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contribution of butch and stud lesbians,
whose identity is both its own aesthetic

and a defiant repudiation of the male gaze.
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UTCH" HAS LONG been the name we've given a certain kind
= that kind — of lesbian. The old adage applies: You know

her when you see her, She wears men's clothing, short hair,

no makeup. Butch is an aesthetic, but it also conveys an
attitude and energy. Both a gender and a sexuality, butchness is about
the body but also transcends it: “We exist in this realm of masculinity
that has nothing to do with cis men — that's the part only we [butches]
know how to talk about,” says the 42-vear-old writer, former Olympic
swimmer and men's wear model Casey Legler. “Many people don't
even know how to ask questions about who we are, or about what
it means to be us.”

Many of us wear the butch label with a certain self-consciousness,
fearing the term doesn't quite fit — like a new pair of jeans, it's
either too loose or too tight. The graphic novelist Alison Bechdel, 59,
doesn’t refer to herself as butch but understands why others do.
“It's a lovely word, “butch’: I'll take it, if you give it to me,” she says.
“But I'm afraid I'm not butch enough to really claim it. Because
part of being butch is owning it, the whole aura around it.”

‘What does owning it look like? Decades before genderiess fashion
became its own style, butches were wearing denim and white tees,
leather jackets and work boots, wallet chains and gold necklaces., It
i=n't just about what you're wearing, though, but how: Butchness
embodies a certain swagger, a 1950s-inspired “Rebel Without a Cause™
confidence. In doing so, these women — and butches who don't
identify as women — created something new and distinct, an identity
you could recognize even if you didn't know what o call it.

By refuting conventionally gendered aesthetics, butchness expands
the possibilities for women of all sizes, races, ethnicities and abilities.
“I always think of the first butch lesbian | ever saw,” says the 33-vear-
old actor Roberta Colindrez. “This beautiful butch came into the
grocery store and she was built like a brick house. Short hair, polo shirt,
cargo pants and that ring of keys. ... It was the first time [ saw the
possibility of who | was™ And yet, to many people, “butch style” remains
an oxymoron: There's a prevalent assumption that we're all fat,
frumpy fashion disasters — our baseball caps and baggy pants suggest
to others that we don't care about self-presentation. But it's not that
we're careless; it's that unlike, say, the gay white men who have been
given all too much credit for influencing contemporary visual culture,
we're simply not out to appease the male gaze, We disregard and reject
the confines of a sexualized and commodified femininity.

T | TYMOLOGICALLY, “butch” is believed to be an abbreviation
_,‘ of “butcher,” American slang for “tough kid” in the early

20th century and likely inspired by the outlaw Butch Cassidy.
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describe “aggressive” or “macho” women, but lesbians reclaimed
it almost immediately, using it with pride at 1950s-era bars such
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