructors,
have some committment to the feminist movement; their
work is most accurately described as identified with the
general feminist movement rather than focused directly on
lesbian feminism or gay liberation. For many of them
academe has provided some opportunity to express their
feminist commitment through their work. The graduate
students were all doing research from a feminist perspec-
tive, though none were researching explicitly leshian top-
ics. One of the undergraduate students was completing an
honours thesis on a lesbian topic. Some of the women
believed that one’s lesbian identity inevitably informs fem-
inist work, one of them stating:

I think as a lesbian you are more clear about the
implications of patriarchy and the radical feminist
critique than you would have been otherwise. That
informs your work—that insight informs your work
even though it isn’t focused squarely on the leshian
experience at all.
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Conclusion

The instructors are at various stages of the complex
multi-layered process that is coming out in academe,
involving as it does colleagues, students—lesbian, gay or
heterosexual, singly or in groups, inside and outside the
classroom, their publishing and other work. Most of them
are beyond the completely closeted existence and its
immense personal tolls. Though few are fully and pub-
licly out in every aspect of their academic existence, all of
them make some attempt to deal with lesbian and gay
issues in their teaching. In general, their productive work
and personal commitment is to the feminist movement
and to the empowerment of all women, whether they are
lesbian or heterosexual.

Most of the lesbian students have a positive lesbian
identity and many of them are learning to break the
silence, with some fear of loss of credibility, but a conse-
quent strengthening of their sense of self. On the whole,
they don’t have much hope foracademe in general to meet
the needs of lesbian students, but as feminists they expect
more from women’s studies and they often get it. In recent
years, the silence surrounding lesbian existence has been
lifted in many women’s studies courses by feminist scho-
lars, whether heterosexual or lesbian; thought there are
still far too many exceptions. A number of the students
recall that their most positive experiences were in courses
with lesbian-positive heterosexual feminist professors.

The academic environment provides unique possibili-
ties that most other settings in the public sphere do not
provide. It is hardly a benign environment. Many feminist
scholars have documented the androcentrism of academic
knowledge; lesbian studies scholars have pointed to its
heterosexism. However, perhaps more than any other set-
ting, with the possible exception of some areas of the arts,
academe holds the promise of opportunities to explore
forbidden areas, to examine relationships between one’s
experience of the world and what is academically “known.”
Unfortunately, this potential is rarely realized in the expe-
rience of these women outside of women’s studies. The
growth of feminist studies has provided a site within the
academic environment where work can flourish that
reflects the lesbian identities and associated woman-
identification of these women, whether they are students
or teachers.

I asked the student participants to reflect on their
visions of a lesbian-positive academe. It is unlikely, of
course, that their visions will be realized in the foreseeable
future, but there are certainly aspects of their visions that
women’s studies instructors can readily fulfill in the con-
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text of the courses they teach and in women'’s studies
programs as a whole. Their suggestions are reasonable,
having the same ring of ““sweet reason”’ that most feminist
demands have, and like other feminist demands, would be
quite possible to implement if there was a will to do so.
Some representative changes ranging from ones thatare in
the power of individual instructors to effect, to those that
are more general institutional, change recommendations
are:

I think it’s important that heterosexual professors
take care to insure lesbian visibility in a course deal-
ing with feminist theory.

I guess the ideal environment would be at least
where they were aware that gay people exist and
took it into account. It would certainly be nice to be
in an atmosphere where I could always be out,
where I didn’t have to worry about my identity with
a prof.

You can’t put lesbians in the classroom on the spot
to speak to their experience for the group. But at the
same time, I think you need to make it clear that
they’ll be supported if they do that.

I would like to see gay and lesbian professors and
teaching assistants and so on accessible particularly
to gay and lesbian students. You can’t say to some-
body you must come out but I would like to see itas a
viable option.

There would be women'’s studies programmes in all
universities in the country, and within the women’s
studies program there would be a proportional
representation of lesbian studies.

All universities, faculty associations and unions of
teaching assistants and part-time students would
have to have sexual orientation clauses. Not as part
of their negotiated contract so that it could be nego-
tiated out, but as part of the principles of function-
ing of the university.

Finally, and on a more general level, as one of the partici-
pants said wistfully:

I wish we lived in a world where all things were
open and it could be really easy to say, ‘Oh, I'm
really in love with this person’ and that could be
really open and not affect how we’re seen in the
world and how our work gets treated and what we're
about gets handled and how our families see us and
everything else, but it does.
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After he leaves,
flames darting from his mouth,
the long wing lifted free,
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her bruised flesh throbs.
She thinks of penny-royal,
or shepherd’s purse,
abortants,

or the child will grow,
she thinks,

now frozen in my bone,
will grow,

needing lies of love
and marriage,

she thinks,

until she hears a heartbeat
split the cracking shell
shatter her thoughts

of dark night, blood heat,

continuous birthing
through her thighs

and of the long, drooping wing.
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