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Students make their way through the snow on a pleasantly warm February day. UConn’s first full week of school during the spring semester is officially under way. 
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Lesbians don’t owe you 
an explanation
Lesbian normalization has 

been progressing for decades. 
It moves alongside queer move-
ments like the Stonewall upris-
ing and the National March on 
Washington for Lesbian and 
Gay Rights to work towards a 
more inclusive society. Work-
ing towards equality is never-
ending, though. While progress 
is more often associated with 
more substantial acts of activ-
ism, smaller acts also shape 
norms, and not all in the right 
direction. They may quietly am-
plify discrimination, building 
on sexism and pushing “hetero-
norms” to the forefront of queer 
visibility. As acceptance in the 
lesbian community has shifted 
throughout time, one standard 
has remained the same: a mas-
culine and feminine woman 
make a lesbian relationship. The 
idealization of certain dynamics 
reveals the deep-rooted misog-
yny that still runs rampant re-
garding relationships that don’t 
center men.  

The greater society still be-
lieves in traditional gender 
roles and the appearance of 
such, no matter the relation-
ship. These expectations don’t 
escape lesbians, for which 
these gender roles mimic mas-
culine and feminine roles. But 
what defines being “masc” or 
“femme”? To many, a mascu-
line woman is expected to up-
hold traditional “male” roles. 
This consists of a less femi-
nine clothing style: swapping a 
dress for a suit, short-shorts for 
longer jorts, or shopping in the 
men’s section. For a femme, so-
ciety’s expectations are to play 
the same role in a lesbian rela-
tionship as in a straight one, 
following traditional “female” 
gender roles. “Lipstick lesbi-
an” is a derogatory term often 
associated with these women, 
explained as “a lesbian with 
a female gender expression… 
who is seen as automatically 
passing for heterosexual.” This 
follows femme lesbians every-
where they go, and a woman 
who strays from such norms 
is seen as less of a woman by 

the heterosexual population. 
But what about androgynous 
women? An androgynous les-
bian woman is often seen as 
being unable to fulfill either 
“requirement.”  

Lesbians are expected to 
be hyper-feminine or hyper-
masculine because our heter-

onormative society still relies 
heavily on gender roles to le-
gitimize relationships. These 
extremes exist to push one 
person to act as “the man” 
and the other as “the wom-
an” in an attempt to make 
the relationship seem more 

familiar and “normal.” Fur-
thermore, these standards 
make it easier for society to 
dismiss relationships that 
do not closely follow them. 
A relationship between two 
masculine presenting women 
may be seen as uncomfort-
able or unnatural. Similarly, 

a relationship between two 
feminine appearing women is 
observed as less than a rela-
tionship, or even just a close 
friendship. A relationship 
between a masc and femme 
woman is the “ideal” lesbian 
relationship and is the most 

acknowledged by heterosexu-
als as legitimate. Even so, the 
masc-femme dynamic doesn’t 
come without issues; it allows 
for homophobic, or even just 
unassuming people, to ask 
questions like “so who’s the 
boyfriend?” 

The concept of being expected 

to both follow and break gen-
der roles in a relationship that 
breaks them in every other in-
stance is just another form of 
misogyny; a method of control-
ling women. Society in general 
is uncomfortable with the idea 
of women being able to stray 

from tradition. Why is this? 
After all, a masc-femme rela-
tionship, in the eyes of hetero-
sexuals, is the closest thing to a 
straight relationship – that’s the 
only reason it’s more accepted.  

What isn’t acknowledged is 
that despite appearing more 
“heterosexual”, the dynamic 
is not even remotely similar to 
that of a woman and a man in 
a relationship. Both women, 
no matter if femme-femme, 
masc-femme, masc-masc, or 
let alone anything or anyone 
in between, break from the 
“norm” of traditional female 
roles. This patriarchal need to 
visually maintain masculinity 
proves that society cannot yet 
interpret women without men.  

This misogyny doubles as 
an act of homophobia. Though 
not as intense as some exam-
ples of queer hate, it allows for 
the smaller instances, the ones 
that lead people to believe ho-
mophobia acceptable, to slip 
through the cracks. Something 
as simple as having a “stan-
dardized” lesbian relationship 
harms all lesbians. Those who 
fit into the dynamic may feel 
trapped, and those who do 
not feel locked out. Extending 
acceptance to only straight-
resembling couples is not pro-
gressive; it’s crushing prog-
ress from the inside out.  

Although there should be a 
push for acceptance of all varia-
tions of lesbian relationships, 
there’s nothing wrong with a 
masculine woman being at-
tracted to a feminine woman, or 
vise-versa. Claiming that this 
dynamic is less-than would 
create the same setbacks that 
are being argued against. But 
that’s the whole point. What’s 
wrong is the internalized need 
to conform to a society that does 
not accept queerness to begin 
with. No relationship should 
be judged based on its resem-
blance to a straight couple. It’s 
not “only acceptable” when a 
masculine and feminine wom-
an are present.  

All lesbian relationships 
are worthy of the same level 
of respect, and a step towards 
seeing all relationships as 
equal is a step away from ex-
pecting heteronormativity. 

Two people holding a banner that says “A DAY WITHOUT LESBIANS IS LIKE A DAY WITHOUT SUN-
SHINE,” on Gay Freedom Day, San Francisco, June 1979. Same-sex marriage bans were struck 
down by the Supreme Court in June of 2015.
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