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Abstract

This thesis reports the findings of conversation analytic studies exploring how
sexuality categories and other issues relevant to lesbian and gay lives become
relevant in ordinary talk-in-interaction. Drawing on a naturalistic data set of over
150 recorded telephone calls comprising the incoming and outgoing calls from
five non-heterosexual households in the UK, these studies explore when and how
sexuality 1s spontaneously oriented to as relevant by participants (Chapters 2-4).
The research presented in this thesis also shows how talk by speakers who are (as
it happens) lesbians or gay men can be categorised as other than relevantly
‘lesbian/gay talk’ and/or as talk produced by some other category member
(Chapters 5-6). Overall, this thesis i1s a concrete demonstration of how
conversation analytic work with an explicit political commitment can be situated
in and contribute to three fields of research: (1) interdisciplinary lesbian and gay
studies; (11) sexuality and language research; and (i11) conversation analysis. To
lesbian and gay studies, this research furthers our understanding of coming out,
not coming out, passing, and covering; explicates some of the similarities and
differences between sexuality categories; adds to our understanding of mundane
heterosexism; and contributes to our knowledge about how lesbian and gay
people navigate the social world. The thesis also contributes to sexuality and
language research: by showing the relevance of sexuality in mundane interaction;
by demonstrating problems of conceptualising a ‘lesbian or gay language’; by
showing how sexuality becomes relevant through action in talk; and by
demonstrating the viability of CA for language and sexuality research. In
addition to showing how CA can be appropriated for politically engaged
research, the work in this thesis: contributes to our understanding of
categorisation 1n talk-in-interaction; demonstrates how we might approach the
study of category-bound activities; furthers our knowledge of the practice of

person reference; and contributes to our understanding of correction.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction: Why study lesbian and gay lives?

Lesbian and gay people are imprisoned under laws which
police the bedroom and criminalize a kiss; they are
tortured to extract confessions of “deviance” and raped to
“cure” them of it; they are killed by “death squads” in
societies which view them as “disposables™; they are
executed by the state which portrays them as a threat to
society (Amnesty International, 1999: 6).

Amnesty International only recognised lesbian and gay people as political
prisoners in the 1990s and, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, 70 states
still have laws that prohibit same-sex sexual behaviour (Amnesty International,
2001: 12). In countries such as Malaysia, Jamaica, and Saudi Arabia breaking
these laws 1s punishable with lengthy prison sentences and physical violence,
such as hundreds or even thousands of lashes administered publicly. Even in
states where corporal punishment is not officially sanctioned, those caught often
face extremely brutal treatment from the state officials they encounter, and case
studies have revealed such instances even where the state does not legislate
against same-sex sexual behaviour. Amnesty International has documented
numerous examples of homophobic attacks from police and prison officers. In
some countries in which there are no laws criminalizing same-sex sexual
behaviour, such as Russia and the Ukraine, there exist compulsory state
programmes to ‘cure’ lesbians and gay men. In such places, being caught might
result in being forced into psychiatric hospitals. Violence 1s not only meted out
by state institutions, in many societies the tamily or community at large are the
perpetrators or supporters of attacks against homosexuals (Amnesty

International, 2001). Under conditions such as these it 1s hardly surprising that
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many lesbians and gay men are forced to seek asylum outside of their country of
origin. However, they then often face difficulty gaining international protection
on the grounds of sexual orientation despite the UN High Commaissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) policy stipulating sexual orientation does constitute grounds
for seeking protection (Amnesty International, 2001: 49).

Lesbians and gay men in the West can condemn and campaign against the
tragedy and 1njustice of these events that occur across the globe while feeling
thankful that we do not live under such conditions. In the West, ‘[c]Jommentators
who speak on behalf of heterosexuality ... regard something called “equality” for
the homosexual citizen as both desirable and already achieved’ (Bricknell, 2001:
213). Indeed, this was exemplified in a recent headline in the UK newspaper The
Guardian, 1n which Fanshawe (2006) proclaimed: ‘Society now accepts gay men
as equals’, not as an 1tem of news in itself (rather this information was treated as
already known, obvious, and beyond question) but, rather, in service of the point
of the article in which he questioned the ‘childish® behaviour of gay men (as a

gay man, of course).

Society has indeed changed and lesbians and gay men are living lives that would
have been unrecognisable to their brothers and sisters a couple of generations ago
who mostly lived lives of secrecy, stigma and shame (e.g., Wildebloode, 1959;
Goffman, 1963; Lee, 1977; Potter & Darty, 1981; Pillard, 1982). In the UK the
law criminalizing sex between men was repealed 1n 1967 (Jivani, 1997) and in
1973 the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from the list
of mental illnesses catalogued in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM) (Rubenstein, 1995). More recently, in the UK the bar
preventing openly lesbian and gay people in the armed forces was lifted (BBC
News, 2000), Section 28 — which banned local authorities from promoting
homosexuality or teaching ‘the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended
family relationship’ (Jivani, 1997: 195) — was repealed (BBC News, 2003), 1t has
become much easier for lesbian and gay people to adopt and foster children
(Hicks, 2005), and rights for same-sex couples were enshrined in law with the
advent of civil partnerships (which afford rights equivalent to marriage) in

December 2005 which led The Independent (2005) to proclaim it was ‘a bright
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day for equality’. Aside from laws and policies, there have been other changes
that indicate greater inclusion and visibility for lesbians and gay men, such as,
increasing numbers of lesbian and gay characters on television and in films,
growing numbers of lesbian and gay books and other publications in mainstream
outlets, and a climate of apparent greater social acceptability for lesbians and gay

men. This change has been documented in sociological research (Seidman et al,

2002; Seidman, 2004).

Despite these seemingly progressive changes, scratching just beneath the surface
reveals that life for lesbian and gay people in the West is not as rosy as it might
first appear. From New Zealand where a ‘hierarchical, heterosexist social order
1s represented as “equal™’ (Bricknell, 2001: 229) to the United States where there
1S ‘an 1deological system that denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any
nonheterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship, or community’ (Herek
et al, 1998: 17), research continues to highlight injustices — from small
disruptions and difficulties to abuse and violence — experienced by lesbian and
gay people as a result of their sexuality. Many indications of greater social
inclusion are not all they seem, for example: civil partnerships fall short of full
equality with marriage by ‘creating an apartheid system of state-recognized
relationships’ (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 2004: 133); despite no official
injunctions, lesbians and gay men continue to have their applications to foster or
adopt rejected due to their sexuality (Hicks & McDermott, 1999); and positive
teaching of LGBT issues i1s lacking or non-existent in schools, which is
particularly problematic given the scale ot homophobic bullying (Warwick et al,
2004). Although there are more lesbian and gay characters on television, the
BBC’s representation of lesbian and gay people continues to rely heavily on
caricatures and stereotypes and often for comic eftect; they do little to tackle
issues of homophobia and heterosexism; and they appear reticent to depict
lesbian and gay people living everyday lives (Cowan & Valentine, 2006) and this
is a trend that is replicated in movie portrayal of lesbian and gay people (Hari,
2006). Furthermore, campaigners are often acutely aware that advances that
have been made may be revoked in the future so there 1s a need for vigilance,

which partially explains why the recent appointment of someone who has been

noticeably silent on (probably as a result of opposition to) issues relating to
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lesbian and gay rights as the UK’s government minister for equality has

(understandably) caused great concern for lesbian and gay activists (Russell,

2006).

In the UK, Stonewall’s (1996) study of “Queer Bashing” found that many lesbian
and gay people experience violence and harassment and nearly three quarters
have been subject to verbal abuse. They also found that most lesbian and gay
people took steps to avoid this violence and abuse such as avoiding public
displays of affection, making a concerted effort not to look ‘obviously gay’, or
passing as heterosexual. Only 4% of their sample claimed not to take any
measures to prevent this harassment and violence. These activist organisations
work to highlight the ongoing injustices faced by oppressed groups and to help
those who need 1t: from the global campaigns to end state sanctioned torture on
the basis of sexuality (e.g., Amnesty International, 1999, 2001) to the more local
1ssues such as Stonewall’s (2004) ‘Education for All’ campaign to challenge
homophobic bullying 1n schools in the UK and to raise awareness about the

abolition of Section 28.

Even in the sanctity of our homes we can switch on the news to hear about a
woman being stabbed because she 1s lesbian (19 November 2003) or individual
councils clinging to the legacy of Section 28 even after the law has been
abolished (17 November 2003). Or, we can open our newspapers to read reports
of a man being murdered in a homophobic attack (The Times, 2005), findings of
a survey that show most gay teachers experience abuse (7he Guardian, 2006), or
a report of an employee being sacked for being gay (Gillian, in The Guardian,
2006). These are clearly gross injustices that have real detrimental and
devastating effects on the lives of those who experience them. The research,
campaigning, and reporting that highlights and challenges these oppressive

practices is crucial to the lives of individual lesbian and gay people and to lesbian

and gay movements.

However, there is another type of oppression that impacts on our lives that i1s
much more subtle and insidious. Jackson (2006) describes the way in which

‘heterosexual privilege is woven into the fabric of social life, pervasively and
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insidiously ordering everyday existence’ (p.108). Although these instances of
everyday heterosexism are not as shocking or detrimental as rape or physical
violence for example they are much more frequent and attract little or no
publicity outside of academia, but they constitute the background to our everyday
lives. The concept of heterosexism was created to undermine the psychological
implications of the term ‘homophobia’ which accounts for anti-lesbian and anti-
gay sentiments and actions with reference to an individual’s pathology (Kitzinger
& Perkins, 1993; Kitzinger, 1996). ‘Homophobia’ produces the opposition to
non-heterosexuality ‘as simply too uniform, too directed, too personally
individual, too pathological, and too fixed’ (Plummer, 1992: 19).
‘Heterosexism’, on the other hand, 1s more consonant with sociological
endeavours since it locates these attitudes and actions within a social context and
encompasses the institutional and broader social influences that constrain, shape
and oppress lesbian and gay people. Researchers studying heterosexism have
predominantly relied on self-report data gathered from participants’ agreement
and disagreement with statements relating to lesbians and gay men, the most
well-known of these is perhaps Herek’s (1994) Attitudes Toward Lesbians and
Gay Men (ATLG) scale. However, a major problem with these scales — in
addition to the problems of participants self-reporting their attitudes — 1s that they
rely on the researcher’s preconception of what constitutes heterosexism and as
such ‘scale items incorporate a particular, contested, definition of prejudice
against lesbians and gays’ (Kitzinger & Peel, 2005: 175). This invariably means
constructing heterosexism in line with liberal understandings of sexuality, a
position that is inconsistent with many feminist perspectives (see Kitzinger,
1987). Although such scales retain some contemporary appeal, more recently
researchers have begun to examine the discursive construction of heterosexism
(Baker, 2004; Meyers, 1994; Morrish, 1997; Speer & Potter, 2000, 2002; Stokoe
& Smithson, 2002). However, while this research has tended to focus on public
discourses (e.g., Meyers, 1994; Baker, 2004) or researcher-generated talk (e.g.,
Speer & Potter, 2000), my interest is in how heterosexism 1s produced, managed,
and oriented to in ordinary, everyday interaction. I will be building on the
sociological tradition of the study of the everyday and the mundane exemplified
by Goffman (1963) in his work on the management of stigmatised 1dentities.

But, unlike Goffman, I use empirical data and I will focus on a specific type of
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stigma management (i.e., managing non-heterosexuality in a heterosexist

society).

In her study of talk produced in Lesbian and Gay Awareness Training (LGAT)
sessions, Peel (2001) examines how heterosexism 1s subtly reflected and
reproduced. She refers to this subtle, everyday heterosexism as mundane
heterosexism. Incidents of mundane heterosexism include, for example,
occasions when we have to listen to heterosexist jokes and comments,
particularly when in unfamiliar company, and then have to manage not aligning
with it but, at the same time, not challenging 1t overtly because this will be
treated as impolite or socially inadequate (“you can’t take a joke™). I usually tind
creating a diversion a useful strategy for this, but it makes me feel uncomftortable
to have let it go unchallenged and it 1s additional ‘work’ that I would not have to
do 1f the world was not set up such that people can expect to be able to make

heterosexist comments without being challenged.

Numerous instances reveal heterosexist assumptions that must be challenged on
an almost daily basis. One such occasion occurred when my (female) partner
and | arrived on holiday. I had booked a hotel room via the telephone and, when
we arrived, one of the owners greeted us looking embarrassed saying that she had
the booking recorded as a double room. She had apologised for her error betfore
we had time to speak and offered to prepare a twin bedded room for us instead. I
said that there hadn’t been a mistake: I had booked a double room. Her husband
(as she immediately referred to him) then arrived at reception and I had to repeat
the explanation when he also tried to offer us a different room. On another
occasion, I had started a new job and one of my co-workers and I were chatting
in the break, she asked me where I lived and whether I lived with my tamily and
[ told her I lived with my partner, at just this point we were interrupted and then
had to return to work. Later in the afternoon she called across the room “what
did you say your chap’s name was?” therefore putting me in the position of
having to come out to a room of strangers on my first day. Luckily for me, my

co-workers responded with ‘that’s okay’ and ‘it doesn’t bother me’!
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Crucially, in these two instances, it is not that people were intentionally being
oppressive or malicious, quite on the contrary, in the first instance they were just
trying to solve what they perceived to be an error on their part and not make us
uneasy by having to share a bed, and in the second instance my new colleague
was simply showing interest in my life and, as it turned out, was including us on
the evening out she was arranging. However, in the course of doing these things
they presumed I was heterosexual thereby creating an awkward situation for me
and for themselves — one which more often than not I feel I am somehow
responsible for and end up working twice as hard to get the interaction back on

an even keel.

Thinking about these experiences reveal many more instances than could be
documented here. They are so frequent that they become almost matter-of-
course. However, they are never going to find their way into the news and,
because of their subtlety, they are less likely to be reported by research
participants. But, they do cause awkwardness, social unease and annoyance as
they disrupt the ongoing activity of our lives. These are the incidents that anyone
whose life challenges heteronormativity faces on a regular basis. The study of
this kind of subtle and pervasive oppression is one of the objectives of the

research presented in this thesis.

The research on which this thesis is based is a conversation analytic study that
relies predominantly, but not exclusively, on talk produced by lesbian and gay
speakers, with a focus on when and how sexuality becomes relevant in talk-1n-
interaction. I situate this research in and contribute to the three disparate fields
of lesbian and gay studies, research on language and sexuality, and conversation
analysis. In this chapter, I will provide an overview of lesbian and gay studies,
which includes consideration of the relationship between lesbian and gay studies
and feminism and attending to some issues of terminology pertinent to the
research presented in this thesis. I will examine existing research on sexuality
and language and consider some directions for future research in this field. I waill
then present the methodological approach for this research, which includes:

discussion of the key features of a conversation analytic approach; consideration
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of how conversation analysis can be combined with politically engaged work;
and a description of the data corpus upon which this research is based. Finally, I

will provide an overview of the composition of the thesis.

Lesbian and gay studies: A feminist perspective

Lesbian and gay studies 1s an inherently politically engaged field of research. It
emerged out of the lesbian and gay movement of the 1960s and 1970s (Munt,
1997). This field of research ‘is not a single discipline with a single object of
study’ (Weeks, 2000) so I can provide only a brief sketch here. In this section, I
outline the emergence of sexuality categories (which was a precondition for the
development of lesbian and gay studies) and development of social
constructionist conceptualisations of these categories. I then delineate the scope
of contemporary lesbian and gay studies before considering the relationship
between this field of research and feminism. Finally, I attend to two terminology
1ssues that are pertinent to lesbian and gay research and justify my choice of

terminology in the research presented 1n this thesis.

The emergence of lesbian and gay categories: A precondition for the field

The emergence of the notion of a distinct type of person who participates 1n
same-sex sexual activity was a necessary precondition for the development ot
lesbian and gay studies. Prior to the nineteenth century the Church was the
dominant regulator of sexual behaviour in Europe (Healy, 2004). Deviant sexual
behaviour included sex outside of marriage (and thus all same-sex sexual
activity), sexual activity within marriage other than sexual intercourse for
procreative purposes (such as oral sex), masturbation, prostitution, and so on.

: : . . : : 1
Engaging in same-sex sexual activity was a sin (and for men also a crime’) but

| Sexual contact between women was less acknowledged and, with widespread denial that such

activity took place, the law did not explicitly prohibit women from same-sex sexual activity (see

Oram & Turnbull, 2001).
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conceptualisation of a particular kind ot person who behaved this way did not
exist. There were no distinctions between different acts of sexual deviance

‘whether between man and woman, man and beast, or man and man’ (Weeks,

1977: 12).

Then, with the advent of the discipline of sexology, there came the emergence of
the notion that there were particular kinds of people and, as a result, the creation
of sexuality categories: Ulrichs’ ‘urnings’ (Goldstein, 1996) and ‘uranians’
(Plummer, 1998); Ellis’ ‘mverts’ (Calder-Marshall, 1959); Carpenter’s
‘intermediate’ sex (Hekma, 2000); and it was Karl Kertbeny who, in 1869, first
publicly used the term ‘homosexual’ (Katz, 1996). There had been some terms
previously used in some sectors of society to refer to people who engaged 1n
same-sex sexual behaviour (e.g., catamites, sodomites, pederasts) but these new
terms (e.g., homosexual, invert, intermediate sex) emerged during a period 1n
which the concept of a particular type of person (i.e., the contemporary ‘lesbian’
and ‘gay man’) solidified: ‘The sodomite had been a temporary aberration: the
homosexual was now a species’ (Foucault, 1978: 43). This shift underlies both
the pathologicalisation of homosexuals, and the challenges of the lesbian and gay
movement. It was from the lesbian and gay movement that lesbian and gay
studies as an academic pursuit first developed during the 1970s (Hogan &

Hudson, 1998), since many people were both activists and academics (Munt,

1997).

At the time that these early theorists (e.g. Ellis and Kertbeny) were creating
categories of sexuality they were working within a scientific-medical paradigm
such that they were labelling a ‘condition’ that had always existed but that had
cone undiagnosed, in this sense then, they adopted an essentialist view of
sexuality (Epstein, 1987). It was not until much later that constructionist
researchers began to examine the emergence of the homosexual as a social
construct (e.g., Foucault, 1978; Stein, 1990) and from this developed an
understanding of sexuality as a complex social role rather than a condition
(McIntosh, 1968). Within sociology, the classic paper by Mary Mclntosh (1968)
‘firmly established what subsequently became known as the constructionist-

essentialist debate’ (Plummer, 2000: 50). This debate 1s now well rehearsed in
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lesbian and gay studies and, although the positions remain central as theoretical
foundations for contemporary research, the argument itself 1s frequently regarded
as ‘wearisome’ (Weeks, 2000: 2) and ‘exhausted’ (Healy, 2004: 201), although
see Bricknell (2006) and DelLamater & Hyde (1998) for good contemporary

discussions. Over the last thirty years or so, studying the construction of lesbian
and gay i1dentities has become a fruitful and popular endeavour for researchers
contributing to the study of lesbian and gay lives (e.g., Dank, 1971; Epstein,
1987; Plummer, 1975; Ponse, 1978; Simon & Gagnon, 1967; Troiden, 1988;
Watson & Weinberg, 1982). However, while these studies have tended to be
broad in focus by examining ‘general patterns’ of identity formation (Troiden,
1988: 261) and ‘the life cycle of the homosexual’ (Si1mon & Gagnon, 1967: 178),
they have rarely explored the everyday production of and orientation to
participants’ sexualities. It is the mundane production of sexualities that i1s the
focus of my own research. Moreover, the few researchers (e.g., Watson &
Weinberg, 1982) who have researched ‘the collaborative interactional
construction of...homosexual identity’ (p.58), have tended to do so in researcher-
generated interaction such as interviews. My focus, by contrast, 1s on the

spontaneous relevance of sexuality 1n naturalistic talk.

Contemporary lesbian and gay studies

Lesbian and gay studies ‘does not comprise a coherent field’ (Bristow, 1992).
Rather, it is an interdisciplinary enterprise with perhaps most of its research
being born out of sociology, psychology, and women’s studies. Other disciplines
that contribute to the field include: linguistics, literary studies, media studies,
politics, history, philosophy, law, and economics. There are problems associated
with interdisciplinary bodies of research such as difficulties integrating across
disciplinary boundaries (see Cameron, 1996) or researchers being unaware of
existing work due to the lack of a ‘real disciplinary home’ (Kulick, 2000: 246).
However, as with other interdisciplinary research areas (see Mills, 1995), this

pluralist approach benefits from °‘the rich tapestry’ (Weeks, 2000: 1) ot

methodological and theoretical perspectives.

10
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Making visible oppression and the study of heterosexism (e.g., Baker, 2004,
Kitzinger & Peel, 2005; Meyers, 1994; Morrish, 1997; Peel, 2001; Speer &
Potter, 2000, 2002; Stokoe & Smithson, 2002) has been one of the key features
of this field of research. But, the topics of investigation for lesbian and gay
studies are even broader than the disciplinary approaches taken. Lesbian and gay
studies subsumes research on every aspect of lesbian and gay lives, including:
same-sex ‘couple’ relationships (Heapy et al, 1996; Murphy, 1996), sexual
activity and sexual desire (Ridge, 2004; St mon & Gagnon, 1984); lesbian and
gay families (Clarke & Kitzinger, 2004; Tasker, 2002; Weston, 1991); becoming
lesbian or gay and coming out (Bowleg et al, 2003; Lewis et al, 2001; Markowe,
2002; Whisman, 1996); abuse, violence, and homophobia (Herek & Berrill,
1992; Robohm et al, 2003); media representations (Kooijman, 2005; Mazur et al,
2002; Wilton, 1995a); lesbian and gay people at work (Dunne, 2002; Woods,
1996); and health and illness (Adam, 1992; Rogers et al, 2003; Wilkinson, 2002).

Moreover, the remit of lesbian and gay studies expands beyond the study of

lesbian and gay lives:

[W]e are also concerned with other things outside that,
from legal codes to cultural representation, defining parts
of lived life, certainly, but developing modes of
interpretation and audiences that are often distinctive, and

throw stark light on heterosexuality as much as

homosexuality (Weeks, 2000: 2).

Eager to address the heterosexual bias and invisibility of lesbian and gay people
(at least outside of a deviance framework), early researchers attempted to remedy
the problem by studying the lives of lesbian and gay people. But, ironically,
these studies also contributed to continuing heterosexual bias by reproducing
heterosexuality as the default, unmarked position. More recently, 1n line with the
trend for putting other dominant, unmarked groups under the spotlight, such as
white as a racial category (e.g., Fine et al, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993; McIntosh,
1988) and men as a sex category (e.g., Georgakopoulou, 2005; Gough, 2001;
Kiesling, 2005), researchers have begun to examine heterosexuality qua

heterosexuality (e.g., Katz, 1995; Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1993; Jackson, 1999,

11
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Richardson, 1996). In the contemporary field of lesbian and gay studies, then, all

sexuality categories fall within the researcher’s remit.

A major topic of investigation in lesbian and gay studies has been the study of
coming out (in terms of sexuality) as this 1s a distinctive lesbian and gay
phenomenon. However, advancement in our understanding of this is limited due
to the fact that ‘[r]esearch on the coming out process has relied entirely on
retrospective accounts’ (Rothblum, 2000: 203). Gathering data in this way
allows researchers access to talk about the topic — for the purposes of studying
the events, incidents, thoughts, and attitudes reported — that they are interested 1n.
However, there are inevitable problems with using self-report data: ‘memories
can be fallible, stories can be embroidered, participants may be more interested
In creating a good mmpression than in literal accuracy, speakers sometimes
contradict themselves and sometimes deliberately lie’ (Kitzinger, 2003: 126).
Despite this, talk about the phenomenon in question remains the central form of
data for studying that phenomenon in much lesbian and gay research. By
contrast, my interest 1s in the study of ‘real life’ interaction through which 1ssues
pertaining to sexuality become apparent. In this way, I can access participants’
lives ‘first hand’ (Kitzinger, 2003). I will contribute to our understanding ot
coming out as a lesbian and gay event in three main ways: first, I will explore the
effects of coming out (or not) as they ‘leak’ beyond incidents in which coming
out is relevant; second, I will analyse actual instances of coming out as they arise
in talk-in-interaction; and, third, I will examine data in which speakers index

their (and others’) sexuality but which do not comprise occasions of coming out.

Feminism

The purpose of research within lesbian and gay studies is not only to describe
and analyse the nature of lesbian and gay people’s lives, but also one of the
defining characteristics of research in this field is a commitment to greater sexual
equality and the desire to challenge the oppressive social order (Weeks, 2000).
Challenging an oppressive social order is also a feature of feminism. Feminism

has been a motivating factor in the development of lesbian and gay movements

12
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and lesbian and gay studies (Zimmerman, 1997). Initially, feminism had more of
an influence in the creation of lesbian studies and 1t was within women’s studies
departments that lesbian studies had an environment in which to grow
(Zimmerman, 1997). Moreover, it was not only that feminism and women’s
studies provided a home to lesbian studies but, rather, for many i1t was also that
the concerns of feminist research was — and 1s — necessarily interwoven with
those of lesbian and gay research. The very possibility of the existence of
categories such as ‘lesbians’ and ‘gay men’ is inextricably linked to the rigid

binary social system of sex that 1s linked to a society of male dominance.

Homosexuality 1s a by-product of a particular way of
setting up roles (or approved patterns of behavior) on the
basis of sex; as such it 1s an inauthentic (not consonant
with “reality”) category. In a society in which men do
not oppress women and sexual expression 1s allowed to
follow feelings, the categories of homosexuality and

heterosexuality would disappear (Radicalesbians, 1970:

18).

More recently the ties between feminism and lesbian and gay studies may be
considered to have strengthened further since the study of gender has been
recognised as ‘intimately tied to sexuality” (Wong et al, 2001: 11) and
researchers have increasingly acknowledged the importance of examining the

intersection of multiple oppressions (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004; Fenstermaker and

West, 2002; Mercer, 1991; Wilton, 1995b).

Although feminism might have been of more obvious value to lesbians, gay men
‘have found it to be a source of powerful arguments and theories as well’
(Zimmerman, 1997: 147). For example, the comparatively greater problems
faced by gay men who adopt behaviour traditionally associated with women has

been understood with reference to a patriarchal, sexist society in which traits

associated with women are devalued (Weeks, 1997). Moreover, it has been
argued that ‘lesbian feminist theory ... produced the most developed theoretical

analysis of homosexuality (Plummer, 1992: 6). It was not only the ideas and
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theories of feminism that were useful to lesbian and gay studies, but also ‘the
emphasis on the reflexive approach, which involves listening to, engaging with,

and responding to the people we are researching” (Weeks, 2000: 3).

However, this harmony should not be overemphasised: there were — and to a
lesser extent, there still are — two main tensions between feminism and lesbian
and gay studies. First, there were tensions between feminists who were lesbian
(who may or may not be lesbian feminists) and heterosexual feminists.
Therefore, the relationship between feminism and lesbian studies has not always
been uncomplicated. Many classic feminist works perpetuated the myth of
‘natural’ heterosexuality and often i1gnored lesbianism (see Rich, 1980) and
therefore many lesbians argued that lesbians should organise separately to
mainstream feminism, which would always privilege the experiences and goals
of heterosexual women above those of lesbian women (e.g., Claudie et al, 1981).
Additionally, many heterosexual feminists did not want to be associated with
lesbians, believing they would damage their reputation (Jivani, 1997) and this
sentiment was famously encapsulated in Betty Friedan’s coinage of the phrase

‘Lavender Menace’ to refer to lesbians in the women’s movement (Jay, 1999) .

Second, the relationship between lesbian feminists and gay men was — and 1s —
often strained: ‘one must speak of a “gay community” with caution, since only
the most fragile bonds link the lives of lesbians with those of gay men’ (Stanley,
1974: 49). Rather, ‘early feminist manifestoes for lesbianism either had little to
say about gay men or saw gay men as having much more in common with male
oppressors than with lesbians’ (Marcus, 2005: 194, also see Jeftreys, 1989;
Kitzinger, 1987; MacKinnon, 1987; Stanley, 1982). However, others objected to
feminists’ portrayals of gay men (e.g., Sedgewick, 1985). The debate continues

to simmer but, for better or worse, there remains ‘a unique link between lesbians

and gay men’ (Wilton, 1995b: 10).

Although in practice some feminist work does marginalise lesbian women'’s
experience (Wilton, 1995b), in principle feminism often speaks of recognising
the intersection of multiple oppressions. Likewise, criticisms of lesbian and gay

research for focusing on gay men at the expense of lesbians’ experiences 1s a
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criticism that has generally been targeted at the way 1n which work is carried out
and not at how it is possible for it to be carried out. The two fields of research
have so much to offer each other and this 1s recognised by the use of terms such a
‘lesbian/feminist perspectives’ or ‘lesbian/teminist theory’ (e.g., Richardson,
2000) such that, for me, it 1s sometimes 1impossible to separate the influence of
lesbian and gay politics from the influence of feminism. Both remind me to be
attentive to oppression and the operation of power however it occurs and I draw
on the 1nsights of feminist work in doing lesbian and gay research. For example,
the recent surge of research concerned with explicating and demonstrating the
practice of ‘feminist conversation analysis’ (e.g., Kitzinger, 2000, 2003;
Kitzinger & Frith, 1999; Speer, 2005a) provides an invaluable resource for

developing my own approach to using CA for lesbian and gay research.

Who are you calling ‘gay’? The terminology of lesbian and gay studies

(a) Identity v. category

In this thesis, I examine how issues pertaining to sexuality arise in the course of
talk-in-interaction. By sexuality I mean ‘lesbian’, ‘gay’, ‘bisexual’,
‘transgendered’, ‘transsexual’, ‘intersexual’, ‘queer’, ‘heterosexual’, and so on,
which I refer to as ‘sexuality categories’. In the literature these terms are often
referred to as ‘sexual i1dentities’ (and sometimes ‘sexuality roles’ or ‘sexual
orientations’). The difference between ‘categories’ and ‘i1dentities’ 1s usually not
explicated and sometimes researchers appear to treat them synonymously (e.g.,
Berard, 2005), or they may use ‘1dentity categories’ (e.g., Bucholtz & Hall, 2004;
Kulick, 2000). However, others suggest — albeit, I would argue, vaguely — that
the two terms (‘category’ and ‘identity’) refer to difterent albeit connected
concepts: ‘notions of category membership and social 1dentity are crucially

linked: a reference to a person’s social identity 1s also a reterence to their

membership of a specific category’ (Widdicombe, 1998: 52-3).
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‘Sexual  identity” i1s  potentially  problematic  for  constructionist
ethnomethodological research® because it connotes that the individual defines
her/himself in such a way that i1s central to her/his identity. This raises
epistemological 1ssues regarding what, as an analyst, can be properly understood
as accessible and what we can treat as knowable. The concept of identity retains
psychological connotations despite efforts to instate understandings of the
soclially produced aspects of the concept. For example, Bucholtz & Hall’s (2005)
definition of identity includes recognition of ‘the social ground on which
identity 1s built, maintained, and altered’ (p. 587) and emphasis on how it ‘is
constituted through social action, and especially through language’ (p. 588),

however, they also argue that ‘individuals’ sense of self 1s certainly an important

element of 1dentity’ (p. 587).

For some ‘identity’ 1s a more expansive concept than ‘category’; it categories are
defined as only the broad social categories such as ‘age, gender, and social class’

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2004: 591), then identities may indeed be a more

encompassing term:

[Ildentity emerges in discourse through the temporary
roles and orientations assumed by participants, such as
evaluator, joke teller, or engaged listener.  Such
interactional positions may seem quite different from
identity as conventionally understood: however, these
temporary roles, no less than larger sociological and
ethnographic identity categories, contribute to the

formation of subjectivity and intersubjectivity 1n

discourse (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005: 591).

However, I believe it is more logical to reverse this argument such that
‘categories’ becomes the more inclusive concept. Categories, at their most basic

level, are groups that have one or more characteristic(s) or attribute(s) In

2 Researchers do adopt ethnomethodological approaches for social constructionist research, but

there is some opposition to this type of research (see Speer, 2005a: 76-7 for an overview).
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common. Furthermore, categories are constituted, produced and oriented to 1n
interaction. All 1dentities relate to some category membership. However, there
are memberships in categories that do not have corresponding identities. This 1s
similar to the way in which Brown (1965) claims °[i]t 1s not customary to regard
all social categories for which there are norms as social roles’ (p.155), rather,
there has to be ‘a substantial number of norms’ (ibid.) before 1t 1s considered a
role — exactly how many is unspecified and unspecifiable since this 1s dependent
on variable social, cultural, interactional, and historical factors. Likewise,
whether membership in some category is an identity is socially negotiable and
not decided a priori. Therefore, my decision to refer to categories and category
memberships (and not to identities) In my analyses 1s grounded 1n an
understanding of ‘identity’ as having already incorporated an unacknowledged
and unarticulated degree of analysis. However, because of the overlap and
blurring of the boundaries of the concepts across the literatures, I do draw on

research and theories pertaining to i1dentities.

(b) Which categories’?’

Having justified my decision to refer to sexuality categories rather than sexual
identities, I will now explain why I have selected ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’ (given the
myriad of sexuality categories available) in particular. At the outset of his
review of gay and lesbian language, Kulick (2000) highlights the inevitable

difficulties in employing suitable terminology:

What to collectively call people whose sexuality falls
beyond the bounds of normative heterosexuality 1s an

unavoidable and ultimately unresolvable problem (Kulick,

2000: 243).

However, despite the inherent difficulties, there must be a pragmatic solution that
permits adequate and appropriate reference. Mostly I refer to ‘lesbian and gay
people’ (or ‘lesbians and gay men’), but sometimes I refer only to ‘lesbians’, and

occasionally I use the terms ‘LGBT’ (the initialisation commonly used to refer to
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‘lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people’) and ‘non-heterosexuality’.
This apparent inconsistency is designedly so. The talk I have collected as data is
predominantly that of lesbians (although not exclusively — see ¢ My approach to
doing politically engaged CA in practice’ section under ‘Data’ heading) and
theretore ‘lesbian’ 1s sometimes the most appropriate term. More often, I will
use ‘lesbian and gay’ in extrapolating from lesbian experience to gay men’s
~experience (or vice versa). I do this with extreme caution since there are many
problems with unifying lesbian and gay male issues under one umbrella (Stanley,
1974). Therefore, I do this only when there is a case that there 1s sufficient
shared ground to warrant 1t. And, for that reason, I have opted to use ‘lesbians
and gay men’ which encompasses recognition of differential experience of
women and men, rather than the generic ‘gay people’ which 1s often hearable as
erasing lesbianism (Shapiro, 1990). Furthermore, the diversity of lesbian
experience 1S great enough that the inclusion of gay men is only problematic
insofar as there is also a problem with talking about lesbians (as a group) on the

basis of the talk analysed here.

[ am cautious in my use of ‘LGBT’ because there are problems with the
increasing popularity of the use of initialisations to refer to collectives of
sexuality categories: ‘LGB’ (e.g., Bontempo & D’Augelli, 2002; D'Augelli &
Grossman, 2001); ‘LGBT" (e.g., Epstein, 2003); ‘LGBT&F>’ (Kulick, 2000);
‘LGBTQ® (e.g., Stevens, 2004); ‘LGBTQI” (e.g., Lindsey, 2005); and even
‘LGBTTSQ® (Kulick, 2000). However, each addition that serves to include one

more group of people also makes starker the exclusion of another: “appending

* Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual
* Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgendered

> Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Friends

° Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Queer

” Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, Queer, and Intersexual (intersexed people are those
who have biological characteristics that have been culturally assigned to females and biological
characteristics that have been culturally assign to males, see Kessler, 1998).

8 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, Two-Spirit, Queer or Questioning. ‘Two spirit’ 1s a
term that is born out of Native North American communities and refers to people who have both

masculine and feminine traits or ‘spirits’ (Jacobs, Thomas & Lang, 1997).
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queer/bisexual/transgender to lesbian and gay ironically has the effect of
connoting the exclusionary properties of all lists’ (Munt, 1997: xiii). Also, there
is the problem of empty inclusion such that the name of a group may be added
but there is no corresponding shift in the focus of study or recognition of the
group as a whole. Furthermore, the differences between sub-groups often

outweigh the similarities.

Although work 1n lesbian and gay studies has often been accused of
discriminating against (Dollimore, 1997) or ignoring (Bell, 1994) bisexuality, I
have drawn a distinction between ‘lesbian and gay’ and ‘LGB’ because in some
instances the differences between lesbian and gay people and bisexual people are

such that the findings cannot be appropriately or sensibly applied to the latter
(see Chapters 3 & 4).

The incorporation of transgendered people into the singular category of ‘LGBT’
1Is more problematic i1n many senses. Additionally, ‘transgendered’ 1s often
treated as synonymous with ‘transsexual’, for example, Amnesty International
(1999) uses the term ‘transgendered’ but offers a definition that appears to refer
to ‘transsexual’ (also see Fragment 9, in Chapter 6 of this thesis). Transgendered
people do ‘not necessarily fit into existing [gender] categories’ (Watling, 1999)
but rather ‘transgender’ ‘sits astride the existing gender boundaries’ (ibid.) and ‘1t
is possible for transgender people to identify somewhere along the gender
spectrum or identify with no gender at all” (May, 2002). The category
‘transsexual’ 1s, for some, a subcategory of ‘transgender’ (e.g., Gilbert, 1997).
Transsexuals are people who were assigned one sex at birth but ‘choose to live
their life as another - either by consistently cross dressing or surgically altering
their sex’ (May, 2002). It seems that these categories are better placed within the
domain of gender studies (Cameron & Kulick, 2006). ‘Transsexual’ and
‘transgender’ are not necessarily sexuality categories but rather sex and gender
categories respectively. It is only because ‘[1]n the heterosexist binary-gendered

world, gender and heterosexuality prop each other up’ (Prosser, 1997: 312) that
these categories are more routinely conceptualised as sexuality categories (see

Butler, 1993). However, because we do exist in a culture in which the

differentiation along the lines of sex are intrinsically bound up in the
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maintenance of compulsory heterosexuality, ‘transgendered’ and “transsexual’ do
share common ground with categories such as ‘lesbians’, ‘gay men’, and
‘bisexuals’. For example, the heterosexual definition of °‘marriage’ that
discriminates against lesbian, gay and bisexual people, also impacts on

transgender, transsexual and intersexual people:

As long as marriage 1s open only to male/female couples, and
civil partnerships only to same-gender couple, the British
government 1s ... constructing and reinforcing an essentialist
notion of gender...It presumes that each of us can clearly be
labelled as either ‘male’ or ‘female’ and that the gender of the

partners 1s a crucial defining factor of the relationship

(Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 2006: 2).

Moreover, there are similarities in research themes pertaining to these two groups
of sexuality categories. For example, just as lesbian and gay people have often
conducted searches into the historical occurrence of same-sex sexual behaviour
and treated the people who engage in this type of behaviour as evidence of our
existence throughout history (e.g., Blumenfeld & Raymond, 1993: 31-32),
transgendered people often treat the groups who transgressed gender boundaries
in the past as evidence of the existence of transgendered people through history
(e.g., Feinberg, 1996). Similarly, some researchers have opted ‘not to treat
“doing sex” (1.e., sexual behaviours) and “doing gender” as distinctive activities,
since...sexual behaviours are profoundly gendered, and gender 1s in part
constructed through sexual behaviour’ (Kitzinger, 2006b: 170). However, I have
decided to avoid the routine use of ‘LGBT’ unless it 1s clear that the point is
relevant to all groups within the initialisation. This 1s based on the beliet that the
unthinking ‘adding on’ of ‘T’ (transgendered) works to exclude transgendered
people in the course of attempting inclusivity. Therefore, although I will use
initialisations when referring to literature in which they are used, in my own
analyses and findings I refer to transgendered people and collectives ot sexuality

categories only when it is analytically meaningful to do so (e.g., when

participants orient to them as relevant).
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‘Queer’ is the term of choice for many contemporary researchers and the
conceptualisation of non-heteronormative sexuality has solidified in queer
studies which has superseded lesbian and gay studies in many — but certainly not
all (see Munt, 1997) — academic departments. However, the category ‘queer’,
similar to the use of initialisations, suffers the problem of obliterating differences
between the multitudes of groups it encompasses. Furthermore, ‘queer’ may
include people who also consider themselves (and may be considered)
heterosexual i1f their sexual behaviour or 1dentity extends beyond the normative
organisation of sexuality (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004; Jettreys, 2003). Additionally,
while some feel the word has been fully reclaimed, for others the sting of insult
and abuse imbued in ‘queer’ will never fade (Gamson, 1995). Therefore, the

term ‘has never been accepted by a large number of the people 1t was resurrected

to embrace’ (Kulick, 2000: 244).

[ also use the term ‘non-heterosexuality’ as this i1s the most effective term for
containing all of us who escape the boundaries of heterosexuality. But I use this
term with some trepidation. To define something by what it 1s not 1s arguably
problematic since it shifts the focus away from features of the referenced group
to features of the non-referenced group and this is even more problematic when
the non-referenced group — as in this case — has privileged status. However,
sometimes it is useful to deploy this kind of reference as it 1s inclusive of all
counter-(hetero)normative sexuality categories and draws a stark contrast with
heterosexuality. Finally, I do occasionally use alternative terms when the

participants use them. These may include ‘gay’ to refer to women or ‘queer’ (for

example, see Fragment 3, Chapter 5).

Sexuality and language

The research in this thesis examines language — or more specifically talk-in-
interaction since talk is ‘the primordial site of human sociality and social life’

(Schegloff, 1987a: 101) — in order to contribute both to the field of language and

sexuality research and to interdisciplinary lesbian and gay studies. My objective,
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as with many others who have contributed to this field, is not to study language
per se but rather to study the social world that is revealed and constructed
through language use in interaction. The most prominent body of work in this
area has been some form of investigation regarding ‘how gays and lesbians talk’

(Kulick, 2000: 245) or, to a lesser extent, how lesbian and gay people

communicate through other forms of language use. Associated with this kind of

work, there have also been studies of other sexuality categories. However, more
recently some researchers have proposed a change in focus of the field of
language and sexuality research such that Cameron and Kulick (2006) define the
study of language and sexuality as ‘an inquiry into the role played by language in
producing and organizing sex as a meaningful domain of human experience’ (p.
1). And, Harvey and Shalom (1997) maintain ‘[t]he verbal medium is ... central
in the process of maintaining and deepening relations founded upon love and
desire’ (p. 2). In this section, I will outline the main areas of investigation within
language and sexuality studies and consider why some researchers have proposed
a need to re-specify the field (in terms of ‘desire’), before detailing my own

approach to this research.

Existing research

Although researchers have been producing work that falls under the rubric of the
study of language and sexuality for nearly a century 1t has only been since the
1990s that there has been the emergence of a distinct ‘field of language and
sexuality’ (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004: 469). There 1s now sufficient work in this
field for it to have its own anthologies (e.g., Cameron & Kulick 2006; Livia &

Hall, 1997a; Leap & Boellstorff, 2004) and review essays (e.g., Jacobs, 1996;
Kulick, 2000).

Just as feminism has been influential in the development of lesbian and gay
studies, it is also the case that language and gender research — which has been
and still is closely tied to feminist work — has been influential for the
development of language and sexuality studies. The field of language and

gender studies precedes the study of language and sexuality (at least insofar as
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there can be regarded as a ‘field” of research) and many maintain that research on
lesbian and gay language, linguistics and discourse ‘owe a clear debt to the work
of scholars in language and gender studies’ (Harvey, 2002: 1146). The
connection between language and gender and language and sexuality 1s reflexive,
therefore the relationship between the two research areas 1S complementary
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). Moreover, there 1s overlap between the researchers
studying language and gender and those focusing on language and sexuality
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) such that it 1s not always possible — or desirable — to

discern where one ends and the other begins.

The following four sections explore some of the major themes in sexuality and
language research: first, I provide an overview of the studies of lexical items in
sexuality and language research; second, I document the development of the
search for a ‘lesbian or gay language’; third, I describe the more recent move
towards treating sexuality as an action or performance that is achieved 1n
language; and, fourth, I will consider some future directions for sexuality and

language research.

(a) Lexical items

A substantial proportion of the earliest work on language and sexuality was
concerned with the identification and cataloguing of lexical items used by
homosexuals (e.g., Cory, 1951; Farrell, 1972; Legman, 1941; Max, 1988;
Rodgers, 1972; Spears, 1981; Strait, 1961). Overwhelmingly, these compilations

of homosexual argots pertained to men’s usage, while lesbian’s language use

remained largely unexplored’. For example, Legman (1941), who compiled a

glossary of words used by (male) homosexuals, maintained that these language
phenomena did not exist for lesbians due to lesbians’ ‘gentlemanly constraint’
(p.20) and their focus on the ‘emotional [rather] than simply sexual’ (ibid.).
Cory (1951), who studied the words used to describe (male) homosexuals and the

’ Lesbian representation in language and sexuality research continues to be comparatively small

vis-a-vis that of gay men (Cameron & Kulick, 2006).

23



Chapter 1: Introduction

codes used by homosexual men to communicate secretly, claimed that such

codes, if they existed for lesbians, would be much less complicated.

Researchers who were critical of these compilations of lexical items abstracted
from their actual usage continued to study vocabulary and terminology but they
broke from the tradition of earlier studies by beginning to locate language in
context. Sonnenschein (1969) sought a more sociological account of the worlds
of speakers by conducting fieldwork in which he asked respondents about how
they used words and the variable meanings depending on the context in which
they were used, and Stanley (1974) examined how the gay liberation movement

influenced gay slang and she also addressed men and women 1n her research.

Although these types of studies no longer occupy a centre-stage position within
the field of sexuality and language studies, some contemporary researchers
continue to study the lexical items used (Harvey, 1997a; Leck, 1995; Lucas,
1997) but with increasing emphasis on contextualised and variable meanings,
often through the investigation of why speakers use particular terminology and
usually through the use of self-report data. For example, Harvey (1997a) studied
the words used by gay and straight men to refer to their partners by asking
Iinterviewees to talk about their lexical choices and the reasons for them and Leck

(1995) highlights the importance of claiming sexuality labels for oneself.

(b) Lesbian and gay language

As these studies of lexicon became more contextualised this paved the way for

research that examined the way in which lesbian and gay people use language
and the beginning of the search for an elusive ‘lesbian and gay language’ (e.g.,
Crew, 1978; Hayes, 1981; Leap, 1996). In this sense, then, the development of

sexuality and language research mirrored the development of gender and

language research in that the study of lexical items used by men and women

(e.g., Lakoff, 1975) was superseded by the search to identify (most usually)

women’s language and (more infrequently) men’s language in language and

gender studies.
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Hayes (1981) developed the concept of ‘Gayspeak’, which he describes as a
language that is used by a particular social group (In this case gay men) and
fulfils social functions. ‘Gayspeak’ encompasses ‘lexicon, usage, imagery, and
rhetoric’. He distinguishes between three varieties of ‘Gayspeak’ that are used in
three settings: the secret; the social; and the radical-activist. The data upon
which this research is based comprises Hayes’ ‘observations of [his] own
language and that of other gay people...talking in bars, clubs, meetings, and
social gatherings, and to the voices of novelists and periodical writers’ (Hayes,
1981: 68). Research on lesbian and gay language has not only studied the
construction and content of discourses or language use, but 1t has also
investigated linguistic features (such as intonation and pitch) associated with the

voices of lesbian and gay people (e.g., Gaudio, 1994; Lerman & Dansté, 1969;
Moonwoman-Baird, 1997).

Although this approach is less popular with contemporary researchers, it retains
its appeal for some (e.g., Leap, 1996, 1999; Morgan & Wood, 1995; Zwicky,
1997). For example, although Leap (1999) takes a more complex view from the
previous gay language research, he still treats talk produced by (male) gay
speakers as something that can unquestionably say something about the way
(male) gay speakers use language. Similarly, Zwicky (1997) begins from the
premise that 1t 1s both possible and useful to discuss differences in speech
patterns, grammar, discourse, and so on between gay men and heterosexual men

and between lesbian women and heterosexual women and any other permutation

of gender and sexuality.

A major strength of this kind of research — such as Leap’s (1996) study of ‘gay
men’s English’ — is that 1t served the pragmatic goal of putting lesbian and gay
issues on the agenda in the study of language ‘at a time when linguistic research
on sexual minorities was both scant and marginalized’ (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004
477). However, there are two major problems with this kind of research. First,
although this type of study often examines language use as 1t actually happens in
‘real life’ situations, researchers predominantly document speakers’ use of

language via fieldwork observations rather than recorded data. Their work 1s
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based, then, on an approximation of how language 1s actually used in practice.
Analysis is bound up in the note taking process and it 1s impossible to capture
details of language use when relying on recollection. Second, in seeking to
identify lesbian and/or gay language, researchers unproblematically treat talk
produced by lesbian and gay speakers as ‘lesbian and/or gay talk’. That is,
lesbian and gay people are always speaking as lesbian and gay people, which
1ignores the myriad of other categories to which they also (simultaneously)

belong (I will develop and 1llustrate this argument in Chapter 5).

(c) Doing"’ sexuality in language

A more significant shift has occurred in recent language and sexuality studies.
Unlike previous research which treated lesbian and gay speakers as speaking a
particular way because they are lesbian or gay, this new wave of research began
— 1n line with the ‘discursive turn’ (Weatherall, 2002) or ‘linguistic turn’
(Cameron, 1998) — to examine how speakers produce themselves as lesbian or
gay by deploying particular linguistic resources in interaction and how speakers
do sexuality in language. It was in the wake of Judith Butler’s (1990) influential
book that researchers in sexuality and language studies (as in other socially-
oriented studies of language) began to engage seriously with the ontological shift
from treating language practices as the outcomes of particular
1dentities/categories to treating language practices as a means by which the
outcomes of particular identities/categories are achieved. This concept of

speakers’ production of themselves as particular category members through

social action had been recognised earlier with sociological work and in particular

ethonomethodological and symbolic interactionism research (see Bricknell, 2006

for a discussion).

This change in perspective has led to examination of how people are constructed

as lesbian and gay (and other sexuality categories) through language practices

' “Doing’ is an ethnomethodological concept, but I use it here to refer to all work that

conceptualises identities as performances or accomplishments in interaction.
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(Abe, 2004; Barrett, 1995, 1997; Harvey, 1998; Livia & Hall, 1997b; Podesva et
al, 2002; Queen, 1997). Podesva et al (2002), in their study of the speech of a
gay man on the radio, highlight how the same linguistic phenomena achieve
various outcomes depending on the context of their use. They study styles (in
the linguistic sense, e.g., patterns of intonation and pitch) of speaking and
‘assume that 1dentity and style are co-constructed’ (p. 144) rather than treating
style as only a means to construct identity. Abe’s (2004) ethnographic linguistic
study of women 1n lesbian bars in Tokyo sought to explore the relationship
between 1dentity and language. She focused on ‘naming and identity
construction in discourse’ and ‘linguistic behaviour and interaction at lesbian
bars’ (p. 132) largely through observations and speakers’ reports of their

language use.

Similarly, there has been a focus on the discursive practices used to construct
heterosexuality, which may be referred to as ‘discourse[s]| of heterosexuality’
(Kiesling, 2002: 118). Coupland (1996) explored the discursive construction of
self-identities 1n mostly written but also verbal dating advertisements to study
advertisers’ production of themselves via self-display. Their heterosexuality was
not stated but rather indexed through their indexing of their own sex and the
articulation of the person desired as different sex. Kiesling (2002) used a
combination of observation and interviews to examine how young men 1n an
American fraternity do heterosexuality. He found that doing heterosexuality was
linked to doing dominance and frequently involved sexual narratives, which he
called ‘fuck stories’ (or sometimes ‘drunk stories’). His research showed ‘how
language is used by the men to reproduce hegemonic masculinity’ (p.129), which
supports Cameron’s (1997) findings in a similar earlier study. And,
unsurprisingly given Butler’s focus on gender transgression, this approach to
research has been enthusiastically embraced by those interested in a broad
spectrum of sexuality categories. For example, Barrett (1995) investigated the

deployment of ‘standard white women’s language’ by African American drag

queens as a means to mark gender and ethnicity.

This link between the doing of gender and the doing of sexuality has been

explored in much contemporary research and, for many, it has become increasing
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clear that it is not practical or useful to differentiate the two. Researchers have
examined how the practices used to produce oneself as a member of a particular
sexuality category serve simultaneously to produce oneself as appropriately
gendered and vice versa (e.g., Eckert, 2005; Hurtado, 1989; Kiesling, 2002;
McCarl Nielsen et al, 2000). In addition to gender, there have been explorations
of how other social categories, such as ethnicity, cultural background, religion
and disability intersect with sexuality categories in sexuality and language
research, for example: studies of lesbian and gay communication in non-English
speaking cultures (e.g., Abe, 2004; Ahearn, 2003; Long, 1996; Nakamura, 2006:
Valentine, 1997); research on Jewish gay men’s speech (Sweet, 1997); and

lesbian and gay men using sign language (Kleinfeld & Warner, 1997; Neumann,

1997; Rudner & Butowsky, 1981).

Over twenty-five years ago Penelope and Wolfe highlighted the deficiency of

approaches that do not recognise variations within categories of people:

Any discussion involving the use of such phrases as ‘gay
community’, ‘gay slang’, or ‘gayspeak’ is bound to be
misleading, because two of its implications are false:
first, that there is a homogeneous community composed
of lesbians and gay males, that shares a common culture
of values, goals, perceptions and experience; and second,

that this gay community shares a common language

(Penelope & Wolfe, 1979: 1, cited in Kulick, 2000: 251).

Therefore, recent work on sexuality and language has tended to avoid treating
‘lesbians’, ‘gay men’, ‘heterosexual women’, ‘heterosexual men’ and so on as
homogeneous groups by incorporating notions of diversity into the pursuit of
understanding the linguistic practices (e.g., Abe, 2004; Podesva et al, 2002). By

‘diversity’ I mean sub-categories within the broader categories, intersection with

other social variables (e.g., Abe, 2004; Ahearn, 2003; Kleinfeld & Warner, 1997;
Long, 1996, Nakamura, 2006; Neumann, 1997; Rudner & Butowsky, 1981;
Sweet, 1997; Valentine, 1997) and variation dependent on situational and

contextual factors. With this increasing recognition of diversity within a
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particular category, researchers are less likely to treat it as possible or imperative
for language practices associated with a category of people to have to be
applicable to all members and restricted only to members of that group (i.e., a
practice may be regarded as ‘lesbian’, for instance, even though not all lesbians
use 1t and even though lesbians are not the only people who use it). For example,
developing Lave and Wenger’s (1991) earlier use of the concept, Eckert and
McConnell-Ginet (1999) sought to find ‘communities of practice’, which they
define as ‘a group whose joint engagement in some activity or enterprise is
sufficiently intensive to give rise over time to a repertoire of shared practices’
(p.185). Theretore, linguistic practices may be identified as pertaining to a
particular group or community even though ‘they do not necessarily apply across
the board’ (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1999: 190); rather these language
features operate on an ideological level to index category membership'' (Wong
et al, 2001). For example, for some 1t 1s acceptable to designate words as lesbian
and/or gay even though they may not be known to all lesbian and gay people and
even though they are known by some people who are not lesbian or gay (Conrad
& More, 1976; Stanley, 1970). What 1s significant in these cases 1s that words
are shown to index a particular group and this 1s achieved independently from the
speaker’s actual category membership. Moreover, individual speakers use
language differently as they move from one activity or context to another
(Goodwin, 2002). Although studies of communities of practice have focused
predominantly on gender (e.g., Ehrlich, 1999; Holmes & Meyerhotf, 1999;
Paechter, 2003), the inescapable intersection of gender and sexuality (see
Kitzinger, 2006b) means that some of this research has contributed to our
understanding of sexuality and language. For example, Eckert (1996) draws on a
‘communities of practice’ approach to explore the emergence of particular
linguistic styles in the development of a heterosexual marketplace among
preadolescents. While the term ‘community of practice’ has not necessarily been

used, the notion of recognising diversity while maintaining sufficient

'l Wong et al (2001) illustrate this point with reference to the use of “y’all’ as a second person
plural reference form as a feature of the language associated with people from southern United

States. The deployment of this reference form indexes southern speech even though it is not used

by all southern people and it is also used by non-southern people (see Wong et al, 2001: 3).
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commonalities for there to be practices that can be recognised as signifying the
group has been used in language and sexuality research such as Barrett’s (1995)

study of lesbian and gay speech communities. This approach allows for variation
among members of a category. This 1s more consistent with an
ethnomethodological perspective since 1t permits scop<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>