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INTRODUCTION

Lesbian organizing: Documenting vital work

Elizabeth Currans

Women’s and Gender Studies, Eastern Michigan University, Ypsilanti, Michigan, USA

ABSTRACT
This introduction explores three key themes that emerge in the
contributions to this issue about Lesbian Organizations and
Organizing: the difficulty of defining who is included and
excluded in lesbian organizing, the role of community-building
and maintenance, and the importance of history in understand-
ing current organizing.
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In April 2015, Lisa Vogel, one of the founders of the Michigan Womyn’s Music
Festival (MichFest), announced that the 2015 gathering, the 40th anniversary festi-
val, would be the last.1 She did not provide a detailed explanation, but commenta-
tors were quick to provide their own. The two primary reasons given were that the
festival had refused to evolve along with changing understandings of gender iden-
tity and that transgender activists had destroyed the festival with their campaign to
see transgender women included. I begin with this example not to defend or refute
either of these explanations, but instead to point out the always fraught nature of
lesbian organizing, a dynamic that is currently embodied by this particular polar-
ized debate that pits feminists against transgender activists, despite many people’s
membership in both groups. This ongoing dispute about the boundaries of lesbian
and feminist organizing highlights three key themes that emerge in the articles
included in this volume: the difficulty of defining who is included or excluded in
lesbian organizations and organizing, the role of community-building and mainte-
nance in lesbian organizing, and the importance of history in understanding cur-
rent organizing and fissures.

This collection of articles about lesbian organizations and organizing provides
context for this particular debate. As these articles collectively demonstrate, whether
or not transgender women should be part of lesbian spaces is not the first or only
division within lesbian organizing. In fact, Joan Nestle describes another primary
debate in her section of the article “Getting from then to now: Sustaining the Lesbian
Herstory Archives as a lesbian organization.” She explains that “tensions between
pre-1969 lesbians and the sometimes too-quick-to-judgment (sexual) politics of the
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burgeoning lesbian feminist movement of the 1970s and ‘80s,” animated lesbian
organizing for many years, resulting in clashes about ways of being gendered and
sexual perceived by some people as replicating patriarchal modes of interaction.
Both the historical division between bar dykes and lesbian feminists and the contem-
porary divide between lesbian feminists and queer communities frequently obscure
other cleavages, most notably race and class divisions within lesbian, feminist, and
queer communities. The lesbian separatist thinking and practice explored by Julie R.
Enszer in “'How to stop choking to death’: Rethinking lesbian separatism as a vibrant
political theory and feminist practice,” is only one kind of separatism that happens
within and between lesbian organizations. Papusa Molina explained over two deca-
des ago that separatism can also mean women, people, or queers of color creating
their own spaces separate from White people. Just as some lesbians view gender sep-
aratism as a survival tactic in a patriarchal world, some people of color need “an
emotional/physical space to reclaim and rediscover who we are without having to
define ourselves in a dominant white context.”2 This need sometimes results in
forming new organizations to address the specific concerns of women of color.
For example, in “Lesbianas Unidas: Shaping nation through community activist
rhetorics,” Ellen M. Gil-G�omez argues that Latina lesbians frequently found both
Latino organizations and White-dominated feminist and lesbian organizations
unable to fully address their experiences. In response, some Los Angeles-based acti-
vists formed Lesbianas Unidas in 1984.

Central to all of these divisions are differing understandings of what it means to
be a lesbian and therefore what lesbian organizations are and what lesbian organiz-
ing does. Defining what organizations do requires addressing relationships to other
social movement and identity formations including feminist, racial, ethnic, and
broader lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) communities. While
all people have intersectional identities, the process of articulating lesbian identities
has required addressing homophobia among feminist and ethnic/racial organiza-
tions and communities, and sexism and racism among LGBTQ organizations and
communities. Because of these dynamics, deciding what an organization does fre-
quently requires defining who is included within communities and organizations
and who is excluded from them.

Organizations and organizers draw boundaries in many different ways. For
MichFest organizers, defining their constituency required coining a new term,
womyn-born-womyn, as a way to differentiate between cisgender and transgender
women. (Transgender activists and their allies, in contrast, have worked to high-
light the similarities among women, regardless of birth designation.) The women
of Lesbianas Unidas embraced a multilayered identity, what we would now call an
intersectional identity, for Latina lesbians. While clearly defined identities and
boundaries have been central to some queer women’s organizing, not everyone
seeks such clear-cut definitions. For example, in “Complicated and messy politics
of inclusion: Michfest and the Boston Dyke March,” Jo Trigilio describes the Bos-
ton Dyke March’s explicitly all-genders policy that replaced a transgender-
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inclusive understanding of womanhood at the organization’s inception. This
understanding of “dyke” is flexible, recognizing that “the meaning of ‘dyke’ is mul-
tiple, fluid and changing.” The march, therefore, focuses on celebrating dykes
rather than defining who should be able to participate. Similarly, in their article
“Organizing lesbian/queer bathhouse events: Emerging forms of sexual experi-
ence,” AD Brown and Nerissa Gailey describe a change in the name of a sex party
from Pussy Palace to Pleasure Palace in order to signal inclusion of transgender
people. These latter two articles demonstrate a different approach to creating non-
heteropatriarchal spaces than the first two—rather than defining who can be in
these spaces, they instead define what the space does and who it honors. The Les-
bian Herstory Archives occupies a middle ground, centering lesbians, but, as
Smith-Cruz and Rando write, “The Archives does not attempt to codify a defini-
tion of lesbian, but rather provides multiple points of reference and engagement
with lesbian identifiers.”

As these examples demonstrate, organizing as lesbians is always tied to commu-
nity building and maintenance, even if that community is defined in distinct and
sometimes contradictory manners. Creating and nurturing community can happen
in many, often overlapping, ways: collectively created theories and texts, shared
projects, communal space, coordinated actions. Contributors to this journal issue
demonstrate all of these processes.

The relationship between theory and practice is particularly important for Gil-
G�omez and Enszer. Gil-G�omez traces the emergence of Latina lesbian thought in
books and organizations, focusing particularly on how testimonios provide ways
to share experiences and build collective knowledge. Enszer’s exploration of four
lesbian separatist organizations also demonstrates how ideas were shared via print
media in ways that affected how lesbians envisioned new ways of creating spaces
and communities. These ideas often manifested in organizations such as Lesbianas
Unidas and collective projects such as record companies and periodicals, including
Olivia Records and the lesbian journal Sinister Wisdom. Lesbian Herstory Archives
is also an emblematic example of the melding of theory and practice and Smith-
Cruz and Rando’s inclusion of narratives from founders and participants demon-
strates the collective knowledge making that Gil-G�omez identifies as central to les-
bian practice.

These community-building projects sometimes include the creation of free-
standing short- or long-term spaces. For example, Brown and Gailey explore two
examples of lesbian bathhouses that exist as occasional rather than quotidian
spaces, allowing queer women opportunities for public sexual experiences more
common among queer men. Additionally, as Smith-Cruz, Rando, and their co-
authors demonstrate, the Lesbian Herstory Archives not only records the existence
of lesbian communities and organizations, it provides opportunities for people to
work together to ensure that there are archival resources that demonstrate the
complexity of lesbian lives. The spaces the Lesbian Herstory Archives has inhabited
over the course of its four-decade existence have also become locations for
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community building. Finally, public demonstrations such as the Boston Dyke
March and lesbian bathhouse events provide opportunities for people to come
together to create and maintain communities.

Each of the articles included in this issue is archival as well as analytical in its
scope. The first three are explicitly historical. Julie R. Enszer’s examination of lesbian
separatist organizations and theorizing evaluates the strengths of the often-maligned
methods for creating new ways of being for lesbians. Ellen M. Gil-G�omez demon-
strates the importance of addressing racism as well as sexism and homophobia for
lesbians of color and provides an opportunity to envision a different kind of separat-
ism, one that explicitly addresses the dynamics of women invested in addressing
their ties to and differences from Latino/a, feminist, and lesbian communities.
Shawn(ta) Smith-Cruz, Flavia Rando, Rachel Corbman, Deborah Edel, Morgan
Gwenwald, Joan Nestle, and Polly Thistlethwaite’s exploration of the Lesbian Her-
story Archives connects history with the present through a multivocal exploration of
the first 40 years of the archives’ existence. Contributors document different eras of
the organization, collectively demonstrating the work that created and sustains it
and the joy that accompanies these labors.

The final two articles move us to a more contemporary time period, archiving
more recent manifestations of lesbian organizing. Both also address the complexi-
ties of inclusion within intentionally created spaces. Jo Trigilio focuses on recent
struggles around the meaning of dyke community and offers both a call for inclu-
sionary practices such as those practiced at the Boston Dyke March and a critical
assessment of boycotting musicians who play at MichFest. Finally, Brown and Gai-
ley’s examination of lesbian bathhouses in Canada documents events in Toronto
and Halifax and the ways organizers navigate feminist and queer understandings
of organizing and community. One of the strengths of this collection of articles is
the wide range of topics covered. Bringing lesbian separatist theorizing in conver-
sation with sex-positive queer women’s cultures demonstrates the breadth of les-
bian organizing and opens up possibilities for conversations across longstanding
divides.

Part of what is so engaging and inspiring about the work queer women do is the
wide range of issues they address and the diverse ways they approach these issues. In
an era in which non-profit organizations have become formalized and so often tied
to the expectations of funders that their work is no longer fully driven by the com-
munities they serve, the configurations that occur outside 501c3s and 501c4s are
sometimes best able to address the specific needs of people not at the center of fund-
ing agendas and best able to push against social norms. The current articles are no
exception. Every example discussed here—from the Lesbian Herstory Archives, to
Lesbianas Unidas, to Toronto’s Pleasure Palace—arose from the needs and desires of
queer women and was sustained, for various lengths of time, by queer women’s
labors. Some, such as the Lesbian Herstory Archives, the Boston Dyke March, and
Sinister Wisdom, continue to provide opportunities for women to work together
toward a liberatory goal. Others have transformed over time to serve different
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purposes. Lesbianas Unidas is now a communication network rather than a thriving
organization. Olivia Records became Olivia Cruises, continuing to serve women,
albeit in a less grassroots way. Others, such as Halifax’s Hot Times party and
Women in Distribution, a 1970s book distributor, are now gone. By the time this
issue goes to press, MichFest will also be part of the lesbian past. Documenting ongo-
ing work and organizations vital to a past too easily forgotten in a heteropatriarchal
world is part of the work academic writing does. This journal issue, thus, serves both
an archival and an analytical goal, encouraging us to think about the innovative
ways queer women have supported themselves and each other and, hopefully, pro-
viding inspiration for future organizing.

Notes
1. Lisa Vogel, Facebook, April 21, 2015, https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_

fbidD10153186431364831&idD337170364830&refidD17&_ft_&__tn__D%2As.
2. Maria Luisa “Papusa” Molina, “Fragmentations: Meditations on Separatism,” Signs 19, no.

2 (1994): 453.
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