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‘Hyper Femininity’ in Femme Lesbians
Most people will usually associate femininity with cis-heterosexual women. According to Forrest and Osman, the “stereotypic feminine gender role,”[footnoteRef:1] is simply to be a woman and serve your husband. It is interesting to consider how femininity manifests in a space not involving men, such as lesbian spaces. Femme lesbians are the feminine counterparts found in ‘butch/femme’ bar culture, which was most prominent during the 1950s and 1960s in working class spaces in the Western world, particularly in the United States of America[footnoteRef:2]. Femmes, and butches, still exist today, but to identify with either label has become less popular, largely due to the lesbian feminist separatist movement that gained traction during the 1970s[footnoteRef:3]. However, ‘butch/femme’ culture is still one of the most notable lesbian subcultures to this day.
To be a femme, one must not perform their femininity for men, and must experience attraction to women. This sentiment is illustrated through social media, for example in blog posts such as one by Tumblr user peachstonefemme entitled ‘Being Femme’, in which they state that they are subverting femininity by performing their femininity for other lesbians[footnoteRef:4]. Despite this, not all feminine lesbians would define themselves as being a ‘femme,’ as being a femme is to be hyper feminine. It could be said that to be a lesbian expressing femininity would automatically be hyper feminine, whether they identify with the ‘femme’ label or not, but femmes take their femininity a step further. It is not just their presentation which is feminine, but also their mannerisms and the way that they interact with others, particularly butches. To be a femme is to be a caretaker, to take the traditional feminine role and parody it by performing it for other women rather than for men.
While they may still interact within the wider lesbian community, lesbian communities specific to femmes and butches have formed on social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter and particularly Tumblr.
This essay analyses and evaluates femme lesbians by discussing their relation to their femininity. It aims to determine whether hyper femininity can truly exist in queer spaces, particularly ones that do not involve men. It will have a particular focus on works by scholar Judith/Jack Halberstam – most of which discuss lesbian masculinity and butches – and applying these ideas to lesbian femininity and femmes. It also references social media posts from femmes as primary sources to help understand how they define their identities. [1:  Breanne R Forrest and Suzanne L Osman, ‘Hyperfeminity and Body-Related Constructs’, 6.]  [2:  butchfemmelove, ‘FAQ’, Butchfemmelove (Tumblr) <https://butchfemmelove.tumblr.com/faq> [accessed 16 March 2022].]  [3:  Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-Century America (Columbia University Press, 2012).]  [4:  peachstonefemme, ‘Being Femme’, Peachstone Femme (Tumblr), 2020 <https://www.tumblr.com/blog/view/peachstonefemme/190400928458> [accessed 19 March 2022].] 

Femme lesbians first emerged in the twentieth century within butch/femme bar culture in the United States[footnoteRef:5]. Butches and femmes are notably working class identities, as upper class lesbians had privileges that the working class did not. Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis proposed that butch/femme culture was a survival tactic in a society that was viciously bigoted, stating that to be a butch or a femme was “the only vital alternative for working-class lesbians," and that these roles were "the key structure for organizing against heterosexual dominance,” for working class lesbians.
Femmes and butches were ostracised by others in the lesbian community in the 1970s, namely lesbian separatist feminists, which led to fewer people identifying with the label. Now, in the modern world, lesbian bars have become less and less common, and due to a wider acceptance of LGBTQ+ identities, the need to care for other queer people has become less urgent. However, as a phenomenon, femme lesbians have not disappeared. The subculture evolved and spaces for femmes (and butches) developed on various online platforms, and there are now Facebook groups, Twitter hashtags and Tumblr blogs dedicated to keeping it alive. Due to anyone now being able to have access to the subculture providing that they have internet access, rather than when it was dependent on location, people identifying as femme (or butch) can now be found all over the world. 
Despite this, due to evolution in wider culture, fewer people fit within the femme (or butch) label. Increasingly relaxed opinions of gender roles and how women should dress have led to many lesbians feeling that the butch and femme labels are outdated and even restrictive. [5:  butchfemmelove.] 

Masculinity is typically thought to be dependent on men. When talking about butch lesbians and masculinity in women, Halberstam claims that “female masculinities are framed as the rejected scraps of dominant masculinity in order that male masculinity may appear to be the real thing.”[footnoteRef:6] This would imply that society views being a man as an integral part of masculinity, and that masculine women are seen as trying to imitate men, rather than them simply choosing to express themselves in the way that feels most natural for them. Applying this to femininity would indicate that lesbian femininity may be seen as trying to imitate the femininity of a heterosexual woman, and that femininity is tied to being a straight woman. In reference to this, Faderman once said that “femmes were attracted to a rebel sexuality, and they let themselves be seen with women who made no attempt to hide their outlaw status at a time when supposedly every woman’s fondest wish was to be a wife." This addresses that while butches have always been visibly lesbian by displaying their masculinity, femmes being in relationships with butches also exposes their own lesbianism, even if they would otherwise be assumed to be heterosexual. They would choose to not hide their sexuality, even though it may be disguised by their (hyper) feminine presentation and defy the expectation that they would become a man’s wife. This goes to show that the notions of masculinity and femininity are not exclusive to heterosexual relationships. [6:  Jack Halberstam, ‘1. An Introduction to Female Masculinity: Masculinity without Men’, in Female Masculinity (Duke University Press, 1998), pp. 1–44 <https://doi.org/10.1515/9780822378112-003>.] 

Halberstam believes that lesbian masculinity is a crucial part of lesbian culture, stating that “Masculinity has functioned as a primary signifier of lesbian desire and embodiment since the beginning of the twentieth century in the United States.”[footnoteRef:7] Butch lesbians are the most visible of lesbians, and the way that they fought for the LGBTQ+ community in the 1950s and 1960s allowed them to embody the lesbian community in a way that many other identities could not. Similar rules would be relevant when applying this idea to femme lesbians and their femininity, as butches and femmes would desire each other. In addition to this, femmes would display their femininity in a uniquely lesbian way, being feminine for other women rather than for men. Furthermore, while femmes were less likely to fight for the LGBTQ+ community in the same way butches did, the way that they cared for others in the community was a distinctly feminine role. And the pinnacle of femininity would be existing for other women and not for men, it could be argued that a femme’s lesbianism is in itself an example of their hyper femininity. [7:  Judith Halberstam, ‘Butch/FTM Border Wars and the Masculine Continuum’, 24.] 

The fact that femininity exists so prominently within a world that is dominated by men is why so many feminists seek to reject it. The lesbian feminist separatist movement is a branch of radical feminism, and it aims to separate women from men as a strategy for dismantling the patriarchy and reclaim femininity. While it is not an inherently lesbian ideology, a sizeable portion of the theory is based upon lesbian feminism, and its goal of making women distinct from men also offers a legitimate position for lesbians without reference to men. This movement antagonised femme lesbians who would seek out to perform traditional feminine roles, claiming that they were imitating heterosexuality if they were to form a romantic relationship with butches, who would be compared to men and antagonised in tun. Lesbian feminist separatists would also claim that femme lesbians were fetishising themselves if they were to be in a romantic relationship with another femme, and that they were adhering to the male fantasy, and therefore also to heterosexuality, in a sense.  Lesbians are becoming more accepted in mainstream media and have been portrayed in a variety of ways. In Orange is the New Black, lesbians are featured that present in a more androgynous fashion, and one character even openly identifies as ‘butch. On the other hand, femme lesbians are rarely found in mainstream media. When a lesbian character is portrayed as being feminine presenting, her femininity is treated the same way it would be if she were a heterosexual woman, when in fact many lesbians have complex relationships to femininity. Femme lesbian femininity is vastly different from heterosexual femininity, largely in part due to who it is performed for. This is likely to appeal to the straight male gaze, contributing to lesbian fetishisation.
Halberstam writes in a collection of essays by butches and femmes that “we barely know enough about female masculinity to locate its specific relationship to lesbianism.”[footnoteRef:8]. This statement, while not applicable to femininity in most women, is very relative when discussing lesbian femininity. In a study published 30 years ago, the stereotype of lesbians is that they have a “masculine aura”[footnoteRef:9]. When this is how lesbians are perceived, it could be said that any display of femininity in lesbians could be considered to be hyper femininity, as they are defying the expectation that they should be masculine. [8:  Sally Munt and Cherry Smyth, Butch/Femme: Inside Lesbian Gender (A&C Black, 1998).]  [9:  M. Eliason, C. Donelan, and C. Randall, ‘Lesbian Stereotypes’, Health Care for Women International, 13.2 (1992), 131–44 <https://doi.org/10.1080/07399339209515986>.] 

An opinion of what may be classed as hyper femininity might vary depending on the background of who is asked. A person’s ethnicity, for example, would play a huge part due to racial stereotypes and a person’s culture. But when referring to gender and sexuality, someone’s identity would have a vast impact on their ideas of femininity and masculinity. A cis-heterosexual woman may think that hyper femininity is a woman who presents in a traditionally feminine way and taking that presentation to an extreme – possibly having long hair in an elaborate style and wearing dresses and jewellery with long nails and makeup. A cis-heterosexual man might associate hyper femininity with a feminine body shape, and a gay man, cisgender or otherwise, might associate it with the art of drag queens. Lesbians, on the other hand, might see hyper femininity in a vastly different way. Traditional femininity having such a strong connection to an attraction to men alienates lesbians from this experience, even if they look identical to a heterosexual woman. Preconceived ideas of lesbians all being masculine could mean that all feminine presenting lesbians could be considered to be hyper feminine. 
Expressions of femininity can be seen in the way someone dresses, with clothing and jewellery. Typically, feminine presentation involves wearing skirts and dresses, and makeup and jewellery. In a blog post by Eleanor Medhurst, it is stated that in 1950s London, femme lesbians would dress fashionably for the era – considering the difficulties experienced by working class people in post-wartime England. Pictured on the blog, a feminine lesbian wears a scarf, which Medhurst considers to be “a very lesbian item”[footnoteRef:10]. The femme also has long hair, and a belt that highlights and cinches her waist. Also analysed in this post is an image from two decades prior, in a lesbian bar in Paris called Le Monocle, masculine and feminine lesbians are pictured dressed in very elegant fashion. One (assumedly) femme woman in the photograph “exemplifies the fashionable woman of the 1930s.”[footnoteRef:11] Many of the feminine women wear light coloured silks in the form of long dresses, but others wear outfits with blazers, though with their hair styled in very feminine fashions, and while wearing makeup. This is another way of expressing lesbian femininity, by taking something that is more traditionally masculine, such as a blazer, and softening it by wearing it with makeup or jewellery, adding a feminine twist – reminiscent of the way that femme lesbians add a feminine twist to an identity that if typically thought of as more masculine.
In addition to this, expressions of hyper femininity also exist in someone’s mannerisms and interactions with others. In a blog post discussing her femme identity, Tumblr user ancientwoc states that being a femme lesbian is based upon “the role we play among other lesbian women and not just about a feminine presentation.”[footnoteRef:12] She goes on to mention that many femme lesbians “might enjoy performing femininity, but this is just a consequence of this role we play as lesbians.”[footnoteRef:13] A femme lesbian’s femininity is not limited to the way that she looks, but also appears in how she interacts with others, particularly other LGBTQ+ people. Seemingly agreeing with this statement, femme lesbian Jewelle L. Gomez wrote that “We are in a war for liberation – butches are the front-line troops and femmes are the tactical guerrillas,”[footnoteRef:14] which implies that femme lesbians’ ability to go ‘undercover’ in a heterosexual society afforded them the privilege of being strategic in the fight for LGBTQ+ rights. It portrays their femininity as a weapon. [10:  Eleanor Medhurst, ‘Femme Chronology: 1950s Bar Lesbians and 2020s Retro Dykes’, Dressing Dykes, 2020 <https://dressingdykes.com/2020/10/30/femme-chronology-1950s-bar-lesbians-and-2020s-retro-dykes/> [accessed 21 March 2022].]  [11:  Medhurst.]  [12:  ancientwoc, ‘Hopeless Romantic’, Hopeless Romantic <https://ancientwoc.tumblr.com/post/613930049717059584/one-thing-that-people-dont-usually-get-is-that> [accessed 20 March 2022].]  [13:  ancientwoc.]  [14:  Munt and Smyth.] 

To conclude, femme lesbian femininity is extremely intricate. Femme lesbians are feminine in a way that is hyper feminine, not only due to the way that they present themselves but also in the way that they interact with others, especially in the 1960s during the fight for LGBTQ+ rights. Femme lesbians are hyperfeminine because they defy expectations of what a lesbian should look like, and they subvert femininity by performing it for people other than men. Halberstam’s studies of masculinity in women allows for a deeper understanding of lesbian femininity, as in a similar way that butch lesbians challenge society by being masculine when they are expected as women to be feminine, femme lesbians challenge society by being feminine when lesbians are assumed to be masculine. Examining blogs posts written by femme lesbians as primary sources also allows for an understanding of how femme lesbians see themselves, which helps to draw the conclusion that femme lesbians’ hyper femininity is very heavily influenced by their sexuality. This means that not only can hyper femininity exist in LGBTQ+ spaces, even the ones that do not involve men, the very fact that it is a space without men is what allows femme lesbians to truly be hyperfeminine. 
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