Where Did All the Lesbians Go? 
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By Ashley Cowger
A lesbian utopia where no men are allowed, women supporting each other, growing community, learning new skills, and living in nature, what could be better than that? Lesbian separatism is a piece of queer history that was beautiful, transformative, and unique. However, it is important to understand what faults marked the beginning of the end for the lesbians in paradise. Lesbian separatism emerged in the 1970s as a response to the exclusion of lesbians in the women's liberation and the gay rights social movements of the 1960s (Samek 2015, 394). During this time of political uprising, lesbians endured homophobia and sexism within those collectives, leading to the creation of separatism as an extension of the feminist movement (Koller et al., 2023, 3). 
Language is one of the most powerful tools used by social justice movements. Therefore I must highlight the terms used at the time that share similar political meanings depending on the location, individuals affiliated, and goals of the collective. Terms such as “lesbian separatism,” “radical feminism,” “essentialism,” “woman-identified-woman,” and “cultural feminism” shared similar meanings of lived political experiences with specific differences in perspectives as Kathy Rudy, a former separatist shares in her work (Rudy 2001, 192).
In 1970, a New York-based group called the Radicalesbians distributed an influential paper titled “The Woman Identified Woman,” in which they communicated the central basis of lesbian feminism. They wrote, “a lesbian is the rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion. She is the woman who, often beginning at an extremely early age, acts in accordance with her inner compulsion to be a more complete and freer human being than her society cares to allow” (Rudy 2001, 196). Lesbian separatism was founded on the theory that in order for women to succeed, they must separate themselves from all contact with men to escape the society structured in sexism and heteronormativity (Koller et al. 2023, 3). The Furies, an influential newspaper collective known for bringing attention to lesbian feminism as a political issue with their publications in the early 70s, were notorious for their passion for complete separatism. As Coletta Reid wrote in The Furies, “Women can choose not to be heterosexual, to not support the power system that oppresses them” (Enszer 2016, 183). This perspective that sexual orientation was a choice was foundational for The Furies. Not all of the separatists identified as a lesbian in the way we understand sexuality today. Many of the women understood themselves as heterosexual, bisexual, or asexual. However, they believed in lesbian separatism as a way to maintain a complete political commitment to feminism (Rudy 2001, 193). Lesbian separatism was seen as the opportunity to create an entirely new society as a form of resistance to the patriarchal culture that oppressed them. 
Lesbian separatist groups took different forms in multiple countries. Urban collectives focused on creationing women-made media such as newspapers, publishing companies, record labels, radio shows, and more to spread the ideologies of the emerging communities to women in different locations. There were separatist collectives who lived as travellers and the iconic residential separatist communities who lived on shared land together in the countryside (Koller et al. 2023, 5). In these communities, women lived together, formed relationships, and found strength in their shared experiences and passions as women seeking freedom. The separatist group that Kathy Rudy joined in Durham in 1980 was thriving. The community was involved in supporting and or creating many resource facilities in the area, such as a women’s health center that offered both physical and mental support resources, a sexual assault crisis center, an alternative medicine center, women-owned businesses such as an auto mechanic, bookstores, cafes, restaurants, spiritual organizations, and women’s studies programs at the post-secondary institutions in the area (Rudy 2001, 196). Not only was there a chance to build interpersonal connections at the community events like potlucks and dances but there were also economic opportunities for the women to make their own money in these businesses. 
Many collectives successfully reached their goals of creating women-centred lives for multiple years. However, with time, tensions within the groups began to spark. There was tension between the politically based lesbians and the desire-based lesbians, each group viewing the other as inauthentic (Rudy 2001, 195). For some time, the land-based collectives thrived. However, over time, with the hard physical labour involved in maintaining land, coupled with wide-reaching socio-political changes in the US and UK in the 1980s, many women shifted to living independently from the collective (Koller et al. 2023, 5). Tensions in groups were also fueled by the exclusion of bisexual and transgender women from the collectives (Koller et al. 2023, 5).
 Lastly, the lack of consideration of race and class bias began to create cracks in the foundations of the movement. The women initially considered themselves equals under the oppression of male supremacy. Soon, problems were created by overlooking racial, ethnic, religious, class, and many other differences (Rudy 2001, 200). Additionally, many of the women of colour found value in being connected with the Black Power movements that involved men, but these mixed-gender collectives went against the values of lesbian separatism. At the time of the tension within the collectives, the term intersectionality was not yet coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, and the lesbian separatists had difficulty trying to align themselves across identity categories (Crenshaw 1997, 141). 
The work these collectives accomplished and the history they created were highly influential; however, they could have been even more powerful with the inclusion of intersectional perspectives and compassion toward understanding how their differences made them stronger. In the end, creating communities based on strict identity categories and self-expression can be exclusive and damaging. That said, running off with the lesbians is still pretty enticing. 
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