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Young Lesbians’ 'Butch’

Experience and Interpretation

Wooin Song
Interdisciplinary Programs in Gender Studies

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

Since 2015, through the period of so—called 'feminism reboot’,
feminism has become widespread as a value that young women take
meaning into account of their lives.

However, apart from the effect of increasing interest in feminism, it
also had the effect of recalling old debates. As young women
summoned radical feminism as a theoretical basis for analyzing
gender discrimination, disputes that have been constantly repeated in
history also appeared from the surface. The main issue of these
debates was the issue of the subject of 'essential women’. This led
to the emergence of TERF in the mainstream feminist discourse,
which also led to changes in queer politics. In addition, specifically,
the debate on the 'Butch-fem’ relationship, an old debate of lesbian
subculture, has emerged as an issue.

Nevertheless, domestic research on lesbian subculture was
absolutely insufficient. As for the claim that the "Butch-fem”

relationship, which has been summoned once again, is anti—feminist,
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this study seeks to question and uncover old misunderstandings about
butch. Therefore, this study examined the experiences of real butches
and interpreted them by looking into the current practice of young
butches. This study attempted to interpret their experience and
practices.

First of all, this study looked at the history of the subculture
surrounding Butch and Femme. It was necessary to investigate how
the term "Butch” was invented in the American lesbian subculture
and how it came to be used in Korea. In addition, the significance of
Butch was discovered by reviewing the theory of women'’s
masculinity.

As a result of previous studies on Korean lesbian culture, it was
confirmed that there was an identity that revealed the masculinity of
a leshian called "Baji—-si” even before the term "Buch” was widely
used in Korea. Korea's lesbian community was formed around the
"Bajsi—-Chimsi,”  which  appeared similar to the  Western
"Butch-Femme” relationship, which spread through the development
of PC communication and online gatherings. However, SNS 1is
currently the center of the formation of a lesbian community and has
been a space where various debates are underway. Focusing on this
online space, "young people who declare to be lesbians” have
appeared in the lesbian community through various codes of conduct
derived from the "Escape-the—corset movement” since 2015. They
emphasized the importance of women in the narrow definition and
lesbian in the narrow sense as well, and insisted on preserving their
purity. As they build up their argument, they rejected the existence
of queers, which led to tension in the affect of hatred.

Therefore, this study looked into these tensions and re—examined

the butch subject of exclusion. Furthermore, in this phenomenon, it
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looked at what experiences the butches were having and how they
were practicing their butchness.

As a result of interpreting this, it was confirmed that the
reproduction of a butch was clearly different from the traditional
image. The connection between the traditional stereotyped butches
and today’s butch was weak, and it was confirmed that new butch
aspects were emerging. They were reproducing the masculinity which
they wanted to express, and were recognized as "butch” through it.
In addition, the most important feature of Butch was the ’'giving’
feature. They were practicing their butchness in an attitude toward
the other woman.

On the other hand, feminism reboot also contributed to the
subdivision and change of Butch’s terms. The main reason why the
existing "Wangbuchi” turned into a protruding existence called
"Hannambuchi” was the "mirroring” that appeared through feminist
reboots. Feminist reboots were affecting the butch category, but this
was rather a feminist purification.

In addition, Butch had several functions within the Ilesbian
subculture. Butch provided a way of life and a framework of
perception, providing a foundation for neglected beings to recognize
themselves, which was largely done through naming, calling, and
response. In addition, butch was already acting as a category that
crossed biological boundaries. Therefore, the so-called ’'lesbian who
escaped from the corset’ and Butch could never be considered as the
same category.

As such, the discourse surrounding Butch was expanding through
violations of norms, and now Butch were cracking the existing image
of traditional masculinity and Butch. They do not necessarily desire a

femme, but rather violate the schematic of the Butch-Femme
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relationship. In addition, rather than parodying men, the Butch
category was functioning as a humor that twisted hegemony
masculinity and provided resilience to lesbian subculture.

In conclusion, Butch was functioning as a category that
encompassed beings standing at the boundary beyond 'biological
women’. Those who need the Butch category still exist, and it was
constantly changing, unlike the stereotype. In this respect, this study
confirms that butch 1s still a significant category in Korean lesbian

subculture.
keywords : Butch, Lesbian, Lesbian subculture, Radical

feminism, Escape—-the-corset movement, Young lesbians
Student Number : 2020-24911
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