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“When we put the things we’re feeling and experiencing in a larger context – social,

historical, cultural – we’re creating political analysis.”

“We must, as a community, affirm desire … But our queerness, our desire, our otherness,

 cannot be removed from place and context.”


In the fall of 2001 I attended a panel discussion on femme identity hosted by the Seattle Lesbian and Gay Film Festival.  The audience was full of femmes and butches, trannie boys, queers; a place that – I thought – was home to me.  The six-member panel consisted of only one femme, who spent the discussion fielding questions from the audience about what her femme identity meant to her, how she justified it, and why who she was had to be called that.  We filed out of the small theatre two and a half hours later, and I wondered how the historical knowledge of femme identity would make the identity of the femme on the panel so much more substantial within her context.  

I am interested in creating new ways of understanding and interrogating contemporary femme identity.  I am interested in a femme identity that is completely historicized and valid by virtue of its history, desire, and lust alone.  In the current queer atmosphere of gender fuck and performance, femme is in the process of being resignified, re-understood.
  As a femme, as a woman who understands her desire in the dynamic between butch and femme, I am invested in these new understandings.


Joan Nestle has asserted repeatedly and articulately that femme identity must be in light of historical understanding.  She has criticized “privileged, ahistorical, feminist interpretation of [femme] lesbianism” that removes her femme initiative.
  Deena Gonzalez, in her unpublished article “Latina Butch Femme” similarly asserts that history, especially in the early 1970’s women’s movement, denied the eloquent ways lesbians spoke about their desire organized in the butch femme arrangement and instead offered “egalitarianism based on historical antecedents that offered women nothing.”
  Both women refer to the way certain veins of feminism harmfully interpreted butch and femme identity without the full consideration of femme and butch lives, resistance, and community history.  Historicized femme identity, then, can draw out the ways and reasons why femme identity was obscured and rewritten and how those misunderstandings continue to affect femme identity construction today.  


While the rough history of butch and femme communities is fairly well known, specific information regarding the construction of femme identity is murky.  The moderate amount of study done on femme-butch experience in the 1940’s and 50’s sees femme and butch as a unit, and because of butch visibility and femme control of the private spaces, information about femmes is limited.  Information about the construction of African-American femme identity is even slimmer, constructed in private spaces that white historians generally overlook or do not have access to.  I place femme identity in the center of my historical analysis, examining how it has been understood and defined, endeavoring to know how femme is constructed within its historical context today. 


As I look at constructions and understandings of femme identity, I am following the work of Yolanda Retter, and begin by assuming the absolute validity of butch and femme identities.
  I follow Joan Nestle also, 

“I’m really no longer interested in proving that butch women or fem women are 

feminists.  I’m no longer interested in taking up the argument that butch-fem 

relationships duplicate heterosexuality.  And I’m no longer interested in arguing 

whether we have a right to love this way or to identify this way.”

Butch and femme identities have a complicated histiography.  I am interested in moving the conversation forward.

“Pouring the concrete …”


The working class white and black lesbian bar communities of the 1940’s and 50’s were predominantly structured by femme and butch identities.  Because there were few places for lesbians to gather in the social climate of the time, lesbians would gather at bars or, often in the case of African-American lesbians, at house parties.  Femmes were a crucial element in the community dynamic, actively shaped their communities history, and have been misunderstood in historical analysis.  Joan Nestle writes that it is essential to accurately salvage an understanding of the butch femme community dynamic and femme position in that dynamic, because “if we deny the butch-femme structure, we deny the women who lived them.”
   

The construction of femme identity was largely dependant on butch desire and recognition achieved through contact with the lesbian community.
  Because femmes did not “look like homos” and thus it was assumed that they “didn’t get any harassment,”
 they were viewed as less Queer or “not as true” as butch lesbians.
  They were regularly belittled in the bar, while at the same time highly desired.
  They were seen as unreliable women who were not dedicated to the Queer life, but were also relied on by butches for support and caring.  The contradiction of their position in the community caused femmes to develop a largely tangentional relationship to the Queer community.
   

Femmes’ tangential relationship to the community was complicated by the fact that they did not have the networks for support organized around identity that the butches did.  Femme authority within the femme-butch erotic arrangement was that of the home and private spaces.  Their gender expression allowed femmes relatively well paying work which often made them the primary earner in a home, but the uniquely visible experiences of butches gave them social authority within Queer spaces.
  Although femmes actively reached out to newcomers in the bars, and would often be affiliated with a group of butch friends, it was challenging to form femme identity independent of butches.
 

Although there was little social support for femmes, their identity was nevertheless remarkably sustained, chosen, and constructed.
  Among straight women, femme’s overtly sexual style, even without the presence of butches, was definitely queer – so much so that Barbara Cruikshank identified as femme before woman.
  Femmes were actively involved with constructing their woman-ness to be a “site of resistance,” a nontraditional identity grounded in difference.
  So much light is shone on the butch deconstruction of gender, but femmes were at the same time radically constructing theirs: femininity used to attract butch women, overt, loud, and sensual, working class femininity.
  Theirs was a lived and revolutionary identity -- not an intellectual exercise -- one that has grown in recognition as femme narrative of this period emerges.


The narrative of African-American femmes is less recognized, complicated with the negotiation of additional elements in their identities that historians often overlook.  They socialized with black and white butches in the predominantly white working class bars, in predominantly gay-tolerant African-American bars, and at house parties.  Femme and butch identity existed in a borderland of race and sexuality and gender where women like Audre Lorde had to “re-create the possibility of being both gay and black.”
  Being gay and black required that one negotiate how color codes in the femme-butch arrangement revealed and played with power, at once uniting the very “house of difference” and flirting with the power differences at the seams.
  

Black femmes traversed this field between race, sexuality and gender, facing the meaning “beauty” defined by white men.
  Mabel Maney, an African American author, did not call herself femme because she didn’t feel she was pretty enough.
  The definition of femme in white terms attempted to pull black femmes from each other and from black butches, causing black femmes to carry the weight of their femme identity without models.  Femmes and butches of color created their identity in a “liminal space” of being at once raced and classed and gendered with definitions that contradicted each other.
  

The black and white narratives of this time are conspicuously mute on race relations.  Audre Lorde offers, 

Lesbians were probably the only Black and white women in New York City who were 

making any real attempt to communicate with each other; we learned lessons from each 

other, the values of which were not lessened by what we did not learn.
  

Katie King responds to the optimistic narrative of racial harmony in Audre Lorde’s Zami, “The sacred bond of gayness, always insufficient, is still motivating and hungry.”
  Interactions between blacks and whites shape Lorde’s experience but remain on the tentative periphery of her narrative.  White narrators, when asked, most often do not recollect racial conflict.
  


Outside the black and white lesbian communities, the sexologists of the early 1940’s also influenced perceptions of femme and butch identity.  The sexologists such as Havelock Ellis determined that it was gender inversion that produced lesbianism, the butch was actually a man and therefore lesbian relationships were still founded in gender difference.  The somewhat confused femme was still unaccountably accepting her femininity that dictated, among other things, what gender she would partner with.
  This unfavorable interpretation of femme desire would be shifted later by feminist’s perceptions of lesbian identity.


As historians have studied this period of the lesbian bar community in the 1940’s and 50’s, common misunderstandings have emerged.
  Femme and butch identities are interpreted as rigid and oppressive imitations of heterosexuality adopted as a survival mechanisms in the repressive 40’s and 50’s.  This interpretation places femme and butch women in a position of merely adapting and responding to the dominant culture, when in fact their identities and the continual process of constructing their identities were an integral part of their selves.
  Also, while femme and butch were the dominant identities and one was generally expected to choose one or the other, it was not true that “there was literally no possibility of switching.”
  Women could and did switch identities or decline femme and butch altogether.  Reactions to these women, called ki-ki or ky-ky, varied.
  

 “What the white women’s movement tried to convince me …”


The arrival of the women’s movement in the 1960’s had a tremendous affect on femme/butch communities.  Armed with a moral imperative against power imbalance of any kind spurring partially from women’s suppression in the New Left, radical feminists saw butch and femme identity through a different and unsympathetic view of sexuality, power, gender, and lust.
  As feminists responded to the gender correctness of the previous decades that mandated women’s gender and sexuality against threats of violence, they both created spaces for women to finally discuss sex
 while raising other flags of “sexual correctness” against threats of being “unfeminist.”
    

The history of the women’s movement and its intellectual thought is intricate, and it is challenging to describe briefly and without minimizing why femme identity was understood and redefined in the way it was by the abundance of feminist theory.  While presenting the theories and history of the movement that influenced unfavorable opinions of femme and butch identity in detail are not within the scope of this research, it is important to understand that the primarily middle class, white women’s movement was working with a fundamentally different set of assumptions about their world than those of the working class butch and femme communities.  (And as Amber Hollibaugh attests, the two communities were not mutually exclusive.)


At the beginning of the women’s movement, the loudest rallying cry against femme and butch were charges that the “roleplayers” mimicked heterosexuality.  In Lesbian/Woman, Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon hold this position characteristic of the women’s movement, “The roles men and women (or butch and femme) play in our country are only acting, not honest and equal relationships between two human beings.”
  This assertion conflates butch and femme directly with male and female and deems them both dishonest.  Reflecting on their own experiences with femme and butch identities, “We decided no and started acting as people, as ourselves, as women rather than as caricatures in a heterosexual marriage.”  It seems that how they define “woman” is not a caricature or a “role,” but the butch and femme definition of their gender is.
Ellen Willis observes in Daring to be Bad, “When you’re used to being on the bottom of a hierarchy and now you have your own movement,” there is very little tolerance of or excitement about anything that looks hierarchical.
  Butch and femme appeared to the non-butch and femme identified, non-working class women like the hierarchy of male and female power differences they were struggling against – both in the New Left and the larger society.  Lesbians in the movement, then, “faced the formidable task of persuading heterosexual feminists that lesbianism offered women something substantially different” from that heterosexual dominance and submission.”
  

The Radicalesbians published “The Woman-Identified Woman” in 1973, the first major statement of lesbians emerging in the feminist movement.
  “A lesbian is the rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion,” it begins, and goes on to determine further what exactly a lesbian is.  Influenced by radical feminism’s questioning of desire as a masculine ideal in such groups as Cell 16 and The Feminists, their version of lesbianism “had nothing to do with masculine lust and everything to do with female friendship.”
  All women should see and realize the possibility of primary intimate relationships with other women, unlearn and forget their “male-defined response patterns” that commanded heterosexuality and the submission of women in relationships, if they were ever to completely shirk male domination.
  “The Woman-Identified Woman” revealed the moral imperative lesbian feminists saw to create relationships apart from men and “redefined lesbianism as the quintessential act of political solidarity with other women.”
  The gendered and lustful relationships between butches and femmes, far from acts of political solidarity, were not seen as equal relationships apart from male ideals.

The women’s movement on the whole was invested in explorations of power and sexuality, and generally assumed that when female desire was completely liberated from patriarchy it would not include elements of dominance or submission.
  The axiom that liberated sexuality was sexuality free of power dynamics was a thought supported broadly across the women’s movement, however not always in an anti-sex approach as was criticized later by sex radicals.
  Devoted to creating broad social change, feminists generally saw sexuality set in social and political context, and sexuality which negotiated power differences or gender roles was not, therefore, justified by virtue of desire alone.         

The women’s movement’s theories about the lesbian ended up changing the meaning of authentic and true lesbian desire from the sexologist’s theories of gender difference to gender identification.  In new conceptions of lesbian desire, androgynous pairing theoretically free of duality and hierarchy, femme identity and desire wasn’t possible.  Through these new understandings of lesbian, lesbian femme experience and femme desire was made invisible.

In 1973 cultural feminism began to superceded radical feminism and carried with it essentialist ideas about womanhood and sexuality.  Theorists like Tracy Morgan, criticizing “male style” which was determined to be things like orgasm and genitals, tried to further bridge androgynous lesbians with heterosexual feminists and strengthen the women’s movement.  Ideas about “male style,” however, naturalized a particular sexuality and limited sexual expression.  Femme desire for masculine butches was male-identified and suspicious.  

The cultural feminist critique of hierarchy in femme-butch relationships and their ideas about desire were founded on a notion of power somehow divorced from class and race, which was eventually reinforced with essentialist claims.  Women could achieve absolute equality in bed if both were androgynous, an equation that completely denied race and class power differences.  Cherríe Moraga writes about the adro-equation bolstered with essentialism, “What the white women’s movement tried to convince me of is that the lesbian sexuality was naturally different than heterosexual sexuality … and somehow reaching sexual ecstasy with a woman lover in bed would never involve any kind of power struggle.”
  To hold the meaning of gender steady, however, two women must be held apart from class, race, and ethnicity.  Kath Weston responds to the African-American narrators in Render Me, Gender Me:  Lesbians Talk Sex, Class, Color, Nation, Studmuffins, and laughs about the cultural feminist calls to essentialism and evolutionary sexuality, 

“Why would any self-respecting African-American Queer want to locate herself in an up-

out-of-the-jungle tale of evolution from a less-advanced (butch-femme) to a more 

advanced (androgynous) state?  What had popular notions about the survival of the fittest 

done for black people lately?”

Heterosexuality and the constructed sexuality of people of color had been essentialized for some time, a history that informed the raised eyebrows of women of color concerning this latest cultural feminist essentialization.  Some white left feminists and radical feminists, too, questioned how effectively understanding “the essential [womanly] oneness of the universe” could promote progressive change.


Ironically, the proponents of cultural feminism within the women’s movement were particularly critical of femme women.  Furthering misconceptions, they felt femmes were capitalizing on stereotypes of weak women, “really” wanted a man, were not committed to their own liberation, and that most femmes (as well as butches) were “delighted to change their identity to lesbian-feminist.”
  These critiques were, besides being terribly misinformed, unaware of their hedging in class and race.
  ‘Femme equals weak and passive’ is a middle class white equation.  Working class and femmes of color are certainly not superwomen who never rest in these stereotypes; however they generally cannot afford weakness and passivity as much as middle class women.  “A middle-class butch is a working-class femme,” the joke goes.  “Femme-bashing, supported by … misogyny, hides in closeted classism” by ignoring the power and adaptability of working class femme women.


Feminist’s different understandings of desire and their subsequent devaluation of femme identity was particularly devastating to femmes because their visibility, language, and later perceptions of their history were increasingly threatened.  The political rhetoric of the feminists had no language to honestly discuss femme experience.
  Lyndall MacCowan writes, “There’s a constant whisper that who I am doesn’t have to be called that.”
  Without a public space to discuss their identity, femmes did not have the support to stay out, and either adopted the androgynous imperative or backed into the closet.  Sharon Bridgeforth, in her poem “a wo’mn called sir” discusses the similar silencing of butch experience,  


“but i did not have a name for myself until I was in my thirties


because words like lesbian feminist butch


were not in the language i heard growing up.”

The woman’s movement silenced femmes by denying the resistance and conscious construction of their identity, a denial that, in a sideways manner, encouraged femmes to strengthen their identities as femmes before women.  Femme-bashing in the women’s movement made feminism seem like a straight white woman’s cause.
 

Also crucially detrimental to the history of butches and femmes, the women’s movement, with its class and race privilege, resignified femmes in lesbian history and cast butch/femme “as a myth or remnant of a fortunately dead past.”
  Katie King argues that feminists became invested in new definitions of lesbianism as their “magical sign,” signifying the possibility of radical change.
  Feminist’s definitions of “lesbian” that discarded butch and femme sexualities were part of a contest for meaning and ownership of words.  The impact of lesbian feminism on butch and femme history in its class and race context has encouraged the imperative today to go back and correctly historicize butch and femme history, as well as to be continually accountable for “constructions of history … the constant reinscription of an origin.”

“Lust for women is justified whether or not it derives from feminist political ideology.”


The sex radicals emerged in the mid-seventies with different ideas about the “true” and “authentic” lesbian and her desire.  The sex radicals began the sex wars by eroticizing power, one of the values lesbian and cultural feminists were against.  They claimed that it was not woman-identification, but telling the truth about their (and everyone else’s) sexual desire made them authentically lesbian.
  In an especially large divergence from essentialized lesbian feminist thought, the sex radicals felt that identity could be what one does rather than what one is.  This discussion that dodged essentialized lesbianism for essentialized truth-telling arguably held more room to discuss the way that truth was created at the seams of race, class, gender identity, and sexuality.

Contrary to writings such as “Compulsory Heterosexuality,” the sex radicals put the erotic at the center of lesbian and femme identity.  In her poem “Who is a Lesbian?” Anu writes

A lesbian is a woman who loves a woman sexually…

It marks her specificity.  Draws a circle around her…

A lesbian is not just a woman identified woman, although

she may be that too.

In this poem, Anu puts sexuality in the focal area of lesbian identity, using a poetic form of truth-telling, but says also,


To insist that lesbians are women who love women


sexually is not to claim that their sexuality is the most 

important fact about them.  It is to acknowledge that their 

sexuality placed them in a particular relationship to the 

world.

She is determining what characterizes a lesbian, and while sexuality is not the only characteristic, it is essential to their identity.  Gayle Rubin stresses sexuality also, in the introduction to Coming to Power, “our lust for women is justified whether or not it derives from feminist political ideology.”
  The sex radicals separated lesbian identity and sex from politics and said very clearly that it was not just cuddling that could determine a lesbian, but telling the truth about your own lust.  

The Combahee River Collective, a black feminist group in Boston, also had different interpretations of the lesbian, her desire, and her meanings.  In their self-titled 1977 statement, they responded to, among other things, the deficient power analysis and separatist positions of the white lesbian feminists and expanded on critiques of the earlier women’s movement.  Stating that the “most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity,” the collective wrote they could not separate their oppressions because they were experienced simultaneously.
  A feminist separation from men did not address their identity because “lesbian separatism … so completely denies any but the sexual sources of woman’s oppression, negating the facts of class and race.”
  


Cherríe Moraga criticized the lesbian feminist and Radicalesbian’s conceptions of power and identity, conceptions that did not extend beyond the male/female dynamic:  “if race and class suffer the woman of color as much as her sexual identity, then the Radical Feminist must extend her own ‘identity’ politics to include her ‘identity’ as oppressor as well.”  She problematized suggestions that women attempt to unlearn and forget what they have learned sexually, such as in Adrienne Rich’s article, saying “Should she forget and not use what she knows sexually to untie the knot of her own desire, she may lose any chance of ever discovering her own sexual potential.”
  



Sex radicals and women of color often diverged on the absolute justification of lust, as seen in Alice Walker’s 1971 essay “A Letter of the Times, or Should Sado-Masochism Be Saved?”
  Walker viewed a dominant/submissive S/M scene involving a black woman as the eroticism of slavery.  Gayle Rubin replied in Coming to Power, that lustful power play was not the same as systemic oppression, “class, race, and gender neither determine nor correspond to the roles adopted for S/M play.”
  This is a conversation that certainly continues presently.

Conversation and theorizing between lesbian feminists, sex radicals, and women of color created a possible space for femmes in the 1980’s and 90’s to tell the truth about their identity a within the context of race and class identity.  The power exchanges in their relationships could be justified and authentic because they were an expression of their desire.  Power was more convoluted than a dialogue between masculine and feminine.  The theory articulated by Moraga and others made available to femmes the tools to interrogate their own race and class position as they explored their desire and power dynamics.  Would the Queer climate of the 80’s and 90’s support the use of these tools to understand femme identity?

“The roots always break back through the surface:”
  The Femme-Butch Renaissance


In the 1980’s, influenced by the sex wars, the focus shifted from subjectivity to surface performativity.
  In gender, sexual identity, and sexual practice, the call was less about who we are, but more what we do and how we appear.  Gender fluidity was chic, middle-class individualism prevailed both in dominant culture and gay and lesbian theorizing, and lesbian and gay culture resisted assertions made in the 60’s and 70’s.  The surface aesthetic of femme and butch gathered renewed interest during this period, and femme identity was rewritten once more as a costume to assume.  Amber Hollibaugh replied, “Identity as dress choice dilutes the power of sexual identity.”
  It dilutes also, from a racially privileged place, the way class and race contribute to gender identity.  The resignification of femme as performance affected the history of the working class whites and people of color who began gay liberation and continued the historical appropriation of oppressed groups’ experience.  


The latter end of the sex wars ushered in a new Queer theorizing more interested in surfaces than in depths.
  Interest in performativity shifted the focus from naming oneself with an identity to engaging in sexual practices that may or may not be tied to identity.  It seemed that lesbians were now less interested in the valid identity they had struggled to assert, and more interested in sex.
  Joan Nestle is one femme who has dealt with this trend toward performativity, or “pomo in fast mo,” by speaking of multiplicity and refusing “to give anything away.”  The code switching her work between essentialist and anti-essentialist reveals that she identifies with who she it and what she does.
  The theatrical work of the femme-butch troupe, Split Britches, also uses a style of code switching to field the surface-performativity trend while still retaining their identity.  Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver play with butch and femme roles in their shows, but also assert “the aesthetic edge of it is who we are, where we start from.”
 

A 1993 article in New Directions for Women, “Femme, Fair, Fabulous:  “New Lezzies – But the Revolution’s Nowhere in Sight” exemplifies the misunderstanding of femme-as-dress-choice.  Laura Flanders critiques the lesbian media representation of the “new” lesbian chic: effeminate and conventionally attractive.  The new lesbian is a far cry from the lesbian represented in the media of a decade ago who was as unattractive to the straight world as possible.  “From only diesel dykes, there are suddenly none.”
  Flanders says that “the butches … [and] the radicals” are still fighting for the revolution, but apparently the “femmes” she mentions in her title are taking vacations with their modeling and media career revenue.  Please.  This furthers the stereotype of weak and passive femmes not committed to their own liberation and also denies that “the butches” were often not accepted in the movements fighting for revolution.  The lack of variety and depth of the media portrayal of lesbians has not changed, merely shifted, and identifying these women as femmes appears to be done only by virtue of their attire.  


The gender fluid chic of today is failing to interrogate itself on a number of fronts.  Race, along with clothing, secures and influences one’s construction as butch or femme; however there is almost no contemporary analysis of this problematic relation.  As in the 1940’s and 50’s, African American women are often gendered butch because of super masculine black male stereotypes and Asian-American women are often gendered femme due to exoticixed, effeminate stereotypes.
  Sharon Bridgforth writes about a different racialized construction of butch that influenced her ability to embrace her butch identity, “butches/in my mind/were white women who wanted to be men … so to be called butch    to me was like being called an oreo.”
  These racial stereotypes contribute to gender in the femme-butch arrangement, minimizing, as Cherríe Moraga has written, sex and race identity to “bodiless” two-dimensional caricatures.
  The middle class individualistic call to being whatever gendered being you feel like at any particular moment is founded in a racially and economically privileged place where stereotypes do not limit expression.  This analysis is not a call for essentialized gender, but one for closer scrutiny.


Another area that the gender fluid proponents are not questioning is the contemporary responsibility of femmes who are compelled to support the imperative of gender flexibility.  Femmes must show the joys of gender blending, wearing a skirt and combat boots, to demonstrate they are indeed radically constructing their gender.
  “Too often, anti-determinist accounts that challenge feminist norms depend on the visible difference represented by cross-gender identifications to represent a mobility and differentiation that ‘the feminine’ or ‘the femme’ supposedly cannot.”
 There is likewise little space for femme identity, women who may follow the current mainstream women’s fashions, without visible markers of Queer performance culture, such as tattoos or piercings.
  Femme participants at a recent panel discussion on femme identity and feminism, “What Is Transfeminism?” conferred they were rarely noticed as lesbians or queers in queer circles unless they were “dyked” up – meaning combat boots or visible tattoos.
  Masculine women, however, are not expected to pair their men’s jeans with women’s blouses or heels to display the performativity of their gender.  


During this contemporary resignification of the femme, femme authors and scholars who were active in the communities of the 1940’s and 50’s have continued writing and examining their experiences and have been joined by younger femmes.  They are asking what these new permutations of femme mean in their historical context.  What is femme identity today, independent of butches?  Why is femme so hard to recognize?
  In the whirlwind of pomo culture, femmes like Jewelle Gomez are continuing to set the foundation of femme as – not outfit – but an evolving and apparent identity, “A femme is a lesbian who moves through the world in a way that is distinct from straight women.”
  Chrystos declares and celebrates her contemporary femme identity and visibility in her poem “I Bought a New Red,”


I laughed so hard I tore my dress a little  The waiter smirked  I fed her roses from the 

cake, she licked my fingers so slowly I almost screamed  Near us some blazer dykes were 

nervous and offended, so naturally she began to make loud sucking noises.
    

Although Chrystos is certainly describing a theatrical scene, logging femme identity under “performance” doesn’t cover the visible, distinctive, erotic whole that it is. 

“The door might be opened by a poem or a silk scarf.”


To understand the meaning of contemporary femme identity and trends toward performance it must be historicized within class and race frames.  Femme history must be understood also, as this research endeavors, with femme identity at the center.  Femme history then emerges as one that was and continues to be rewritten and obscured by meanings that are “interested [and] politically positioned and positioning.”
  

Butch-femme is indeed a powerful and sexual metaphor, so it is not surprising that butch and femme identities are performed or assumed like clothing today.  The proliferation of these symbols, however, is made possible because the social reality and history has been obliterated.  As Case points out -- like the cigar store Indian symbol and the obliteration of native culture -- femme and butch function as symbols today because their class and race origins have been obscured.
  Dressing “femmy” can easily be a temporary and campy sexual costume for a middle class lesbian – a sexualized play for an evening out at the bars – because “femmy” does not signify working class femme dyke in her circle.  The “memory trap” that Nestle describes has diluted the literal power of femme and butch identity, allows for butch-femme “play,” the continued cycle of ahistoricity.
 

Oral histories and public spaces of butch-femme debate reveal the larger context of this contemporary femme-butch confusion and pulls between performance and identity and history.  With such a contemporary trend, oral histories provide a difficult to find evidentiary base.  Zachary Saber, in an oral history interview with the NWLGHMP, describes his transition from butch lesbian to transgendered man and criticizes butch-as-dress-choice constructions.  

“It [butch or femme] depends on what they are and how they’re dressed?  Excuse me?  I 

would say that really good butches – yeah, it’s a dying breed because it’s just too 

fucking hard … I [don’t] want to lose any of my history or my identity of where I’ve 

been either.”
     

Saber identifies strongly with his history as a butch, but anticipates the end of butch identity.  By extension, does he see the end of femme identity?  

Katherine Kenevan, in her oral history interview with me in June of last year, describes an almost opposite process realizing her femme identity.  She likewise criticized femme identity that is clothing-constructed, but perceived this construction as a 1950’s phenomenon and current femme identity more integrally.  

“My understanding of what femme was then, you’re always femme, you always wear 

dresses … We get to create what we [femmes] are now because we know the stories of 

what they did then … we can take their mistakes and their gains.”

Kenevan is clearly informed by a femme identity with a definite history, but has learned the dominant discourse about the butch femme arrangement rewritten by the lesbian feminist myths.  


Both portions of Saber’s and Kenevan’s conflicting understanding of contemporary and historical femme identity were discussed in a 2001 Seattle Lesbian and Gay Film Festival Event “Violent Femmes:  A Panel Discussion on (Feminine) Gender Identity” mentioned at the beginning of this essay.  The femme-identified woman spent two hours in front of an audience of approximately two hundred fielding questions that meant – overtly and covertly, why her femme identity was valid.  The program description that claimed “Come hear a panel of queer women tackle … what is “femme” identity when defined on its own terms?” became a skepticism of current femme identity devoid of historical analysis, but not a devaluation of femme performance.
  


What does it mean then, when Lois Weaver presents a complex perspective on performing butch and femme identity in her workshop “Performing Butch/Femme Theory?”  Butch and femme are consciously used as tools to create new characters and gender presentations, however, as mentioned earlier, Weaver sees femme and butch as products of the lesbian erotic imagination grounded in history.
  With misunderstandings of butch and femme so prevalent, where is the space for irreverence and manipulation?  With femme history so difficult to recover, as films like “The Watermelon Woman” by director Cheryl Dunye effectively testify, how can play with femme identity not continue the middle class white dominant re-write of lesbian history?  


I am not suggesting that femme gender presentation, femme erotic dialogue, or contemporary femme identity can or should not be reinvented and manipulated.  I continue to suggest, however, that it must be resolutely historicized and questioned.  Femme gender play must be self-conscious, aware of its roots in women who lived their femme identity, played with it, and saw it as part of their whole.  Femme and butch identity and presentation was been made possible by those women and continues to be made possible by their gender choices.  The respectful path of femme and butch gender performance is yet to be determined.

“I want us as femmes … to insist that we’re part of that queer dialogue.”


I would like to present two further questions and critiques of contemporary femme identity in its new permutations.  Femme identity can certainly be historicized, one can reinvent femme with an awareness of how femme identity has been understood, however femme identity is still “often negotiated through style” and “created through the appropriation of very specific gendered appearances” and this raises questions of class and authority.
  How is femme identity used to justify consumerism?  How is femme developing as a “magical sign” of sensuality or meaning tangential to the transgendered community?  Finally, while I feel lust is not beyond critique, I feel it is indeed desire that constructs femme – today and fifty years ago – as a revolutionary, lasting, shifting identity.


The understanding and display of femme identity partially through outer appearances problematizes who “gets” to be femme.  Femmes who fall outside of white, middle class categories have a more difficult time asserting themselves as femme, as argued earlier, are gendered because of their race or class.  The hedging of femme partially in style also begs a capitalist analysis.  It is interesting, however, that butches are rarely accused of supporting consumerism as they construct their identity – but are nevertheless invested in and attracted to femme women who are critiqued in this way.
  I feel femmes and butches should pose these questions.


Considering Katie King’s arguments on the lesbian as a magical sign, I question also how femme is being resignified, perhaps in relation to the transgendered community.  Is femme a sign of overt lesbian lust?  A privileged signifier of gender play?  Does femme validate itself as a contemporary identity through proximity with the transgendered community?  Young femmes have interested interpretations of their identity, which with historical understanding, can hopefully be self-conscious.


Hollibaugh asserted that we “must, as a community, affirm desire.”
  As the discussions on femme identity progress, this affirmation is what ultimately makes femme identity lasting and significant.  

My identity as a femme is one of my ways of expressing my power as a black woman and as a

lesbian.  Today, in the time of mass-marketed, lesbian glossy magazines and gender studies,

lesbians still need as many different methods of access and empowerment and liberation as we can

find.  The door might be opened by a poem or by a silk scarf.  How can we not embrace this

power?  How can we not embrace ourselves?
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