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way for any public or commercial purpose without the express written 

permission of WAMU.  All requests for uses beyond personal and 

noncommercial use should be referred to (202)885-1200. 

11:00:08 AMNA NAWAZ 

This is 1A.  I'm Amna Nawaz from the PBS NewsHour filling in for Jenn 

White.  Well, June is Pride Month and a recent Gallup poll shows more 

people are likely celebrating.  A growing number of adults are identifying as 

LGBT.  Today, more than 15 percent of Gen Z adults identify as LGBT.  

That's compared to 9 percent of millennials and only 2 percent of baby 

boomers. 

11:00:32 AMNA NAWAZ 

The survey also found that more than half of LGBT adults identify as 

bisexual.  But even though they're the largest demographic, bisexual people 

are often overlooked and still face stigma from outside and inside the 

community.  Here to talk about it all is Phillip Hammack.  He's a psychology 

professor and director of the sexual and gender diversity laboratory at the 

University of California at Santa Cruz.  Phil, thanks for being here 

11:00:58 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Thanks for having me. 
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11:01:00 AMNA NAWAZ 

And Wendy Bostwick is with us.  She's professor at the Department of 

Population Health Nursing Science at the University of Illinois Chicago.  Her 

background is in public health and she focuses on health disparities and 

inequalities among sexual and gender minorities.  Wendy, welcome to you. 

11:01:16 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Thanks so much.  Great to be here. 

11:01:18 AMNA NAWAZ 

So, Phil, let's start with you.  We mentioned the numbers there, the number 

of people identifying as LGBT is growing.  Let's just start with that.  Why is 

that?  What are the numbers growing? 

11:01:29 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Well, great question.  As you kind of suggested with your lead-in today, you 

know, bisexuality isn't necessarily, I think, on the rise as a phenomenon or an 

experience.  You know, people have experienced attraction to multiple 

genders for probably all of human history.  But what is on the rise, and 

what's unique to our century, is the comfort people now have in openly 

expressing a bisexual identity. 

11:01:54 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

And I think this is really linked to some very specific historical events in the 

21st century.  Namely the rise of the internet and social media and the kind of 

upending to traditional sources of authority about gender and sexuality.  So 

young people and, actually, frankly members of all generations, can now 

increasingly get information about diverse ways of expressing gender and 

sexuality.  And this has led to a huge rise in non-binary thinking around 

gender and sexuality.  And so I think that that's really what's happening and 

why we're seeing this uptick in identification with labels like bisexual. 

11:02:33 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, definitions are so important in these conversations so, let's also set 

the table with that.  When we talk about bisexuality, what exactly do we 

mean?  How do you define it? 

11:02:43 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Sure.  Great.  Thank you for that question.  Yeah, I think it's really important 

to acknowledge that for many bi and bi plus people [clears throat]  

and for those of us that do research in this area.  Now, for us bisexual identity 

is really about sexual or emotional attraction to people who are like us, so 

same sex or gender of us or who have a different sex or gender.  So 

bisexuality really is expansive in terms of emotional sexual attraction. 
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11:03:16 AMNA NAWAZ 

And, Wendy, I heard you use the term bi plus.  I want to make sure everyone 

understands we're on the same page.  What did you mean by that? 

11:03:23 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Another excellent question.  Yes, I will probably be using the term by plus 

throughout.  And so what I'm hoping to capture here, somewhat, you know, 

very in line with what Phil just had to say about expanded thinking in terms 

of both sexual orientation and gender identity.  I use the term bi plus to 

acknowledge that there are many people who have a diversity of attractions.  

Many of us still use the label bisexual but many people also use terms such as 

pansexual, plurisexual, demisexual, queer.  And I’m using bi plus as an 

umbrella term to acknowledge those people, as well. 

11:04:03 AMNA NAWAZ 

So we heard from a lot of our listeners about their experiences.  I want to 

share some of what they had to share with both of you.  Let's jump in here 

now with a voicemail from a parent.  This is Jennifer from Illinois. 

11:04:16 JENNIFER (CALLER) 

My younger adult child, who actually now identifies as non-binary, grew up 

assuming that anyone could fall in love with anyone.  And they didn't realize 

that they were difference from their classmates and friends and others until 

probably older elementary school.  They came out in junior high and have 

always preferred rather than calling themselves bisexual to say pansexual 

because they understand that both gender and physiology are also not binary. 

11:04:50 AMNA NAWAZ 

Phil, we heard Wendy there list a few of the different ways people self identify 

but let's talk a little bit more deeply about some of these definitions.  

Pansexuality and bisexuality, tell us a little bit about the differences between 

those. 

11:05:04 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Yes, absolutely.  Interestingly, there aren't necessarily huge differences when 

you talk to people who identify as bisexual versus pansexual.  What they both 

signify is attraction to multiple genders.  One of the key differences, though, 

and it speaks very much to that voicemail of a parent, is generational or birth 

cohort.  So younger people are increasingly using the label pansexual, the 

prefix pan meaning, you know, any or all, to signify, to intentionally signify 

that they're open to attraction to non-binary people, so not just men or 

women, and also transgender people.  And so that's a really intentional shift 

in the language that people are using. 
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11:05:53 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Now, when people identify as bisexual, it's important to understand that 

doesn't necessarily mean that they're not attracted to people who are non 

binary or to people who are transgender.  They very well could be but they 

weren't necessarily exposed to that same language.  So we find that, you 

know, to some extent older people, members of my -- I'm generation X, you 

know, might identify as bisexual.  And it doesn't rule out attraction to non 

binary people.  But younger people are increasingly using pansexual and they 

really are using that intentionally to signify a kind of suspicion of the gender 

binary as well as an attraction to non binary and transgender people. 

11:06:33 AMNA NAWAZ 

Well, Phil, let me follow up with one more clarification in some of the terms 

people may be hearing because I think folks are really interested and they 

want to make sure that they're being respectful, using appropriate terms 

when needed.  We're hearing a lot, also, of people self identifying as queer or 

self identifying as sexually fluid.  What are some of the differences between 

those? 

11:06:51 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Great question.  So queer, as a reclaimed term, you know, originally, of 

course, it was a derogatory term but as a reclaimed sort of sexual identify 

term, around 1980s, 1990s and it's just become increasingly popular, is also 

intended to signify attraction across a diversity of genders.  But it also is 

meant to signify that someone takes on a specific position where they're sort 

of suspicious about gender and sexual identity labels altogether.  They're sort 

of a larger, like, queer movement, if you will.  And they're also trying to 

signify, often, that their attractions patterns really go beyond gender and 

they're attracted to a diversity of gender expressions. 

11:07:41 AMNA NAWAZ 

We are talking about bisexuality with Phillip Hammack, the director of the 

sexual and gender diversity laboratory at the University of California at 

Santa Cruz, and Wendy Bostwick, a professor at the University of Illinois in 

Chicago.  Wendy, let's answer some common questions for people who, again, 

may not know much about bisexuality, and for a lot of those people who are 

also questioning.  These are some basic questions we've had come in here.  So, 

let's start with this.  Does someone have to be attracted to both men and 

women equally in order to be bisexual? 
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11:08:15 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Sure.  The short answer to that is no.  So bi plus identity attractions allow for 

an entire spectrum of attraction.  So, I think it's very important to 

acknowledge that [clears throat]  bi doesn't mean quote "50/50," and 

that certainly we are all sort of complex human beings, especially when it 

comes to sexual attraction.  And, no, not a 50/50 sort of thing. 

11:08:45 AMNA NAWAZ 

I'm going to read to you a comment from one of our listeners out there on 

Facebook.  This is from Wayne responding to the Gallup poll and the 

numbers that have been rising.  Wayne writes, this is just the number who 

admitted or know.  There's still a lot of stigma even among an anonymous 

poll.  Wendy, what about that?  What about visibility in the bi community? 

11:09:03 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Sure, absolutely.  I'm so glad you brought that up.  You know, I think there's 

this bit of a conundrum here, and I would certainly love Phil's perspective on 

this as well.  We do see increasing numbers of people identifying as bisexual, 

pansexual.  Yet, we also know that there are many people who feel very 

hesitant to be out about their bisexuality including, you know, to their 

partners even. 

11:09:38 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so especially, I would say, for bisexual men, you know.  And given 

research that I've done recently [word?]  bisexual men about their 

experiences of their identity and outness and how this worked for them, there 

still is a big hesitation to really acknowledge, to perhaps anyone but 

themselves, that they're bisexual for fear of responses of -- particularly 

responses from loved one, family, partner, friends.  So, yes, there's absolutely 

still hesitation there. 

11:10:10 WENDY BOSTWICK 

We know that bi people, generally speaking, are still somewhat less likely to 

be out than their gay and lesbian peers.  And I do think it really comes back 

around to the stigma specific to bisexuality and bisexual identities. 

11:10:28 AMNA NAWAZ 

And, Wendy, why is that?  Specific to men, why do you think there's more 

hesitation there broadly, especially in American society to come out as bi? 
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11:10:36 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Mm-hmm.  Well, I mean, I think, in general, we're still sort of culturally 

resistant to notions of there being a spectrum when it comes to attraction.  So, 

you know, still relying on sort of either or rather than both and.  But I think 

for men in particular there is a very particular stigma as it pertains to threats 

to their masculinity, you know, fears from partners that they will cheat on 

them.  Again, I mean, I think there's just all the stereotypes that, at least I as 

a Gen Xer grew up with around bisexuality, I think still resonate 

extraordinarily loudly for bisexual men. 

11:11:24 AMNA NAWAZ 

We are talking about bisexuality and bi issues with Phillip Hammack, the 

director of the sexual and gender diversity laboratory at the University of 

California at Santa Cruz, and with Wendy Bostwick, a professor at the 

University of Illinois Chicago.  She focuses on health disparities and inequities 

among sexual and gender minorities.  I'm Amna Nawaz.  This is 1A from 

WAMU and NPR. 

[ I N T E R M I S S I O N ]  

11:11:59 AMNA NAWAZ 

I'm Amna Nawaz in for Jenn White.  This is 1A.  We're discussing the largest 

demographic in the LGBTQ community, bisexuals.  Here with us is 

psychology professor and director of the sexual and gender diversity 

laboratory at the University of California at Santa Cruz, Phillip Hammack.  

And Wendy Bostwick, a professor at the Department of Population Health 

Nursing Science at University of Illinois Chicago.  Her background is in 

public health and focuses on health disparities and inequities among sexual 

and gender minority populations. 

11:12:31 AMNA NAWAZ 

I want to get, now, to a message we got from Kerith Conran, a social and 

psychiatric epidemiologist who focuses on LGBT demographics and health at 

UCLA's Williams Institute.  Here now is Kerith. 

11:12:46 KERITH CONRAN (CALLER) 

At this point in time there are nearly 10 million racially and ethnically diverse 

bisexually identified people living in the United States.  That's more people 

than live in New York City and in most U.S. states.  At this point, more than 

one in ten girls and young adult women identify bisexual.  These figures are 

just the tip of the bisexual iceberg.  Far more adults report sexual attraction 

to people of more than one gender and self identify as bisexual. 
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11:13:13 KERITH CONRAN (CALLER) 

To make it concrete, on the 2015 to 2017 national surveys of family growth, 

about 18 percent of women reported some degree of sexual attraction to 

males and females, and about 5 percent self identified as bisexual.  Among 

men, about 5 percent report some degree of sexual attraction to males and 

females while about 2 percent of men self identified as bisexual.  So, as a 

mother preparing to explain sex to my own elementary school-aged child, I 

say bisexuality is perfectly normal. 

11:13:44 AMNA NAWAZ 

So, Phil, you hear Kerith there talking about how people report being 

attracted to both men and women but are less likely to self identify as 

bisexual.  What are some of the issues that make it difficult to research the 

LGBT community? 

11:13:58 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Great question, Amna.  Well, the bisexual community like the LGBT 

community in general, is a relatively -- or potentially, I guess I should say, 

hidden population.  Meaning that, you know, it's really hard to get out there 

and get a really robust representative scientific example because people are 

always in different states of their identity development process. 

11:14:24 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

And we know now that gender and sexual identity development occurs across 

the life course.  There isn't like a very set moment at which one's 

understanding of gender or sexual identity is set in stone.  It's always shifting, 

actually, as the culture shifts.  As our cultural understanding of gender and 

sexuality shifts, so too does our own individual understanding of gender and 

sexuality.  So, gender and sexual identity development is sort of a moving 

target and you're always just getting sort of a snapshot in time as a social 

scientist. 

11:14:57 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, there's also this issue of self identifying in the context of people 

around you, right, and that being an evolving issue.  I want to put to you 

something Benjamin, one of our listeners, emailed.  He wrote, 12 years ago I 

came out as pansexual and struggled to convince others that I was real.  My 

mother suggested that I was straight and just wanted to be included.  A friend 

told me that I was gay and just needed to quote unquote "figure things out."  

Is there an element of sort of erasure of bi identity here, Wendy? 
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11:15:29 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Yeah, absolutely.  And, you know, thank you so much for that comment that 

you shared from Ben.  And, you know, that's painful to hear and that would 

be painful to experience but it is a very, very common narrative that, you 

know, I've heard with the bisexual men and women that I've spoken with 

about their experiences.  You know, this notion of not being taken seriously in 

our bi identities, of being confused and perhaps most wounding of all, people 

not believing us when we say who we are. 

11:16:07 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so, you know, when people have responses like that to coming out, of 

course it makes us resistant to come out in other context and other scenarios.  

I think, though, as I just said, that that is unfortunately, still, a very common 

experience for large numbers of bi plus people. 

11:16:29 AMNA NAWAZ 

And just to hit home with some numbers, according to a Pew research study, 

bisexuals, Wendy and Phil, as you mentioned, are far less likely to be out.  

That study found only 19 percent of bisexual people say most of the people in 

their lives are aware of their sexual orientation.  That's compared to 75 

percent of gay and lesbian adults who can say the same thing.  And we 

actually heard from a number of people sharing similar stories, painful 

stories about not being accepted, not feeling accepted in any community.  

Take a listen. 

11:17:00 HENRY (CALLER) 

Being in, you know, gay spaces and straight spaces and not feeling like you 

quite fit or belong in either.  In a straight space you feel like you're not kind 

of revealing the entirety of yourself.  And then in a gay space kind of having 

the same feeling, right. 

11:17:16 WALKER (CALLER) 

When I was in high school I was very much in the closet and afraid of my 

orientation being known.  I felt pressured to act straighter than I am.  And 

when I was in college a few years later in a much more liberal atmosphere, I 

had the sense that my gay and lesbian friends doubted my orientation, as 

well, and I felt like I had to act gayer than I actually am.  So, I've always 

faced an unusual sensation that I'm neither entirely understood or a part of 

one community or the other. 

11:17:47 AMNA NAWAZ 

I want to say thank you to Henry in Texas and Walker from Massachusetts 

for sharing those experiences with us.  Phil, let's pick up where they left off.  

Let's talk about consequences.  What are the consequences of not being able 

to identify or feeling like you have the support of your community? 
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11:18:05 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Great question.  Well, you know, we know that community and a strong sense 

of community is a buffer from the stress of being a sexual or gender minority.  

It's something that really can have a very positive impact when one has a 

stigmatized identity.  And so the fact that bisexual people often report that 

they don't feel accepted in the larger community, especially the larger LGBT 

community, they feel marginalized.  Even though, as you say, they really are a 

numeric majority of the community. 

11:18:47 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

It's really, really unfortunate and I think can lead to some potentially rare 

negative mental health outcomes for bisexual people.  They end up holding in 

so much and having so much stress over disclosure, for example, when to 

disclose, how to disclose.  I mean, I have, just as an example, a bisexual male 

friend who will commonly say, it's just easier to say I'm gay because then he 

doesn't have to manage that stress in gay spaces or even in straight spaces 

where bisexual identity is basically perceived as illegitimate or inauthentic in 

some way.  And so, yeah, this is a really good point. 

11:19:25 AMNA NAWAZ 

Phil, there is this paradox, that you mentioned there at the top of your 

response, that the bisexual community is the largest LGBT group.  But in this 

case it feels like there's very little strength in numbers, right.  Why do you 

think there is that paradox? 

11:19:40 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Well, first of all, I should say I think that it is shifting.  It is changing with 

greater bi visibility, thankfully.  And I really think that this is a holdover.  

This is a legacy of our 20th century era which was so dominated by binary 

thinking around gender and sexuality.  And as a consequence, kind of 

understandably, the larger LGBTQ community was so dominated by gay and 

lesbian people.  And so I do think that we're seeing more empowerment.  I 

think bi visibility can only increase.  And, really, the language, I think, is 

gradually shifting within LGBTQ spaces to recognize the full spectrum of 

diversities within the ever expanding acronym. 

11:20:31 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, I'd love to have you respond to some of the listener comments we 

have coming in because there's quite a few.  And I want to get to as many as 

we can.  One listener just emailed, as a 60-year-old bi woman I found that one 

obstacle to coming out is that I've lived a primarily straight life and have 

never had a significant same-sex relationship, which makes my bisexuality 

difficult to drop into conversation.  My bisexuality, she writes, isn't some kind 

of bomb that I want to reveal.  Wendy, what would you say to her? 
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11:20:59 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Yeah, again, I mean, so similar to so many of the interviews that I've done 

with bisexual people, especially in that language.  So, you know, I think what 

is particularly unique about those under the bi plus umbrella is the way in 

which, perhaps, our identity becomes invisibilized within partnerships to, you 

know, the listeners comment there. 

11:21:30 WENDY BOSTWICK 

[clears throat]  And so, there's a lot more, I think, quote unquote 

"work" that needs to be done to make ourselves visible, right, because of 

common notions of, you know, if I'm a woman and I'm with another woman 

and it's just assumed that we're both lesbians, if I'm a woman partner to a 

man, of course, you know, someone we assume is a man, I'm considered 

heterosexual.  And so, you know, there's a lot of work that needs to be done in 

order to be able to sort of assert and maintain my bi identity. 

11:22:01 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so I think that, you know, there are ways in which that can be sort of 

emotionally and cognitively tiresome.  So, you know, there are those 

consequences.  But I absolutely appreciate this notion, you know, for the 

listener that, you know, she doesn't want it to, you know, be some big reveal, 

right.  She wants to be able to acknowledge it. 

11:22:24 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so what I would -- not that anyone's looking for advice from me certainly 

but, you know, I think there are ways to work it into conversation, maybe not 

even about our own bisexual identity but just allowing for more expansive 

ideas around sexuality and attraction, standing up to binary thinking when 

we see it, standing up to perhaps comments or narratives that invisiblize 

bisexual people as a whole. 

11:22:56 WENDY BOSTWICK 

So, you know, I think there are some small things that, you know, all of us can 

do, including the listener, to try to introduce bisexual identity.  But more 

importantly, to make it more visible, both for themselves and their own 

experiences but for the larger community, as well. 

11:23:14 AMNA NAWAZ 

I'm Amna Nawaz.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking about bisexuality 

and bi erasure with Phillip Hammack, director of the sexual and gender 

diversity laboratory at the University of California at Santa Cruz, and Wendy 

Bostwick, professor at University of Illinois Chicago who focuses on health 

disparities and inequities among sexual and gender minority populations. 
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11:23:37 AMNA NAWAZ 

And now let's add in another voice.  Lisa Bowleg joins us now.  She's a 

professor of applied social psychology at George Washington University.  

And she focuses on intersectionality and black LGB experiences and also HIV 

risk and prevention in black communities.  Lisa, appreciate you so much 

being with us today. 

11:23:57 LISA BOWLEG 

Thank you.  I'm delighted to join the conversation. 

11:23:59 AMNA NAWAZ 

And, of course, we also want to hear from you out there listening.  If you are 

bisexual, what has your experience been?  You can comment on our 

Facebook page, you can tweet us @1A or you can send us an email at 

1A@wamu.org.  So, Lisa, I know you've been listening in.  We've been talking 

about how people wrestle with their bisexual identity, due to stigmas in 

particular.  Your work focuses on black LGB experiences.  So how does race 

complicate all of these feelings of stigma and coming out? 

11:24:31 LISA BOWLEG 

Oh, yes.  Well, it does tremendously.  I enter this conversation as a social 

psychologist and a researcher.  And so one part of my research is with black 

lesbian, gay and bisexual populations.  And then the other is focused on HIV 

prevention and barriers to prevention for black men, including black bisexual 

men.  And race and racism really sort of complicates this discussion because 

there's this sort of sense, right, that sexual identity is the all -- or even a 

bisexual identity or whatever the identity is, it's an all-encompassing identity. 

11:25:10 LISA BOWLEG 

And in my work and in my focus on intersectionality, you can't really set a 

parcel out, you know, the bisexual part from the black part from the male 

part from the women part.  And so a lot of my research with black bisexual 

people really speaks to this complexity of the intersection of all of these 

different identities. 

11:25:33 AMNA NAWAZ 

And, Lisa, you may have heard Wendy earlier talk about particular 

reluctance among men to come out as bisexual.  Is it fair to say that's true 

among black Americans as well? 

11:25:43 LISA BOWLEG 

It comes up in my research quite a bit.  And the painful part of it is sort of the 

bi negativity in terms of gay spaces as well as straight spaces, right.  And so 

that there is no sort of community or a very tiny community where the men in 

my research feel sort of comfortable being out as bisexual. 
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11:26:08 LISA BOWLEG 

But, you know, that said, you know, it's so complex.  For some men that's 

really important.  For other men it's like, okay, you know, it's more 

important that I'm black because that's how society sees me, and I spend a lot 

of time managing that identity and the sexual minority piece is not as 

important to me.  And so what's important here is to really realize that when 

we're talking about identity that it's really quite complex. 

11:26:34 AMNA NAWAZ 

It is indeed, and we've been hearing from a number of folks out there sharing 

their experiences specific to this idea of stigma around bisexual identity.  I 

want to play for you a few of their comments right now.  Take a listen. 

11:26:47 FEMALE (CALLER) 

In the past I have been criticized for my sexuality or shamed for it.  And I still 

struggle to this day with feeling like I am hiding a part of myself. 

11:26:59 MALE (CALLER) 

One thing that's really stuck with me was, I was just cleaning the living room 

and my father asked me if I was still bisexual.  And I said, I mean, yeah.  And 

he said that he didn't get it and it seemed to be selfish that I would take two 

genders. 

11:27:19 MALE (CALLER) 

When I first came out as bisexual in my early teens, I remember it well.  I was 

told by my mother that I did not know, really, what I was attracted to.  And 

that you can't really be into both sexes because that is perverse. 

11:27:44 AMNA NAWAZ 

I want to thank everyone out there for sharing those stories with us.  And, 

Phil, I'll turn to you.  This is difficult to hear what people go through in their 

own families, in their own communities.  And when we talk about stigma, I 

wonder what you think it will take to overcome that stigma.  Is it just 

generational? 

11:28:03 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Well, I do think that that's a big part of it.  I think that bi visibility, has 

Wendy alluded to, is so important so more and more people being out, 

speaking out freely.  And  we are seeing this on the rise and that's why I feel 

relatively optimistic that the culture is changing.  I mean, we've seen huge 

cultural shifts on other issues.  Obviously marriage equality, you know, the 

increasing rise of transgender and non binary visibility, which has really 

increased at a rate that, you know, a lot of us just weren't really expecting.  

And so I think that I feel really optimistic about the rise of bi visibility and, 

actually, this program's an important part of that. 
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11:28:49 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, what about you?  On that same point we've heard from people who 

say how they identify has changed over the years.  What are some of the 

trends you've seen in how people's identities have changed or evolved? 

11:29:01 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Well, I mean, as Phil said, I mean, I think there's a lot more people 

identifying under that bi plus umbrella, and, again, just to acknowledge, pan 

sexuality, queer identities, plurisexual identities.  So a lot of shifting, a lot of 

movement allowing that sexuality is a spectrum as this identity. 

11:29:25 AMNA NAWAZ 

More on that in a moment.  We're discussing the B in LGBT with Phillip 

Hammack, Wendy Bostwick and Lisa Bowleg.  I'm Amna Nawaz.  We'll hear 

more from you and from our guests in a moment. 

[ I N T E R M I S S I O N ]  

11:29:51 AMNA NAWAZ 

During this Pride Month, we're spending some time talking about bisexuality 

and bi visibility.  We're here talking with Phillip Hammack, psychology 

professor and director of the sexual and gender diversity laboratory at the 

University of California at Santa Cruz,  Wendy Bostwick is professor at the 

Department of Population Health Nursing Science at University of Illinois 

Chicago.  Her background is in public health and she focuses on health 

disparities and inequities among sexual and gender minority populations.  

And Lisa Bowleg, professor of applied social psychology at George 

Washington University where she focuses on intersectionality and black LGB 

experiences. 

11:30:29 AMNA NAWAZ 

We heard from Juba Kalamka who is a bisexual artist and activist, and he 

left us this message. 

11:30:37 JUBA KALAMKA (CALLER) 

A lot of my experience as a black bisexual guy has been caught up in 

conversations around gender expression and class which is, of course, affected 

by white supremacy.  And [unintelligible]  around that and a lot of 

stuff around [unintelligible]  in terms of gay and lesbian communities 

which is basically like, basically don't be a slutty freak as a bi person and 

straight people presuming that because they don't know anything about me, 

that I'm just this progressive straight guy. 
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11:31:08 AMNA NAWAZ 

That was a voicemail from Juba Kalamka.  Thank you for that.  Lisa, let's 

turn to you.  Can you expand a little bit on what Juba's talking about here, on 

class and race.  They're also a part of this conversation on sexual identity. 

11:31:21 LISA BOWLEG 

Oh, they're critical to this conversation.  What he's talking about is that for 

himself as a black person he can't sort of separate the black part from, you 

know, the bisexual part, and the sort of conflict that comes in when these 

different communities collide, right.  And so his narrative is not uncommon in 

terms of the expectations for black bisexual men in sort of predominantly 

white gay spaces. 

11:31:49 LISA BOWLEG 

And, of course, we can't talk about any of this without talking about the 

legacy of racialized sexual stereotypes, particularly those that portray what 

bisexual people, in general, as hypersexual, but especially black bisexual men.  

This is a topic that comes up in my research quite frequently.  And I think it 

also -- a new important point here, that I want us to talk about, the big 

picture here, I think, is that more people would identify as bisexual if they 

didn't have the social censure.  And this social censure has health 

repercussions because if physicians, for example, hold these stereotypes then 

they are not treating bisexual people equitably, as an example. 

11:32:38 AMNA NAWAZ 

You're talking here really about the stereotypes and also the persistent 

racism that exists within all American institutions.  Lisa, we should point out, 

for folks who haven't heard about it during Pride weekend here in D.C., there 

was a report.  A black woman who was dragged down the stairs by security at 

a well-known gay bar and it prompted protests from people who are calling 

that establishment racist now.  So talk to me a little bit about that.  How does 

racism within queer spaces affect the black LGB community? 

11:33:08 LISA BOWLEG 

Well, I can tell you what the participants in my research talk about.  They 

talk about going to clubs that are predominantly white gay clubs and having 

to show, the way they put it is, you know, having to show five types of ID to 

get in.  And so that, you know, there is this notion often, you know, in the 

month of June when we're talking about LGBT pride, that there is this sort of 

monolithic homogonous community.  But those same schisms of racism are 

part of every institution including gay spaces and mainstream gay and lesbian 

spaces. 
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11:33:46 LISA BOWLEG 

And so, it's not surprising that black gay and bisexual people find themselves, 

and certainly black trans people find themselves dealing with racism in white 

gay communities.  It's not just from the larger heterosexual community. 

11:34:04 AMNA NAWAZ 

And, Wendy, there's also a schism when it comes to mental health and 

substance abuse.  There's been research that suggests bisexual people are at 

greater risk of mental health issues and substance abuse.  What do we know 

about that? 

11:34:17 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Sure.  Yeah, I'm happy to speak to that.  You know, first, I just want to sort 

of echo what Lisa had to say in terms of the conversations that go on in my 

research as well, especially with bisexual people of color.  And the complexity 

of, you know, the multiple identities because we are all more than one thing.  

None of us is a singular thing.  But that certainly the specter of racism is 

another stressor that bisexual people of color, especially black bisexual and bi 

plus people, face. 

11:34:49 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Also acknowledging that I am in Chicago, which is one of the most segregated 

cities in the country.  And so, you know, they're racially segregated and 

economically segregated.  And so there's an additional sort of social and 

structural overlay to the experiences of, you know, bi populations but also the 

larger LGBTQ community. 

11:35:14 WENDY BOSTWICK 

In terms of mental health and substance use, absolutely.  So, yeah, some of my 

earlier research really demonstrated that it was bi identified groups, And 

very often by women who were driving a lot of the mental health disparities 

in terms of, you know, very high rates of depression, very high rates of 

anxiety.  And so while I'm reluctant and sort of unable [sounds like]  

to reduce it to a single driver, what I would say, again, is there's -- bringing it 

back to the larger social and cultural context and the social determinants of 

health. 

11:35:54 WENDY BOSTWICK 

So the role that discrimination, including prejudice stigma and 

microaggressions associated with multiple marginalized identities, how that 

can contribute to poor mental health.  How larger [unintelligible]  in 

terms of poverty, bisexual people are more likely to report living in poverty 

and relying on certain types of assistance.  So we know that, you know, 

[unintelligible]  single most robust predictor of health, so what's going 

on there with bi populations, so a lot. 
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11:36:32 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Obviously, what I'm suggesting to you is that it's complex and that there are a 

lot of levels of influence when it comes to disparities, and particularly 

disparities among bi plus and the larger [word?]  community 

[unintelligible]  ... 

11:36:46 AMNA NAWAZ 

[overlapping]  It is complex.  It is complex, as you say. And we're 

actually getting a lot of listener comments and tweets coming in.  I want to 

share a few here to elevate their voices.  One listener tweeted, I came out as 

bisexual in the 90s and I've fallen back to using the word gay in the 2000s.  I 

found I'm often seen and treated as an [unintelligible]  ... 

11:37:07 AMNA NAWAZ 

Avery also tweets, the different terms to describe sexuality, pansexual, 

demisexual, so on, make me feel more seen and validated in not being totally 

hetero.  However, none, including bisexual, Avery tweets, feel like they totally 

fit which sometimes makes me feel even more lost and confused.  And I want 

to play for you another voicemail.  Wendy, you mentioned you're in Chicago.  

This is a voicemail from Carter from Chicago who noticed a difference 

between himself and his bisexual women friends.  Take a listen. 

11:37:37 CARTER (CALLER) 

As a queer man it was very obvious for me what type of love I wanted to 

receive from men.  But for these three assigned-female-at-birth women it was 

so hard for them to figure out their bisexual identity.  Mostly because of the 

way that society treats female love [laugh]  .  It's hard to separate out what 

is compassionate friendship love or roommate love from romantic love.  And 

it took these three friends four, five, six years longer to discover their identity 

than it took me to find mine. 

11:38:17 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, what's your reaction to Carter's observation there?  Is there a social 

construct between women that makes it harder to identify those romantic 

feelings? 

11:38:28 WENDY BOSTWICK 

You know, I was listening to that comment from Carter and wanting to ask 

him so many more questions.  There are so many more questions.  So, you 

know, I think there's a way in which, you know, because of larger sort of 

gender norms, gender expectations, for women in particular it can be fraught 

to identify as bisexual. 
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11:38:52 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Not necessarily -- this is from my perspective, right, as a public health 

researcher, not like a developmental psychologist, but I think there's a way in 

which there's a fear of being seen as slutty.  Although, you know, I think 

we're having very important conversations around respectability politics, 

especially when it comes to sexuality.  But I also think, you know, there's still, 

you know, this notion of people claiming a bi plus identity, particularly 

women, because it's a way to get attention, you know. 

11:39:24 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so, again, I think that when we have narratives like that, you know, 

you're 16, 17, 18, 27 further exploring your sexuality, you know, these 

messages get stuck in our heads, right.  And it's like, well, am I doing this 

because this is how I feel or is there an ulterior motive here.  So it takes, I 

think, just a lot more, as I alluded to before, potentially sort of cognitive, you 

know, work, emotional work.  Whereas if we, as a culture, had a more 

expansive view of sexuality and sexuality outside and beyond gender binaries, 

as well, then, you know, I would think people would come to those bi plus 

identities more readily. 

11:40:09 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And perhaps, hopefully, jumping on Phil's optimism, and I am very much the 

glass-half-empty type of person, but I'm happy to be optimistic in the spirit of 

pride, you know, perhaps that is precisely what we're seeing in these new 

numbers from the Gallup poll, right, that things really are shifting and that 

they will stick. 

11:40:29 AMNA NAWAZ 

I'm Amna Nawaz.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking about bisexuality 

with Phillip Hammack, director of the sexual and gender diversity laboratory 

at the University of California at Santa Cruz, Wendy Bostwick, a professor at 

the University of Illinois Chicago who focuses on health disparities and 

inequities among sexual and gender minority populations.  And Lisa Bowleg, 

professor at George Washington University with a focus on intersectionality 

and black LGB experiences. 

11:40:56 AMNA NAWAZ 

And a couple of quick notes for our listeners, we will be tweeting out a guide 

from the Trevor Project about supporting bisexual youth.  You can follow us 

for that @1A.  Also, if you or someone you know is in need of support or 

struggling, the Trevor Project has a 24/7 crisis intervention phone service.  

And you can call that at 866-488-7386.  You can also go online at 

thetrevorproject.org to talk with a counselor. 
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11:41:25 AMNA NAWAZ 

Wendy, I want to turn back to you here because you shared with us you 

identify as bisexual and you research bisexual issues.  But you have 

mentioned experiencing internal bi phobia yourself.  So I wonder if you'd 

share with us just what has your own journey been like? 

11:41:41 WENDY BOSTWICK 

Woo, okay.  Well, I'll give you an abbreviated version of that journey but, 

first, I really would like to preface this by saying, you know, as a bi woman, 

and I've identified as such for about 30 years, those listener comments, I am 

so grateful for everyone that took the time to share their stories, whether it 

was about them or their children. 

11:42:05 WENDY BOSTWICK 

But I also have to acknowledge how painful it is for me to hear some of these 

things knowing that they still exist and, to your point, reflect back on my own 

journey and my own hesitancy about being openly out as bisexual.  What 

would people think of me.  Certainly have gotten responses from people that 

suggested, again, that I was probably just really straight.  You know, notions 

that I didn't know what I want, couldn't make up my mind. 

11:42:36 WENDY BOSTWICK 

And so even as someone who is also doing research in this area and 

scholarship in this area, you know, that feeds into that as well.  Will people 

take me seriously, but more importantly, will people take my scholarship 

seriously?  And being really, you know, hesitant in some spaces to be very, 

very loudly out [unintelligible]  .  It's still an issue for me, quite 

honestly. 

11:43:04 AMNA NAWAZ 

Phil, what about you?  How have some of the issues we've talked about today 

resonated with you? 

11:43:09 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

Well, a great question.  I originally identified as bisexual when I first came 

out in the early 1990s.  And, you know, my experience at that time was kind 

of consistent with what became an unfortunate narrative for bisexual men, 

which is this sort of bi now gay later narrative that was common among men 

at the time.  I mean, I really felt, especially as I look back now on my 

experience, that a male bisexual identity was so stigmatized and so 

delegitimized that it was quote "easier," you know, for me to call myself gay.  

And my attraction patterns were stronger towards men, at the time, than to 

women. 
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11:43:52 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

So for decades then I took on a gay identity and still maintain a gay identity 

today.  But increasingly, you know, as the culture has shifted, I've now added 

the label queer to my own list of identities.  I've gradually come to understand 

my desires as, actually, less connected to specific body parts and more so like 

they're associated with sexes or genders and more connected to the 

performance of gender.  So like diverse expressions of masculinity and 

femininity, cisgender people, transgender people, non binary people. 

11:44:26 PHILLIP HAMMACK 

And so, that's why for me it's important to claim a queer identity. But I 

definitely did have that experience of initially identifying as bisexual and 

experiencing immediately that kind of a stigma and bi negativity. 

11:44:40 AMNA NAWAZ 

Lisa, what about you?  Briefly, before we go, any closing thoughts? 

11:44:44 LISA BOWLEG 

Well, I think I love what both Phil and Wendy had to say because I think 

what it shows is just, well, the complexity and the fluidity of identity 

development across the life course.  And I find that to be really exciting.  And 

I think, you know, it's more useful to think about bisexuality as attraction 

that's not rooted in gender necessarily.  And I think that's really an exciting 

development of where we find ourselves now. 

11:45:12 AMNA NAWAZ 

My thanks to all of you, Lisa Bowleg from George Washington University, 

Wendy Bostwick from the University of Illinois Chicago and Phil Hammack 

from the University of California at Santa Cruz, for today's conversation.  

And thanks to all of you for joining in with your stories and reflections as 

well.  Remember, we are on Instagram.  You can follow us @the1Ashow.  

Today's producer was Michelle Harven.  And this program comes to you 

from WAMU, part of American University in Washington distributed by 

NPR. I'm Amna Nawaz.  Let's talk more soon.  This is 1A. 


