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The research explores demonstrations of solidarity in the history of lesbian space. Specifically, 
how was lesbian separatism historically enacted to address marginalisation in addition to 
experiences of solidarity–or lack thereof–through physical space, sisterhood, culture-building, 
and activism. It uses AnaLouise Keating’s post-oppositional consciousness framework to 
examine existing literature and prior research on lesbian space. The research will show the 
strengths and limitations of identity-based spaces, including how oppositional mindsets in 
these spaces can result in alienation and fracturing, particularly regarding difference. 
However, through post-oppositional consciousness, such spaces have the capacity to create 
meaningful social change and foster solidarity. Findings can contribute to research in post-
oppositional consciousness as praxis for solidarity and social change, while examining the 
possibilities of identity-based spaces rather than abandoning this viable practice. 
 
 
The capacity for social movements to achieve meaningful social change is dependent 
on solidarity.3 Significant socio-political shifts can occur due to the actions of the 
marginalised, working together to challenge existing oppressive systems and 
structures. However, solidarity can be put at risk when tied to identity, which 
emphasises difference.4 I argue experiences of social movements as they navigate 
identity and the consequences of spaces created to achieve transformational goals can 
provide important lessons for solidarity and negotiating differences. 

This paper examines the concept of solidarity within the context of identity-
based social movements, using lesbian separatism as a case. Solidarity encompasses 
social cohesion, ties or bonds between individuals, and shared commitment to a 
common goal.5 Identity, within the context of this paper, refers to multi-faceted and 
subjective personal, social, cultural, and political constructions of the self and/or 

 
1 This research was carried out while in receipt of an Australian Government Research Training Program 
Scholarship at The University of Western Australia. 
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3 bell hooks, “Sisterhood: Political Solidarity between Women,” Feminist Review 23 (1986): 125-138, 
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4 AnaLouise Keating, Transformation Now! Toward a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change (University of Illinois 
Press, 2013). 
5 Renate Douwes, Maria Stuttaford and Leslie London, “Social Solidarity, Human Rights, and Collective Action: 
Considerations in the Implementation of the National Health Insurance in South Africa,” Health and Human 
Rights 20, no. 2 (2018): 185–196; Johanna Leinius, The Cosmopolitics of Solidarity: Social Movement Encounters Across 
Difference (Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2022). 
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group.6 Lastly, lesbian separatism is a praxis and spectrum of physical, emotional, 
and/or psychological separation from oppressive classes, including men and 
heterosexual women.7 This was practiced throughout Australia—including Western 
Australia (WA), New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria (VIC)—from the late-1960s to 
the present. Lesbian separatism provides a unique socio-political perspective on how 
solidarity is enacted and negotiated. This praxis demonstrates the limitations of 
identity-based social movements while also highlighting the potential necessity for 
healing, personal and political development, and safety.  

This paper explores how solidarity is enacted and how it can fracture due to 
oppositional consciousness and misattribution of identity politics and 
intersectionality, leading to feelings of division and alienation. According to 
AnaLouise Keating, oppositional consciousness is a ‘binary either/or epistemology 
and praxis that structures our perceptions, politics, and actions through a resistance 
energy’ that keeps people ‘immersed in conflict.’8 It includes narrowly defining 
identity based on limited conceptions of selfhood that is highly individualistic, 
antagonistic, and emphasises divisions rather than using difference to forge 
commonalities. 

Drawing upon works by AnaLouise Keating and Gloria Anzaldúa—notably the 
concept of post-oppositional consciousness—as a theoretical frame, this paper will 
consider how identity-based movements with boundary-making practices like lesbian 
separatism can reforge and maintain solidarity, ensuring the sustainability of social 
movements for the future. This paper begins with an explanation of the methodology, 
followed by an integrated discussion of the literature with historical examples of 
Australian lesbian separatism and explores potential pathways for the future. 
 
Methodology 
 
Qualitative interviews were conducted with lesbians who resided in WA sometime 
between 1970 and 1989 in which they practiced some form of lesbian feminist 
separatism. Six women participated—including one who primarily resided in VIC 
and NSW but had experience in WA—with interviews occurring over two sessions 
each that were then transcribed, thematically and structurally analysed, and 
subsequently restructured into a narrative chronology. Narrative interviews tend to 
have samples of one or two, however I collected a slightly larger sample of six women 

 
6 Ponse, 1978; Vicinus, Martha, “‘They Wonder to Which Sex I Belong’: The historical roots of the modern lesbian 
identity,” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, ed. Henry Abelove (New York: Routledge, 1993, pp. 432-52); Gays 
and Lesbians Aboriginal Alliance, “Peopling the Empty Mirror: The Prospects for Lesbian and Gay Aboriginal 
History,” in Gay Perspectives II: More Essays in Australian Gay Culture, ed. Robert Aldrich (Sydney: University 
Printing Service, University of Sydney, 1993, pp. 1-62).; Elisa S. M. Fattoracci, Michelle Revels-Macalinao and 
Que-Lam Huynh, “Greater than the sum of racism and heterosexism: Intersectional microaggressions toward 
racial/ethnic and sexual minority group members,” Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 27, no. 2 
(2021): 176–188, https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000329.  
7 A. van Aurich and Kay Hearn, “Lesbian Separatism and Identity Development: Making Space for themselves.” 
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using purposive methods due to the highly private and inaccessible nature of the 
lesbian population.9 A larger sample was sought to develop a collective story.10 Of 
those six women, all were white and did not identify as a cultural minority, three 
identified as working-class, and two identified as middle-class.11 

Participants were provided information and consent forms, and they were 
aware they could withdraw at any time. Consent was an ongoing process between 
participants and the researcher through feedback on the transcript and final narrative 
chronology.12 Participants’ privacy was respected with pseudonyms, in which they 
chose from a selection of words, including Hakia, Mulga, Myrtle, Sage, Teatree and 
Yiridji. The research aims were to document participant experiences in an oral history 
format and understand how they conceptualised their identity, community, culture, 
and connections with one another. 
 
Discussion 
 
Solidarity 
 
Scholarly theories tend to focus on the actors involved in the process of generating 
solidarity—such as such as ties between humans (family, kinship, bloodlines), social 
cohesion in a community due to a shared history or culture, groups striving for 
political common interests, and civic measures by the welfare state. Conversely, social 
justice scholars Mara Yerkes and Michèlle Bal argue solidarity involves the expression 
of a mutual sense of ‘to whom do we owe?’.13 A feminist-oriented approach to 
solidarity put forth by scholar Jodi Dean emphasises a sense of ‘we-ness’ without 
labels.14 She argues it is form of mutual recognition which overcomes us/them 
dualisms. Similarly, Johanna Leinius argues solidarity is ‘a practice created and 
maintained through encounters across difference.’15 

 
9 Christine Bold, Using Narrative in Research (SAGE Publications Ltd, 2013); John W. Creswell and Cheryl N. Poth, 
Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among the five approaches (SAGE Publications Ltd, 2018); Isobelle 
Savard and Kelley Kilpatrick, “Tailoring research recruitment strategies to survey harder-to-reach populations: A 
discussion paper,” Journal of Advanced Nursing 78, no. 4 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15156. 
10 Thomas Hadjistavropoulos and William E. Smythe, “Elements of Risk in Qualitative Research,” Ethics & 
Behavior 11, no. 2 (2001): 163-174, https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327019EB1102_4; Bold 2013; Creswell and Poth 2018. 
11 Although one could argue the paper takes a ‘cis-normative’ scope, this form of difference was not known 
during the time and geographic context that this paper explores. Moreover, it is ahistoric to assume the 
participants would identify as ‘cis’ because they used the language of ‘woman’ and ‘female’ at the time. 
Applying such terminology is akin to ascribing ‘lesbian’ terminology to historic periods and figures prior to 
terms being known (see Traub 2001 or Vicinus 1993 for more on this discussion). Ultimately, the paper attempts 
to be historically grounded. 
12 Hadjistavropoulos and Smythe 2001 
13 Mara A. Yerkes and Michèlle Bal, eds., Solidarity and Social Justice in Contemporary Societies: An Interdisciplinary 
Approach to Understanding Inequalities (Springer, 2022). 
14 Jodi Dean, Solidarity of Strangers: Feminism after Identity Politics (University of California Press, 2018). 
15 Leinius 2022, 10. 
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As previously stated, solidarity is integral to the success of social movements.16 
Without solidarity, social movements risk squandering political opportunities.17 
According to Dean, in this context solidarity is both inward-looking and outward-
looking.18 The former grows out of common interests, shared values and traditions 
which unite a group when issues are discussed together. The latter involves a ‘we-
ness’ of groups which strive for a common endeavour, raising issues on behalf of its 
members to the broader civil society. Additionally, solidarity is also performed by 
those outside a group on their behalf.19 Without solidarity, the concerns of social 
movements struggle to be articulated both within the group and outwardly.  

According to Carillo Rowe, effective solidarity between people—or what she 
terms alliances—involves a ‘politics of relation’ in which one employs a deeply 
compassionate curiosity and ‘a willingness to see and know and feel in radically new 
ways.’20 Further, she argues, alliances are sites of connection entwined with intimacy 
and power, and it is in this space that important decisions are made and power is 
transmitted. Additionally, Dean asserts that solidarity is an ‘interaction involving at 
least three persons’: one standing by another against a third.21 For example, for lesbian 
separatists, the ‘third’ is the oppressive class of men, and in some cases, heterosexual 
women.  

Expressions of solidarity within social movements include common identity, 
mutual attachment—the dependence on one another and expectations held of one 
another—as well as group consciousness and shared experiences of marginality.22 
Solidarity is an active process—rather than a passive response—with the capacity for 
transformative political and personal change as people become united over a common 
cause.23 For example, experiences of discrimination or violence can foster solidarity 
through shared anti-discrimination interests. These conceptualisations of solidarity 
are tied to notions of social justice—the distribution and allocation of resources—and 
deservingness, with solidarity informing expectations of who should fulfil the needs, 
and of whom.24 

However, solidarity can be at risk when tied to a form of identity politics which 
emphasises the ‘third’ as an oppositional ‘other’, rather than seeking relational and 
reflective understandings of all perspectives involved.25 To understand how identity 

 
16 hooks 1986. 
17 Laurel S. Weldon, “Inclusion, Solidarity, and Social Movements: The Global Movement against Gender 
Violence,” Perspectives on Politics 4 no. 1 (2006): 55-74, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592706060063. 
18 Dean 2018. 
19 Yerkes and Bal 2022; Barbara Dynda, “Feminist, Lesbian, and Trans Solidarity in the German-Polish Collective 
Girlz Get United,” Journal of Lesbian Studies 28, no. 1 (2024): 44-62, https://doi.org/10.1080/10894160.2023.2272459 
20 Aimee Carillo Rowe, Power Lines: On the Subject of Feminist Alliances (Duke University Press, 2008), 13. 
21 Dean 2018, 3. 
22 Yerkes and Bal 2022; Elizabeth Currans, “Forging Gender and Racial Solidarities at Trans-Inclusive Women’s 
Festivals,” Journal of Lesbian Studies 28, no. 1 (2023), 175-188, DOI:10.1080/10894160.2023.2187160. 
23 Currans 2023. 
24 Yerkes and Bal 2022. 
25 Dean 2018. 
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politics—as well as the concept of intersectionality—impacts solidarity, I will examine 
its social movement origins and how it is utilised today.  
 
A Critical Exploration of Identity Politics and Intersectionality 
 
The origins of identity politics is often attributed to The Combahee River Collective’s 
(CRC) 1978 A Black Feminist Statement, which strove to develop an integrated analysis 
and practice around the interlocking nature of systems of oppression.26 Importantly 
the CRC’s use of ‘interlocking’ highlights that their various oppressions are 
experienced simultaneously and through multiple systems.27 The statement describes 
identity politics as emerging from commonality of experiences, specificity of 
oppression, and a politics derived from one’s identity as black, woman, lesbian, 
working-class, etc. Such identities cannot be separated and ranked. 

CRC’s purpose in defining identity politics was to make their own oppression 
a priority and work to liberate themselves through self-love, self-determination, and 
autonomy.28 The objective was not to be put on pedestals, elevated over others, nor to 
accept ‘walking ten paces behind’.29 Importantly, CRC also used differences within the 
group to forge commonalities, rather than divisions.30 They did so by acknowledging 
that, while ‘their experiences, histories, ideas, or traits’ are not identical to one another, 
such differences also lead to insights about experiences and connections with others.31 

In this sense, within an individual, layers of identity are non-hierarchical. 
Nevertheless, emphasis may fluctuate depending on the contexts which an individual 
moves between. Because it is non-hierarchical, this conceptualisation of identity 
politics acknowledges the multi-dimensionality of individuals, which connects well 
with intersectional analysis. 

Intersectionality was initially theorised by Kimberlé Crenshaw, Black feminist 
and legal scholar, in 1989 and 1991. Her works demonstrate how, in anti-
discrimination and legal contexts, the intersection of race and sex makes invisible the 
ways in which Black women’s experiences diverge from those of white women and 
Black men. She states: 

Black women can experience discrimination in ways that are 
both similar to and different from those experienced by white 
women and Black men. […] Yet often they experience double-
discrimination—the combined effects of practices which 
discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex. And 
sometimes, they experience discrimination as Black women—

 
26 The Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement,” WSQ: Women’s Studies Quarterly 42, no. 3 (2014): 
271-280, DOI: 10.1353/wsq.2014.0052. (Original work published 1977). 
27 Anna Carastathis, Intersectionality: Origins, Contestations, Horizons (University of Nebraska Press, 2016). 
28 Keating 2013. 
29 Keating 2013; The Combahee River Collective 2014, 274. 
30 Keating 2013 
31 Keating 2013, 42. 
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not the sum of race and sex discrimination, but as Black 
women.32  

Intersectional theory highlights how both feminist and anti-racist discourse can 
function to sideline Black women’s issues. Thus, the value of such discourses are 
diminished, as they evolve from a white racial and/or male context which goes 
unacknowledged.33 Moreover, Crenshaw’s theory argues that applying homogenised 
notions of identity to all within a group—which universalises experiences, often of 
those most privileged within the group—centres the few while subordinating the 
many.34 Such a strategy is inadequate to build emancipatory movements, as this paper 
will demonstrate with lesbian separatism. 

Scholar Anna Carastathis emphasises Crenshaw’s footnoted argument that 
intersectionality is a provisional concept, serving as ‘a horizon of possibility for 
liberatory, coalitional feminist praxis.’35 As a provisional concept intersectionality is 
incomplete, in the process of transforming one’s thinking and praxis, anticipating 
social change and justice. 
 
Misattributions of Identity Politics and Intersectionality 
 
With time and common usage, the concepts of identity politics and intersectionality 
have shifted in ways which put solidarity at risk.36 As these concepts have entered the 
mainstream, both have been utilised for top-down institutional ‘diversity 
management’ and inclusion, detached from their Black feminist origins. This form of 
tokenism—or false inclusion—does not inherently involve transformational, anti-
discriminatory politics and is as disempowering as exclusionary politics.37 The 
concepts are interpreted as ways to positively represent multiply-marginalised groups 
rather than as a critique of dominant structures, institutions, and representational 
strategies. Although top-down institutional uses of identity politics and 
intersectionality can affect social movements, particularly through attempts of a ‘post-
racial’ feminism, this paper will explore the more grassroots applications. 

Dean argues that identity politics allowed for the articulation of difference and 
uncovering of hidden histories and traditions, resulting in feelings of pride, self-
respect and empowerment among minority groups. For individuals, identity politics 
presented itself as a ‘compelling remedy for anonymity in an impersonal world.’38 
However, at the group level the construction of a ‘we’ identity involves dictating a 

 
32 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 140, no. 1 
(1989): 49; Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against 
Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-99, https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039. 
33 Crenshaw 1989. 
34 Crenshaw 1989; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016. 
35 Crenshaw 1991, 1244, footnote 9; Carastathis 2016, 25. 
36 Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016. 
37 Crenshaw 1991; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016. 
38 Dean 2018, 4. 
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particular politics which in turn ignores internal differences. Uniting a group over an 
identity-based common cause can place boundaries on which members can and 
cannot participate. This was, and is, the case with lesbian separatism. 

When there is a strong sense of identity within a group, norms are assimilated 
and applied to individuals within. To be validated as belonging—‘one of us’—
members must adhere to these norms.39 This can result in a unitary, ‘essential’ identity 
experience wherein differing experiences are considered additive. For example, in the 
Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) heterosexual white women’s experiences of 
gender oppression—particularly those of the middle class—were considered the 
norm, thus Black women were considered as ‘white women with an additional 
burden’, while the issue of lesbianism was ignored or silenced.40 This construction of 
an essential woman’s experience as the basis of ‘sisterhood’, left women of colour 
fragmented and marginalised while rendering the racialized white assumptions of 
feminist theories of gender oppression invisible.41 This meant feminist resistance 
replicated existing systems of dominance and subordination.42 

In addition to essentialising, the intensity of identification in a group can lead 
to a rejection of any shared identities with those perceived outside of the group as well 
as an aversion to embracing additional identities within.43 María Lugones argues that 
false universalisation by what she terms ‘transparent’ group members—those who 
define the group, its paradigm, and who is included—marginalises those she terms 
‘thick’ members, as the latter are constantly made aware of their ‘otherness’, erased 
from the group paradigm, and this results in the fragmentation of identity.44 This is a 
form of oppositional consciousness, an ‘us vs them’ mindset in which ‘ignoring 
difference within groups contributes to tension among groups.’45 Within lesbian 
separatism, women of colour keenly felt a sense of ‘otherness’. 

For social movements striving for seemingly limited resources, identity politics 
can result in the prioritisation of and emphasis upon a singular, salient identity that 
all within the group must adhere to, with rigid, narrow definitions and demands of 
‘mono-thinking’ and conformity from members.46 Intragroup differences are ignored 

 
39 Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022. 
40 hooks 1986; Charlotte Bunch, Passionate Politics: Feminist Theory in Action (St Martin’s Press, 1987); Gisela 
Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest: The Australian Women’s Movement 1950s-1990s (Allen & Unwin, 1996); Marilyn Lake, 
Getting Equal: The history of Australian feminism (Allen & Unwin, 1999); Angela P. Harris , “Race and Essentialism 
in Feminist Legal Theory,” Stanford Law Review 42, no. 3 (1990): 581-616, https://doi.org/10.2307/1228886, quoted 
in Carastathis 2016, 129. 
41 Doris Davenport, “The Pathology of Racism: A Conversation with Third World Wimmin,” in This Bridge Called 
my Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color, eds. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (Kitchen Table: Women of 
Color Press, 1983); Crenshaw 1991; Dean 2018. 
42 Crenshaw 1991. 
43 Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022. 
44 María Lugones, Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition against Multiple Oppressions (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2003); Carastathis 2016. 
45 Crenshaw 1991, 1242, emphasis theirs. 
46 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera (Aunt Lute Books, 1999); Grace Kyungwon Hong, Ruptures of American 
Capital: Women of Color Feminism and the Culture of Immigrant Labor (University of Minnesota Press, 2006); Keating 
2013, 94; Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022 
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or conflated while commitment to other identities is questioned.47 This results in what 
Crenshaw describes as ‘intersectional disempowerment’, in which women of colour 
are asked to have an either/or priority politics, detrimentally splitting their political 
energies.48 Disagreement, dissent, and questions are perceived as threats based on 
fears of disloyalty and fragmentation.49 This was the case for indigenous Australian 
women within feminism, where commitment, alliances, and reciprocity between 
indigenous communities was seen by white feminists as taking away focus and power 
from feminist efforts.50 This sentiment discounts that for many Australian indigenous 
women, issues of race and class oppression can be more urgent than those of sex and 
sexuality.51 

The notion of deservingness and social justice are intensely debated, in a form 
known as ‘oppression Olympics’, in which the multiply-marginalised are ranked, 
inhibiting solidarity.52 This term originated with Elizabeth Martínez, in her critique of 
comparing suffering between groups.53 She argues that instead of making various 
groups contend for the ‘top spot’ of ‘most oppressed,’ which only results in dead-ends, 
people must acknowledge that various forms of oppression and histories exist, while 
recognising their differing intensity.54 Cherríe Moraga argues: 

[t]he danger lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in 
failing to acknowledge the specificity of oppression. The danger lies 
in attempting to deal with oppression from a purely theoretical 
base. Without an emotional, heartfelt grappling with the source 
of our own oppression, without naming the enemy within 
ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarchical 
connection among oppressed groups can take place.55 

In conjunction with this misconception, intersectionality is flattened to a process of 
multiplying identity categories in additive ways while ignoring the structural aspects 
of inequality. Thus, those with the most marginalised categories and the ‘most 
oppression […] win.’56 This is counter to Crenshaw’s analysis, in which differences are 

 
47 Crenshaw 1991; Anzaldúa 1999. 
48 Crenshaw 1991; Another example of this can be read in Robin Morgan, “Goodbye to All That,” RAT (1970). In 
which Morgan rages against the misogyny of left-wing men who also demand either/or priority politics from 
left-wing women. 
49 Dean 2018. 
50 Gays and Lesbians Aboriginal Alliance 1993; Jackie Huggins, “Black women and women’s liberation,” Hecate 
13, no. 1 (1987): 77-82; Aileen Moreton Robinson, Talkin’ up to the white woman: Indigenous women and feminism 
(University of Queensland Press, 2020). 
51 Huggins 1987; Jackie Huggins, Sister girl: Reflections on Tiddaism, identity, and reconciliation (University of 
Queensland Press, 2022). 
52 Hong 2006; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016. 
53 Carastathis 2016. 
54 Elizabeth Martínez, “Beyond Black/White: The Racisms of Our Time,” Social Justice 20, no. 1/2 (1993): 22-34; 
Judit Moschkovich, “‘-But I Know You, American Woman’,” in This Bridge Called my Back: Writing by Radical 
Women of Color, eds. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, 1983). 
55 Cherríe Moraga, “La Güera,” in This Bridge Called my Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color, eds. Cherríe 
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, 1983), 29, emphasis theirs. 
56 Hong 2006; Keating 2013, 95; Carastathis 2016. 
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not quantitative, experienced in ‘more’ or ‘worse’ ways. Furthermore, intersectionality 
through the lens of ‘oppression Olympics’ logic risks placing white experiences of 
gender and race as the norm and thus generalisable, further othering women of 
colour.57  

Overall, who is included in the ‘most oppressed’ identity group, and which 
identity group is ‘most deserving’ of social justice fosters oppositional mindsets, 
pitting identity groups against one another over something subjective and contextual. 
This is why Carastathis sees this form of identity politics as based on ‘inadequate 
imaginations, flawed cognitive habits, and misplaced allegiances’ and Keating argues 
it is too limited to bring about the radical, meaningful social change needed.58 
According to their respective analyses, social movements which strive to challenge 
and address oppressive situations can lead to internal conflict, particularly over the 
issue of difference.59 The denial of difference to foreground a sense of ‘unity’ limits the 
capacity for social change, as there is a demand for homogenisation, with a singular 
identity privileged as the only one for those within the movement to develop their 
politics.60 Due to a lack of accountability for such behaviours, denial of difference and 
oppositional consciousness leads to the fragmentation which social movements fear 
and ultimately risks destroying the solidarity efforts and advocacy work of 
marginalised groups.61 Without the recognition of difference, oppositional thinking 
thrives, with little space for solidarity and alliances with others.62 For solidarity and 
identity-based social movements to function, a shift toward post-oppositional 
consciousness is vital. 
 
Separatism as a Paradoxical Space 
 
Separatism is an identity-based social movement which can foster a sense of safety 
and freedom that allows for the development of agency, communality, and 
independence. As an identity-based movement, separatism can be informed by 
nationality, ethnicity, race (as with the Black Power Movement), and sexuality (as with 
lesbian separatism).63 Lesbian separatism is an international phenomenon, informed 
by geographical contexts. The ways it was practiced during its height in the 1970s and 

 
57 Carastathis 2016. 
58 Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016, 25. 
59 Bold 2013; Creswell and Poth 2018; A. van Aurich, “Making space for themselves: Lesbian separatism in 
Western Australia” (Honours thesis, Edith Cowan University, 2021), https://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses_hons/1579. 
60 Hong 2006; Keating 2013. 
61 Davenport 1983; Gill Valentine and Tracey Skelton, “Finding Oneself, Losing Oneself: The lesbian and gay 
‘scene’ as a paradoxical space,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 27, no. 4 (2003): 849-866, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0309-1317.2003.00487.x; Keating 2013; Dean 2018. 
62 Keating 2013. 
63 Arguably, lesbian-separatism is the intersection of lesbian identity as a sexual orientation and feminist politics. 
It broadly emerged as a response to the misogyny of Gay Liberation movements and the homophobia of 
Women’s Liberation movements in conjunction with feminist efforts to create women-centred communities. 
Although women-centred communities and spaces often blended with lesbian communities and spaces, lesbian 
separatism was distinct in its expression of culture and sexuality. 
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1980s—occurring throughout USA, Canada, UK, Europe, New Zealand, and 
Australia—including its relative effectiveness at achieving its purpose, varied 
depending on location. 

Lesbian separatism emerged as a political ideology and practice for two main 
reasons. Firstly, experiences of being sidelined, ignored, and/or silenced in social 
movements—such as the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) and the WLM in the 1960s and 
‘70s—despite considerable contributions lesbians were making, led many lesbians to 
separate themselves from these movements and put their energies elsewhere.64 Sage, 
a lesbian participant, recalled her experiences, ‘it just seemed like women did all the 
work but got very little praise for it’65. Another lesbian participant, Hakia, agreed, ‘we 
soon felt that the men were too sexist to be with or work with.’66 Secondly, as lesbians 
developed their political consciousness it became clear that there was a need to focus 
on their marginalisation as homosexual women, and to build a culture which 
addressed their experiences. 

The resultant lesbian separatist spaces were both physical and material, 
including bars, record labels, publishers, community centres, squats, lands, houses, 
circuses, performance art, street theatre, protests, newspapers, magazines, books, 
visual art, photography, music, film, clothing, and activist paraphernalia.  

Because lesbian separatism was an international phenomenon there were 
considerable expressions of solidarity across borders. Among communities, solidarity 
was expressed through a common identity of the lesbian. As activists, separatists 
challenged the dominant patriarchal definition and representation of the lesbian as 
negative—shameful, strange, sinful, an incorrect woman—toward a positive 
conception, often pivoting derogatory terms like dyke, lezza, and lemon to signify a 
collective, celebratory identity. Hakia recalled what it was like to be a lesbian at the 
time: 

[P]eople were just disgusted at the idea of lesbians, there was so 
much judgement, attack, and women … were really ashamed to 
be lesbians because it was considered to be akin to the devil, 
and terrible.67 

Lesbian separatists also had a shared interest in developing women’s capacity under 
patriarchy through skill building—particularly in areas typically associated with men 
and masculinity like plumbing, carpentry, and mechanics—as well as connecting with 

 
64 Kathy Rudy, “Radical Feminism, Lesbian Separatism, and Queer Theory,” Feminist Studies 27, no. 1 (2001): 190-
222, https://doi.org/10.2307/3178457; Sarah F. Green, Urban Amazons: Lesbian Feminism and beyond in the gender, 
sexuality and identity battles of London (Macmillan Press Ltd., 1997); Rebecca Jennings, “Creating Feminist Culture: 
Australian Rural Lesbian-Separatist Communities in the 1970s and 1980s,” Journal of Women’s History 30, no. 2 
(2018): 88-111, https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2018.0015; Jaqueline Baker, “The Lavender Menace Comes to 
Melbourne: Feminism, Lesbianism, Place and Space in the 1970s,” Lilith: A Feminist History Journal 27 (2021): 127-
148, https://doi.org/10.22459/LFHJ.27.06; van Aurich 2021. 
65 van Aurich 2021, 39. 
66 van Aurich 2021, 50 
67 van Aurich 2021, 50, emphasis theirs. 



Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026            Ava van Aurich 

nature and expressing creativity.68 As Mulga, a participant, expressed, ‘it was room to 
grow, place to grow, to learn skills … it was wonderful.’69 

The notions of safety and freedom from both heteropatriarchal society and men 
were integral to lesbian separatism. With regards to the former, this entailed the 
freedom and safety to be authentic, to speak about and express their sexuality openly 
without fear of silencing, ostracization, and the weight of adhering to oppressive 
norms.70 Teatree recalled ‘the conformist pressure in WA, I found it huge […] the level 
of violence is so… so close to the surface.’71 

With regards to the latter, lesbian separatism promised safety from the fear and 
experiences of male violence, including economic control, coercion, harassment, and 
sexual, physical, and psychological abuse.72 In such cases, safety and freedom were 
felt through the exclusion of men in lesbian spaces in addition to publicly naming and 
challenging male violence and providing support in numbers when out in public or 
mixed spaces if harassment, abuse, or violence occurred.73 

Thus, feeling safe was perceived as vital for the development of the self, in 
addition to building connection and solidarity with others. As Dean argues, ‘we can 
trust neither others nor ourselves if we are plagued with fears of vulnerability and 
physical exploitation.’74 The sense of safety and freedom in separatist spaces meant 
lesbians could develop independence, agency, and communality. Additionally, within 
Dean’s analysis, lesbians were able to develop solidarity with one another, a sense of 
‘we-ness’, against men as the ‘third’. 

Separatist spaces provided opportunities for lesbians to support one another, 
provide emotional and psychological care, allowing them to develop a sense of 
‘psychic survival’, attempting to heal from the damage caused by heteropatriarchy.75 
As Myrtle recalled of the time: 

[W]herever we gathered there was cups of tea, food, music, 
talking, just you know being together as a group. And also in 
that era, I think in the late ‘70s, certainly in the ‘80s, you started 
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to get lesbian-feminist separatist recording, music recordings, 
coming out.76 

Through culture-building—creating lesbian spaces, sharing their political, artistic, 
and literary works, and developing visual signals of identity—they developed a group 
consciousness and challenged the dominant heteropatriarchal culture. As Teatree 
reflected regarding that time: 

[I]t was necessary for us and I think it’s probably necessary for 
lots of women or lots of people at different times […] to build 
and live their own sub-culture […] to have a really wholly 
supportive environment to rebuild themselves. In order to be 
able to function in what is such a hostile society.77 

Importantly, although separatist, many of these lesbians continued to express 
solidarity with other social movements, particularly regarding women’s and 
environmental issues. They were heavily involved in the development of shelters, 
rape crisis and women’s health centres, fighting for issues related to women’s 
employment and education, raising awareness of multi-cultural issues, advocating for 
childcare and against male violence, participating in the PEACE, anti-nuclear, and 
anti-war movements, and working toward environmental preservation efforts.78 

However, although an empowering, consciousness-raising experience, lesbian 
separatism was also riddled with problems that have also plagued other identity-
based social movements, that is, the denial of difference to ensure a sense of ‘unity’. 
This false sense of sameness was increasingly enforced through the policing of 
opinions and behaviours, causing spaces to feel constrained, combative, and 
alienating.79 It was a paradoxical experience, being both inclusionary—welcoming all 
lesbians, regardless of race, ethnicity, nationality, class, age, etc.—and exclusionary, 
in that one had to develop a feminist consciousness, believe the source of women’s 
oppression was entirely sex-based, prioritise lesbian identity over all others, and in 
some cases, ceasing relations with men, including boy children.80 Lesbian separatist 
groups struggled to acknowledge how they homogenised notions of identity and 
applied it to all within the group. For some lesbians, such oppositional and either/or 
demands were too rigid, resulting in lesbian spaces feeling hostile, as theorists like 
Crenshaw and Keating warn.  

Despite the strong sense of belonging felt through the culture and community 
building, the rigidity of rules and emphasis on a particular kind of lesbian identity—
often based around a white conception, with white lesbians acting as ‘transparent’ 
members of the group by defining political priorities and what lesbian meant in 
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universalising terms that placed race as of secondary importance—meant lesbians felt 
pressure to conform, isolated and alienated, ignored and sidelined.81 During the 1980s 
and 1990s the issue of difference and intersectionality came to the forefront. And much 
like WLM and GLF, experiences of marginality within led to the fragmentation of 
lesbian separatist communities, as those with a position of privilege struggled to 
acknowledge their oppressive behaviours and embrace the multiple dimensions and 
diversity of lesbian identity.82 
 
Sustainable Solidarity: Post-Oppositional Consciousness and Coalitions 
 
Nonetheless, this all-so-common fracturing in identity-based social movements like 
lesbian separatism is not an inevitability. Nor is it reason to throw away identity 
politics or separatism altogether. One pathway to addressing this issue is post-
oppositional consciousness. 

Developed by AnaLouise Keating through her work with Gloria Anzaldúa, 
post-oppositional consciousness is a theory that acknowledges that people are all 
inextricably linked and have shared commonalities that can embrace difference, 
including seemingly mutually exclusive differences.83 It is a relational process of 
transformation where previously accepted assumptions are questioned. Space is given 
for contradictions, overlapping perspectives, dialogue, and friendly disagreement.  

Post-oppositional consciousness involves flexibility, an acknowledgment of 
difference, the multiplicity of identity and the intersections within, and an embrace of 
complexity. However, Keating and Carastathis argue that the process of labelling the 
intersections of identity—thus multiplying identity categories—is not enough. For 
Keating, we must also use that ‘labelling process to generate new commonalities’, 
rather than notions of sameness.84 Conversely, she argues commonalities incorporate 
and move beyond sameness allowing for the inclusion of difference and positioning 
difference within a larger context moves beyond oppositional thinking.85 

Individuals can transform their identity from a unitary, splintered self toward 
a differential or threshold identity that expands to embrace internal difference and 
contradictions. Intersectional theory allows people to reimagine their identities in 
coalitional terms, emphasising their interconnectedness.86 As Audre Lorde states, 
‘difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is 
forged’; and as Carastathis argues, the ‘[d]ifferences within us can enable radical 
alliances among us.’87 
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Intersectionality as a provisional concept enables people to challenge 
essentialism and categorise themselves in relational and tentative ways. One can hold 
allegiance to any and all relevant groups while also blurring the boundary between 
oppressor and oppressed by acknowledging oneself in both.88 

To move oneself toward post-oppositional consciousness one must be patient 
and self-reflective—questioning one’s own behaviours and beliefs—as well as employ 
trust, openness and vulnerability, and deeply listen to others’ perspectives and 
experiences.89 Such positions of vulnerability can lead to solidarity through 
connectedness, ‘witnessing each other’s suffering’ rather than ‘retreating behind 
protective walls’ of ‘us’ and ‘them.’90 Individuals must be accountable for their actions 
and its impact on others. This is not easy and requires effort, time, and a willingness 
to live with contradictions.91 

Moreover, listening and other forms of effective communication requires an 
understanding and sometimes challenge of silences.92 Difference can be demonstrated 
and articulated through silence, both as subtle forms of expression to challenge 
expectations of emotional labour—i.e., demands on women of colour to educate or re-
explain when white women fail to listen—and absence of discussion, such as white 
women’s discomfort with seemingly difficult subject matters or a repression of them 
to maintain power.93 Knowing when to speak, to remain silent, to listen, and when to 
challenge silence is a difficult but necessary skill for solidarity. As Joanna Kadi writes, 
‘If you want to hear me, listen to my silences as well as my words’.94 
 
Cultivating Difference and Coalitions 
 
A strong, sustainable social movement or identity-based space which achieves its aim 
of meaningful social change must cultivate difference, encouraging numerous 
perspectives and addressing diverse needs within its community.95 A single-axis 
analysis of oppression and activism from this understanding will never succeed, as it 
only benefits the ‘transparent’ members while erasing the experiences of all others 
within the group.96 

Cultivating difference involves coalitions, both within and outside the space or 
movement. It is a sense of ‘working with’ rather than assuming a false sense of 
sameness in the name of inclusivity.97 For example, Huggins argues there can be no 
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‘true political alliances between Black and white women’ without white women 
acknowledging their contributions to indigenous oppression.98  

Intersectionality and post-oppositional consciousness can help, revealing false 
universals while providing linguistic tools for connection and interrelation without 
throwing away the notion of identity.99 According to Dean, respecting individuals’ 
identities while making space for questioning and challenging claims made on the 
basis of such identities allows for not only the transformation of identity categories 
but also coalitional actions.100 

As one participant, Teatree, argues: 
[Y]ou don’t get change unless you’ve got coalition. And that 
meant that sometimes you have to sacrifice some of the things 
that you thought were fundamental for your survival, but that 
may or may not turn out to be. […] [Lesbians] are a small 
minority and you can’t just only fight for your own rights with 
the ignorance of other people on the issues. And neither can you 
get their support unless you’re prepared to give it. And unless 
you’re prepared to take the… that process of building and 
understanding across communities of activists… in terms of 
[…] the diversity […] the intersectionality.101 

In addition to the movement level, coalitions can occur at the personal level with self-
reflection, bridging one’s identities together, particularly when falsely separated. 
Using a relational and connectionist perspective helps to integrate identities. Likewise, 
recognition of the self as both insider and outsider—oppressor and oppressed—at the 
same time enables accountability and the acknowledgement of one’s multiple 
dimensions. Such practices within can build outward reciprocity, alliances, and 
ultimately solidarity.102 

I argue that utilising this conceptualisation of coalitions—as both within the self 
and relationally outside the self—benefits relations within an identity-based group or 
social movement and, in conjunction with other groups, the broader civil society. 
Boundary-making political practices like lesbian separatism do not need to be 
abandoned altogether.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Identity-based groups and social movements have the capacity to build solidarity, 
connection, and a positive sense of self—as exemplified by lesbian separatism. Such 
movements contain individuals with multiple, sometimes contradictory, identities. To 
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ensure solidarity, these multiple identities cannot be ignored for the sake of a false 
‘unity’.  

Social change for marginalised groups cannot be achieved by privileging a 
singular identity to the detriment of all others. Unity built on a false sense of sameness 
fails, as does creating a hierarchy of marginalised identities in the name of 
deservingness. Fracturing occurs, dissolving the strength of the movement. 

However, past and present political ideologies and movements—which 
attempt to address marginalised issues but are prone to failure—do not necessarily 
need to be abandoned. Rejecting them simply reinforces ineffective oppositional 
dynamics. Identity remains a site of resistance for the marginalised, they are drawn to 
identity-based spaces and movements for liberatory praxis. For example, lesbian 
separatism provided a celebratory conception of the lesbian in addition to a vibrant 
culture of belonging outside conformist forces. Yet, such movements and spaces need 
to confront the failures of its past and present, to learn from them and move forward 
in solidarity.


