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Introduction

In 1843 the American author William Cullen Bryant wrote an essay for the Evening Post in which he glowingly described a trip to Vermont, where, among nature’s beauties, he had the opportunity to observe a beautiful “female friendship” between two revered “maiden ladies.” Bryant was not alone in his boundless admiration for the pair and the peaceful and loving relationship they established together, as he said when he gave their history:


In their youthful days, they took each other as companions for life, and this union, no less sacred to them than the tie of marriage, has subsisted, in uninterrupted harmony, for 40 years, during which they have shared each others’ occupations and pleasures and works of charity while in health, and watched over each other tenderly in sickness…. They slept on the same pillow and had a common purse, and adopted each others relations, and … I would tell you of their dwelling, encircled with roses, … and I would speak of the friendly attentions which their neighbors, people of kind hearts and simple manners, seem to take pleasure in bestowing upon them.1



If such a description of love between two women had been published in an American newpaper a century later, surely the editor’s desk would have been piled high with correspondence about immorality in Vermont (slept on the same pillow!) and the two women in question would have felt constrained to sue Bryant for defamation of character in order to clear their good names. In 1843, however, the two ladies were flattered and the newspaper’s readers were charmed.

What is apparent through this example and hundreds of others that have now been well documented by social historians is that women’s intimate relationships were universally encouraged in centuries outside of our own. There were, of course, some limitations placed on those relationships as far as society was concerned. For instance, if an eligible male came along, the women were not to feel that they could send him on his way in favor of their romantic friendship; they were not to hope that they could find gainful employment to support such a same-sex love relationship permanently or that they could usurp any other male privileges in support of that relationship; and they were not to intimate in any way that an erotic element might possibly exist in their love for each other. Outside of those strictures, female same-sex love—or “romantic friendship,” as it was long called—was a respected social institution in America.

What went on in secret between two women who were passionately attached to each other, as William Cullen Bryant’s friends were, is naturally more difficult to reconstruct than their contemporaries’ attitude toward what they thought they were seeing. There were few women before our era who would have committed confessions regarding erotic exchanges to writing. Trial records indicate that females of the lower classes who were vulnerable to harassment by the criminal courts sometimes had sexual relations with each other, but there is no comparable record in America for “respectable” women. One might speculate that since they generally lived in a culture that sought to deny the possiblitity of women’s autonomous sexuality, many of them cultivated their own asexuality, and while they might have kissed and hugged on the same pillow, their intimate relations never crossed the boundary to the genitally sexual. But surely for some of them kissing and hugging led eventually to other things and their ways of loving each other were no different from what the twentieth century would describe with certainty as “lesbian.”

However, such a description of love between two women would have been unlikely in earlier times because the concept barely existed. While some outrageous, lawless women might have stooped to unspeakable activity with other females, there was no such thing as a “lesbian” as the twentieth century recognizes the term; there was only the rare woman who behaved immorally, who was thought to live far outside the pale of decent womanhood. It was not until the second half of the nineteenth century that the category of the lesbian—or the female sexual invert—was formulated. Once she was widely recognized as an entity, however, relationships such as the one Bryant described took on an entirely different meaning—not only as viewed by society, but also as viewed by the two women who were involved. They now had a set of concepts and questions (which were uncomfortable to many of them) by which they had to scrutinize feelings that would have been seen as natural and even admirable in earlier days.

Throughout much of the twentieth century those concepts and questions about the “true meaning” of a woman’s love for other females were inescapable and demanded responses and justifications such as would have been undreamt of before. Unlike her earlier counterparts, through most of our century a woman who found herself passionately attached to another female was usually forced to react in one of four ways:

 

1). She could see her own same-sex attachment as having nothing to do with attachments between “real lesbians,” since the sexologists who first identified lesbianism and brought the phenomenon to public attention said that lesbians were abnormal or sick, “men trapped in women’s bodies,” and she knew that she was not. Whether or not her relationship was sexual was insignificant. What was significant was that she could not—or she refused to—recognize her love for another woman in the sexologists’ descriptions of lesbianism.

2). She could become so fearful of her feelings toward other women, which were now seen as unnatural, that she would force herself to repress them altogether, to deny even to herself that she was capable of passionate attachment to another female. She would retrain her psyche, or society would help her do it, so that heteroaffectionality alone would be attractive to her, and even the mere notion of physical or emotional attachment between females, such as her grandmothers and their ancestors enjoyed as a matter of course, would be utterly repulsive to her.

3). She could become so fearful, not of her own emotions but of her community’s reaction to them, that she would spend her whole life in hiding (“in the closet,” as that state came to be described in the mid-twentieth century), leading a double life, pretending to the world—to everyone but her female friend—that she was a stranger to the feelings that in fact claimed the better part of her emotional life.

4). She could accept the definitions of love between women that had been formulated by the sexologists and define herself as a lesbian. While such definitions would set her apart from the rest of womankind (even apart from other females who felt no differently emotionally and sometimes even physically about women than she did), they would also privilege her: acceptance would mean that she could live her attachment to women for the rest of her life, without having to acknowledge that a heterosexual relationship had precedence over her same-sex love; it would mean that she could—in fact, must—seek ways to become an economically and socially independent human being, since she could not rely on a male to support and defend her; and it would mean that she was free to seek out other women who also accepted such an identity and to form a lesbian subculture, such as could not have existed before love between women was defined as abnormal and unusual.

 

For most women, who were of course socialized not to challenge their culture’s ideology about acceptable behavior, with the turn of the century began not only the death knell of romantic friendship (which might have been too simple to survive in our complex times anyway), but it was also the beginning of a lengthy period of general closing off of most affectional possibilities between women. The precious intimacies that adult females had been allowed to enjoy with each other earlier—sleeping in the same bed, holding hands, exchanging vows of eternal love, writing letters in the language of romance—became increasingly self-conscious and then rare. While such possibilities have been restored, to a greater or lesser extent, by the feminist movement of the last twenty years, history does not repeat itself. Love between women in the late twentieth century can no longer hide completely behind the veil of sexual innocence that characterized other centuries. Our era, through the legacy of Freud and all his spiritual offspring, is hyper-sophisticated concerning sex; thus whether or not two women who find themselves passionately attached choose to identify themselves as lesbian today, they must at least examine the possibility of sexual attraction between them and decide whether or not to act upon it. Such sexual self-consciousness could easily have been avoided in earlier eras.

But in earlier eras a lesbian identity, which many women now find viable, appropriate, and even healthy, would have been unattainable also. That identity is peculiar to the twentieth century and owes its start at least partly to those sexologists who attempted to separate off women who continued to love other women from the rest of humankind. The sexologists were certainly the first to construct the conception of the lesbian, to call her into being as a member of a special category. As the century progressed, however, women who agreed to identify themselves as lesbian felt more and more free to alter the sexologists’ definitions to suit themselves, so that for many women “lesbianism” has become something vastly broader than what the sexologists could possibly have conceived of—having to do with lifestyle, ideology, the establishment of subcultures and institutions.

In fact, for these women, lesbianism generally has scant similarity to the early definitions of the sexologists. For instance, it has little to do with gender-dysphoria: those who see themselves as men trapped in women’s bodies usually consider themselves as “transsexual” rather than lesbian, and modern medical technology has even permitted them to chose to alter their sex to be consonant with their self image. Lesbianism has nothing to do with morbidity: there are enough positive public images of the lesbian now and enough diverse communities so that lesbians are assured that they are at least as healthy as the heterosexual woman. Not even a sexual interest in other women is absolutely central to the evolving definition of lesbianism: a woman who has a sexual relationship with another woman is not necessarily lesbian—she may simply be experimenting; her attraction to a particular woman may be an anomaly in a life that is otherwise exclusively heterosexual; sex with other women may be nothing more than a part of a large sexual repertoire. On the other hand, women with little sexual interest in other females may nevertheless see themelves as lesbian as long as their energies are given to women’s concerns and they are critical of the institution of heterosexuality. The criterion for identifying oneself as a lesbian has come to resemble the liberal criterion for identifying oneself as a Jew: you are one only if you consider yourself one.

The changing self-definitions of lesbians have evolved in the context of a changing society in which the smug conceptions of what is normal, natural, and socially permissible have been called into question for heterosexuality as well. There has been a relative social and sexual openness in America in the last couple of decades. That factor, coupled with a strong feminist movement that was very critical not only of men’s treatment of women in society but also of their treatment of women in their own homes, has meant that more and more females were willing to consider themselves lesbians. Those women have had a tremendous effect not only on many who were lesbians before this era of social upheaval, “old gays,” as they have been called, but also on those who do not consider themselves lesbians but who feel now that they can give themselves permission to form more loving and more physically affectionate relationships with women friends than their counterparts might have dared to do earlier in this century.

“Lesbianism” has not yet become a term that is as neutral as “romantic friendship” once was, but love between women appears to have begun the process of being rescued from the infamous status to which it was relegated for most of this century. Many women who identify themselves as heterosexual have been far more willing in the last twenty years to see other women as kindred spirits and battle allies than such women were throughout the earlier decades of the century, when females were socialized to believe that other women were their enemies and rivals. They now have more insight into what would make some females want to identify themselves as lesbians. They have helped create a new climate in which love between women is no longer accurately described as it was in the sensational pulp novels of the 1950s and early 1960s, in titles such as Odd Girl Out and Twilight Lovers. Love between women is no longer quite as “odd,” the “twilight love,” the love that dares not speak its name, as it had been for so long in our century. That new climate has also permitted self-definitions that transcend the stereotypes such as were characterized by the homophobic essayist of 1942 who argued that women should not be allowed to join the military because the only woman who would be attracted to such a pursuit would be the “naked amazons and queer damozels of Lesbos.”2

This book is a history of these metamorphoses. I am concerned with tracing the evolution of love between women as it has been experienced in twentieth-century America, beginning with the institution of romantic friendship that reached a zenith around the turn of the last century, when middle-class women in large numbers were able to support themselves independently for the first time in our history. I am also concerned with how the theories of the sexologists filtered into popular consciousness, not coincidentally at about the same time that many jobs that had earlier been closed to women were opening up. I argue that the sexologists’ theories helped to erode relationships that now threatened to be permanent and thus more “serious” than earlier romantic friendships, which had to give way to marriage when women had no means of support.

My examination of the demise of romantic friendships leads to a study of how some women constructed an identity and a subculture (and how they were frequently discouraged—by psychiatrists, the law, and public and familial pressure) in which they could express their love for other women. I focus particularly on the gradual establishment of lesbian subcultures in large cities; the relationship of class to the nature of those subcultures; the effects that all-female environments such as women’s colleges, the military, and women’s bars have had on the development of lesbianism; the ways in which feminism and gay liberation changed the view of love between women, both for lesbians and for society in general; and the forces that have moved female same-sex loving from the status of romantic friendship to sickness to twilight loves to women-identified-women, and that are gradually destigmatizing it, so that while it is not yet viewed as positively as romantic friendship was, it is becoming far more socially neutral, as even recent opinion polls indicate.3

The general movement of this book is in the direction of tracing the development of lesbian subcultures. But I have tried also to provide glimpses of lesbians who have remained outside of those subcultures, both historically and in the present, those whose lives were or are lived primarily or exclusively within heterosexual communities and who may be considered lesbian only by virtue of their secret sexual identification. My goal has not been to trace the development of “the lesbian.” There is, of course, no such entity outside of the absurd constructions of textbook and pulp novel writers of the first half of the twentieth century. I have been interested rather in the metamorphoses and diversity of lesbians as they related individually and/or collectively to changing eras in American life.

Through my research methodology I hoped to be inclusive of the broadest spectrum of lesbian life, past and present. For the sections of this book dealing with the previous century or the earliest decades of this century obviously I had to rely on archives, journals, and other published materials to reconstruct the history of lesbian life in America. But for the chapters for which I could locate women to tell me about their experiences (beginning with the 1920s) I was anxious to do so, not only to round out the picture of lesbian life by a conscious attempt to look at class, age, ethnic, and geographical diversity, but also to provide this study with their living voices.

I conducted 186 unstructured interviews (lasting from two to four hours) in which I asked lesbians open-ended questions and permitted them to talk as long as they would (often digressively), in the hope of establishing what seemed important to them as lesbians: how they saw themselves and their sexuality, how they related (or did not relate) to the subcultures, what lesbianism meant to them. Through contacts in various states (New York, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Nebraska, Missouri, Texas, and California) who assisted me in setting up interviews, I spoke to a wide diversity of women, from the ages of 17 to 86; women who are white as well as those who are Asian, African American, Latina, and Native American; women who span the socio-economic spectrum from one who milks cows for a living in central California to another who is the primary heir of her grandfather, one of the richest oil men in West Texas; women who have established their lives right in the center of a lesbian community and those who have no contact or only the most peripheral contact with such a community.

The women I interviewed are, for the most part, self-identified lesbians, in keeping with my definition of post-1920s lesbianism: you are a lesbian if you say (at least to yourself) that you are. Of course such self-definitions were rare in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, where I begin this book, since many women did not yet have the vocabulary or even a concept of lesbianism that was broad enough to encompass them. I have included such women in my study if it is clear through what can be traced of them that their emotional lives were primarily homoaffectional.

As will be revealed in the pages of this book, in the debate between the “essentialists” (who believe that one is born a lesbian and that there have always been lesbians in the past just as there are lesbians today) and the “social constructionists” (who believe that certain social conditions were necessary before “the lesbian” could emerge as a social entity) my own research has caused me to align myself on the side of the social constructionists. While I believe that some women, statistically very few, may have been “born different,” i.e., genetically or hormonally “abnormal,” the most convincing research I have been able to find indicates that such an anomaly is extremely rare among lesbians. Perhaps in the future studies will emerge that present compelling support for the essentialist position with regard to lesbianism, but such work does not exist at present.4 A small number of the women I interviewed told me they were convinced that they were born men trapped in women’s bodies; however, for the most part they suspected they were not lesbians but “transsexuals” (two of them had actually had sex change operations and are living as men). Others told me they were born lesbians, but what they said in the interview suggested to me that what they saw as the earliest signs of “lesbian feeling,” erotic interest in other females, in most cases may not have been particularly different from the childhood crushes that even Freudians have described as being “normal” in the young. Their early “lesbian behavior” also seemed often to have amounted only to “inappropriate” gender behavior, a phenomenon that has been convincingly called into question by feminism.

Before women could live as lesbians the society in which they lived had to evolve to accommodate, however grudgingly, the possibility of lesbianism—the conception needed to be formulated; urbanization and its relative anonymity and population abundance were important; it was necessary that institutions be established where they could meet women with similar interests; it was helpful that the country enjoyed sufficient population growth so that pressure to procreate was not overwhelming; it was also helpful that the issues of sexuality and sexual freedom became increasingly open; and it was most crucial that women have the opportunity for economic self-sufficiency that would free them from the constant surveillance of family. The possibility of a life as a lesbian had to be socially constructed in order for women to be able to choose such a life. Thus it was not until our century that such a choice became viable for significant numbers of women. This book traces the ways that happened.
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“The Loves of Women for Each Other”:
“Romantic Friends” in the
Twentieth Century


The loves of women for each other grow more numerous each day, and I have pondered much why these things were. That so little should be said about them surprises me, for they are everywhere…. In these days, when any capable and careful women can honorably earn her own support, there is no village that has not its examples of “two hearts in counsel,” both of which are feminine.

—Frances E. Willard,
Glimpses of Fifty Years, 1889




Ah, how I love you, it paralyzes me—It makes me heavy with emotion…. I tremble at the thought of you—all my whole being leans out to you…. I dare not think of your arms.

—Rose Elizabeth Cleveland to
Evangeline Simpson Whipple, 1890



Early twentieth-century women, particluarly those of the middle class, had grown up in a society where love between young females was considered the norm, “a rehearsal in girlhood of the great drama of woman’s life,” where women’s love for one another was thought to “constitute the richness, consolation, and joy of their lives.”1 They could still envision their relationships as romantic friendship, and if sex entered into it they may have considered it somewhat irregular, but they did not feel compelled to spend too many daytime hours analyzing its implications.

Romantic friendship in Western society can be traced back hundreds of years, at least to the Renaissance. But it was just as sexologists in the latter part of the nineteenth century were grasping their pens to suggest that women who loved other women were abnormal that romantic friendship, especially in America, truly burgeoned. Its growth was stimulated by the increasing militancy of nineteenth-century feminists who were agitating together not only for suffrage but for more opportunities in education and the professions. Its development was fostered by their shared successes. By the end of the century, ambitious women of the middle class who loved other females no longer needed to resign themselves to marriage in order to survive. They could go to college, educate themselves for a profession, earn a living in a rewarding career, and spend their lives with the women they loved. Perhaps for the first time in history they could proclaim, as Enid does to her would-be male suitor in Florence Converse’s 1897 novel, Diana Victrix:


I am not domestic the way some women are. I shouldn’t like to keep house and sew … It would bore me. I should hate it! Sylvia and I share the responsibility here, and the maid works faithfully. There are only a few rooms. We have time for our real work but a wife wouldn’t have…. Please go away! I have chosen my life and I love it!2



Thousands of women such as Enid and Sylvia now banded together in colleges and in various professions, and they created a society of what the nineteenth century and earlier had seen as romantic friends. But there were significant differences between the relationships of these women and those of their predecessors: since they could support themselves, they were no longer economically constrained to give up their female loves in favor of matrimony, and they now had plausible excuses to resist social pressure toward marriage—they could not be adequate wives because they were engaged in pioneering in education and the professions. For the first time in American history, large numbers of women could make their lives with another woman.

Those females who enjoyed such privileges were, for the most part, of middle- and upper-middle-class backgrounds. Among the rich higher education and professional pursuits were still considered entirely inappropriate for women, and among the poor there were no such options for many decades to come. Women from wealthy families who loved other women generally remained constrained to behave much as they would have in past centuries—they still suffered under tremendous and often inescapable pressure to marry “appropriately” at a proper age. And women from poor families who loved other women also continued to be limited. It was not easy for two working-class women to set up a home together on the wages they could earn through menial labor. Economically, long-term relationships continued to be most feasible between working-class women if one of them could pass as a male and get a man’s wages for a man’s work, as some had managed to do in earlier eras. But for women of the middle class, these new times made a whole new lifestyle possible.

The Educated “Spinster”

More than any other phenomenon, education may be said to have been responsible for the spread among middle-class women of what eventually came to be called lesbianism. Not only did it bring them together in large numbers within the women’s colleges, but it also permitted them literally to invent new careers such as settlement house work and various kinds of betterment professions in which they could be gainfully and productively employed and to create all-female societies around those professions. Although these ramifications were undreamt of when the first real college for women, Mount Holyoke, was established in 1837, those who believed in the sacred-ness of stringent sex role behavior or were intent on keeping females chained to domesticity were quick to sniff danger even then. As one writer observed in The Religious Magazine that year, the new education for women meant that all that was “most attractive in female manners” would be replaced by characteristics “expressly formed for acting a manly part upon the theatre of life…. Under such influence the female character is fast becoming masculine.” Despite warnings like that, women’s colleges continued to proliferate. Vassar was founded in 1865, Smith in 1872, Wellesley in 1875, Bryn Mawr in 1886. In the 1870s several universities such as Cornell and the University of Michigan also began to open their doors to females. By 1880, forty thousand women, over a third of the higher education student population in America, were enrolled in colleges and universities and there were 153 American colleges that they could attend.3

But conservatives continued to be unhappy about the revolution in educational opportunities for females. Most of the attacks on women’s higher education centered on the ways in which it would render them unfit for the traditional roles that the writers believed vital to the proper functioning of society. Dr. Edward Clarke, for example, whose 1873 book Sex in Education: or, A Fair Chance for Girls continued to be printed for the next two decades, warned that study would interfere with women’s fertility, cursing them with uterine disease, amenorrhea, dysmenorrhea, chronic and acute ovaritis, and prolapsed uteri. Even into the twentieth century such writers, often imbued with racist and classist theories of eugenics, feared what they called “race suicide” and prophesied that since “the best [female] blood of American stock” went off to college and probably would not marry, the mothers of America would eventually all be “from the lower orders of society” and the country would be ruined.4

Even worse, some writers eventually came to fear (not without cause) a problem they hardly dared to express: that higher education for females, especially in all-women colleges, not only “masculinized” women but also made men dispensable to them and rendered women more attractive to one another. One author of the 1870s, alarmed perhaps by decadent French novels such as Mademoiselle de Maupin (about an adventuress who has affairs with men and women indiscriminately) that were being translated into English and by the writings of the sexologists that were just beginning to emerge, hinted in the pages of Scribner’s Monthly at the sexual possibilities that might arise if large numbers of women had unlimited access to one another. However, he obviously did not feel free to be specific in his allegations:


It is not necessary to go into particulars … [but] such a system is fearfully unsafe. The facts which substantiate [this] opinion would fill the public mind with horror if they were publicly known. Men may “pooh! pooh!” these facts if they choose, but they exist. Diseases of body, diseases of imagination, vices of body and imagination—everything we would save our children from—are bred in these great institutions where life and associations are circumscribed, as weeds are forced in hot beds.5



Perhaps understanding the potency of romantic friendship in nineteenth-century America, such writers could imagine where that sentiment might lead in the right (or rather, wrong) circumstances. They were not far from the mark, but for many young women these effects were fortunate rather than tragic.

Statistics corroborate that those who were interested in maintaining women in the narrow prison of heterosexuality as it was experienced by females in the nineteenth century were quite right in fearing the spread of higher education. Females who attended college were far less likely to marry than their uneducated counterparts. While only 10 percent of American women in general remained single between 1880 and 1900, about 50 percent of American college women at that time remained single. Fifty-seven percent of the Smith graduating class of 1884, at the height of women’s excitement over their new-found opportunities in education and the professions, never married. Marriage statistics for Vassar and Mount Holyoke were similar. Many of the most successful alumnae of that era were “spinsters.”6

Undoubtedly some of them never married because most men in that era feared educated females and would not dare take them as wives. But others never married because they preferred to continue what they discovered in their women’s colleges—relationships with “kindred spirits,” other women who were interested in following the same dreams, with whom they thought it was far more possible to have a loving connection of equals than it was with a man. Many of those women paired with other female college graduates to establish same-sex households—“Boston marriages,” as they were sometimes called in the East where they were so common. Whether or not those relationships were usually sexual cannot be definitively known, but they were often clearly love relationships. The nineteenth century, observing them from the outside, would have called them romantic friendships. Eventually the twentieth century would come to call such relationships lesbian. But to most of those women themselves, who were on the historical cusp in this regard, the former term would have been anachronistic and the latter unacceptable.

Such same-sex relationships were far more preferable and even practical for many women than any form of heterosexuality would have been. As middle-class women who were born into the Victorian era, they could not with ease have indulged in affairs with men outside of wedlock. While some scholars have suggested that Victorian women’s “sexual restraint” existed more in ideology than fact, the evidence seems to support that position primarily with regard to sex within marriage.7

Outside of marriage, women were still constrained by the double standard, which denigrated females who “slipped” sexually and made them pay. Wisdom had it that women could not trust men, since the “weaker sex” would always be at a disadvantage in the battle of the sexes. The Ladies Home Journal advised unmarried women in 1892: “Young men soon lose respect for a girl exactly in proportion as she allows them familiarity.” Such observations were not the purview of prescriptive literature alone. For example, in her book Hands and Hearts: A History of Courtship in America, Ellen Rothman quotes a letter from a woman of the period complaining that females are in danger if they dare even to expose their feelings to the opposite sex: “Woman should never confess her love lest the object of it … take advantage of [her].” And if an unmarried woman did let herself be “taken advantage of,” she was lost as a social being. Frances Willard, whose encomium to love between women opens this chapter, was undoubtedly typical in her response to a college classmate who was rumored to have had male lovers:


A young woman who was not chaste came to [college] through some misrepresentations, but was speedily dismissed. Not knowing her degraded status I was speaking to her when a schoolmate whispered a few words of explanation that crimsoned my face suddenly: and grasping my dress lest its hem should touch the garments of one so morally polluted, I fled the room.



In fantastic contrast to the situation that prevailed on American campuses in the middle of the twentieth century, in the nineteenth century it was far better socially for a woman to have been a lover of women.8

As pioneering females with ambition, these women understood well that marriage would most likely interfere with their self-realization. Marriage was seldom feasible for them, not only because the demands of running a home and bearing children at that time made any other pursuit all but impossible, but also because there were few husbands who could be expected to sacrifice their historically entrenched male prerogatives to revolutionary female notions. Those pioneering women who did marry generally selected very atypical men. Perhaps something of an extreme, Carrie Chapman Catt, who even married a second time after she was widowed at the age of 27, was specific about what she needed to make a heterosexual relationship palatable to her. Her second marriage lasted for fifteen years, until George Catt’s death, but during their marriage they seldom lived together, since she was busy pursuing voting rights for women. She claimed that her husband, who left her a sizable income to continue her pursuits even after his death, had said to her, “I am as earnest a reformer as you are, but we must live. Therefore, I will earn the living for two and you will do reform work for both.” She added, “The result was that I was able to give 365 days work each year for 50 years without a salary.”

It is interesting to note that regardless of what her arrangement with her husband really was, Carrie Chapman Catt still turned to romantic friendships with women for sustenance. Her correspondence with Mary Peck, another active suffragist, suggests the intensity and sensual playfulness of their affectional relationship. For example, Mary Peck would write to her: “Goodnight, darling, beautiful, glorious, priceless, peerless, unutterably precious Pandora. … I love you ardently.” Carrie would respond to her extravagances: “You wrote another letter concerning the charm of my lower lip! I took a day off and went cavorting from mirror to mirror and grinning like a Cheshire cat in hope of catching that ‘haunting smile.”’ Carrie lived with another woman, Molly Hay, for twenty years after George Catt died. It is with Molly rather than with either of her husbands that she declared she wished to be buried. One tombstone covers them both.9

But for the most part, these pioneering women did not marry. The observation of Harriet Hosmer, the nineteenth-century sculptor, applied not just to artists but to any women with dreams of a career:


Even if so inclined, an artist has no business to marry. For a man it may be well enough, but for a woman, on whom matrimonial duties and cares weigh more heavily, it is a moral wrong, I think, for she must either neglect her profession or her family, becoming neither a good wife and mother nor a good artist. My ambition is to become the latter, so I wage eternal feud with the consolidating knot.



Hosmer was not, however, unwilling to tie a consolidating knot with another female, and many other professional women, into the twentieth century, shared her perspective.10 There were few role models to show them that it was possible to combine marriage and career. It must have seemed to many of those pioneering women that a renunciation of marriage was demanded of them no less than it was of a nun. Yet such a renunciation did not preclude a relationship with another woman.

Of course many of those early professional women did not necessarily feel they were making a sacrifice in relinquishing marriage. Their choice to follow a profession may even have served as an excuse to remain heterosexually celibate. Since society generally agreed that marriage and career were incompatible for a woman, those who found marriage distasteful and preferred to live with another female realized that they would be granted social license to arrange their lives as they pleased if they pursued an education and a profession. Many of them would have well understood M. Carey Thomas (the pioneering president of Bryn Mawr) when she wrote of a male suitor: “I should, I think, have committed suicide if I had to live with him. But my choice was made easy by the fact that in my generation marriage and academic career was impossible.”11

But even those who did not realize before they elected their revolutionary paths that they preferred to make their lives with other females often found that a “Boston marriage” had great advantages. It was not only that heterosexual marriage would have closed off possibilities for a professional life and heterosexual affairs would have been socially unacceptable. These career women’s relationships with other females were not simply faute de mieux. At their best, same-sex “marriages” offered a communion of kindred spirits such as romantic friends of other eras had longed for. They could be not only nurturing relationships but also relationships of equals in terms of finances, responsibilities, decision-making—all areas in which the husband claimed precedence and advantage in heterosexual marriage. They potentially fostered rather than interfered with the heady and exciting new ambitions of the early generations of professional women. Coming from a tradition of romantic friendship between women that was widespread in America since the country’s beginnings, being generally unaware that same-sex relationships were already being called “abnormal” and “unhealthy” among sexologists, knowing that for practical reasons they must not marry if they wanted careers, it was probably neither morally nor emotionally difficult for these women to attach themselves to each other.

The Metamorphosis of Romantic Friendship

While romantic friendship had had a long history in Western civilization, it took on particular significance in nineteenth-century America, where men’s spheres and women’s spheres became so divided through the task of nation building. Men saw themselves as needing the assistance of other men to realize their great material passions, and they fostered “muscle values” and “rational values,” to the exclusion of women. Women, left to themselves outside of their household duties, found kindred spirits primarily in each other. They banded together and fostered “heart values.” When nineteenth-century women began to engage in reform and betterment work, they were confirmed in their belief that females were morally superior to men and that their sensibilities were more refined.12 Nevertheless, as long as the facts of economic and social life pushed them to move directly from their father’s house to a husband’s house, the bonds they formed with each other ultimately had to be secondary to familial concerns. But for many of them college changed that path.

Before the advent of women’s colleges, there had been female seminaries in America, but their emphasis was on equipping young middle-class females only with what they needed to become admirable adornments in the home. The new women’s colleges generally aimed to give them an education that went beyond domestic refinements and that challenged their minds in ways not unlike education for men. That education opened up an entirely new world, permitting some women to set their sights much higher than their predecessors could have conceived. Many women before them must have dreamed about ways to defy the usual lot of the female, yet short of passing as a man (see pp. 42–45), which could have little appeal for well-brought-up middle-class young ladies, there seemed no escape from stagnating nineteenth-century domesticity. College women found an escape.

But it was not the facts of their education alone that permitted those who wanted an alternative to domesticity to create one. Rather, it was that the young women’s relationships with one another while away at college helped to make them new people. With or without the administration’s or their families’ blessings, college allowed them to form a peer culture unfettered by parental dictates, to create their own hierarchy of values, and to become their own heroes and leaders, since there were no male measuring sticks around to distract, define, or detract. In those ways the early women’s colleges created a healthy and productive separatism such as radical lesbian-feminists of the 1970s might have envied. But unlike the 1970s radicals, the earlier women managed to fashion that separatism from institutions that were handed to them by the parent culture. They manipulated those institutions to their own needs and ends.

Perhaps the most important element in encouraging young college women in their escape from domesticity was a new form of what had been termed romantic friendship, which came to be called in college life “smashes,” “crushes,” and “spoons.” These passions were even described in an 1873 Yale student newspaper, obviously without any awareness that relationships of that nature might have sexual undertones, or that elements of them were already being seen as “inversion” by some European sexologists (see pp. 39–40): “When a Vassar girl takes a shine to another,” the Yalie observed, “she straightway enters upon a regular course of bouquet sendings, interspersed with tinted notes, mysterious packages of ‘Ridley’s Mixed Candies,’ locks of hair perhaps, and many other tender tokens, until at last the object of her attentions is captured, the two women become inseparable, and the aggressor is considered by her circle of acquaintances as—smashed.”13

Such mores and passions in women’s colleges did not die with the end of the century. Romantic all-women dances were held in the early twentieth century by colleges such as Vassar and Smith, as described by the Cosmopolitan Magazine in a 1901 article entitled “A Girl’s College Life,” where the writer observed that the older student generally played “the cavalier” for the younger student:


She sends her flowers, calls for her, fills her order of dance, … takes her to supper, sees her partner home…. And if the freshman has made the desired hit, there are dates for future meetings and jollifications and a good night over the balusters, as lingering and cordial as any the freshman has left behind.



The young women took these dances very seriously, as a veteran of such socials, Josephine Dodge Daskam, suggested in her early twentieth-century collection Smith College Stories. She decribes one student having delightful “visions of the pretty little freshman” whose name would fill out her dance program and another student who in disappointment over her date “cried herself to sleep for she had dreamed for nights of going with Suzanne, whom she admired to stupefaction.” The writers were not disposed to speculate on the fact, but such courting often led to “lovemaking,” both in the sense of the nineteenth-century sentimental usage of that term and the way we use that term today.14

Although romantic friendships were not yet uncommon outside of women’s colleges, such passions were encouraged even more strongly in an academic setting, since females could meet each other there in large numbers and the colleges afforded them the leisure necessary to cultivate those relationships. With men living in a distant universe outside of their female world and the values of that distant universe suspended in favor of new values that emerged from their new settings, young women fell in love with each other. They became academic, athletic, and social heroes to one another; they shared a vast excitement and sense of mission about their mutual roles in creating new possibilities for women; they banded together against a world that was still largely unsympathetic to the opening of education and the professions to women. How could such excitements not lead to passionate loves at a time when there was not yet widespread stigma against intense female same-sex relationships?

Young college women also soon had role models for romantic friendships in their female professors, since the colleges often required faculty to reside on campus. Many chose to live in pairs and remained in pairs their entire lives. They pointed the direction to a new path, too, because they were self-supporting. Unlike the women in the students’ previous environment, they did not have to marry in order to survive economically. Once the young women left college, however, they often felt adrift in a world that was not yet prepared to receive them. Sex solidarity became to them necessary armor against a hostile environment. They formed networks with one another, served as mentors for one another, and encouraged and applauded one another’s successes, knowing that they could not trust to males (who were still jealous of what they perceived as their own territory) to be thrilled about women’s achievements. But even more important than those networks, they formed intense and lifelong love relationships—“marriages”—with each other.15

They needed all the armor they could get, since when they entered the professions they had been trained for they frequently encountered a huge battle because of their sex. The more they succeeded the more difficulty they had. Dr. Sarah Josephine Baker, for example, a health commissioner for the city of New York in the early twentieth century (who lived in two successive Boston marriages), was told to print her name on stationery as “Dr. S. J. Baker” so the Health Department could “disguise the presence of a woman in a responsible executive post.” These early professional women often felt themselves forced into dress and behavior that was also characterized as “masculine.” Dr. Baker wore “man-tailored suits,” shirtwaists, stiff collars and four-in-hand ties to work, not necessarily because that was her preference but rather because, as she described it: “I badly needed protective coloring … [so that] when a masculine colleague of mine looked around the office in a rather critical state of mind, no feminine furbelows would catch his eye and give him an excuse to become irritated by the presence of a woman where, according to him, a woman had no right to be. … I wore a costume—almost a uniform—because the last thing I wanted was to be conspicuously feminine when working with men.”16 “Butch drag,” professional-woman style, served as armor to deflect the arrows of sexism for those early generations of career women.

Katherine Anne Porter has described such women as “a company of Amazons” that nineteenth century America produced among its many prodigies:


Not-men, not-women, answerable to no function of either sex, whose careers were carried on, and how successfully, in whatever field they chose: They were educators, writers, editors, politicians, artists, world travellers, and international hostesses, who lived in public and by the public and played out their self-assumed, self-created roles in such masterly freedom as only a few medieval queens had equalled. Freedom to them meant precisely freedom from men and their stuffy rules for women. They usurped with a high hand the traditional privileges of movement, choice, and the use of direct, personal power.17



Porter was wrong in seeing them as “not-men, not-women.” They were indeed women, but not of the old mold. Out of the darkness of the nineteenth century they miraculously created a new and sadly short-lived definition of a woman who could do anything, be anything, go anywhere she pleased. Porter was half-right in seeing the importance to them in having “freedom from men and their stuffy rules for women.” But writing in 1947, eons removed from the institution of romantic friendship with which those women had been intimately familiar, Porter was unable to assess how crucially important it also was to them to be tied to another like-minded soul. In giving up men they relinquished not only wifehood and motherhood, but a life of subordination and dependence. In selecting other women they chose not only a relationship of equals but one of shared frustrations, experiences, interests, and goals with which only the most saintly of nineteenth-and early twentieth-century men could have sympathized. Such private sharing was essential to these women, who often found themselves quite alone in uncharted territory. They could endure their trials as pioneers in the outside world much better knowing that their life partner understood those trials completely because she suffered them, too.

“Poets and Lovers Evermore”

In a poem of the 1890s two Englishwomen, Katharine Bradley and Edith Cooper, “romantic friends” who wrote twenty-five plays and eight books of poetry together under the pseudonym Michael Field, declared of themselves: “My love and I took hands and swore/ Against the world to be/ Poets and lovers evermore.”18 Many early professional women in America also clasped hands and swore, generally not to be poets together, but often to be doctors, professors, ministers, union organizers, social workers, or pacifist lecturers together—and “lovers evermore.”

They were often barred from those careers that had long been male preserves. But fueled by the power they gave each other, they could establish their own professions in teaching and administration at women’s colleges, founding and serving in settlement houses, establishing and running institutions for social and political reform, and bringing reform concerns to existing institutions. In these ways thousands of them were able to serve their own needs to be financially independent and creatively employed, as well as their social and political interests in betterment such as had concerned women of their class since the fiery mid-nineteenth-century women abolitionists saw the necessity for female participation in reform work. Perhaps they were able to play roles of prominence as professional figures despite the prevalent opinion that woman’s place was in the home because what they did could often be seen as housekeeping on a large scale—teaching, nurturing, healing—domestic duties brought into the public sphere. They were eventually able to convince great portions of the country—particularly the East and Midwest—that the growing horrors perpetrated by industrialization and urbanization begged to be cured by their mass mothering skills.

But in creating jobs for themselves through their skills they achieved the economic freedom (such as their middle class counterparts in the past never could) to live as what the later twentieth century would consider lesbians, though the early twentieth century was still reluctant to attribute sexuality to such proper-seeming maiden ladies and would have preferred to describe them, as historian Judith Schwarz has pointed out, as “close friends and devoted companions.” Whether or not their relationships were specifically sexual, had they lived today they would at least have been described as falling somewhere on what Adrienne Rich has called the “lesbian continuum.” Their numbers included Emily Blackwell, the pioneering physician and co-founder of the Women’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary, and the woman she lived with for almost thirty years until her death in 1910, Elizabeth Cushier, an eminent gynecological surgeon; renowned biographer Katharine Anthony and progressive educator Elisabeth Irwin, who developed a teaching system for the New York schools and with whom Anthony raised several adopted children in the course of a thirty year relationship; pairs of women such as Mary Dreir and Lenora O’Reilly, and Helen Marot and Caroline Pratt, who lived most of their adult lives together and organized the Women’s Trade Union League, spearheading its battles to regulate women’s hours in factories, fighting clothing and cigar sweatshops, forcing the appointment of women factory inspectors; Vida Scudder, who was a professor at Wellesley but fled from Back Bay Boston privilege to identify herself with the tenement population, establishing the Rivington Street Settlement House and founding the College Settlements Association to bring libraries, summer schools, trade unions, and “culture” into poor communities, and whose “devoted companion” was Florence Converse, a professor and novelist; Frances Witherspoon, head of the New York Women’s Peace Party, co-founder of the New York Bureau of Legal Advice for conscientious objectors, and Tracy Mygatt, with whom she lived her entire adult life and with whom she built the War Resisters League into a large and strong pacifist organization. The list of female contributors to twentieth-century social progress and decency who constructed their personal lives around other women is endless.19

Some of those women were cultural feminists, fueled by their belief that male values created the tragedies connected with industrialization, war, and mindless urbanization and that it was the responsibility of women, with their superior sensibilities, to straighten the world out again. Their love of women was at least in part the result of their moral chauvinism. Others were less convinced of women’s natural superiority, but they wanted to wrest from society the opportunities and training that would give women the advantages men had and thus permit them to be more whole as human beings. Their love of women was at least in part a search for allies to help wage the battle against women’s social impoverishment. Jane Addams, founder of the Hull House Settlement, president of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and Nobel Peace Prize winner, and M. Carey Thomas, president of Bryn Mawr, founder of the Summer School for Women in Industry to serve urban working women, and first president of the National College Women’s Equal Suffrage League, represent these two different types. They are similar, however, in that they both managed to find kindred spirits, “devoted companions,” who would work with them to promote the success of their endeavors.

Twentieth-century biographers have had a hard time trying to pin heterosexual interests to them. Jane Addams found her family’s efforts to launch her as a debutante and marry her to her stepbrother extremely distasteful. Those attempts, Addams recalled in her autobiography, led to “the nadir of my nervous depression and sense of maladjustment,” from which she was extricated by Ellen Starr, whom she met in college. Ellen appears to have been Jane’s first serious attachment. For years they celebrated September 11—even when they were apart—as the anniversary of their first meeting. During their separations Jane stationed Ellen’s picture, as she wrote her, “where I can see you almost every minute.” It was Ellen who prodded Jane to leave her family, come to Chicago, and open Hull House together with her. On accepting the plan Jane wrote Ellen: “Let’s love each other through thick and thin and work out a salvation.” It was Ellen’s devotion and emotional support that permitted Jane to cast off the self-doubts that had been plaguing her as a female who wanted to be both socially useful and independent during unsympathetic times and to commit herself to action: to create a settlement house in the midst of poverty where young, comfortably brought-up women who had spent years in study might now “learn of life from life itself,” as Addams later wrote. Under the guidance initially of both Addams and Starr these females of the leisure class investigated sweatshops and the dangerous trades and agitated for social reforms, helped newly arrived immigrants learn to make America their home, taught skills, and promoted cultural activities. They changed the lives of the poor and were themselves changed by their confrontation with realities from which they had always been sheltered.20

While providing such opportunities for these young women Jane Addams also lived a personal life that most biographers have attempted to gloss over, since the facts have made them uncomfortable. For example, although it is known that Jane and wealthy philanthropist Mary Rozet Smith, who later became her “devoted companion” (as biographers must acknowledge), always slept in the same room and the same bed, and when they traveled Jane even wired ahead to be sure they would get a hotel room with a double bed, nevertheless most historians have preferred to present Addams as asexual. William O’Neill says of her:


She gave her time, money and talents to the interests of the poor … and remained largely untouched by the passionate currents that swirled around her. The crowning irony of Jane Addams’ life, therefore, was that she compromised her intellect for the sake of human experiences which her nature prevented her from having. Life, as she meant the term, eluded her forever.



Perhaps “Life,” as O’Neill and other historians have meant the term (i.e., heterosexuality, marriage, family), eluded Addams, but love and passion did not. Similarly, Allen Davis has tried to explain away what he benightedly calls appearances of “perversion” in Jane Addams’ same-sex intimacies as being instead typical of nineteenth-century “innocent” sentimental friendship. As Blanche Cook points out, Addams was a “conventional lady with pearls,” and erotic passion between women has been considered perversion: the two concepts cannot be reconciled easily. But looking at the available facts, there can be no doubt that Addams was passionately involved with at least two women.21

Although Ellen Starr continued to work alongside Jane and to live at Hull House for many years, the early intensity of their relationship dwindled, and Mary Rozet Smith replaced Ellen in Jane’s affections. Jane’s relationship with Mary lasted forty years. Mary first came to Hull House in 1890 as another wealthy young lady anxious to make herself useful. In the initial correspondence between Jane and Mary, Jane always brought in Ellen, using the first person plural, writing, for example, “We will miss you.” But soon Ellen dropped out of the letters, and by 1893 Mary became a traveling companion on Jane’s lecture tours. Two years later Ellen went off to England alone to study bookbinding so that she could learn to construct a bookbindery at Hull House according to the plans of English socialist-aesthete William Morris and to provide artistic work for the community. The intimate side of her relationship with Jane was by then clearly over.22

Mary Smith and Jane Addams seem to have confided about their feelings for each other to confederates such as Florence Kelley, who wrote Mary at one separation in 1899: “The Lady [Jane] misses you more than the uninitiated would think she had time for.” Letters to each other when they were separated because of Jane’s busy schedule speak for themselves. Mary wrote Jane: “You can never know what it is to me to have had you and to have you now.” Jane addressed her “My Ever Dear” and wrote: “I miss you dreadfully and am yours ’til death.” They thought of themselves as wedded. In a 1902 letter, written during a three-week separation, Jane remarked: “You must know, dear, how I long for you all the time, and especially during the last three weeks. There is reason in the habit of married folks keeping together.” In 1904 they purchased a home together near Bar Harbor, Maine. “Our house—it quite gives me a thrill to write the word,” Jane told Mary. “It was our house wasn’t it in a really truly ownership,” and she talked about their “healing domesticity.”23

The fact of their intimacy is confirmed no more by the knowledge that they always shared a double bed together than it is by a poem that Jane wrote Mary at the end of the century recalling their first meeting:

 

One day I came into Hull House,

(No spirit whispered who was there)

And in the kindergarten room

There sat upon a childish chair

A girl, both tall and fair to see,

(To look at her gives one a thrill).

But all I thought was, would she be

Best fitted to lead club, or drill?

You see, I had forgotten Love,

And only thought of Hull House then.

That is the way with women folks

When they attempt the things of men;

They grow intense, and love the thing

Which they so tenderly do rear,

And think that nothing lies beyond

Which claims from them a smile or tear.

Like mothers who work long and late

To rear their children fittingly,

Follow them only with their eyes,

And love them almost pityingly,

So I was blind and deaf those years

To all save one absorbing care,

And did not guess what now I know—

Delivering love was sitting there!4

 

Despite her absorption in Hull House, Jane Addams needed personal love, and to get it from a man was impossible, not only because that would have violated her inclinations but especially because it would have made her great work unfeasible. Mary Rozet Smith fulfilled Jane’s personal needs and contributed to her work through her wealth, her time and effort, and especially her supportive love.

Allen Davis tells of having spoken about the relationships between women at Hull House with Dr. Alice Hamilton, a ninety-year-old woman at the time of the interview in 1963, who had served there during the early years. As might be expected, Dr. Hamilton denied that there was any open lesbianism between Hull House residents but did agree that “the close relationship of the women involved an unconscious sexuality.” She hastened to interject that because it was unconscious it was “unimportant.” Davis reports: “Then she added with a smile that the very fact that I would bring the subject up was an indication of the separation between my generation and hers.”25

But more significant differences in views toward sexuality are revealed here as well. It would seem that Jane and Mary, who became “lovers” near the turn of the century, did not fear they had much to hide—they could even allow strange hotel keepers to know that they preferred to sleep in a double bed together. They understood (regardless of the sexual nature of their realtionship) that they could rely on the protective coloring of pearls and ladylike appearance and of romantic friendship, which was not yet dead in America since the works of the sexologists were not yet widely known. Dr. Hamilton’s response points up how lesbianism fared later in the century, once the public became more knowledgeable about the horrors of “perversion.” She implies that if love between women were expressed erotically by those who worked at Hull House that would have been unworthy of their noble undertaking, although she grants the existence of “unconscious” sexuality for which one cannot be held responsible, a Freudian concept of the 1920s that would have perplexed the 1890s. Finally, Davis’ blunt posing of the question to Dr. Hamilton in the 1960s, as compared to her veiled answer, indicates the greater freedom of more recent generations to discuss unconventional sexuality, yet Davis’ tone suggests his own felt need to rescue his “American Heroine,” as he calls Addams in his 1973 book, from “nasty imputation.” It is only in the last few years that we can acknowledge, without the fact diminishing her stature, that Jane Addams—whether or not she knew to use the term about herself—was what our day would consider lesbian. She devoted her entire emotional life to women, she considered herself married to a woman, and she believed that she was “delivered” by their shared love.

 

M. Carey Thomas was a very different kind of feminist. Unlike Jane Addams, a cultural feminist, Thomas’ philosophical thrust was not in demonstrating that women could redeem the world because they were different from and better than men, but rather in showing how they were like men, as good as men, and hence deserving of equal treatment. Under her leadership as president of Bryn Mawr, the school provided training for women that was a great departure from women’s education in female seminaries and other colleges that still claimed as a rationale for their existence “educate women and you educate the mothers of men.” Thomas was determined instead to show that “girls can learn, can reason, can compete with men in the grand fields of literature, science and conjecture.”26 She wanted to produce hard-driving professional women in her own image to invade all the worthwhile pursuits that had been closed to women before. Thanks to Carey Thomas, Bryn Mawr students, unlike those at other women’s colleges, were not even expected to care for their own rooms. All was done for them so that they could spend their time being scholars, just as male students could, and the curriculum was modeled on that of the best of the men’s colleges.

Carey Thomas was able to realize her childhood dreams as most women before her could not. She had written of having read Michelet’s misogynist work La Femme as a girl and being blinded by tears: “I was beside myself with terror lest it might prove true that I myself was so vile and pathological a thing.” She even begged God to kill her if she could never learn Greek and go to college. She declared early, with unshakable conviction: “I ain’t going to get married and I don’t want to teach school. I can’t imagine anything worse than living a regular young lady’s life. … I don’t care if everybody would cut me.” There must have been many young women in Victorian America who felt as she did, but it was she who was the pioneer who provided for other women a path to a real alternative to domesticity, just as she had managed to find that path herself.27

Even as an adolescent, Carey had written to her closest friend, Bessie King (they renamed themselves Rex and Rush because they saw that only men were permitted to do interesting things), of her dream that they would become scholars together and be together forever, surrounded by a library with “great big easy chairs where we could sit lost in books for days together,” a laboratory for scientific experiments, and “a great large table covered with papers.” Inextricably bound up with this vision was her fantasy of female love and mutual support, since she knew there was no way such dreams could be realized if she married a man:


There we would live loving each other and urging each other on to every high and noble deed or action, and all who passed should say “Their example arouses me, their books ennoble me, their ideas inspire me, and behold they are women!”28



Her early education in the 1860s and ’70s gave her no reason to believe that such an attachment that would foster both love and productivity was not possible. Her journals show that her years at a Quaker boarding school for girls and then at Cornell provided her with trial experiments on her ideas about female attachments. Nor did her society, still approving of romantic friendship, discourage her. The girls at the Quaker boarding school explained to her simply that she and a fellow student had “smashed on each other or ‘made love’. … I only know it was elegant,” she decided. At the age of twenty-three she complained to her mother, “If it were only possible for women to elect women as well as men for a life’s love! … It is possible but if families would only regard it in that light.” Both her Quaker mother and aunt responded to her admission of love for other females by writing her, “[We] guess thy feeling is quite natural. [We] used to have the same romantic love for our friends. It is a real pleasure.”29

But despite her understanding female relatives, Carey Thomas had to battle her father for the right to a college education. In fact, most of her upper-class Baltimore family believed that her desire was “as shocking a choice as a life of prostitution.” While middle-class girls were going to college in 1874, when Carey begged to, daughters of the wealthiest families were supposed to go on a grand tour of Europe instead, before they settled down in marriage.

After finally being allowed to attend Cornell (she spurned Vassar as an “advanced female seminary”), she attempted to get a graduate degree from Johns Hopkins but was denied entrance to the classrooms. In 1879, accompanied by Mamie Gwinn, her “devoted companion,” Carey went off to Europe to study and received a Ph.D. from the University of Zurich in 1882. Both then came to Bryn Mawr to teach, and Carey was soon appointed dean. Mamie lived with her at the deanery until 1904, when Mamie mysteriously altered her powerful animosity toward males, which had surpassed that of the most militant feminists, and ran off with a philosophy professor who was a married man.30

But long before that, Mary Garrett, a millionaire philanthropist, had fallen in love with Carey and promised the Bryn Mawr trustees she would donate a fortune to the college if they would promote Carey Thomas to president. They did so in 1894, when Carey was 37 years old. Upon Mamie’s departure Mary moved in with Carey on the Bryn Mawr campus, and the two shared a home until Mary Garrett’s death in 1915.

Together, with the help of Mary’s fortune, they promoted wildly controversial feminist causes such as endowing Johns Hopkins with a medical school under the stipulation that women be admitted on an equal footing with men. There can be no doubt that the relationship was what M. Carey Thomas had dreamed of as a girl: one between two women who loved each other and had great work to pursue. She acknowledged Mary as the source of her “greatest happiness” and the one who was responsible for her “ability to do work.” Nor was the fleshly aspect missing, as Carey wrote to her “lover”: “A word or a photo does all, and the pulses beat and heart longs in the same old way.”31

Despite their opposite visions of female aptitudes and uses, Jane Addams and M. Carey Thomas each exemplified what turn-of-the-century women who were devoted to other women, both personally and professionally, could accomplish in the best of circumstances. Of course they had remarkable advantages: they came from wealthy families; they formed relationships with even wealthier women who used their money to aid in the pursuits Addams and Thomas held dear; during their younger years romantic friendship was not yet scoffed at and people would have been incredulous had the term “lesbian” been applied to such fine ladies. They were not targets of homophobic prejudice, since it was only later in the twentieth century that relationships such as theirs became suspect. The significance of their vision is not diminished, however, by their advantages. They saw women as productive beings who could support themselves by professional labor, and as pathbreakers they found a way to make that labor possible, to permit women not only to contribute to society but to be self-supporting so that they might pursue whatever living arrangement they wished. Both during their lives and long after, turn-of-the-century institution builders such as Addams and Thomas affected hundreds of thousands of women, but especially middle-class lesbians who needed to be career women in order to support their lesbian lifestyles.

Lesbian Sex Between “Devoted Companions”

The psychologist Charlotte Wolff has observed: “It is not homosexuality but homoaffectionality which is at the centre and the very essence of women’s love for each other…. The sex act is always secondary with them.”32 Many lesbians probably violently disagreed with Wolff in the 1980s, the decade after she wrote those words, when they were furiously attempting to liberate their libidos. However, Wolff’s description may have been accurate enough for most lesbians of earlier eras, particularly those who were influenced by the Victorian insistence that women were not naturally sexual. But whether or not the women discussed in this chapter had sex with each other reflects less on the meaning and intensity of their involvement than on their relationship to their times. Those who did not share genital expression may have found ways more consonant with their early training to communicate the depth of their feeling—perhaps more verbal expressions of their affections, more displays of mutual nurturing, more holding.

Conditioning probably made it extremely difficult for most of these “proper” women to define themselves in terms that they learned were indecent, even if they did have sexual relationships. Since to them love for other women could still conceivably be seen as romantic friendship, any “slips” might be considered anomalous departures, not central to their relationships. Despite sexual contacts, some may have continued to see themselves as latter-day romantic friends rather than inverts or lesbians. However, it is clear that those “slips” were not entirely unusual.

Kinsey’s statistics show that 12 percent of the women of his sample who were born in the nineteenth century had lesbian contacts to orgasm. While many turn-of-the-century women may have been stopped by the strictures of their times from exploring sexuality, there were a few who knew they were sexual beings regardless of the strictures and did not let themselves be affected by them. Extant letters sometimes reveal an unmistakable sexual relationship between pairs of women. One remarkable set of such letters is that of Rose Elizabeth Cleveland and Evangeline Marrs Simpson Whipple. Rose was the sister of Pres. Grover Cleveland, who was unmarried during his first two years in office. Rose lived with him in the White House at that time and took over the hostess duties of the First Lady. She later became the principal of the Collegiate Institute of Lafayette, Indiana, a writer and lecturer, and the editor of the Chicago-based magazine Literary Life. When she was forty-four she met a wealthy thirty-year-old widow, Evangeline Simpson. Their passionate correspondence began in 1890. For example:


Oh, darling, come to me this night—my Clevy, my Viking, my Everything—Come!

—Evangeline to Rose




Ah, Eve, Eve, surely you cannot realize what you are to me—What you must be. Yes, I dare it now—I will no longer fear to claim you—you are mine by everything in earth and heaven—by every sign in soul and spirit and body…. Give me every joy and all hope. This is yours to do.

—Rose to Evangeline



The letters became more specifically erotic as the relationship progressed. In one, Rose remembers with delight the times when


my Eve looks into my eyes with brief bright glances, with long rapturous embraces,—when her sweet life beneath and her warm enfolding arms appease my hunger, and quiet my [illegible] and carry my body to the summit of joy, the end of search, the goal of love!



These later letters even suggest that their sexual relationship included remarkable erotic fantasy and role playing. For example, Rose writes Evangeline:


Ah, my Cleopatra is a very dangerous Queen, but I will look her straight in those wide open eyes that look so imperious and will crush those Antony-seeking lips, until her arms close over (alas, for my hair with all those armlets), and she becomes my prisoner because I am her Captain…. How much kissing can Cleopatra stand?



The sexual relationship between the two women apparently cooled after a few years, and Evangeline, at the age of thirty-six, married the seventy-four year old Episcopal Bishop of Minnesota. When the bishop died five years later, however, the correspondence between the two women began again. In 1910 they went off together to Bagni di Lucca, Italy, where they made their home until Rose died in 1918. Before Evangeline’s death in 1930 she directed her executors to bury her near Rose in Italy.33

Their correspondence is not unique, although not many early extant letters between women go quite so far as to talk about carrying each others’ bodies “to the summit of joy.” But frequently they do refer to caresses that are unmistakably erotic. Among the papers of feminist leader Anna Dickinson there is a letter signed “Ida” that recalls, “This time last evening you were sitting on my knee, nestled close to my heart and I was the happiest of mortals.” The letter does not stop with such a maternal description. Ida goes on to remember Anna in bed, “tempting me to kiss her sweet mouth and to caress her until—well, poor little me, poor ‘booful princess.’ How can I leave thee, queen of my loving heart.”34

Similarly, Emma Goldman kept for posterity several 1912 letters from Almeda Sperry, a woman who had been a prostitute and was so strongly affected by Goldman’s lecture on white slave traffic that she became an anarchist worker alongside Goldman. The two spent a vacation in the country together, but prior to their trip Almeda wrote Emma that just before she falls asleep she imagines that “I kiss your body with biting kisses—I inhale the sweet pungent odor of you and you plead with me for relief.” The letter obviously did not frighten Goldman into canceling their vacation plans. After their return Almeda wrote her again, recalling Emma taking her in her arms and “your beautiful throat that I kissed with reverent tenderness…. And your bosom—ah, your sweet bosom, unconfined.” Their erotic relationship was apparently culminated, as still another letter from Almeda suggests:


Dearest. … If I had only had courage enuf to kill myself when you reached the climax then—then I would have known happiness, for at that moment I had complete possession of you. Now you see the yearning I am possessed with—the yearning to possess you at all times and it is impossible. What greater suffering can there be—what greater heaven—what greater hell? And how the will to live sticks in me when I wish to live after possessing you. Satisfied? Ah God, no! At this moment I am listening to the rhythm of the pulse coming thru your throat. I am surg[ing] along with your life blood, coursing thru the secret places of your body.

I wish to escape from you but I am harried from place to place in my thots. I cannot escape from the rhythmic spurt of your love juice.35



But women did not necessarily perceive themselves as lesbians simply because they lived such experiences and wrote and received such letters. Some even dismissed entirely the significance of those experiences in identifying their sexual orientation. Several years after Emma Goldman’s relationship with Almeda Sperry, in 1928, the same year the famous lesbian novel The Well of Loneliness was published, Goldman wrote of her shock that a woman friend had run off with Djuna Barnes: “Really, the Lesbians are a crazy lot. Their antagonism to the male is almost a disease with them. I simply can’t bear such narrowness.” Although she had held another woman to her “unconfined bosom” and shared her “love juice” with her, Goldman did not hate men, so she felt she was not “one of them.”36

 

As the century progressed, it became increasingly difficult to dismiss the new implications of such “slips.” Even romantic friendship came to signify lesbianism, once women’s close relationships began to appear especially threatening to the establishment of companionate marriage (see pp. 90–91). The start of a transition in views is suggested in Wanda Fraiken Neff’s 1928 novel about Vassar, We Sing Diana. In 1913 violent crushes between young women were considered “the great human experience” and it was so common for first-year students to smash on one particular professor that she was called “the Freshman disease.” But when the main character returns to teach at Vassar seven years later, all has changed: everything is attributed to sex, undergraduate speech is full of Freudianisms, and “Intimacy between two girls was watched with keen distrustful eyes. Among one’s classmates, one looked for the bisexual type, the masculine girl searching for a feminine counterpart, and one ridiculed their devotions.” It is no wonder that M. Carey Thomas, having spent her whole life loving women, later felt compelled to express negative attitudes about homosexuality and to fear that public discussion of it would make life difficult for all women who lived together.37

It was to a large extent the work of the sexologists, which was disseminated slowly to the layman but finally became part of popular wisdom after World War I, that accounts for the altered views of women’s intimacy with each other. It may be said that the sexologists changed the course of same-sex relationships not only because they cast suspicion on romantic friendships, but also because they helped to make possible the establishment of lesbian communities through their theories, which separated off the lesbian from the rest of womankind and presented new concepts to describe certain feelings and preferences that had before been within the spectrum of “normal” female experiences. Many early twentieth-century women who loved other women rejected those new concepts as being irrelevant to them because they could still see their feelings as “romantic friendship.” But by the end of World War I the tolerance for any manifestations of what would earlier have been considered “romantic friendship” had virtually disappeared, as women were urged to forget their pioneering experiments in education and the professions and to find happiness in the new companionate marriage. Subsequent generations of women who loved other women soon came to have no choice but to consider themselves lesbians or to make herculean efforts of rationalization in order to explain to themselves how they were different from real lesbians.

Because the label “lesbian” implies sexual identification, historians have denied that those pioneering women for whom same-sex intimacies were so crucial had much in common with contemporary lesbians since, to the historians’ relief, there is little concrete evidence of the sexuality of “romantic friends.”38 But those early career women who spent their lives with devoted companions share with their class counterparts today the most crucial perceptions, values, antipathies, and loves that shaped their existence. Professional women who are lesbians at the end of the twentieth century are the descendants of those pioneering women of a century ago.


[image: image]

A Worm in the Bud: The Early
Sexologists and Love Between Women


Avoid girls who are too affectionate and demonstrative in their manner of talking and acting with you…. When sleeping in the same bed with another girl, old or young, avoid ‘snuggling up’ close together…. and, after going to bed, if you are sleeping alone or with others, just bear in mind that beds are sleeping places. When you go to bed, go to sleep just as quickly as you can.

—Irving D. Steinhardt,
Ten Sex Talks With Girls, 1914



Because nineteenth-century women of the working class were largely illiterate and thus have left little in the way of letters, journals, or autobiographies, it is difficult to know to what extent some form of romantic friendship may have been prevalent among them. Historians such as Marion Goldman have suggested a picture of relationships between nineteenth-century American prostitutes that appears to have commonalities with nineteenth-century middle-class romantic friends. They spent all their free time together, traveled together, protected each other, loved each other. Goldman talks about two who were so devoted that they even tried to die together. The deviance of prostitutes’ roles, which set them apart and circumscribed their activities, encouraged them in a “female solidarity and bonding” that were not unlike romantic friendship. However, because their sexuality was so much more available to them than to the typical nineteenth-century middle-class woman, love between women who were prostitutes was much more likely to have manifested itself in genital relations.1

Women in penal institutions during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century seem also to have engaged in some form of romantic friendships. The early twentieth-century psychologist Margaret Otis described such passionate but apparently largely nonsexual relationships between black and white women in reform schools. Otis claimed that those relationships occurred only along cross-racial lines, “the difference in color … tak[ing] the place of difference in sex” and the black woman generally playing the “man’s role.” But since the black and white women were physically segregated in the institutions Otis observed, the relationships usually could have no consummation outside of romantic notes passed surreptitiously between the women and quick utterances of endearment and high sentiments—which would have rendered those affections as emotionally intense and ungenital as most romantic friendships probably were. Had the women not been segregated, however, the nature of the relationships might have been quite different.2

But in the era when romantic friendships between middle-class women in America were an important social institution, during the eighteenth and much of the nineteenth century, they appear not to have been common for working-class women, perhaps because the intimacy necessary for the development of such relationships required leisure and some degree of social privacy. Working-class women, who were generally employed in a domestic setting, had little of either. At the end of the nineteenth century, however, their situation began to change. American working-class women made a move into the public sphere parallel with their middle-class counterparts, taking the new jobs that were opening up with the rapid growth of American corporations and industry. There was now employment for them outside of homes, not only in factories but also in service occupations such as sales and clerical work, and the number of women in unskilled and semi-skilled occupations grew rapidly. The low-paid female wage worker figured heavily in the tripling of the female labor force between 1870 and 1900 (from 1.8 million to 5.3 million, twice the increase in the number of women in the general population).3

Many young working-class women left parents’ or domestic employers’ homes and moved to big cities where they were on their own—away from perpetual supervision and scrutiny for the first time. Such a move accounts for their changing heterosexual practices—which seem to have constituted a (hetero)sexual revolution that preceded the revolution of the 1920s by at least a couple of decades. But such a move also drew young working-class women together in ways that would have been impractical or impossible earlier. Because they lived and worked away from a domestic setting and often made less than subsistence wages, they frequently shared rooms, sometimes on a long-term basis. One historian gives several examples of women who not only lived together but moved together from city to city to find work, and she suggests that such long-term partnerships indicated “close personal bonds that existed among some lower-paid working women similar to the bonds of love and friendship [among] nineteenth century American middle-class women.”4

But that many of those relationships were really similar to romantic friendship as middle-class women experienced it is perhaps dubious. Working-class women may have realistically felt that they did not have the luxury to engage in a connection that neither promoted survival as its chief aim nor promised starker sensual pleasures that could help them forget the bleakness of their labors. The most convincing depictions of these relationships suggest that they were far more concretely oriented—either sexually or practically—than those between romantic friends usually appear to have been. Kathy Peiss, for example, in Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York, observes that working-class women’s same-sex friendships generally occurred in a context that permitted them to negotiate the world of heterosexual commercial amusements in order to make appropriate heterosexual contacts without being accosted by unwelcomed advances as lone women would be. Peiss contrasts this arrangement to the romantic friendships of middle-class women whose purpose was often to help them maintain their privatized same-sex world.5

 

Regardless of the extent or nature of romantic friendship and love between working-class women, when the sexologists (primarily medical men with middle-class backgrounds) who began writing about sexuality in the latter half of the nineteenth century turned their attention to homosexuality, they were more easily able to acknowledge that intimate relations between women in the classes “beneath” them could go beyond the platonic than they could with reference to women of their own class. Their early definitions of the female “sexual invert” (their term for the lesbian) were based on women of the working class. However, although they made their first observations about these women, it was not many decades before relationships between middle-class women (who were becoming entirely too independent) came to be seen by sexologists as similar to what they had observed in the “lower” classes. They were oblivious to the social and economic factors that created important differences between the women’s relationships in each class.

The “scientific” classification of the lesbian in the latter half of the nineteenth century may be seen as consistent with the passion for taxonomy (the minute classification of almost everything) that had overtaken scientific circles at that time. But while they were convinced of the objectivity of their classifications, the scientists—and particularly the medical men who turned their attention to sexology—were often motivated by the moral vision of their day. Influenced by the theories of evolution, they formulated the notion that those who did not contribute to what was considered the human race’s move forward—criminals and deviants and, by virtue of their socio-economic position, the “lower classes”—owed their backwardness to bad heredity. They were “degenerate” because, as the term itself suggests, their genes were defective. Their deviant or backward behavior was thought to have a physiological basis. Through this explanation of the misfit, science came to replace religion as the definer and upholder of mores. White middle-class European values and behaviors that reflected the background of the scientists came to be seen as scientifically normal and healthy. Those who did not conform were “abnormal.” The sexologists thus developed a medical model to study various problems that were earlier considered social or ethical. While in previous eras a person who had a sexual relationship with an individual of the same sex would have been considered a sinner, by the late nineteenth century that person became a “congenital invert,” a victim of inborn “contrary sexual feeling,” a “homosexual”—all ways of looking at same-sex love that had not existed in the first part of the nineteenth century or earlier.

Much of the nineteenth-century classification was done in the name of the eugenics movement, which often attacked the poor and also marked the beginning of a long history of attempted “genocide” of those who loved the same sex. It was now claimed that sexual anomalies were congenital and would not occur without tainted heredity; thus eugenicists were determined to educate the rest of the medical community about the need to make those who were not—as an American doctor, William Lee Howard, said—in “the prime of physiological life” refrain from procreation. Masculine females and feminine males, Howard stated, were only born to parents of the degenerate class who themselves lacked the appropriate “strong sex characteristics.”6

Sexual Inversion and “Masculine” or Transvestite Women

These medical men first observed that inappropriate sex role behavior was sometimes characteristic of women of the working class. The females that the earliest sexologists such as Karl Westphal, Richard von Krafft-Ebing and Cesare Lombroso defined as sexual inverts were often a captive population in prisons and insane asylums, daughters of the poor. Westphal, a German psychiatrist writing in 1869, was the first to describe extensively love between women in medical terms. His subject was a thirty-five-year old servant who was admitted to the Berlin Charite Hospital because of hysteria and bizarre behavior. She claimed to be profoundly disturbed by her love for a young girl. Westphal suggested that she was really a man trapped in a woman’s body. As a child she had been fond of boy’s games, she liked to dress in a masculine way, she had dreams in which she appeared to herself to be a man—and she apparently had sexual desires for women. To Westphal and the sexologists who came after him, the romantic interests of women like this one were inextricably linked to what the sexologists saw as their masculine behavior and their conception of themselves as male. Some historians have suggested a shift in the early sexologists’ views from a concern with inappropriate gender behavior, that is, inversion of personality traits so that a female looks and behaves like a male—to a concern with inappropriate sexual object choice, or homosexuality. But such a distinction is not to be found in Westphal’s work, which clearly connected the two. Nor is it to be found in the work of many sexologists well into the twentieth century or in the popular imagination, which often assumes, even today, that lesbians are necessarily masculine and that female “masculinity” is a sure sign of lesbianism.7

Westphal must have often witnessed passionate expression of love between women of his class since it was so prevelant in Germany during his day, but he would have regarded it as romantic friendship. In the poor servant woman he observed, who was also hysterical and not “feminine” as were refined women of his class, he could dare to see a deviant sexuality. What he could not understand about her life, however, was the reality of the perception that more feminine-looking and -acting females might have more difficulty surviving in her rough environment. He connected her “masculinity” with her “inappropriate” sexual drive, assuming a tie between the two. Despite his limited perceptions, Westphal’s writing alerted other medical men to a supposed correlation between “masculinity” and female same-sex love.

There were many masculine-looking women of the working class, not only in Europe but in America as well, during Westphal’s day. While women of the middle class in the latter part of the nineteenth century were enjoying a tremendous expansion of opportunities in terms of education and the slow but sure opening of various professions to them, the situation of working-class women was not to change much until the end of the century. The jobs that were open to them—usually of a domestic nature or in a factory—offered little beyond bare subsistence and no vistas of opportunity such as women from wealthier families were beginning to enjoy. It appeared to a good number of them that had they at least been men, life would have been more fair. Wages would have been higher for work that was not more difficult, and they would have been socially freer to engage in activities such as travel. There were good reasons for them to envy the privileges that males even of their class enjoyed and that were far above what was available to any female.

Most of them suffered in silence. But a few were more active in their resentment, and the most adventurous or the most desperate of them even formulated an ingenious solution to their plight. They figured out that if they moved to an area where they were not known, cut their hair, and wore men’s clothes, their potential in terms of meaningful adventure and finances would increase tremendously. They often saw themselves not as men trapped in women’s bodies, as the sexologists suggested they were, but rather as women in masquerade, trying to get more freedom and decent wages. Their aims were not unlike those that any feminist would applaud today.

They had few problems with detection. It was relatively easy for women to pass as men in earlier times because, unlike in the latter half of the twentieth century, women never wore pants. A person in pants would have been assumed to be male, and only the most suspicious would have scrutinized facial features or body movements to discern a woman beneath the external appearance.

Obviously there were more working-class women who were disgruntled with their limitations as females but simply eschewed feminine behavior in mild protest than who actually chose to become transvestites and try to pass as men, but the number of the latter was sizable. One researcher has estimated through Union Army doctors’ accounts that at least four hundred women transvestites fought in the Civil War. Many continued as transvestites even into the twentieth century, such as “Harry Gorman,” who, around the turn of the century, did heavy work as an employee of the New York Central Railway and frequented saloons and dance houses every night. Gorman was discovered to be a woman when she was hospitalized for a broken limb. She admitted that she had been passing as a man for twenty years. She also declared that she knew of “at least ten other women,” also employed by the New York Central, who passed as men, appeared wholly manlike, and “were never suspected of being otherwise.” Since there were at least eleven such women working for the New York Central alone and there are records of myriad other such cases, one can safely guess that transvestism and attempts to pass were not so rare and that there must have been thousands of women wandering around America in the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century who were passing as men.8

Most of these working-class women appear to have begun their “masculine” careers not because they had an overwhelming passion for another woman and wanted to be a man to her, but rather because of economic necessity or a desire for adventure beyond the narrow limits that they could enjoy as women. But once the sexologists became aware of them, they often took such women or those who showed any discontent whatsoever with their sex roles for their newly conceptualized model of the invert, since they had little difficulty believing in the sexuality of women of that class, and they assumed that a masculine-looking creature must also have a masculine sex instinct.

Autobiographical accounts of transvestite women or those who assumed a masculine demeanor suggest, if they can be believed at all, that the women’s primary motives were seldom sexual. Many of them were simply dramatizing vividly the frustrations that so many more women of their class felt. They sought private solutions to those frustrations, since there was no social movement of equality for them such as had emerged for middle-class women. Lucy Ann Lobdell, for example, who passed as a man for more than ten years in the mid-nineteenth century, declared in her autobiography: “I feel that I cannot submit to all the bondage with which woman is oppressed,” and explained that she made up her mind to leave her home and dress as a man to seek labor because she would “work harder at housework, and only get a dollar per week, and I was capable of doing men’s work and getting men’s wages.” “Charles Warner,” an upstate New York woman who passed as a man for most of her life, explained that in the 1860s:


When I was about twenty I decided that I was almost at the end of my rope. I had no money and a woman’s wages were not enough to keep me alive. I looked around and saw men getting more money and more work, and more money for the same kind of work. I decided to become a man. It was simple. I just put on men’s clothing and applied for a man’s job. I got it and got good money for those times, so I stuck to it.



A transvestite woman who could actually pass as a man had male privileges and could do all manner of things other women could not: open a bank account, write checks, own property, go anywhere unaccompanied, vote in elections. The appeal was obvious. Even those passing women who denied they were “women’s-righters,” as did Babe Bean, had to admit, “As a man I can travel freely though unprotected and find work.”9

Transvestism may have had a particular appeal to some minority women, who suffered doubly from the handicaps visited on women because of gender and on minorities because of racial prejudice. If they could pass as a man they obliterated at least one set of handicaps. Thus a black woman, Mary Fields, who had been born a slave in Tennessee, found remunerative and honorable employment as a stagecoach driver, even accompanying and protecting a group of nuns on a trek out West. As late as 1914 gender passing obviously provided more opportunities for a minority female than she would have had living as a woman. Ralph Kerwinieo (nee Cora Anderson), an American Indian woman who found employment for years as a man and claimed that she “legally” married another woman in order to “protect” her from the sexist world, also expressed feminist awareness for her decision to pass as a man:


This world is made by man—for man alone. … In the future centuries it is probable that woman will be the owner of her own body and the custodian of her own soul. But until that time you can expect that the statutes [concerning] women will be all wrong. The well-cared for woman is a parasite, and the woman who must work is a slave…. Do you blame me for wanting to be a man—free to live as a man in a man-made world? Do you blame me for hating to again resume a woman’s clothes?10



There must have been many women, with or without a sexual interest in other women, who would have answered her two questions with a resounding “no!”

It appears that an interest in sexual relations with other females came only later in the careers of many of these transvestite women (and in some cases was never of interest to them). But it is plausible that often transvestites did not become lovers with other women until they took on the persona of men and had available to them only those sexual opportunities typically open to men. As subtle as such developments may have been, the sexologists saw only the obvious when they formulated their early definitions of the lesbian. They could not recognize a woman’s wish to be masculine and even to pass as a man as a desire for more economic and social freedom. In their own narrow views she acted masculine because she was a man trapped in a woman’s body and all her instincts were inverted, including her sexual instinct. The sexologists conflated sex role behavior (in this case, acting in ways that have been termed masculine), gender identity (seeing oneself as male), and sexual object choice (preferring a love relationship with another woman). They believed in an inevitable coherence among the three. It was thus that transvestite women and women who behaved as men traditionally behaved, generally women of the working class whose masculinity was most apparent, came to be seen by the early sexologists as the prime example of the lesbian, whether or not those women had sexual relations with other females. And conversely, women who were passionately in love with other females but did not appear to be masculine were considered for some years more as merely romantic friends or devoted companions.

Feminists as Sexual Freaks

Masculine appearance, especially among working-class women, figured heavily in the early definitions of the female invert. A typical description was one by Krafft-Ebing in 1888: “She had coarse male features, a rough and rather deep voice, and with the exception of the bosom and female contour of the pelvis, looked more like a man in women’s clothing than like a woman.”11 But as the late nineteenth-century feminist movement grew in strength and in its potential to overthrow the old sex roles, it was not too long before feminism itself was also equated with sexual inversion and many women of the middle class came to be suspected of that anomaly, since as feminists they acted in ways inappropriate to their gender, desiring to get an education, for example, or to work in a challenging, lucrative profession.

It was the European sexologists who were the first to connect sexual inversion and feminism. Havelock Ellis stated in his chapter “Sexual Inversion Among Women” in Studies in the Psychology of Sex that female homosexuality was increasing because of feminism, which taught women to be independent and to disdain marriage. Ellis, as a congenitalist who believed that homosexuality was hereditary, hastened to add that the women’s movement could not directly cause sexual inversion unless one had the potential for it to begin with, but the movement definitely “developed the germs of it” in those who were that way inclined; and in other women it caused a “spurious imitation” of homosexuality.12

Like the leading English and German sexologists, the French sexologist Julien Chevalier, in his 1893 work Inversion sexuelle, suggested that homosexuality was congenital and that the lesbian was born with “organic elements” of the male; but despite that conviction he also observed that the number of lesbians had grown over the last decades because women were getting educations, demanding careers, emancipating themselves from male tutelage, “making men of themselves” by cultivating masculine sports, and becoming politically active. All of this “male emulation,” according to him, resulted in female sexual inversion.13

American sexologists followed the lead of the Europeans. Frequently their goal also seemed to be to discredit both the women’s movement and love between women by equating them with masculine drives and thus freakishness. They were ready to wage war on any form of women’s bonding, which now, in the context of feminism, seemed threatening to the preservation of old-fashioned femininity. Dr. James Weir, in an article for the American Naturalist (1895), observed that the so-called New Women, and especially their foremost advocates, were really atavistic—throwbacks to the “primitive era” of matriarchy and therefore, by Weir’s logic, degenerate. He managed to work the famous case of Alice Mitchell, a woman who murdered the woman she loved, into his connection between lesbianism and feminism. The modern feminist, he said, “is as much the victim of psychic atavism as was Alice Mitchell who slew Freda Ward.” And just as Mitchell was recognized to be a viragint, so has “every woman who has been at all prominent in advancing the cause of equal rights … given evidence of masculo-femininity (viraginity), or has shown, conclusively, that she was the victim of psycho-sexual aberrancy.” Weir implied that simply promoting feminist goals—agitating for “rights” that had been strictly masculine prerogatives, bonding with other women—was in itself good evidence that a woman was “abnormal,” “degenerate,” and a “viragint.”14

The term “viragint” appears to have been taken from the American translation of Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, in which “viragincy” is an advanced class of female inversion, measured according to masculinity. It served a double purpose in America, to describe both the feminist and the lesbian—and, of course, to connect the two, as the psychiatrist, William Lee Howard, did in a 1901 novel, The Perverts, about a degenerate Ph.D. feminist:


The female possessed of masculine ideas of independence, the viragint who would sit in the public highways and lift up her pseudo-virile voice, proclaiming her sole right to decide questions of war or religion, or the value of celibacy and the curse of woman’s impurity, and that disgusting anti-social being, the female sexual pervert, are simply different degrees of the same class—degenerates.



In his article “Effeminate Men and Masculine Women,” the same author, a staunch congenitalist, explains that these feminist-viragint-lesbians—all “unsightly and abnormal beings”—are victims of poor mating. They must have had feminist mothers who neglected their maternal instincts and dainty feminine characteristics, preferred the laboratory to the nursery, and engaged in political campaigns. Thus they reproduced these mental and physical monstrosities. Howard is, however, optimistic about the future. Soon “disgusted Nature, no longer tolerant of the woman who would be a man,” will allow all such types to “shrink unto death,” he affirms.15

Howard had the assurance of the Darwinists behind him in his conviction that society and nature had evolved for the better in doing away with matriarchy and establishing patriarchy. Whatever was, at that point in time, had to be superior to what had preceded it. Nature would thus see to it that feminists and lesbians, Amazonian throw-backs in Howard’s view, would go the way of the dinosaur and the dodo bird.

The early sexologists, who have been considered so brave for daring to write about sex at all in the sexually inhibited nineteenth century, were, in important ways, not much more imaginative or flexible regarding sex and sex roles than the conservative masses around them. Despite the occasional lip service to feminism such as Ellis paid, they clearly believed that there were men’s roles and women’s roles, and if any woman wanted to diverge from what was appropriate it could only be because she had a congenital anomaly (a degeneracy, most sexologists believed) that made her an invert. A top item on their hidden agenda, whether they were conscious of it or not, finally came to be to discourage feminism and maintain traditional sex roles by connecting the women’s movement to sexual abnormality.

The Attack on “Romantic Friendship”

It was still possible in the early twentieth century for some women to vow great love for each other, sleep together, see themselves as life mates, perhaps even make love, and yet have no idea that their relationship was what the sexologists were now considering “inverted” and “abnormal.” Such naivete was possible for women who came out of the nineteenth-century tradition of romantic friendship and were steeped in its literature.16 Even had they been exposed to the writings of the sexologists, which were by now being slowly disseminated in America, they might have been unable to recognize themselves and their relationships in those medical descriptions. Their innocence became increasingly difficult to maintain, however, as the twentieth century progressed.

Perhaps the sexual possibilities of romantic friendship among middle-class women were overlooked by outside observers throughout much of nineteenth-century America because “illicit” sexuality in general was uncommon then (compared to earlier and later eras), judging at least from the birthrate of children born prior to the ninth month of marriage. During the Revolutionary era, for example, 33 percent of all first children were born before the ninth month of marriage. In Victorian America, between 1841 and 1880, only 12.6 percent of all first births were before the ninth month of marriage. If unmarried women, especially those of the “better classes,” appeared to be by and large inactive in terms of heterosexual relations, it was probably difficult to conceive of them being homosexually active. Popular wisdom had it that decent women were uninterested in genital sexuality and merely tolerated their marriage duties. As an 1869 book, The Physiology of Women, observed with conviction:


There can be no doubt that sexual feeling in the female is, in the majority of cases, in abeyance, and that it requires positive and considerable excitement to be roused at all; and, even if roused (which in many instances it never can be), is very moderate compared with that of the male.



It could easily be believed that romantic friendship between two women was a “mental passion,” spiritual, uplifting, and nothing more.17

Lesbianism became a popular topic of exotic and erotic French novels by the mid nineteenth century and a subject of great interest to later nineteenth-century European sexologists, but in America it was quite ignored almost to the end of the century. The Index Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General’s Office lists only one article on lesbians between 1740 and 1895. However, soon after that point sexological writings began to fascinate American medical men tremendously. The second series of the same catalogue lists almost 100 books and 566 articles between 1896 and 1916 on women’s sexual “perversions,” “inversions,” and “disorders.”18

Turn-of-the-century American writers on lesbianism generally acknowledged the influence of the European sexologists while extending their observations to the American scene. For example, a 1902 article titled “Dr. Havelock Ellis on Sexual Inversion” observed that it was women’s colleges that were “the great breeding ground” of lesbianism. These discussions were often very explicit about the dangers of female friendships that had hitherto seemed perfectly innocent. A medical work that appeared at the beginning of the century alerted doctors that when young girls are thrown together they manifest


an increasing affection by the usual tokens. They kiss each other fondly on every occasion. They embrace each other with mutual satisfaction. It is most natural, in the interchange of visits, for them to sleep together. They learn the pleasure of direct contact, and in the course of their fondling they resort to cunni-linguistic practices…. After this the normal sex act fails to satisfy [them].



But even romantic friendship that clearly had no sexual manifestations was now coming to be classified as homosexual. Medical writers began to comment on “numerous phases of inversion where men are passionately attached to men, and women to women, without the slightest desire for sexual intercourse. [Italics are mine.]”19

American doctors were now genuinely disturbed that the public was still naive about what had recently become so apparent to the medical men. Bernard Talmey, for example, in his 1904 treatise Woman, insisted that homosexuality in females had never been made a legal offense only because of “the ignorance of the law-making power of the existence of this anomaly. The layman generally does not even surmise its existence.” Because of such ignorance, he concluded, women’s intimate attachments with each other are considered often erroneously as “mere friendship.” They are fostered by parents and guardians and are “praised and commended” rather than suspected of being “of a homosexual origin,” as they often are. Some doctors believed they were doing a public service in attempting to close the gap in knowledge as quickly as possible. However, since their writings were for the most part “scientific” it was only very gradually that they began to filter through to popular awareness. Early twentieth-century popular magazine fiction in America continued to treat intense love between women as innocent and often ennobling romantic friendships.”20

Thus lacking the concept, two women in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century might still live in a relationship that would certainly be defined as lesbian today and yet have no awareness of themselves as lesbians. If their relationship was genital they could have felt the same guilt over it that their contemporaries might have experienced over masturbation—it was sexual pleasure without the excuse of inescapable marital duties—but they would not necessarily have felt themselves abnormal. In 1914 psychoanalysts were still noting that “homosexual women are often not acquainted with their condition.”21

Yet there were a few indications of a change in public consciousness as early as the late nineteenth century in America. In contrast to William Alger’s 1868 view of romantic friendships bringing to women “freshness, stimulant charm, noble truths and aspirations,” an 1895 work, Side Talks with Girls, warns the young female that it is dangerous for her to have “a girl-sweetheart” because if she wastes her love on another female she will not have any to give “Prince Charming when he comes to claim his bride.” A couple of decades later, advice books of that nature were somewhat more explicit about the possibilities of sex between females, although the word “lesbian” or “invert” was never used. In fact, a 1914 book, Ten Sex Talks to Girls, which like its 1895 predecessor was aimed at adolescents and post-adolescents, specifically classified sexual relations between females with masturbation, which, the author admonished, “when practiced by one girl is harmful enough, but when practised between girls … is a most pernicious habit which should be vigorously fought against.” This author was quite explicit in his warning to girls to avoid just those manifestations of romantic friendship that were accepted and even encouraged a few decades earlier, such as hugging and exchanging intimacies. Parents were especially alerted to be suspicious of their daughters’ attachments. Articles such as a 1913 piece in Harper’s Bazaar titled “Your Daughter: What Are Her Friendships?” and signed “by a College Graduate” informed parents that most college friendships were innocent, but a tenth of them (how that figure is arrived at is never made clear) were morally degenerate and caused guilt and unhappiness because they were “not legitimate.”22

The medical journals sometimes went much further in their imputation of wild sexual practices between females, though again their focus was generally on women of the working class. Dr. Irving Rosse, for example, discussed sex between women in sensationalistic, excessive, and bizarre terms that appear to have come right out of French novels rather than reality. In an 1892 article for the Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease he described one case of a prostitute who had “out of curiosity” visited various women who made a “speciality of the lesbian vice” and on submitting herself “by way of experiment to [their] lingual and oral maneuvers … had a violent hystero-cataleptic attack from which she was a long time in recovering.” Another case he described was of a young unmarried woman who became pregnant through her married sister, “who committed the simulacrum of the male act on her just after copulating with her husband.” To divine the means she used to transfer her husband’s semen from her vagina to her unmarried sister’s challenges the average imagination, but Dr. Rosse seemed to find nothing dubious in such a feat. In a 1906 work, August Forel, a Swiss psychiatrist and director of the Zurich Insane Asylum, wrote about lesbian sexual orgies “seasoned with alcohol” and nymphomaniacal lesbians. “The [sexual] excess of female inverts exceed those of the male,” he stated. “This is their one thought, night and day, almost without interruption.”23 The literature disseminated to the lay public was considerably tamer.

Nevertheless, the new persective undoubtedly created great confusion in women who were brought up in the previous century to believe in the virtues, beauty, and idealism of romantic friendship. Suddenly they learned that what was socially condoned so recently was now considered unsalutary and dangerous. One woman remembered the shock of the new “knowledge” that came to her when she was eighteen, in 1905. She had been raised with the idea of the preciousness of intimate attachments between females, but almost overnight all changed, she suggested: “Public opinion, formed by cheap medical reprints and tabloid gossip, dubbed such contacts perverted, called such women lesbians, such affection and understanding destructive.” She was, however, a tall, broad-shouldered woman with a deep voice who sold books door-to-door. Females of more “refinement,” who were more feminine-looking and had a more protected social status, were apparently able to continue relationships such as earlier eras viewed as romantic friendship much longer into the twentieth century than unsheltered women who looked as though they had stepped out of the pages of Krafft-Ebing.24

Class may have accounted for profound differences here. The luxury of naivete regarding lesbianism that many socially sheltered middle-class American college women were able to enjoy even into the sophisticated 1920s is illustrated in their yearbooks. The Oberlin College yearbook of 1920, for example, contains a page of thirty-two photographs of women who are identified by name under the heading “Lesbians.” They were members of the Oberlin Lesbian Society, a woman’s group devoted to writing poetry. The Bryn Mawr yearbook for 1921 contains an essay titled “My Heart Leaps Up,” in which the writers observe ironically (but absolutely without any of the implications that psychoanalysts of that era would have felt compelled to draw):


Crushes are bad and happen only to the very young and very foolish. Once upon a time we were very young, and the bushes on the campus were hung with our bleeding hearts. Cecil’s heart bled indiscriminately. The rest of us specialized more, and the paths of Gertie Hearne, Dosia, Eleanor Marquand, Adelaide, Tip, and others would have been strewn with roses if public opinion had permitted flowers during the War.

The type of person smitten was one of the striking things about the epidemic. For instance, our emotional Betty Mills spent many stolen hours gazing up at Phoebe’s window. The excitable Copey was enamoured successively of all presidents of the Athletic Association, and has had a hard time this year deciding where to bestow her affections.

But there were some cases that were different from these common crushes. We know they were different because the victims told us so. Only the most jaundiced mind could call by any other name than friendship Nora’s tender feeling toward Gertie Steele, which led her to keep Gertie’s room overflowing with flowers, fruit, candy, pictures, books, and other indispensible articles….

The real thing in the way of passion was the aura of emotion with which Kash surrounded Sacred Toes. She confided her feelings to one-half the campus, and the other half was not in total ignorance, but Kash constantly worried lest it should leak out.

Of course all these things happened in our extreme youth.25



However, not all females of their social class remained as innocent. Although some early twentieth-century women apparently saw no need to hide their same-sex relationships (for example, Vida Scudder, discussed in chapter 4), many apparently did. Willa Cather was perhaps representative in this regard. At the beginning of her college career at the University of Nebraska in the late nineteenth century she called herself Dr. William and dressed virtually in male drag. By the end of her college years her presentation was considerably more feminine, but she continued her amorous relationships with other women—Louise Pound, Isabelle McClung, with whom she was involved for about twelve years, and later Edith Lewis, with whom she lived for forty years. Yet she cultivated the image of celibacy and pretended to reject all human ties for the sake of art. She claimed that she could not become “entangled” with anyone because to be free to work at her writing table was “all in all” to her. She seems to have felt that it was necessary to conceal the ways in which the women she loved and lived with, and was very “entangled” with, contributed to her ability to create, although the latest Cather biographers have not seen the need for such reticence.26

Cather became very secretive about her private life around the turn of the century because she was cognizant of the fall from grace that love between women was beginning to suffer. Other women who had same-sex relationships at about that time, when society’s view of such love started to turn, adopted a much more aggressive and sadder ploy to conceal what was coming to be considered their transgressions: they bitterly denounced love between women in public. Jeannette Marks, professor at Mount Holyoke, lived for fifty-five years in a devoted relationship with Mary Woolley, president of Mount Holyoke, and yet wrote and attempted to publish an essay in 1908 on “unwise college friendships.” She called such relationships “unpleasant or worse,” an “abnormal condition,” and a sickness requiring a “moral antiseptic.” Marks appears not even to be talking about full-fledged lesbianism, since she decribes those loves only as “sentimental” friendships. But against all her own experiences and those of her closest friends, she baldly states in this essay that the only relationship that can “fulfill itself and be complete is that between a man and a woman.” Later Marks even began work on a book dealing with homosexuality in literature in which she intended to show that insanity and suicide were the result of same-sex love.27 Were those works a pathetic attempt to deny to the world that her domestic arrangement, which all Mount Holyoke knew about, was not what it seemed?

Perhaps it would be more charitable to try to understand her ostensible dishonesty through a revelation that her contemporary Mary Casal makes in her autobiography, The Stone Wall. Casal, writing about the turn of the century a number of years later (1930), talks frankly about her own earlier lesbian sexual relationship with Juno, which she decribes as being “the very highest type of human love,” but she insists on a distinction between their homosexuality and that of “the other” lesbians:


Our lives were on a much higher plane than those of the real inverts. While we did indulge in our sexual intercourse, that was never the thought uppermost in our minds…. But we had seen evidences of overindulgence on the part of some of those with whom we came in contact, in loss of vitality and weakened health, ending in consumption. [Italics are mine.]28



True lesbianism for her had nothing to do with whether or not one has sexual relations with a person of the same sex. Rather it is a matter of balance: Those who do it a lot are the real ones. She and Juno are “something else.”

It is likely that many early twentieth-century women, having discovered the judgments of the sexologists, formulated similar rationalizations to make a distinction between their love and what they read about in medical books. That perception may have permitted many of them to live their lives as publicly as they did—in the presidents’ houses on college campuses, the directors’ apartments in settlement houses, the chiefs’ offices in betterment organizations. They knew they were not men trapped in women’s bodies, the inverts and perverts the sexologists were bringing to public attention. If they had to call themselves anything, they were romantic friends, devoted companions, unusual only in that they were anachronisms left over from purer times.

The Dissemination of Knowledge Through Fiction

The readership for most of the sexologists’ books and articles was long limited to the medical profession. Although lay people were occasionally able to obtain copies of books such as Psychopathia Sexualis and The Psychology of Sex, nevertheless it took some time before these images of the masculine female invert filtered down to the popular imagination in America. To the extent that fiction is an accurate reflection of social attitudes it would seem that despite the sexologists, love between women, especially females of the middle class, continued for many years to be seen as romantic friendship rather than congenital inversion.

While the exotic and erotic aspects of love between women had long been explicit themes in nineteenth-century French literature, there was little in American literature that was comparable to Mademoiselle de Maupin, Nana, or Idylle Saphique. Occasional stories hinted at the awareness of the sexologists’ new discoveries about the dangers of love between women. The earliest example is Constance Fenimore Woolson’s 1876 story “Felipa,” which suggests that the author may have had some familiarity with the ideas of Westphal or other sexologists who were writing at that time. The title character is a twelve-year-old Florida girl who dresses in the clothes of the dead son of a fisherman, which, she acknowledges, “makes me appear as a boy.” In the complicated plot Felipa falls in love with a woman and then, as an afterthought, with the woman’s fiance. When it appears that the couple will be leaving the Florida coast where they have been vacationing, Felipa, in great anguish, wounds the woman’s fiance with a knife. The first-person narrator tries to comfort Felipa’s grandfather who is distraught over the girl’s act of passion. The narrator tells him, “It will pass; she is but a child.” But the grandfather seems to know about inversion and how it asserts itself early. It will not pass, he insists: “She is nearly twelve…. Her mother was married at thirteen.” Again to the narrator’s assurance: “But she loved them both alike. It is nothing; she does not know,” the grandfather replies, “But I know. It was two loves, and the stronger thrust the knife”—that is, Felipa’s more powerful love for the woman caused her to try to stab the man, despite her affection for him. The grandfather’s main concern is not about the child’s attempt to murder, but rather that she tried to kill a man whom she conceived to be her rival for a woman.29 Woolson’s story, however, stands out as an almost isolated instance of knowledge of female sexual inversion (as opposed to romantic friendship) in nineteenth-century American literature.

There are three other examples, all dealing with violence, which, in fact, the sexologists said often accompanied degeneracy. These examples were influenced by the real-life 1892 murder of a seventeen-year-old Tennessee girl, Freda Ward, by her nineteen-year-old female lover, Alice Mitchell, which brought the possibility of violent passions between women to widespread public attention, as it had never been brought before in America. The medical journals described Alice Mitchell in terms out of Krafft-Ebing’s and Havelock Ellis’ work: as a child she preferred playing boy’s games; she liked to ride bareback on a horse “as a boy would”; her family regarded her as “a regular tomboy.” Alice planned to wear men’s clothes and have her hair cut like a man’s so that she might marry Freda Ward and support her by working at a man’s job. She killed her lover because she feared that Freda would marry a real man instead of her. Popular news coverage, such as that in the New York Times, was clear about Alice Mitchell’s claim, which became part of her insanity plea, that “I killed Freda because I loved her and she refused to marry me.”30

It was probably no coincidence that in 1895, only a few years after the Mitchell case received such attention, three fictional works were published that contained images of lesbians as masculine and murderous. In Mary Wilkins Freeman’s “The Long Arm,” Phoebe, an aggressive businesswoman with a masculine build, kills not her female love, Mary, but the man who wishes to take Mary away from her. In Mary Hatch’s novel of the same year, The Strange Disappearance of Eugene Comstock, Rosa, alias Eugene Comstock, is not only a murderer but also manages in the guise of a man to marry another woman, just as Alice Mitchell desired. It is explained that her natural perversion was encouraged by her environment: her father had wanted a son and hence raised her as a boy until she was twelve. Like the medical descriptions of Alice Mitchell and other textbook lesbians, Rosa-Eugene disdained to sit in the parlor and do fancywork or attend to the domestic needs of a man.31

Dr. John Carhart’s Norma Trist; or Pure Carbon: A Story of the Inversion of the Sexes, also brought out in 1895, most resembles the Alice Mitchell case. Norma stabs her woman love when she learns that the woman is engaged to be married to a Spanish captain and then responds to the authorities when she is questioned in terms similar to the newspaper accounts of Mitchell’s response. Norma’s inversion is revealed once again to have manifested itself in childhood through her masculine interest in riding “man fashion” on her pony, being good at math, and loathing perfume. Significantly, her inversion is aggravated because her father insists she be given a “good education,” since she is fond, as only males presumably were, of “books and learning.”32

Outside of these stories, however, lesbianism as the sexologists viewed the phenomenon was an infrequent theme in American fiction until the publication in the United States of The Well of Loneliness (1928), Radclyffe Hall’s famous English novel. Surprisingly, Americans, more than Europeans, seem to have been reluctant to attribute “perversity” to women—unless, that is, the women presented a threat to the social structure by excessive feminist demands. But once the notion of female “perversity” did capture the popular imagination, love between women assumed the image of mannishness rather than the many other images it might have taken, such as exotic, orchidlike mysterious beauty suggested often in French literature, or the gentle, nurturing epitome of femaleness suggested in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century depictions of romantic friendship in American life and literature. It is not, of course, that many masculine women who loved women did not exist, but rather that lesbianism and masculinity became so closely tied in the public imagination that it was believed that only a masculine woman could be the genuine article.

Why Some Lesbians Accepted the Congenital Invert Theory

Most sexologists were not very flattering in their views of inversion. August Forel was representative in his assumption that homosexual love is pathological in nature and “nearly all inverts are in a more or less marked degree psychopaths or neurotics.”33 The new explanations for love between women made it degenerative and abnormal where earlier it was socially sanctioned. Those “explanations” eventually blew the cover of women whose sexual relationships with other women may have been hidden under the guise of romantic friendship. It would be logical to assume that women who loved other women would in a mass, categorically, reject the sexologists’ theories, tainted as they were with traditionalism and stereotypes. And many women, finding the sexologists’ theories disabling, did reject them. But a surprising number of women found them extremely enabling. They perceived real benefits in presenting themselves as congenital inverts.

It meant to some of them that romantic friendship would not have to give way to heterosexuality and marriage with the advent of a creditable male suitor. If they were born into the “intermediate sex,” no family pressure or social pressure could change them. Their love for women was mysteriously determined by God or Nature. If their attraction to women was genital and they failed to keep that a secret, they could not in any case be seen as moral lepers. They were simply biological sports, as Natalie Barney, an American lesbian, wrote in her autobiography, reflecting the sexologists’ influence on her conception of her own homosexuality: “I considered myself without shame: albinos aren’t reproached for having pink eyes and whitish hair; why should they hold it against me for being a lesbian? It’s a question of Nature. My queerness isn’t a vice, isn’t deliberate, and harms no one.”34 The sexologists had provided that ready-made defense for homosexuality.

For the woman who was caught up with notions of gender-apppropriate behavior, the sexologists’ views of the lesbian as a “man trapped in a woman’s body” could be turned in her favor sexually if she wished: she could give herself permission to be sexual as no “normal” woman could. In her essay “The Mythic Mannish Lesbian,” Esther Newton suggests that the congenital inversion theory must have appealed to some women because it was one of the few ways a woman could “lay claim to her full sexuality.” The “normal” female’s sexuality was supposed to be available for procreation and her husband’s conjugal pleasure only. But if a female were not a female at all but a man trapped in a woman’s body, it should not be condemnable nor surprising that her sexuality would assert itself as would a man’s. Newton suggests that for decades the female invert was alone among women in her privilege of being avowedly sexual. Frances Wilder is an example of a woman who took that privilege. In a letter she wrote in 1915 to Edward Carpenter, a leading promoter of the congenital theory, she confessed that she harbored a “strong desire to caress and fondle” another female. Hoping to justify her sex drive, she explained that she experienced such a desire because she had within her not just “a dash of the masculine” but also a “masculine mind.”35

Such defenses, which attributed sexual difference to nature, also meant that those who identified themselves as homosexual could, for the first time, speak out against legal and social persecution. Lesbians (as women) were generally seen as being beneath the law and therefore ignored, with a few rare exceptions. But homosexual men and the lesbians who identified with their struggle through such groups as the German Scientific Humanitiarian Committee used the congenital inversion theory to challenge legal sanctions against sodomy: the law and society had no business persecuting homosexuals, since their behavior was normal for them. And there was no reason for social concern about homosexual seduction, since someone who was not a congenital invert could not be seduced by a person of the same sex.36

It was, in fact, much better to be a congenital invert than one who had the option of being heterosexual and chose homosexuality out of free will. Such a conscious choice in those unexistential times was an offense to society. As one American medical doctor, Joseph Parke, observed in 1906, “If the abnormality is congenital, clearly it cannot be a crime. If it be acquired it may be both vicious and criminal.”37 For many, to claim a birth defect was preferable to admitting to willful perversity.

The spread of the congenital theory also informed many who loved the same sex that there were others like them. That information carried with it potential political and personal benefits that would have been impossible earlier. First in Europe and later in America, it encouraged those who wished to define themselves as homosexuals to organize publicly. The sexologists virtually gave them not only an identity and vocabulary to describe themselves, but also an armor of moral innocence. Once they knew there was a sizable minority like them, they could start looking for each other.

Already by 1890 some female “inverts” had joined the sexual underworld of big cities such as New York, where, along with male “inverts” in evening gowns, they attended balls at places such as Valhalla Hall in the Bowery, wearing tuxedos and waltzing with other more feminine-looking women. The women who attended such functions were perhaps the first conscious “butches” and “femmes.” There could be no such social equivalents for women who loved women before the sexologists turned their attention to them, since earlier they had had no awareness of themselves as a group. In effect, the sexologists gave many of them a concept and a descriptive vocabulary for themselves, which was as necessary in forming a lesbian subculture as the modicum of economic independence they were able to attain at about the same time in history. Historian George Chauncey points out with regard to male homosexuals that the sexologists were merely “investigating an [existing] subculture rather than creating one” through their formulations of sexual inversion. And, indeed, there is good evidence to suggest that homosexual male subcultures have been in existence at least since the beginning of the eighteenth century. But for women who loved women the situation was somewhat different, since economic dependency on marriage had made it impossible for them to form such a subculture as early as male homosexuals did. The sexologists, emerging just as women’s economic position was beginning to change, provided the crucial concept of sexual type—the female invert—for women who in earlier times could have seen themselves only as romantic friends or isolated women who passed as men.38 If the sexologist did not create a lesbian subculture, they certainly were the mid wives to it.

The usefulness of the writings of the early sexologists has been felt even in more recent times by lesbians. Barbara Gittings recalls that in 1950 when she first realized she was homosexual she went to the library looking for more understanding of what that meant. Although she had to search under “Abnormal.” “Perversion,” and “Deviation,” she remembers: “I did find my way to some good material. Though I couldn’t identify with the women Ellis described, at least I knew that other female homosexuals existed. They were real-life people. That helped.” The sexologists crystallized possiblities for young women that they would have had difficulty in conceptualizing on their own.39

Thus some women who loved women were happy about the sexologists’ explanations of the etiology of their “problem.” Perhaps those theories even seemed accurate to women who desired to be active, strong, ambitious, and aggressive and to enjoy physical relationships with other women: since their society adamantly defined all those attributes as male, they internalized that definition and did indeed think of themselves as having been born men trapped in women’s bodies. For many of them, the image of their masculinity was an integral part of their sexual relationships and they became “butches” in the working class and young lesbian subcultures, especially during the 1950s. If the only cultural models they saw of lovers of women were male, it is not unlikely that they might have pictured themselves as male when making love to a woman, just as the sexologists suggested.

The congenital theory even enjoyed some revival in the 1980s. While Freud’s explanation of lesbianism as determined in childhood was the dominant view from the 1920s through the 1960s and the feminist explanation of lesbianism as a political choice held sway in the 1970s, more recently, perhaps in response to a perceived climate of conservatism, the congenital theory has reappeared in the guise of essentialism. Ignoring the evidence of the 1970s, when many women came to be lesbians through their feminist awareness, essentialists say that biology alone explains lesbianism, which is a permanent, fixed characteristic. One is a lesbian if one is born a lesbian, and nothing can make a lesbian a heterosexual. Heterosexuality is “natural” only to one who is born heterosexual, just as homosexuality is “natural” to the born lesbian. As an Austin, Texas, woman observed, “I’m a lesbian because of genetics. I’m sure my great-grandmother and grandmother were lesbians, even though they never came out.” Her proof of their lesbianism, like many of the sexologists’ “proofs,” is only their feminism and their “masculinity”: “They rebelled against playing the traditional roles. They smoked, hunted, did carpentry at home. And they let me know it was okay for a young girl to do things.” An adherence to the congenital theory is perhaps the safest position homosexuals can take during homophobic times when they fear they might be forced to undergo “treatment” to change their sexual orientation. And it serves to get parents or detractors off one’s back. Essentialism is also a political strategy. Even in conservative periods, it encourages homosexuals to build their own culture and institutions with the conviction that since they are born different from heterosexuals they must find ways to rely only on themselves and others like them.40

However, historically no less than today, there were other females who did not see themselves as having been born men trapped in women’s bodies, despite the fact that they made their lives with other females and even had sexual relations with them. For these women, much of what the sexologists wrote was frightening or meaningless. Those who were scared by the sexologists’ pronouncements perhaps ran into heterosexual marriages that would mask their feelings or lived as homosexuals but practiced furious homophobic denial to the world. But many others must have been outraged at the imputation of degeneracy and rejected the theories out of hand, believing perhaps that there were some freaks somewhere such as those the medical men wrote about, but it had nothing to do with them. They simply loved a particular female, or they preferred to make their life with another woman because it was a more viable arrangement if one were going to pursue a career, or they did not think about it at all—they lived as they pleased and saw themselves as uncategorizable individuals.
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