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Summary

The focus of this dissertation entitled 'Difference, Identification &
Desire: Contemporary Lesbian Genre Fiction' is the representation of
lesbian identity in four contemporary popular lesbian genres:
autobiographical fiction, speculative fiction, romance fiction and
crime fiction. The aim of the dissertation is three-fold. Firstly, it
seeks to acknowledge and celebrate the large variety of
representations of lesbianism produced by lesbian writers working
with popular forms of the novel during the past twenty five years.
Secondly, it explores the ways in which lesbian writers have reworked
popular genres in order to highlight lesbian and feminist concerms
and to depict aspects of lesbian existence. It analyzes the effects
of introducing discourses of lesbianism into the plots of popular
genres, showing how the latter have been subverted or adapted by
lesbian use. Thirdly, the thesis seeks to specify the ways in which
the generic forms themselves, according to their own codes and
conventions, shape and mediate the representation of lesbian identity
in the text. In addition to this focus, the dissertation traces a
number of themes and concerns across and within the four genres under
discussion. These include the relationship in the texts between the
sign ‘lesbian' and the discourse of feminism, and the oscillation
between the representation of lesbian sexual identity in terms of
woman-identification and difference-between women. The aim
throughout the analysis of contemporary lesbian genre fiction is to
identify both that which is specific to lesbian representation and
that which 1is characteristic of the particular genre under
discussion. The dissertation represents a contribution to three areas

of literary study: Genre Studies and Feminist Studies in general, and
to Lesbian Studies in particular.



INTRODUCTION: LESBIAN GENRE FICTION

Le Corps Lesbien has lesbianism as its theme, that is, a theme
which cannot even be described as taboo, for it has no real

existence in the history of literature. Male homosexual

literature has a past, it has a present. The lesbians, for
their part, are silent - just as all women are as women at all
levels ... (Monique Wittig, The Lesbian Body, p.9)

What is Lesbian Fiction?

Twenty vyears ago it was scarcely possible to identify a body of

literature as 'lesbian'. The lesbian 'genre' would have included
Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness (1928), Djuna Barnes's
Nightwood, some of the novels of Colette and, perhaps, the 'pulp’
fiction of the 1950s by Ann Bannon and Valerie Taylor. The main

factor linking all these texts is the lesbianism of their authors.

With the rise of the Women's Movement in the 1970s these novels, and

other works by lesbian writers were claimed as part of a lesbian

literary tradition which sought to acknowledge and celebrate the

artistic creativity of lesbians, past and present. Moreover, the
Women's Movement began to generate its own literature, much of which

proclaimed itself as lesbian and celebrated lesbian love.

However, as Alison Hennegan points out, this newly emerging
canon does not necessarily coincide with what lesbians actually read

as 'lesbi:an'l. As readers, lesbians have not allowed the standard of
'lesbian authorship’ to determine their understanding of lesbian

literature. Rather, we have applied what Mandy Merck calls a perverse

perspective to all literature, from both 0pposil}%ma1 and mainstream

cultures?. This historical fact makes the critical task of defining
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lesbian fiction a complicated and problematic one. Moreover, between
the advent of the Women's Movement in the 1970s, when this process
of reclamation began, and the present period of the 1990s, a great
deal of critical theory has intervened, which further complicates
the task of lesbian literary critics. Post=structuralist and
postmodernist theories of literature have overturned the old
certainties concerning the relationship of an author to her text, and

of a text to its reader/s, to the extent that the object of analysis

is in danger of disappearing altogether.

Nonethelegss, the topic of my thesis 1is precisely that
configuration 'lesbian fiction'. Despite the claims by post-
structuralist critics such as Stanley Fish (in the appositely named
Is There a Text in This Class?) that literature as a category cannot
be defined positively, there exists in the 1990s a large body of

literature which inscribes itself and is hailed as 'lesbian'3. The

Women's Liberation Movement is the single most important determinant
in this huge upsurge of productivity; without it most of these texts
could not have been written. Bonnie Zimmerman refers to the
construct of the lesbian writer proposed by the Lesbian Feminist
Movement of the 1970s, representing her as a figure who has a strong

political commitment to lesbianism and addresses her texts to the

v4

'lesbian community'®. In this sense, contemporary lesbian fiction may

be seen as a sub-genre of feminist fictiony it is sometimes

represented as the exemplary form for feminist writers to employ.

In her essay 'Lesbian Intertextuality' Elaine Marks argues

that, since what she sees as the appropriation of Sappho's poetry by
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the masculine poetic tradition occurred, no 'sufficiently challenging
counter images' of lesbianism were produced in French literature
until the advent of the Women's Movement and the writing of Monique
Wittigs. In her preface to The Lesbian Body, a quotation from which

prefaces this chapter, Wittig herself argues that,

Only the women's movement has proved capable of producing
lesbian texts in a context of total rupture with masculine

culture, texts written by women exclusively for women, careless
of male approval. (p.9)

For Marks, the 'J/e' of le Corps Lesbien is the most powerful lesbian
in literature because she re-examines and redesigns the world from a
lesbian feminist perspective. Yet, contemporary inscriptions of
lesbianism and lesbian identity are as much negotiations and
adaptations of pre-feminist representations as they are constructions
of lesbian feminism. In this respect ‘'lesbian fiction' exceeds the
category of Women's Movement literature, and exists outside as well
as linside it, in a relation of interaction but not of complete
identity and equivalence. And, while the' socially constructed and
historically contingent nature of lesbian identity make allegiance to
a lesbian tradition or 1literary continuum problematic, lesbian
writers and readers are formed in relation to earlier models and
configurations of the lesbian subject (and to contemporary non-
feminist models), and in relation to a discourse of lesbianism, which
sexves to make lesbian fiction a specific, if not a discrete,
category.

The fact that the last ten years has not, as Sara Maitland
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comments, seen the emergence of 'The Feminist Novel', which is
discrete in structure, form, style, tropes, content, etc., means that
a discussion of lesbian fiction necessitates a consideration of the
various different genres with which lesbian writers engageﬁ. The
category of lesbian fiction both cuts across and, in its individual
examples, is intersected by, different literary genres and modes. In
order to acknowledge both the specificity of lesbian discourse and
the construction of lesbian identity in and through a numBer of
different genres, a model is required which neither relegates lesbian
fiction to a sub-genre, nor constructs it as an over-arching
metanarrative. Lesbian feminist theorists have advanced a number of
models in order to construct the category of lesbian fiction. I shall
now discuss these, highlighting the advantages and disadvantages of
each in turn. The models may be defined as: 'lesbian content',
'lesbian authorship' and 'lesbian sensibility'. I shall then consider
a structuralist account of lesbian fiction, and the potential of a

model based on the notion of lesbian writing and reading

commmities.

Three Models of Lesbian Textuality: 'Lesbian Content', 'Lesbian
Authorship' and 'Lesbian Sensibility'
According to the broad definition which this model implies a text is

judged as lesbian if it introduces lesbian characters or themes. The

'lesbian content' model of lesbian fiction is widely rejected by
lesbian critics on tne grounds that it fails both to distinguish

between positive and homophobic representations of lesbianism, and to
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identify the specificity of recent 1lesbian feminist fiction.
However, this model is often accepted by lesbian readers who
frequently make subtextual readings of even misogynistic or
homophobic texts. A recent example of a filmic text which has been
read as 'lesbian' by lesbians is Emmanuelle. Despite the criticism
of its politics and ideology which the film received from many
feminists, some lesbians found its representation of sex between
women erotic and appealing. Its popularity with sections of tne
lesbian community may be explained by the fact that, in contemporary
heterosexist society, lesbians are somewhat starved of visual
representations of lesbian relations and of lesbian erotic images.
Lesbian characters have featured in western literature

throughout its history. The lesbian occupied a central place in

romantic fin de si&cle literature, most notably in the work of
Béaudelaire; and the figure of the lesbian frequents the pages of the

North American dime novels of the 1950s. These were written by both

women and men, and have such intriguing titles as Strange Sisters,
The Shadowy Sex and We Walk Alone’. For both fin de si&cle
'decadent' literature and some 1950s pulp fiction, lesbianism
functions, albeit in different ways, as a sign of exoticism,

degeneration and transgression. Yet, in so far as this literature

does not represent the inscription of identity of a self-conscious

sub-cultural group, it falls outside contemporary definitions of

lesbian fiction. Clearly the existence of lesbianism in the text,
while necessary, is not in itself sufficient to give the text a

lesbian identity. The same is true of texts of which it is possible
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to make a lesbian reading. Despite the fact that the lesbian
overtones of the feelings which Mrs Danvers and the heroine
experience toward Rebecca in Daphne Du Maurier's novel have prompted
writers such as Mary Wings to create lesbian versions of it, Rebecca
is not generally considered by lesbians or non-lesbians as a lesbian
novel®. With the focus in Margaret Forster's recently published
biography on du Maurier's personal involvements with women, this view
of the novel may changeg. Some critics have suggested that the author
herself must either identify as lesbian or have experience of intense
female erotic attachments for a novel to be seen as 'lesbian’.

There are two main reasons why the 'lesbian authorship' model
of lesbian textuality enjoys precedence with many lesbian critics.
Firstly, it reflects the dominant (liberal humanist) belief that
notions of origin and originality are central to textual analysis.
Many kinds of feminist criticism, such as gynocriticism, demonstrate

the difficulty of moving beyond this privileged relationship between
author and text, to the exclusion of other relations of production

and consumption. Secondly, and more importantly from a lesbian point
of view, lesbian authorship has been seen rightly as having political
value: the existence of lesbian writers and literature is regarded of
vital importance in validating lesbian identity and experience. In a
homophobic and heterosexist culture lesbian authorship has

considerable significance. Because lesbians have been literally and
literarily silenced throughout history, their self-inscription as
lesbians is a radical political act in and of itself. One of the most

valuable enterprises of feminist and lesbian criticism, therefore,

-8 =



has been the (re)discovery, via biographical and historical
materials, of the lesbianism of supposedly heterosexual writers.
Willa Cather is one such example. The discovery that Cather lived
with another woman for forty years has led lesbian critics to re-
evaluate her mnovels and uncover a lesbian perspective in her
representation of apparently heterosexual lovel®, In such cases the

text, contrary to New Critical and post=-structuralist teachings, has

not been sufficient unto itself. The literary strategies of gender,
pronoun ambiguity and the concealment of the writers' and/or
characters' lesbian identity under a male pseudonym, combined with
the sheer weight of heterosexist conventions and criticism which a
discussion of these strategies challenges, have made 'corroborative'
biographical data, in the form of letters and diaries, of wvital

importance to Lesbian Studies. As Reina Lewis comments:

It is all very well being told that the sovereign controlling
subject is dead, but for groups who were denied access to the
authoritative reading and writing position 131% first time
round, there is a very real need to occupy it now —.

Without an insistence on the lesbian biographies, histories and
contexts of texts, the silences produced by heterosexist readings and

interpretations of them will not be broken. Diana Collecott cites as

an example the silencing of H.D.'s lesbianism in tne 1983 edition of

her Collected Poems, 1912-1944, the editorial of which falls to

mention that her poem, 'I said', was addressed to her lover, Winifred
Bryher. Collecott asks:



What are the critical implications of reinserting this poem in

its lesbian contexts: the contlei(ts of actual lives, then and
now, and the literary contexts?

Any attempt to answer this question necessarily requires a concept of
lesbian authorship (and readership).

Apart from its political significance, the appeal to lesbian
authorship in defining a text as lesbian has an obvious advantage
over the lesbian content model. Whereas the latter reduces lesbian
literary criticism to a 'lesbian spotting' enterprise, the lesbian
authorship model acknowledges that writing is an activity in which
positionality - that is, the stance adopted in a text - is crucial,
However, proponents of this model often fall into the mimetic ‘trap’
of assuming that literature can and does 'reflect' that position,
whether dominant or marginalised. A one-to-one equation 1is
frequently made between lesbian author-lesbian experience-lesbian
text, and these appear as monolithic categories. Alison Hennegan,
for instance, in her article on the lesbian novel, represents writing
as a transparent mediuml3., The process by which lesbian 'experience’
is 'translated' into fiction is not seen by her as an issue. In
Hennegan's view, it is unequivocally 'lesbians' who write lesbian
fiction. This might not appear such a presumptuous claim were it not
for the fact that it excludes the work of many women who engage with
lesbianism, either by featuring lesbian characters and relationships

in their writing or by challenging the centrality of heterosexuality
in women's lives. Sara Maitland and Mich&le Roberts, for example,

have both written of 1lesbian love in their work, yet neither
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identifies primarily as lesbian.

The problems inherent in this approach have been exemplified by

the reception of Toni Morrison's novel Sula. Morrison is a Black

heterosexual woman writer who created in her novel a powerful female
relationship which many women read as 'lesbian'. Morrison herself

entered the debate over whether that relationship made Sula a lesbian

novel, and denied that it did1*. No doubt on account of Morrison's
heterosexuality and her status as author, this judgement was widely
accepted by lesbian critics. Yet for many lesbian readers of the.

novel the opinion and sexual identity of its author is a less

important consideration than the positive representation of a loving

relationship between women.

The consequences of rejecting authorial identity as the
defining feature of lesbian fiction are considerable: it would
appear that anyone, including men, can write lesbian fiction. For
this reason some lesbians, such as Hennegan, insist on a 'lesbian-
only' definition. But, it seems to me that lesbian authorship
cannot stand alone as the model for lesbian textuality, largely
because it is not a fixed and given category in itself. Women change
tneir sexual identification and the sign 'lesbian' has different
meanings in different historical periods. If lesbian authorship were
the sole criterion, then Lesbian Studies must always ‘prove' the
incontrovertible lesbianism of the authors whom it claims by the
strategic production of biographical corroboration. The latter

ignores the extent to which biography and autobiography are also .

constructed rather than transparent forms. The lesbian authorship
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model also fails to account for the work of lesbian writers, such as
Patricia Highsmith, who write predominantly about heterosexual
characters in mainstream society. Mandy Merck argues that a more
radical and subversive strategy lies in the application of perverse
readings, thereby indirectly appropriating texts for a heterogeneous
lesbian culturel. Moreover, lesbian fiction, like any other type,
is 'over-determined'; it is the product of a variety of factors; both
literary and extra-literary. A simple one-to-one relationship
between (lesbian) author and her text therefore becomes untenable.
Similar problems emerge with the 'lesbian sensibility' model,

which is often seen as a corollary to lesbian authorship. Hennegan

sees a causal connection between lesbian authorship and sensibility:

A lesbian novel for me has become one in which a lesbian
author's experience and necessarily oblique vision of the world

... informs her work, regardless of the gender or sexuality of
her characters. (p.12)

As Mandy Merck has pointed out, it is as if a mere sexual object
choice were sufficient to produce the 'authentic sensibility' which,
for Hennegan, emanates from lesbian fiction properls. Hennegan's
concept of ‘'lesbian sensibility' has much in common with the
gynocritical school of feminist criticism, the goal of which is the
correlation of sexual and textual identities in terms of style,
imagery, tone and structure. While correlations of this kind
certainly do exist, the positivist search for a unifying,

homogenizing principle 'behind' lesbian fiction denies differences

within and between texts (and similarities with texts outside the
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lesbian 'tradition'). It again assumes a more or less unproblematic
and essentialist relationship between authorial/sexual and textual
identity. It ignores the determining effects of genre, and the ways
in which generic conventions and codes affect the construction of
sexual identity and cut across any homogeneous category 'lesbian'.
Approaches which are based on this model repress what Barthes
calls the text-as-work: the ways in which literary codes construct
'experience'17. The relationship between experience and text is not

one of reflection, nor even, according to post-structuralist theory,
one of mediation. Literature does not filter through a pre-existing
experience, rather it constructs experience in the text in accordance

with historically specific literary modes of production and
consumption.

Is there a Lesbian Aesthetic?

Attempts to establish a lesbian literary aesthetic have been
undertaken in the context of recent formulations of a 'feminist'
aesthetic. A major contribution to the latter has come from the work
of French feminists such as Héléne Cixous and Luce Irigaray. In
different ways, both these theorists argue that writing is a
gendering practice; the sexual identity of a text is produced through
inscription, rather than ‘'mirroring' the biological sex of the

author!S, Avant-garde writers of both sexes are more likely to write

feminine texts because to write 'as a woman' is to disrupt the

linear, goal~oriented sentence of conventional patriarchal discourse.

-~ v & L ’
Theories of ‘'ecriture feminine' have an obvious suggestiveness for
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lesbian critics engaged in the study of lesbian modernism; Gertrude

Stein, H.D., Djuna Barmes, Virginia Woolf and Colette could all be
considered to be practitioners of a 'feminine' writing practice in
this sense. Indeed, as lesbian modernists, it could be argued that

they are exemplary exponents of €criture feminine,

However, the concept of the 'feminine' poses as many problems
for lesbian theorists as it opens promising avenues of enquiry. Not
only does it fail to convey any sense of the histories of textual
practices, but it threatens to elide lesbianism altogether in the

abstract category of ‘'the feminine'. Moreover, the specificity of
lesbian textuality has historically frequently resided precisely in
opposition to conventional notions of femininity. It 1is therefore

doubtful if lesbian writing can be re-absorbed so easily, albeit into
a new formulation of the feminine. The lesbian writer and theorist
Monique Wittig rejects the concept of ‘Ecriture feminine',
describing it as ‘'the naturalizing metaphor of the brutal political
fact of the domination of women'l’. Rita Felski has recently

challenged the whole enterprise of constructing a feminist aesthetic.

One of the main arguments of her book Beyond Feminist Aesthetics is:

the 1impossibility of a feminist aesthetic, defined as a
normative theory of literary or artistic form that can be
derived from a feminist politics ... The chimera of a 'feminist
aesthetic' has tended to hinder any adequate assessment of both
the value and the limitations of contemporary feminist writing
by measuring it against an abstract conception of a 'feminine
writing practice, which in recent years has been most
frequently derived from anti-realist aesthetics of textuality.
I suggest 1in contrast that it is impossible to speak of
'masculine’ and ‘'feminine' in any meaningful sense in the
formal analysis of texts; the political value of literary texts
from the standpoint of feminism can be determined only by an

investigation of their social functions and effects in relation
-1l -



to the interests of women in a particular historical context,

and not by attempting to deduce an abstract literary theory of
'masculine' and ‘feminine', ‘subversive' and ‘'reactionary'

forms in 1isolation from the social conditions of their
production and reception. (pp.1-2)

The quest for a Lesbian Aesthetic - a set of stylistic,

structural and tonal features which mark a set of texts as ‘'lesbian’

- is therefore a problematic one. Commenting on some of the attempts
to delineate a lesbian aesthetic, Zimmerman cautions against

ascribing innate characteristics to lesbian textuality:

Why 1is circularity or strength limited to lesbians, or,
similarly, why is love of nature or creativity? It is certainly

not evid%t that women, let alone lesbians, are ‘'innately'
anything.

Should literary criticism therefore make way for sociology? Sociology
can certainly answer important questions about the contexts of the
production and consumption of lesbian fiction. However, a purely
sociological definition leaves unanswered the specifically literary
critical question of what it is about lesbian narrative that makes it
'lesbian'. One possible answer is that proposed by Terry Castle in
her suggestive article, 'Sylvia Townsend Warmer and the counterplot
of lesbian fiction'?l, Castle provides an alternative to author-
content analyses, and offers a structuralist account of lesbian

narrative; she argues that lesbianism inheres in the lesbian novel as

plot function or as, in her phrase, 'erotic counterplotting'.
According to Castle, twentieth-century lesbian fiction is
characterized by the displacement of the male homosocial triangle
-15-



(male-female-male), which she sees as the dominant configuration of
western canonical literature. In its stead, lesbian novels install a
female homosocial triangle (female-male-female) which, in explicitly
lesbian texts, is itself replaced by a female dyadic bond (female-

female) in which the male term drops out altogether. From this

schematic analysis Castle infers the underlying principle of lesbian

narrative itself:

.o+ for female bonding to 'take', as it were, to metamorphose
into explicit sexual desire, male [homosocial] bonding must be

suppressed ... Townsend Warner's Frederick has no boyhood
friend, no father, no father-in-law, no son, no gang, no

novelist on his side to help him triangulate his relationship
with his wife ... To put it axiomatically: in the absence of

male homosocial desire, lesbian desire emerges. (p.226)

Castle goes on to argue that this principle enables the
identification of two basic mimetic contexts in which realistic
writing plots of lesbian desire are most likely to flourish: the
world of schooling and adolescence (the world of pre-marital
relations) and the world of divorce, widowhood and separation (the
world of post-marital relations). This hypothesis is born out by Gill
Frith's study of what Elaine Marks calls the 'gynaeceum', or girls'

school novel, a genre of powerful female homosocial and homosexual
plotting which had its heyday in the interwar yearszz. More recently,

the political fictions of the 1970s and '80s present other
gynocentric situations, such as women's groups and women's centres,

which provide settings for homosocial and homosexual plots.

Yet, even given available mimetic contexts for the inscription
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of lesbian desire, Castle maintains that lesbian fiction displays a
tendency to move away from the mimetic, the plausible, towards the

implausible, the fantastic. If ‘'plausibility' is commensurate with

the conventions of patriarchal canonical literature this movement

becomes inevitable:

By its very nature lesbian fiction has - and can only have - a
profoundly attenuated relationship with what we think of,
stereotypically, as narrative verisimilitude, plausibility, or
'truth to 1life'. Precisely because it is motivated by a
yearning for that which is, in a cultural sense, implausible =
the subversion of male homosocial desire = lesbian fiction
characteristically exhibits, even as it masquerades as
'realistic' in surface detail, a strongly fantastical,
allegorical or utopian tendency. (p.229)

Lesbian novels which oscillate between the realistic and the fabulous

include such generically diverse texts as Woolf's Orlando; Djuna

Barnes' Nightwood; Russ's The Female Man; Sarah Schulman's After

Delores; and the novels of Jeanette Winterson. Castle's theory also
accounts for the emergence and popularity of lesbian speculative and
utopian fiction in which both the movement towards the fantastic and

the delineation of the lesbian feminist community are most fully

realized.

As I have mentioned, post-structuralist analyses tend to ignore
the social context of 1literature. Texts are represented as
autonomous, internally-referential systems of signification, isolated

from any writing context. In relation to contemporary lesbian

fiction, which is strongly dependent on a context of lesbian reading

and writing communities, on a self-conscious sub-culture and on a
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category of 'lesbian' as an identity, such an approach is clearly

inadequate. As Joseph Bristow, in his introduction to the lesbian and

gay issue of Textual Practice, comments:

Above all other things, our sexuality is where we place
ourselves; sexuality locates our sense of belonging. And it is

within the subculture enabling our forms of sexual expression
that our reading and writing primarily belong. (p.175)

Therefore, any theory of Anglo-American lesbian fiction must take
account of the significance of the reading and writing communities of
North America and Britain to such a literature. These communities
are the product of twentieth-century patriarchal capitalism, and
exist in the context of the political realities of that structure.

As John D'Emilio demonstrates, capitalism initially provided the

conditions for the emergence of lesbian and gay identities, and then
for a politics around those identities?3. In a related way,
capitalism also produced and exposed the contradictions of women's
social positioning, which in turn facilitated a feminist politics

based on the idea of women as a gender-class. Feminism and the Gay

Liberation Movement have been fundamental to the consolidation of
lesbian communities in Britain and North America and to the
literature which tney have produced in ;:he past fifteen years.

It is therefore important that lesbian literary criticism does

not restrict itself to either author-based or purely formal

aesthetics if it 1is to understand how literature functions in

particular social contexts. Recent reader-centred approaches, such

as those of Helen Taylor and Janice Radway, demonstrate that fiction
-18-



is as much a product of readers and their readings as of writers'
writin324. In the act of reading readers (re)produce the text and
its meanings in particular ways which are dependent on their frames
of reference. The writer may be an authorial identity which the
reader reconstructs in the process of consuming/producing the text

or, in some cases, notably in genre fiction in which meaning resides

more in the conventions of the genre than in the writer-as-origin,
someone who does not figure significantly in the text-reader
relationship. The attention to context is possibly even more crucial

in Lesbian and Gay Studies. As Bristow comments:

What must be acknowledged is that such texts possess specific
meanings when consumed within their subcultural contexts
because they are a crucial part of securing sexual political

identifications. The value of these works is not universal but
specific to a particular readership. (p.175)

The lesbian and gay male interpretation of Madonna is a good example
of the specificity of subcultural reading practices. Madonna's camp
performance and homoerotic imagery have a resonance for lesbians and
gay men which they do not have for heterosexual audiences. Her song
'"Justify My love' was seen by many gay people as addressing their
claims for sexual legitimacy and, for a period, it became a gay
anthem in bars and clubs in North America and Britain. Madonna's
'gayness' 1is therefore not so much an intrinsic quality of her
performance, as a construction of her image by lesbians and gay men.
Lesbian fiction is therefore produced by readers as well as

writers, and the focus of my dissertation is on the works of fiction
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that anglophone lesbian communities have been reading in the past
three decades. Rather than privileging the question of authorial
identity and its relation to textuality, I am decentering it and
considering it as one of several textual determinants of lesbian
fiction. The identity of a text as 'lesbian' depends to some extent
on extra-literary factors, such as how it is read and received by the

lesbian reading public and, crucially, on how it is packaged and

marketed. The latter depends on its place in relation to the

publishing industry.

Lesbian Fiction and the Publishing Industry

Contemporary lesbian fiction owes its existence on the bookshelves
largely to the lesbian and feminist publishing houses and women's

presses. These first emerged in the 1970s as small, independent and
committed publishing adjuncts to the Women's Liberation Movement, and

were frequently non-profit making and voluntarily staffed.
Britain's Onlywomen Press is one example. In North America the Naiad
Press was set up with the aim of publishing specifically lesbian
writings In the last decade feminist publishing has become
increasingly successful, and it has been in the vanguard of the book

industry boom in the 1980s when shares in The Women's Press were

floated on the City stock market. Surprisingly perhaps, lesbian
fiction has, up to now, benefited from the capitalization of the book
world but, as Nicci Gerrard cautions, feminist fiction could, if
conditions in the world of publishing change, just as easily be

erased from tne lists of profit-determined publishing25 .
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The major British women's presses, Virago and The Women's
Press, include many lesbian titles in their lists; Virago publishes
the reissue of The Well of loneliness and other lesbian 'classics’,
and The Women's Press publishes a number of crime fiction éitles.

Sheba and the Onlywomen Press, two small, independent houses, ﬁublish

mainly lesbian and radical feminist writing. Lesbian fiction

therefore partly exists as a set of texts on the lists of the women's

publishing houses. For lesbian readers in Britain the Virago ‘apple’
and The Women's Press 'iron' logos have come to signify a brénd of
literature, just as the soapbox packaging of Mills and Boon signifies
a particular genre of romance to its readers. The marketing of

lesbian fiction as part of the category of feminist writing is
important in terms of who buys the books and how they are read. Just
as 'the rose of romance' defines a type of romance fiction, the

striped spine of The Women's Press titles is as important a marker of
the text's identity as its author or theme. The major commercial
houses do not explicitly market texts as 'lesbian'; the word is
frequently omitted from the book jackets of texts which do treat
lesbian themes. This means that lesbian readers have to rely on
other strategies in order to recognise texts with lesbian themes or
characters. These include word of mouth, prior knowledge of authorial
identity and skimming through the pages or scouring the 'blurb' for
intimations of close female friendships. Interestingly, many public

lending libraries perform this task for lesbian readers by affixing a

double 'woman' symbol to the spines of lesbian texts.

The 'concealed' marketing of lesbian texts within feminist and
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women's fiction as a whole has two effects: firstly, it introduces
non-lesbians to lesbian themes and narratives, and thereby implicitly
validates lesbian experience as part of a continuum of women's
experience. Genre fiction is particularly important in this respect.

A lesbian c¢rime novel 1is also an acceptable format for the

introduction of lesbian themes to non-lesbian readers in that the

conventional genre renders the potentially challenging material less
threatening. Non-lesbian and lesbian readers alike appear able to
move between lesbian and non-lesbian genre fiction with relative
ease. This  suggests that lesbian genre fiction, such as crime
fiction, retains many of the traditional pleasures associated with
that genre, altnough the sexual identity of the heroine will
necessarily have a different meaning for lesbian and non-lesbian
readers. (The students on Rebecca O'Rourke's adult education courses
are willing to admit that lesbians write the best crime titles!26)
Moreover, the popularity of genre fiction among lesbian readers is
undoubtedly due in part to the promotion of recent lesbian and
feminist fiction in terms of generic categories. When we think of
lesbian fiction we think just as much in terms of genres - science

fiction, crime - as we do of individual writers.

Whereas in North America a distinctly lesbian publishing
industry exists, the British marketing strategy locates lesbian

fiction ‘'within a wider category of feminist writing, which

effectively aligns lesbianism with feminism. To some extent this

determines how that fiction may be read and used. It also raises the

question of whether the lesbian writing promoted and published by the
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mainstream feminist presses constitutes a standard or norm which is
assimilable to their wider feminist output. Some of the most

challenging and controversial lesbian writing of recent years, such

as Sarah Schulman's After Delores (1989) and Pat Califia's Macho

Sluts (1989), has been published outside mainstream feminist

publishing, by small feminist presses like Sheba or by the Gay Male
Press. Anna-Marie Smith, speaking at the ICA Lesbian and Gay

Conference in April 1991, explicitly referred to the policing of
lesbian texts by feminists in publishing. The refusal of the
feminist bookshop 'Sisterwrite' to stock copies of Califia's book, of
Della Grace's collection of lesbian photographs and of the lesbian
pornographic magazine Quim demonstrates that censorship exists at the
point of distribution. It is interesting, too, that until 1992 none
of the women's presses in Britain produced a lesbian romance series
such as that published by Naiad in North America and greeted with

enthusiasm there. This absence is possibly a result of the fact that

the romance genre was largely discredited by British Marxists and
some feminists, such as Germaine Greer (who famously called romance
fiction 'dope for dopes'), and, until recently, it was seen as
unserious and trivial?’. The romance has historically been an
important genre for lesbians because it validates love and desire
between women, and a British market for romance fiction has existed
for some .time. Last year, the Silvermoon bookshop issued a series of

lesbian romances under their own imprint as a direct response to

British demand.
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Lesbian Genre Fiction

Because lesbian writing has been closely associated with feminism,
and the women's presses have provided the main outlet for lesbian
fiction in the past ten years, it is not surprising that much of this
fiction reworks genres appropriated by other women writers. Genre
fiction has been one of the main sites of lesbian and feminist
intervention in recent years, and feminist genre fiction has proved
phenomenally successful in terms of publishing sales. An exemplary
instance is the success of feminist crime fiction. Characterized as
'a women's genre' since the start of what has been called its 'Golden
Age' in the 1920s and 1930s, crime fiction has attracted a growing
lesbian and feminist interest in the 1980s, particularly in North
America. There, Katherine V. Forrest was one of the first writers to

introduce a 1lesbian detective to the genre. Clearly then, lesbian

genre fiction cannot be seen in isolation from feminist genre

fiction, and neither of these can be entirely isolated from the wider

genre.

The Women's Press was one of the first UK publishers to produce

a women's science fiction 1list. The Press is the British publisher
of Joanna Russ's feminist science fiction of the 1970s. The success
of the science fiction series precipitated the move into crime

fiction; the Women's Press published Barbara Wilson's Murder in the

Collective in 1984. Virago followed suit and also adopted a crime

list, obtaining Wilson's third Pam Nilson mystery, The Dog Collar

Murders, for publication in 1989. Pandora, an adjunct of Routledge

and Kegan Paul, set up to exploit the burgeoning success of feminist
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publishing, were quick to establish their own crime list and gained

the British rights to Sarah Dreher's Stoner MacTavish (1988).

Given the fierce competition between the women's publishing
houses necessitated by the capitalist system in which they operate,

small, radical publishers rely to some extent on their political
reputations to attract readers and writers, as well as on the
loyalty of authors. Anna Livia, whose writing takes the form of an
eclectic combination of romance, fantasy and science fiction, has
remained with Onlywomen Press, which she co-founded, throughout her
writing career. Onlywomen are unusual in the respect that, because of

their political commitment to lesbian writing and their relatively

small output, they promote fiction as 'lesbian' rather than as genre

fiction.

As my discussion indicates, two aspects of the relationship
between lesbian writing and genre fiction are particularly important.
Firstly, lesbian writers are involved in the feminist reworking and
re-appropriation of mainstream genres. Genre-coding offers the
opportunity for lesbian writers to slot their concerns into a pre-
given, but not immutable, structure. The typical urban setting of
crime fiction, for example, permits an exploration of the issue of
male violence against women, a topic which lesbian feminists such as
Andrea Dworkin and Adrienne Rich have written about on a theoretical
level. The obverse also operates. Generic categories inform and to
some extent structure the representation of lesbian identity, so that
the lesbian detective, for instance, is portrayed either as a hard-

boiled individualist or as a more cerebral, feminised heroine.
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Secondly, lesbian fiction in the 1980s has largely been constructed
as genre fiction. Feminist publishers have actively participated in
this process by shaping and promoting genre categories into which
lesbian texts can be inserted, and in terms of which they can be
produced.  The collection of feminist crime stories,

Reader, I

Murdered Him, edited by Jen Green, contains stories produced
specifically for that collection. Millie Murray, who contributed ‘A
Blessing in Disguise', had not written a crime story previously.

The increasing trend towards genre categorization has led to a
debate about the value of feminist and lesbian genre fiction. Some
feminist critics are critical of this trend. Patricia Duncker, for
example, argues against the present popularity of lesbian and
feminist genre fiction, claiming that it limits the writer's
imagination and results in trite plotszg. Bonnie Zimmerman, in her
comprehensive study of lesbian literature, acknowledges the generic
diversity of lesbian fiction, but chooses to discuss it in terms of
concepts of women's community rather than analyse it in terms of
genrezg. Duncker's view is consistent with the feminist critique of
genre fiction of the 1970s, when Greer attacked romance fiction on
the grounds of its ideological conservatism and its oppressive images
of women. However, as Rosalind Coward and Linda Semple argue in their
discussion of women's detective fiction, women writers. have
historice;lly used genre as a vehicle to explore women's issues, and
recent feminist and lesbian writers have subverted rather than

reinforced conventional notions of both genre and gender30.

In contrast to the adverse critical view of genre fiction,
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Helen Carr, the editor of an invaluable collection of feminist genre

criticism, maintains that the use of genre has enriched feminist

writing. She argues that the shift towards genre fiction and

criticism is a result of tne diversific:l:ation of feminism:

[I]t's no longer possible or fruitful to try to discuss women's

writing as a single category in the way one could or at any
rate did in the 1970s. We now realise that we can't talk of

women as a monolithic category. There are questions of race,
class, sexuality and historical context, and in writing
different modes and contexts of literary production, different

conventions and functions, all of which must be considered. To
think of women or their writing as a single homogeneous group

1S nearly s impossible as to talk of 'mankind' or ‘'great
literature'~",

On the contrary, as Carr goes on to observe, women's writing 'has now
to be seen as pluralistic, protean and diverse'. She claims that
genre fiction in its very pluralism resists canonization, and that
discussing feminist writing in terms of genre is a way of escaping
the pressure to construct an alternative canon of great women
writers. Carr also makes the point, overlooked by Duncker, that all
writing is dependent on 'genre' (in the original meaning of the term)
as a framework or set of codes which is always present to some
degree. Whether the text be a feminist novel of ideas or a lesbian
thriller, codes ‘'are what make story-telling possible'. While
agreeing with Carr's analysis, I would add that lesbian fiction, in
particular, has benefited from the trend towards genre writing.

Lesbian characters, as a result of their insertion into genre

categories, have become more heterogeneous and diverse than in tne

past, assuming a wide variety of exciting roles and identities. While

.



the feminist novel of ideas, championed by Duncker, represents a
valuable contribution to feminist literature, there is also room in
the lesbian literary canon for the lesbian thriller and the lesbian

romarice.

The focus on genre in lesbian literature also permits, even

requires, a discussion of the role played by pleasure in our reading.
Feminist and, indeed, mainstream criticism has recently, and somewhat
belatedly it could be argued, acknowledged that the majority of
people read for pleasure as much as for education or edification.
There is now a growing amount of critical material focusing on the
relationship between pleasure, fantasy and cultural practices. As the
lesbian demand for romances, thrillers and other popular forms
demonstrates, lesbian readers want to be entertained as well as
inspired by lesbian fiction. In fact, the 1980s could be
characterized as a period when many lesbians sought to emphasize the
pleasurable rather than the political aspects of lesbian existence
through the exploration of fantasy and the experimentation with style
and image. Genre fiction has facilitated this process by offering
lesbian readers a diversity of appealing fantasy images of lesbian
detectives and romantic heroines. However, as I shall demonstrate, it
would be incorrect to characterize this trend as apolitical. Although

feminism has suffered the retrenchment common to all radical
movements in the 1980s, lesbian genre fiction treats political issues
such as violence against women, racism and sexual discrimination. One

of the pleasures for feminist and lesbian readers of lesbian crime

fiction, for example, 1is its combining of a critique of male
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violence with the cathartic dispatching of the patriarchal villain.
Contemporaneous with the rise of genre fiction as a major
lesbian and feminist mode in the 1970s and 1980s, is the

proliferation of metafictional writing. Metafiction is usefully

defined by Patricia Waugh as:

...2 term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and
systematically draws attention to its status as an artifact in

order to posg ques tions about the relationship between fiction
and reality-<.

A product of, and an enquiry into, the ‘postmodern condition',
metafiction is characterised by intertextual references, pastiche and
the radical mixing of different genres, both literary and non-
literary. It therefore represents a challenge to the project of

Genre Studies, for it undermines many of the 'structuralist'
boundaries which Genre Studies has erected in its delineation of

genre categories. However, metafiction and genre fiction cannot be

seen as totally distinct, the former as literary 'fashion' and the
latter as traditional and familiar, because genre fiction provides
the very modes which metafiction appropriates and parodies. Moreover,
the different genres of fiction have never been as distinct as
separate as some critics claim. Dickens mingles the picaresque genre

and the bildungsroman with the thriller and the comic novel. Conan
Doyle combines Gothic and the thriller in The Hound of the

Baskervilles. The influence of metafiction has led genre fiction to
become increasingly intertextual and self-conscious. The science

fiction of Jody Scott, for example, combines motifs from the science
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fiction and vampire genres and provides a postmodern meta-commentary

on the ideological uses of genre.

If genre fiction involves the adherence to or the transgression
of a pre-given set of narrative conventions, metafictional strategies
ensure that lesbian fiction is transgressing, rather than adhering

to, those conventions. In fact, it could be argued that the

existence of lesbian genre fiction - and the lesbian detective, the
lesbian space adventurer, the lesbian romance heroine who are
portrayed in it = is itself a postmodern phenomenon, in so far as it
represents a lesbian appropriation of masculine, heterosexual and
established forms. Metafiction has consolidated the erosion of
clear boundaries between genres and definitions of High/Low Art,
making the forms more malleable and fluid, and therefore more suited

to lesbian appropriation and use. Lesbian writers have participated

in this erosion; they have helped to stretch the boundaries of the
possible and the permissible in genre fiction. For the purposes of
this analysis, therefore, metafictional texts will not be considered
as a separate category, but discussed in terms of the generic
categories on which they draw and comment.

The four genres which I have chosen for consideration are
lesbian autobiographical fiction, lesbian speculative fiction,
lesbian romance fiction and lesbian crime fiction. The latter three

are popular forms which have their heterosexual counterparts in
mainstream genre fiction. The former, autobiographical fiction,

although it is an arguably more 'literary' form, has been included

because it has been an important and popular form of the women's,
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feminist and, more recently, lesbian feminist novel. The Second Wave

of feminism has popularized the confessional novel, emphasizing its

political rather than literary value.

My method in this study is, firstly, to describe each genre in

thematic and structural terms, relating it both to the mainstream

genre and to other types of lesbian fiction. Secondly, I analyse the

representation of lesbian identity, subjectivity and sexuality in
each genre, emphasizing the particular constructions each genre
invites or requires. Thirdly, I examine the ways in which the
insertion of a discourse of lesbianism shapes the narrative structure
of each genre. My aim througnout is to identify what is specifically
lesbian about 1lesbian genre fiction, and what is formally

characteristic and conventional about lesbian genre fiction.

One consequence of undertaking this study is that I situate myself as
a lesbian critic. Lesbian literary criticism lies at the intersection
of literary criticism and identity politics. Like feminist criticism,
lesbian criticism is a political criticism which both draws on and
constructs ‘experience'. Whatever the standpoint of the lesbian
critic, her work is always taken as evidence of her sexuality. As 1
have shown, ‘'identity' is a problematic category on which to base a

1iterary' critique. NonetlLeless, despite its complexity, the

connection remains and, rather than deny it I intend to signal my

relationship to the sign 'lesbian' by employing the first person
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plural forms ‘'we', 'us' and ‘'our'. This is not meant to posit a

monolithic concept of the 1lesbian reader/critic/community, but
represents a strategy by which I may signify my political and
emotional allegiance.

In addition to the personal satisfaction I have gained from
many of the lesbian novels 1 discuss, one of my reasons for
presenting this thesis is a desire to counter what Teresa de Lauretis
has called 'sexual indifference', the ideology which renders lesbian
sexuality and lesbian textuality invisible. I quote Lauretis here by

way of introduction to this endeavour:

[It is necessary to consider] how lesbian writers and artists
have sought variously to escape gender, to deny it, transcend
it, or perform it in excess, and to inscribe the erotic in
cryptic, allegorical, realistic, camp, or other modes of
representation, pursuing diverse strategies of writing and of

reading the intransitive and yer3§>bdurate relation of reference
to meaning, of flesh to language--.

Notes

1. Alison Hennegan, 'On Becoming a Lesbian Reader', in Suzannah
Radstone (ed) Sweet Dreams: Sexualit Gender and Popular
Fiction (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1988), p.169.

2, Mandy Merck, Perversions (London: Virago Press, 1993), p.3.

3. Stanley Fish, Is there a Text in this Class? The Authority of
Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1980).

4., Bonnie Zimmerman, The Safe Sea of Women: Lesbian Fiction 1969-

1989 (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990), pp.14-21.
5. Elaine Marks, 'lesbian Intertextuality', in G. Stambolian & E.

Marks (eds), Homosexualities and French Literature. Cultural

Contexts/Critical Texts (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
9y PPeI23%/ /.

6. Sara Maitland, 'Futures in Feminist Fiction', in H. Carr (ed),
From My Guy to Sci-Fi: Genre and Women's Writing in the
Postmodern World (London: Pandora Press, 1938Y), p.190.

7. A substantial amount of 1950s pulp fiction featuring lesbian

.32




8o
9.
10.

11.

12,
13.

14,
15.

16.
17.

18.

19.
20.

21.

themes and characters was written by lesbians, such as Ann

Bannon and Valerie Taylor. For a lesbian perspective on this
fiction see Diane Hamer, ''"'I am a Woman'': Ann Bannon and the
Writing of Lesbian Identity in the 1950s', in Mark Lilly (ed)
lesbian and Gay Writing: An Anthology of Critical Essays
Pniladelphia: Temple University Press, 1990), pp.4/=/5; anc
Carol-Ann Uszkurat's work in progress on 1950s' lesbian pulp
fiction.
Mary Wings sees her novel Divine Victim (London: The Women's
Press, 1992) as a lesbian version of Rebecca.

Margaget Forster, Daphne du Maurier (London: Chatto & Windus,
1993).

Two recent articles discuss Cather's work from a lesbian

perspective: Judith Fetterley, 'My Antonia, Jim Burden, and the
Dilemma of the Lesbian Writer', in Carla Jay & Joanna Glasgow

(eds) Lesbian Texts and Contexts: Radical Revisions (New York:
New York University Press, 1990), pp. s and Sharon
0'Brien, '"The Thing not Named'": Willa Cather as a lesbian
writer', in Estelle B. Freedman, Barbara C. Gelpi, Susan L.

Johnstone & Kathleen M. Weston (eds), The Lesbian Issue: Essays

from Signs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), pp.

Reina Lewis, 'The Death of the Author and the Resurrection of

the Dyke', in S. Munt (ed), New Lesbian Criticism: Literary and

Cultural Readings (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wﬁeatsimeaf .
y PP.1/-32.

Diana Collecott; 'What is not Said: A Study in Textual Inversion'
in Textual Practice, No.2, Vol 4, 1990, p.247.

Hignegan, What Lesbian Novel?', in Women's Review No.l, pp.10-

Quoted in Hennegan, ibid., p.l12.

Merck, Perversions, op cit. See, for example, her reading of the
television adaptation of Nigel Nicholson's  Portrait of a

- Ly

Marriage, pp.101-117.

Merck made her comments in a review of Jan Bradshaw (ed), Girls
Next Door, in Women's Review, No.l., p.40.

See, for example, Barthes's structural analysis of the codes of
a Balzac short story in S/Z, or his account of intertextuality
in 'The Death of the Author', in Stephen Heath (ed), Image,
Music, Text (London: Fontana, 1977) pp.*

See, for example, Luce Irigaray, 'La Mechanique des Fluides', in
Ce sexe qui n'en est pas un (Paris: Minuet, 1977), pp.103-16;
Helene (.‘.:1.i xous, 'Ihe Laugh of the Medusa' in Signs, Summer,
lg;gs and with Catherine Clement, La Jeune Nee (Paris: Inedit,
1 .

Monique Wittig, 'The Point of View: Universal or Particular', in

Feminist Issues 3:2, 1983.

Bonnie Zimmerman, ‘'What has never been: An Overview of Lesbian
Feminist Literary Criticism', in Elaine Showalter (ed) The New
Feminist Criticism (London: Virago Press, 1986), p.206.

Terry Castle, 'Sylvia Townsend Warner and the Counterplot of
Lesbian Fiction', in Textual Practice, No.2. Vol.4, 1990,
pp-213-235-

-33-



22,

23.

24,

25.
26.

27,

28.

29.
30.

31.
32.

33.

Gill Frith, The Intimacy which is Knowledge: Female Friendshi
in the Novels of Women Writers (PhD dissertation, University of
WarWiCE, I ggg j 9 PP-SOZ-Sb o
John D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making
of a Homosexual Minority in the United States 340-1970
Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1983).

Helen Taylor, Scarlett's Women, Gone with the Wind and its
Female Fans (London: virago, 1989). Janice Radway, Reading the
Romance: Women, Patriarchy & Popular Literature (Chapel Hill:
University of N. Carolina Press, 1984).

Nicci Gerard, Into the Mainstream (London: Pandora, 1989).

Rebecca @ 'Rourke, "Fingers in the Fruit Basket: A Feminist

Reading of Jeanette Winterson's Oranges Are not the Onl
Fruit', in Susan Sellers (ed), Feminist Criticism: Theor anﬁ
Practice (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), pp.o>/-

70.

Marxist and socialist critics led the attack on popular cultural
forms such as romance fiction. North America has less of a
tradition of marxist criticism which may account in part for
1ts greater critical tolerance of popular forms, although it
was the American Marxist critic Frederic Jameson who stated
that mass culture existed merely for 'the legitimation of the

existing order' ('Ideology, Narrative Analysis and Popular
Culture’, in Theory and Society, no.4, Winter 1977, p.144).
Germaine Greer made her famous remark about romance fiction
I{S%l 'dope for dopes' in The Female Eunuch (London: Paladin,

Patricia Duncker, Sisters and Strangers: An Introduction to
Cont rary Feminist Fiction (Oxford: Blackwell, 19
Zimmerman, The Safe Sea of Women‘ op cit.

Rosalind Coward & Linda Semple, 'Tracking Down the Past: Women

and Detective Fiction', in H. Carr (ed) From My Guy to Sci-Fi,
ppi39-57t

Helen Carr, 'Introduction: Genre and Women's Writing in the
Postmodern World', in Carr (ed) From My Guy to Sci-Fi, p.5.
Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-

Conscious Fiction (London: Methuen, 15855.

Teresa de Lauretis, 'Sexual Indifference and Lesbian
Representation’, Theatre Journal, Summer, 1989, p.159.

-3l



CHAPTEHR O N E
LESBIAN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL FICTION

'"The Personal is Political’

I have chosen to begin this study of contemporary lesbian genre
fiction with an analysis of a type of fiction which can be
classified, broadly, as autobiographical. Under this umbrella heading
I have grouped together a number of different kinds of writing,

including confessional writing, the bildungsroman, or mnovel of

development, and the picaresque, or comic novel of adventurel.

Although these forms differ in certain important respects, such as in
their respective relationships to notions of autobiographical truth
and realism, and together, it could be argued, lack the generic
integrity of the other genres I analyse (lesbian romance fiction,
lesbian science fiction and lesbian crime fiction), they nonethe -
less share an important feature: they all grant a pre-eminent place

in the narrative to the genesis and development of the lesbian

subject. Whether it takes the form of 'biomythography', such as Audre

Lorde's Zami (1982); of confession, such as Kate Millett's Flying
(1974); of the picaresque, such as Rita Mae Brown's Rubyfrujt: Jungle

(1973); or of the bildungsroman, such as Jeanette Winterson's Oranges

Are Not the Only Fruit (1985), autobiographical fiction
conventionally inscribes a myth of origins, delineating the coming

into being of the lesbian subject.

It could be argued that, on the level of everyday experience at
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least, autobiography is the exemplary lesbian mode. In life as in
literature, lesbians tell stories about themselves which seek to both
explain and gain recognition of their existence. The 'Coming Out’
story is the paradigmatic form of lesbian oral story-telling,

relating the central rite of passage in lesbian life histories. Since
the inception of the Gay Liberation Movement in the 1970s, the Coming

Out story has represented the public affirmation of lesbian identity,
the point at which the lesbian subject declares her existence to the
world and moves from social invisibility to visibility. Given the
social and personal risks of this undertaking, the Coming Out

narrative plays an important political and inspirational role in

cementing a shared and communal sense of identity as well as

affirming the individual.
Confession, from a lesbian point of view, therefore carries a
double sense of urgency: coming out is a matter of psychological

urgency for many lesbians because remaining closeted can consign us

to silence and invisibility. If lesbians don't ‘confess', we will
effectively cease to exist, a state of affairs which is summed up in

the gay activist organisation Act Up's slogan 'Silence=Death'. If the
confessional 1is the appropriate metaphorical space of self-

revelation, the closet is the equivalent space of self-concealment

and denial. In her study Epistemologies of the Closet Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick argues that the closet works to sustain major organising

distinctions in our culture between public and private, inside and
outside, secrecy and disclosure, subject and object. As Alan
Sinfield, reviewing Sedgwick's book, comments,
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The 'open secret' ... is a powerful policing concept whereby
homosexuality 1is rendered both unspeakable and ominously
present; a private matter hovering always on the edge of public
exposure., It must not be allowed fully into the open, for that
would grant it public status; yet it must not disappear
altogether, for then it would be beyond, control and would no
longer work as a warning against deviance<.

By making the secret open, making the 'private' public, and by dis-
closing lesbian sexuality and disseminating it as lesbian textuality,
lesbian confessional writing can work to undermine the logic of the
closet. In the 19/0s and early 1980s a number of anthologies of
lesbian personal narratives were published with the intention of
breaking the silence about lesbian existence and bringing the Lesbian
Nation into being through the naming power of language. Exanples
include The Coming Out Stories (1980), The lesbian Path (1980) and
This Bridege Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color
(1984).

However, some critics challenge the idea that lesbian
confession is necessarily subversive. Bonnie Zimmerman, for example,
while celebrating the innovative nature of these texts, cautions

against a continuing reliance on what she calls the ‘politics of

trans-literation':

[The] power of the word has been used prima:aily to name, and
thereby control, individual and group identity”.

The history of the reception of Radclyffe Hall's The Well of
Loneliness (1928) demonstrates that confession can also serve to trap

and imprison lesbians in a narrow and constraining definition. As
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Foucault demonstrates, the entry of homosexuality into discourse at

the end of the nineteenth-century 'made possible a strong advance of

social controls in the area of "perversity""’. Hall's text represents

what Foucault calls a 'reverse discourse':

Homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that
its legitimacy or 'naturality' be acknowledged, often in the

same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was
medically disqualified-.

The imperative of confession can therefore work both ways; in making
visible it can also label and fix identity in ways not of the
subject's own choosing. As I will show, recent lesbian
autobiographical fiction attempts to negotiate this paradox in a

number of ways: by redefining the sign 'lesbian' as a positive

feminist identity, as in Anja Meulenbelt's The Shame is Over: A

Political Life Story (1980); by representing lesbianism as one of

several identities claimed by the narrator in the text, as in Audre

Iorde's Zami; or by depicting lesbian subjectivity as 1largely

transcending social constraints, as in Rita Mae Brown's Rubyfruit

Jungle.

The public narrative, implied by the term 'coming out', 1is, of

course, intimately linked to another, more personal and anterior
narrative which concerns the lesbian subject's own acknowledgement of

her sexual difference. These two moments, self-acknowledgement and

coming out, are depicted in the lesbian novel of formation which, as

Bonnie Zimmerman writes, represents:
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..« the explanantion of how we came to be as ]6esbians, how our
consciousness formed and our identity developed®.

The Well of loneliness by Radclyffe Hall is the earliest and most
famous example of the genre. The novel, which is a bildungsroman and
a kunstlerroman (a portrait of the artist), combines a narrative of
confession and a narrative of discovery, in tracing the genesis and
development of its ‘invert' heroine, Stephen Gordon. Despite the
universal opprobrium attached to homosexuality, Stephen is driven by
the need for social recognition to identify herself as a member of
the 'third sex'. As the original meaning of the word suggests,
confession takes on a religious significance in the novel, since

Stephen's, or Hall's, Catholicism prompts an appeal to God to

'acknowledge us ... before the whole world [and] give us also the

right to our existence'7.

Despite its focus on a tragic lesbian figure, isolated from a
supportive community, The Well of Loneliness, in its final pages,

gestures towards a shared, social lesbian identity. The Coming Out

narrative, in tracing the identity of an individual, also inevitably
invokes a concept of the group with which that individual identifies.
Like the slave narrative in the history of Black American literature,
lesbian autobiographical fiction is at once a personal and a social
narrative. The contemporary lesbian Coming Out narrative differs
considerably from Hall's version. The major change resides in the
redefinition of lesbianism as a positive, indeed privileged, rather
than a tragic, identity. This representational shift has been made

possible by the Gay Liberation Movement and the Second Wave of
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feminism. Evelyne Keitel has pointed to the importance of
autobiographical writing to oppositional subcultures seeking self-
definition; she sees it as part of the emergence of a 'counter-
public spheres' literature in the 1970s and '80s which articulates
the interests and experiences of subordinate groups, such as women

and people of co lour® . Contemporary lesbian autobiographical fiction

is part of this counter-cultural literature.

Lesbian Feminism & Autobiographical Literature
In the discussion of contemporary lesbian autobiographical fiction

which follows I shall focus on two forms, namely the lesbian
feminist confessional novel and the lesbian bildungsroman or novel of
development. Both these forms involve the awakening of a feminist
and/or lesbian consciousness. The former highlights self-revelation
and analysis, and represents lesbianism as a choice based on
political identification with women, usually occuring in adulthood
through the process of consciousness-raising. In the latter, the
lesbian subject reconstructs her origins 1in order to forge an
identity. The moment of lesbian awakening usually occurs much earlier
in the protagonist's development, during childhood, and is presented
either as a 'true self' or as a product of her response to her
socialization. In placing emphasis on the protagonist's formative
years, rather than on her politicization through feminism, this form
of lesbian autobiographical fiction corresponds more closely to the

traditional bildungsroman, or novel of development. Each form

emphasizes a different aspect of the lesbian subject. Whereas the
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lesbian feminist confessional novel concerns the rebirth of its
narrator as a litical, woman-identified subject, the lesbian

bildungsroman highlights her rebirth as a sexual, woman-loving

subject. My discussion will initially examine the treatment of
lesbian identity in 1lesbian feminist confessional texts, but I will
subsequently focus more strongly on the lesbian novel of development.
The latter, owing to its depiction of childhood experience, offers a

wider scope in its representation of lesbian existence.

In Beyond Feminist Aesthetics Rita Felski places feminist
autobiographical fiction as a whole in the context of the Women's
Movement®. Like Keitel, she argues that autobiographical fiction
serves an important instrumental role in giving fictional and
political shape to women's shared experience and in positing women as
a socially oppressed and politically unified group. Felski defines
confessional writing as 'a type of autobiographical writing which
signals its intention to foreground the most personal and intimate
details of the author's life'l®, The feminist genre, however, is
inspired by the exemplary feminist model of consciousness-raising
which seeks to uncover the political value of subjective experience,
Examples of feminist autobiography which function both as personal
testimony and as political commentary include Kate Millett's Flying
and Sita (1977), Verena Stefan's Shedding (1975), and Anja

Meulenbe]:t's When the Shame is Over.

These examples of feminist confessional fiction, written

predominantly in the 1970s, explicitly align themselves with the

goals of the Women's Liberation Movement. They chronicle the changes
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in consciousness and lifestyle experienced by the narrator as she
subjects her life to feminist scrutiny. They frequently focus on
the protagonist's feelings of pain, confusion, guilt and self-hatred
about sexuality, marriage, children and housework. Feminist
confessional texts are ‘'conversion narratives' which depict the
heroine's journey from an inauthentic self to a new 'feminist' self.

Elizabeth Wilson characterizes feminist confession as 'an account of
struggle, a moral tale, the exemplary charting of a woman's ''born
again' progress'll. In many confessional texts of the 1970s the true
feminist self which emerges at the end of the journey is a lesbian
self. This trajectory reflects the influence of the lesbian feminist
ideology of the 1970s, in which lesbianism was equated with female

autonomylz. Paradoxically, despite the emphasis on choice,

identifying as lesbian became for many lesbian feminists the most

authentic way of being a feminist. Lesbianism was reconceived as an
elective identity or political choice, rather than as an essence or
inborn quality of the self. In the words of one lesbian feminist

‘Any woman can become a lesbian'l3,

The feminist conversion narrative provides a means of
dramatizing the lesbian feminist redefinition of lesbianism as a

political commitment to women and as an extension of sisterhood. In

Marge Piercy's Small Changes (1974) the two female characters central

to the nﬁrrative move through the early feminism of the 1960s and

'70s. One becomes trapped in a destructive marriage, while the other

finds sexual fulfilment and autonomy with a woman lover. Anja

Meulenbelt's The Shame is Over and Verena Stefan's Shedding likewise

-l -



feature protagonists who adopt a lesbian identity in the course of
their development. In the latter, the narrator's development as a
feminist subject is charted through her sexual relationships which
represent her journey from sexual subjugation to sexual autonomy. She
has relationships with a socialist white man, a black man and,
finally, another woman. However, at the end of the novel the narrator
terminates her lesbian relationship and chooses celibacy, an act
which suggests that selfhood is more easily achieved through solitude
than through relationships with others. Her final words, 'I am my own
woman' register the freedom she experiences in finally possessing

her own bodyll’.

The emphasis placed on sexual choice and transformation in

these examples is characteristic of feminist confessional fiction. It

reflects the feminist belief that the 'personal is political' and
that sexuality is deeply implicated in women's subordination. In
promulgating the idea that women can go beyond the limitations of
heterosexual monogamy and make their own sexual choices, radical
feminist ideology, and lesbian feminism in particular, appealed to
many women. However, this idea was frequently based on a

voluntaristic concept of sexuality which assumes that sexual identity

can be consciously transformed. In the majority of confessional
narratives, including Shedding, sexual relationships are depicted in
a primrily political light, as 'stages' of the feminist journey.
Elizabeth Wilson 1is critical of this aspect of the feminist

confessional, commenting that none of the relationships in Shedding

is represented with any sense of authenticity. The lesbian
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relationship, she complains, comes across as motivated more by
ideology than desirel?. Moreover, Rosalind Coward, in an article
appropriately entitled, ‘'Cautionary Tales', remarks that ‘'the
centrality attributed to sexual consciousness has always been a
potential problem in feminist novels for it seems to reproduce the
dominant ways in which women are defined in this society -~ through

their sexual relationships'16. Coward's point is a valuable one;

however, for lesbian readers and writers, the inscription of lesbian
sexual identity and desire in lesbian confessional writing is

necessarily a dominant and motivating factor of the narrative.

In addition to the emphasis on sexual choice, the lesbian
feminist confessional writing of the 1970s typically strives towards
representativeness and a sense of authenticity. In the context of the
Women's Movement, the main function of confession is political,

serving to unite women in a shared sense of identity. Felski argues
that it is the 'representative aspects of the author's experience
rather than her unique individuality which are important.'17. Both
Anja Meulenbelt and Verena Stefan present their lives as exemplary,

as stories for and about 'Everywoman'. In When the Shame is Over

Meulenbelt writes:

Whoever thinks that this is all, one woman who wrestled with

her shame, one unique herstory separate from all the others has
not understood. (p.275)

The lesbian feminist confessional novel focuses on typicality as a

means of emphasizing the general applicability of the author's
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experiences and of encouraging reader identification. Confessional
literature is typically read as a truthful account of the author's
experiences, and texts such as Stefan's and the lesbian collection of

life stories, Inventing Ourselves (1991), have frequently been used

as the basis for group discussions in which readers compare their own

experiences to those narrated in the text.

Reader identification is further facilitated by the
predominantly realist writing style of lesbian feminist confessional

writing. Keitel makes the interesting point that feminist confession

has reclaimed the very representative and mimetic function for

literature which has been rendered problematic by modernism®. In the
majority of examples of oppositional confessional writing the
concern is not so much with the negation or problematization of the
self, as with the affirmation of oppositional values and experiences,
which serves to identify common norms and bind together members of
oppressed groups. Rather than defamiliarizing female experience,
confessional texts attempt to generate a process of identification
between reader and author. They therefore emphasize the referential
and denotative functions of language. In Flying, for example, Kate

Millett explicitly de-emphasizes the literary aspects of writing

confession, and insists 'this is not literature'l?. Sita, Millett's

other confessional novel, is also typical of confessional writing in
its focus on inclusiveness and authenticity. It attempts to capture
the rhythms of lived experience in a verbatim, almost documentary-
style, account of the final painful stages of a dying love Iaffai.r

between the author and an older woman. Millett writes: 'It should be
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described as an experiment in charting and recording a relationship.

Day to day. No one's ever done that. Surely not of two women ' £0

The concept of ‘'authenticity' is central to the representation

of the self in the confessional mode. As Francis Hart states,

confession is 'personal history that seeks to communicate or express

the essential nature, the truth of the self'21. The idea of an
authentic self has also been central to much feminist and lesbian
criticism. Feminists such as Adrienne Rich have repeatedly argued
that patriarchy has denied women access to their essential selves, by
instilling in women a false consciousness and presenting them with a
distorted image of themselves. In the 19/0s feminists documented the
various ways in which the ideology of femininity operated to oppress

women and obscure their real experiences. Audre Lorde was among those

who argued that language represented one way of countering women's
self-alientation and recovering women's authenticity. Feminist
writing, especially confessional texts which aim to raise women's
consciousness, was seen as having the potential to liberate women's
‘true' identities. Kate Millett confirms this view when she states

that the purpose of writing is to discover a buried self and to bring

about 'the recovering of my being'zz.
The concept of a 'true' female or feminist self lying behind

male misrepresentations has been important in challenging patriarchal

images of woémen and in uniting and inspiring women. However, some

feminist critics have criticised the emphasis of identity politics on

authenticity of experience and the discovery of a 'true' self.

Elizabeth Wilson, while acknowledging the important affirmative and
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consciousness-raising function of the feminist confessional,
ultimately questions 1its political value, and points to the

limitations of the genre. She describes her own autobiography, Mirror

Writing (1982), as an attempt to question 'the very authenticity

that is the hallmark of feminist narratives':

I wanted something different; I wanted to write about
experience freed from the imperative of affirmation, to explore
ambiguity, complexity and the ‘'politically incorrect', to
escape the twin poles of suffering and triumph which constitute
the approved feminist trajectory. For it is the journey from
victim to heroine that 2t.:.}'x:;lr:stcl:el:'izes feminist confessional

writing, and I was neither®~.

Wilson is critical of writing which promotes positive images at the
expense of contradiction and ambiguity. She champions Kate Stimpson's
Classnotes (1979) which, in treating the theme of 1lesbian self-

hatred, received adverse criticism from some sections of the lesbian

24. Mirror Writing adopts a different strategy,

feminist community
combining autobiographical anecdote with a discussion of theories of
sexuality, subjectivity and ways of writing about the self, in order
to foreground the construction of selfhood in the text. However,
although Wilson's self-reflexive text can illuminate this process in
a way unavailable to narratives of affirmation (or suffering),
textual validation of lesbian experience has considerable value. It
is particularly important to a lesbian identity which is continually
threatened with erasure and social invisibility.

Certain lesbian feminist confessional novels, such as Shedding
and When the Shame is Over, in charting the process of an awakening,
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also belong to the genre of self-discovery fiction. Felski describes
this genre as the form most clearly identified with contemporary
feminist writing. In it, she says, 'access to self-knowledge is seen
to require an explicit refusal of the heterosexual romance plot'25 .
The genre represents a re-working of the traditional bildungsroman,
and thematizes gender as the central problem for women seeking to
reconcile individual and social demands. Other examples of the genre

include Margaret Atwood's Surfacing (1979), Joan Barfoot's Gaining
Ground (1978), Marge Piercy's Small Changes, and Alice Walker's The

Color Purple (1983). In her commentary on these novels, Felski points
to parallels between their construction of female identity and the
narratives of emancipation which shape feminist ideology itself.
Felski argues that the fictional plots devised by women have
undergone changes in recent years which correspond to changing
ideologies of female identity and, thus, to the changing social

contours of women's lives:

Thus the last twenty years have seen the emergence of a
distinctive new narrative structure for women, tracing a

process of separation as the essential precondition for any
path to self-EEowIaée .+« the novel of self-discovery proceeds
from the recognition of women's estrangement within a male-
defined environment but also articulates the possibility of at
least a partial individual liberation from existing ideological

?nd so;:ial constraints toward a degree of self-determination.
p.124

Many of the novels of discovery discussed by Felski centre on

their protagonists’ mnegotiation of heterosexual femininity. The

emphasis on achieving autonomy means that, as in Shedding, sexuality
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tends to be subordinated to the process of self-discovery. Unlike in
the traditional bildungsroman, love relations are represented as a
subsidiary part of the heroine's education; they are depicted as

more often hindering than advancing her progress. Lesbian

relationships are an important exception to this rule, precisely
because they imply independence from men. Felski argues that in the

novel of self-discovery lesbian relationships are ‘'determined by
their narrative function in furthering the protagonist's intellectual

and emotional self-understanding’'. She continues:

Knowledge, rather than desire, 1s emphasized as the key to
relationships between women; the other woman provides a mirror
in which the protagonist discovers herself, finding her own
female identity reflected: 'We are doubles; when I encounter

hers at the same time I encounter a part of myself'. (pp.131-
132

In so far as lesbian relationship contributes to the construction of
an autonomous female identity, it is included as a significant plot

feature, as in Marge Piercy's Braided Lives (1983) and Michele

Roberts's A Piece of the Night (1978). In these plots the lesbian

relationship functions instrumentally and, usually, transitionally,

as a means of achieving self-knowledge. The 1lesbian other 1is

conceived of as an extension of the self, rather than as an
eroticised object of desire in her own right. This formulation is
typical of texts such as Shedding and When the Shame is Over which

were strongly influenced by lesbian feminism and the concept of

sisterhood it promoted.

In contrast, autoblographical fiction written by lesbian
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writers in the tradition of the bildungsroman does not represent
lesbianism as either a transitional moment in the heroine's
awakening, or as a choice based merely on political identification
with women. In the lesbian bildungsroman lesbianism functions as a
sign of the protagonist's difference from other women, rather than as
a means of identification with them. Unlike the examples of the
lesbian feminist confessional novel discussed above, examples of the
lesbian bildungsroman do not highlight representativeness but, on the
contrary, focus on atypicality. The heroine's difference is
frequently signified by the title of the novel or the terms in which
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