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I’m Rebecca Hirsh.  I’m 41.  I was born in Philadelphia, and I grew 
up here.

When did you know?

Probably my freshman year of college. I started questioning my 
freshman year and I figured it out pretty quickly.  I started 
dating somebody the summer after and I was pretty sure.

What was it like when you were dating her?  Was she your first 
girlfriend?

Well she, uh…it was my first relationship ever.  I had dated guys 
before, but it wasn’t ever successful. It was a little tumultuous 
and drama-filled, but I knew it was right. Not that I was dating 
the right person, but that I should be dating woman, not boys at 
that point. 

Did you ever think about men after that?

From time to time.  Whenever I was going through a break up, I 
was just like I should just date men.  I never acted on it. 

One of the things we always talk about is how sexuality is very 
fluid.  Everyone, in a way, is a little bit bisexual in the sense that 
we think about it.  Where with me, I think about it, but then I 
turn around and say maybe not.  But then, there are people that 
can switch months or years or maybe just once in their lives.  
Do you ever think about that with yourself?

Well, I never really had a successful romantic relationship with a 
guy.  I can be attracted to guys, but I just don’t think I can be in 
a romantic relationship with a guy.

When did you decide that this was serious enough to come out 
to your friends and family?

In my sophomore year of college, I was in a relationship with a 
girl who lived in Philly while I was in Providence.  I was driving 
back and forth, really not trying to tell anyone.  It just became 
hectic and ridiculous, so I told my brother first that fall of my 
sophomore year.  Then I told my parents.  I don’t remember 
when I told my friends because it wasn’t such a big deal.

How did your parents react?

I told them over the phone and I don’t think they were surprised. 
This women I was dating was around and they knew.  They 
struggled, but they were supportive.  They didn’t freak out.  
They didn’t quite believe it and it took them some time to work 
through the process that I had already been working through for 
a year and a half. 

How are they with it now? 

My parents are great, and they love Ronda!  They’re really 
supportive and they want me to be happy.  I don’t think it’s that 
big a deal to them.  Recently, I had dinner at my parents house 
and my dad was telling our family friend about Ronda— how 
great she was and it was just weird.

Why?

Because it was someone who they were friends with and not 
someone who really knew me.  They were outing me to this ran-
dom person, which totally didn’t bother me, but I hadn’t actually 
heard him talk about it in front of other people before.

That’s interesting that you say that you were outed.  If you’re 
open, why do you see it as an outing?

We’re always coming out.  People always still assume that you’re 
straight.  I don’t necessarily mean it in a traumatic or bad way, 
but people always assume you’re straight and anytime someone, 
either me or someone else, tells them that I’m not, then it’s like 

“Being gay kind 
  of came last. 
  My relationships   
  are important 
  to me and 
  are a huge part 
  of my life 
  but whether 
  that relationship 
  was with a man 
  or a woman or 
  somebody who 
  is trans, 
  that’s not the 
  defining piece 
  of who I am.”
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My parents and every-
one I knew would just 
assume their kids are 
straight... [Now] there’s 
a lot more of a thought 
process between 
parents and their kids.”

”

they’re outing me. Maybe it’s just an expression.  When he 
(Jacob) tells his teachers, it’s fine with me.  It’s just private 
information thats out there. People assume I’m straight, so 
when they hear otherwise it’s like oh, ok. 

When people find out, do you see their thoughts register-
ing?

Honestly?  Lately, no.  A lot of people also see that I’m a 
single mom and they wonder how that happened.  So, then it 
begins to make sense for them.

How is it telling people you’re gay now versus back to when 
you first came out?

It’s a lot different.  A lot of it is sort of my own evolution.  
The people I was telling were more high stakes—my family 
and people I grew up with.  I never really had any negative 
reactions, but I think there was a lot more fear on my part 
about coming out.  Now I don’t really think about it that 
much.  It’s also a lot easier to come out when you’re dating 
someone because then you can just say Oh my girlfriend 
and I did whatever.  Again, there’s not a coming out process, 
but there probably is that split second where I ask myself 
if I should tell them or not.  Or, if I should just say she’s my 
friend.  More and more now, its such a non-issue. 

Is it a non-issue because times have changed?  Or, is it your 

environment?  Yourself?  When I talked to your girlfriend, 
Rona, about this, she said your generation was not as 
accepting.  Your generation was the one to start the change, 
but not necessarily the change.

I think people much older than me started the change.  If you 
look back in the ‘60s and ‘70s, it was the adults at the fore-
front of the gay community who started that change.  For 
me, it wasn’t a huge deal.  I heard stories among my friends 
and there was more of an urban legend about people who’s 
parents stop paying for college or kicked them out.  For my 
socioeconomic standing, it wasn’t a big deal.  My parents 
and everyone I grew up with all would just assume that their 
kids are straight.  Now when I talk to parents, there’s many 
more people saying Oh my son is into this, my daughter’s 
into that.  I wonder what that means. I think there’s more of 
a thought process now between parents and their kids.  My 
being out is a non-issue, both because of myself and also 
because I live in 2015 in Philadelphia.  I think the world has 
changed a lot in the last 10, 20, 30 years for sure. 

What’s it like for you as a gay parent? What are some things 
that you you have to look at differently?

When I first had Jacob, I met this woman in New York who 
was 15-20 years older than I was.  She had a son who was 
16, so he’s probably in his 20’s now.  Jacob, at the time, was 
just a baby.  We were talking about being out.  She said to 
me that being a gay parent was never an issue for her.  The 
issue was always being a single parent. And I thought that 
was kind of weird or that it couldn’t be true.  Maybe it was 
just because she lived in the West Village in New York.  For 
me, the gay piece of the puzzle, I’m curious, is if it’s an issue 
for Jacob. I don’t think he has a particularly well developed 
sense of it being an issue, but it’s not really an issue.  Most 
of his friends parents, who I spend any amount of time with, 
know and aren’t really phased as far as I’m aware. There are 
a few parents here and there when he was at Jewish day 
school that it didn’t occur to them that I was gay. 

How do you approach the conversation with Jacob and his 
peers’ parents?  I’m sure someone has asked.

I think the question that parents always want to ask me, or 
that kids ask him, is Where’s your dad?  If he had another 
mom, he would say Oh, I have two moms.  And they would 
just say okay. His response is always just I don’t have a dad.  
Although he doesn’t say that anymore, that’s what he usually 
used to say. Then, the next question they ask is why. If they 
ask him, he’ll either just say that his mom dates girls, so she 
didn’t have a dad for him. That’s how I explained it to him. 
I think he’s tired of talking about it at this point so he’ll just 
say something random now. 
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I could only imagine what he comes up with…

He’ll say he has a dad that he’s never met, which I think is 
more confusing to people than helpful.  For me, coming out 
to other parents is just a non-issue.  From that perspective, 
being a single parent is the challenge. That’s where the 
struggle is, particularly now as he’s getting older, there are a 
lot more divorced parents in his group.  They think that they 
can relate, but it’s not exactly the same.

Do you ever think about what his teenage years will be like 
or will it be so natural because he was raised this way?

I don’t know.  We were at Ronda’s over Christmas and he was 
playing with this little girl.  Her mom was telling us this story 
that she had explained to her daughter about someone hav-
ing two moms, and the little girl was like Ew!  That’s gross.  
The mom addressed it and was sort of embarrassed.  I’m not 
really sure if Jacob has experienced those reactions before, 
but since he talks about it with his peers, I’m sure someone 
has told him that two girls can’t date or be married.  I’m not 
really sure how much he even knows it’s an issue.  For him, 
not having a dad is a bigger issue than who I’m dating.

Where do you think kids who have a negative reaction learn 
it from?  That little girl you just spoke about obviously 
didn’t learn that from her parents because you said her 
mom addressed it.  Where are kids getting that societal 
oppression from?

I don’t know.  When he was five, he was on the bus going to 
school and he liked to wear nail polish.  Very quickly it was 
made clear to him that boys don’t wear nail polish.  This was 
in 2013.  It was the other kids on the bus; they didn’t nec-
essarily make fun of him, but they told him it wasn’t some-
thing boys do.  From that perspective, gender roles are very 
engrained and very clear to kids.  It was upsetting because 
he used to like wearing nail polish and he liked watching 
princess movies and my little pony.  Now he won’t.  If he has 
a girlfriend over, then he’ll watch it with her, for her, but he 
won’t just watch it on his own. It’s sort of sad…and ridiculous. 

At such a young age, he’s learning that he can’t enjoy the 
things he likes because it doesn’t fit a mold. 

Right.  It was very much when he started grade school. It 
wasn’t so much the kids in his class, but the older kids or 
the kids who had older siblings.  When I talked about it to 
some of those kids parents, they were sort of horrified and 
embarrassed. They couldn’t explain where they got it from 
or say they don’t teach that at home.  I know they don’t, but 
it’s everywhere.  I don’t think homophobia is everywhere as 
much, but heteronormativity is still the standard.  There’s a 
five minute clip of a gay couple on a disney show, but for the 
most part, everyone’s happily married on TV.  The message 
that it’s not okay or that two girls dating is gross isn’t as 
prevalent, but the idea that a boy and a girl should date is 
definitely the norm.  Anything that strays from the norm is 
going to be seen by a six year old as gross or icky or what-
ever.

Well our media, just as much as it’s white-washed is 
straight-washed.  It’s the sad truth unfortunately.

I don’t think you see overt homophobia on TV or kids books 
anymore, but it’s still out there.  Maybe some of these kids 
are getting it from home in subtle ways and the parents may 
not even be aware of it.

Speaking of heteronormative behavior, how is it within the 
lesbian community when you were younger?  And at full 
adulthood with being a parent?  In the gay-male community, 
there’s a lot of internalized homophobia and it manifests 
itself in the discrimination of feminine men.  Feminine men 
tend to get hit with the most hate both from within and 
without the community.

When I came out in the ‘90s, the whole butch/femme dichot-
omy was very intense.  I never really got it.  I don’t identify as 
one way or the other and I’m not gonna change how I dress 
and how I look and how I act to fit into this little box on one 
side or the other.  I always felt that way.  I think at different 
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points in my life, I felt or identified as being more butch or 
more femme, but I never really identified as being either be-
cause it just doesn’t fit me. I think as humans, we have to put 
things into little boxes and that makes it easier to conceptu-
alize the world.  None of us actually fit into any of those box-

es.  Again, I don’t know if it’s because times have changed 
or because I’m not in college anymore, thus my community 
has changed.  I don’t see it as being as much of an issue.  
Certainly when I was dating, I would meet people who 
would say they don’t date butch women or femme women.  
To some extent I think that’s just about attraction.  Some 
people are attracted to blondes and some people are at-
tracted to shorter or taller people.  In terms of having a son, 
it’s not an issue.  I know a lot of single lesbian moms—more 
than I thought I would.  I think we have the same challenges 
that single moms have anywhere else in terms of dating.  I 
don’t think lesbians are anymore or less interested in dat-
ing somebody with kids than heterosexual men would be if 
they’re looking for a partner.  I’ve been out with a couple of 
women who would say they couldn’t ever imagine having a 
kid in their lives and that’s not how their lifestyles are.  That’s 
fine.  Then there are women who want kids in their lives even 
if they’re not their own biological kids.  From my perspec-
tive, those issues are fairly consistent whether your straight 
or gay.  It’s just about being a single parent. There are lots 
of gay families and I think the community as a whole isn’t 
just more accepting, but also accommodating.  The whole 
community doesn’t revolve around the bar in the same way 
that it did 20 years ago.  Maybe that’s just because I’m not 
22 and I can’t imagine hanging out at a bar with a bunch of 
22 year olds.  I know people that do, but one of the challeng-
es is trying to go to events.  A lot of the dating events are at 
7 o’clock on a week day.  It’s not really the best time for me, 
but again, I don’t think that’s particular to any community. 

You were saying that in different parts of you life, you 
identified more as butch or femme.  That goes into what we 
were saying about sexuality being fluid.  Do you think that 
would be true for most people, where you go through differ-
ent phases of gender expressions?

I think sexual orientation and gender expression are fluid and 
change. I think we set up the world in term of straight and 
gay and male and female, but they are completely arbitrary 
categories.  Humans are a bit more complicated.  Those are 
just little boxes that we fit people into.  Sexual and gender 
expressions are fluid and for some people they may not be.  
I have friends that are super butch and always have been 
butch.  That’s who they are and good for them.  For me, it’s 
been a bit more fluid, not significantly more fluid, but I wear 
more make up now.  Not that I wear a lot, but I wear it more 
often now than I ever did. For me, that’s just about getting 
old and needing to cover more things up.  I think these cate-
gories are very arbitrary and a modern invention or construc-
tion.  They don’t really work for most people.  For the most 
part, people are too afraid to step out of them.  Maybe that’s 
a little bit less true for gay people than for straight people, 
but I think the gay community in general is very much afraid 
to question it further as well.  Once you’ve gone through the 
coming out process and declare that you like people of the 
same sex, to then question that even further is just as scary 
for them as questioning sexuality is for a straight person.  
Nothing is set in stone or fixed about gender expression or 
of any other form of identity.

Do you consider yourself a part of the gay community?

Yes, I consider myself part of the gay community.  I’m not 
even exactly sure what that means.  It’s always been a strug-
gle for me to understand this concept of a gay community.  I 
grew up in a Jewish community.  I went to Jewish day school.  
My family members were part of a synagogue.  Most of the 
people I hung out with were in that community, which was 
a fairly specific Jewish community.  I was in that community 
for 18 years before I went away for college and I came out.  
Then there was this gay community which was based around 
the idea that because we are all attracted to members of the 
same sex that we somehow have something in common.  Ad-
mittedly, that’s being simplistic.  I have friends who are ob-
viously gay.  I have many more friends who are not gay.  My 
community for me is about a value system.  My gay friends, 
I think (or hope), share my value system.  The people that I 
surround myself with share my value system.  I don’t know 
the fact that I am attracted to women means I have anything 
else in common with other people who are attracted to 
women or men who who are attracted to men.  Clearly there 
is a gay community in Philadelphia, and gay communities 
in all parts of this country, but for me, it has to be based on 
something more than that.  It has to be based on something 
more than being oppressed.  An identity based on oppres-
sion has very limited utility.  I don’t think it’s particularly 
healthy. I have never really been sure what it means to be 
part of a gay community, other than that I support our right 
to exist and our right to not be harassed and our right to en-
joy the same freedoms that everybody else enjoys.  I support 
those rights for people of color, people who are from rural 
and urban areas.  There are all sorts of ways that people are 
oppressed; being gay is just one of them.  Being part of a 
community has to be more than that for me.

In general, do you feel like theres internalized homophobia 
within the gay community and what forms of it have you 
witnessed?

Sure.  I think all forms of oppression are internalized.  I see 
it manifest in sort of an obsession with physical appearance 
among certain segments of the population.  I see it internal-
ized in how a lot of gay life is centered around the bars.  I 
don’t know if that’s more about internalized homophobia as 
it is just the way historically communities formed.  Giovanni’s 
Room, a gay and feminist bookstore here, is struggling, and 
the bars are thriving.  I think that says something.

If you were to describe yourself, where would being gay 
rank for you?

It’s pretty low to me in terms of how I identify.  I identify as 
being Jewish—that’s a huge part of who I am and how I was 
raised.  My immediate circle of people are most meaningful 
to me.  I identify through my work in some ways - being in 
the healthcare community I would say.  That work is mean-
ingful and important to me. Obviously I identify as being a 
mom and a part of my family.  And then, I identify as being 
gay.  I don’t necessarily rank these things everyday, but being 
gay kind of came last.  

“An identity based 
on oppression has 
very limited utility.”
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From that 
perspective, 
gender roles are 
very ingrained 
and very clear 
to kids. It was 
upsetting because 
he used to like 
wearing nail polish, 
and he liked 
watching princess 
movies and my 
little pony, and 
now he won’t.”

”
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Male, 24             Bisexual             Milan, Italy  |                             |
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Its safe zone.

Yeah. 

Would you consider your-
self part of the gay com-
munity in America?

Yeah.

Do you think the reason 
you don’t have these types 
of gay communities in 
Italy is because people 
are more close minded? 
Or because they feel there 
isn’t a need? 

Its because of our culture.  
It’s completely different.  
Gay culture developed in a 
different way in Italy than 
here.  America is more 
understanding about gays 
than Italians and are more 
used to it.  In the 1980s, 
the gay thing was already 
here in America and no 
one knew about it in Italy, 
or they weren’t acknowl-
edging it.  Here, it was 
becoming normal because 
it was in New York. It 
wasn’t the same in Milan 
and it wasn’t the same in 
the 1980s.

What do you think the 
perspective is of the gay 
community from the out-
side— both in Italy and in 
America? What are some 
of the thoughts about gay 
people in Italy?

Here, straight people are 
more open minded.  It 
depends where in Italy you 
are.

It depends where in 
America as well.

In a city such as Milan, 
people are used to it and 
don’t actually care for the 
most part.  You do actual-
ly find some people that 
think it’s a good thing 
and are pro gay rights.  In 
America it seems peo-
ple are more okay with 
it, but I think there are 
still homophobic people 
everywhere.  I want to go 
back to the thing about 
gay communities.  We do 
have gay communities and 
associations in Italy, so we 
do have a gay communi-
ty.  I just don’t feel a part 
of it because I don’t know 
about it nor think about it 
much.

   

Hi, I am Danilo Vento. I am 
24 years old and I’m from 
Milan, Italy.

What’s the gay community 
like in Milan?

I’m not really sure because 
I’m not really into the gay 
community.  I usually go 
out, hang with gay friends, 
and it’s normal.  I would 
say there are no differenc-
es between straight people 
and gay people.

What would you define as 
the gay community? Obvi-
ously there’s some sort of 
definition since you’re not 
including yourself in there.  
How would you describe 
that gay community even 
though you’re not a part 
of it?

I don’t think there’s a real 
gay community in Italy.  
Well, I think there is, but 
I live in Milan.  I see that 
there’s not a lot for gay 
people.  The only thing I 
see are night clubs for gay 
people, so the gay commu-
nity that I see is composed 
of that.  I can’t say much 
else because I don’t know.

So there are only night 
clubs.  Besides that there 
aren’t gay centered 
events?

I read about a gay spa 
once or a sauna, but I think 
gay people just go to nor-
mal clubs or normal bars.  
We probably have more 
gay clubs, but gay bars 
and gyms and things of 
that genre— its normal for 
gay and straight people.  
Its the same.

Do you think the gay 
community in America is 
different than in Milan?

Yeah, it’s a lot different!  
Here, gay people feel this 
gay thing more than us, I 
think.  You have gay bars 
and gay people go to the 
same places to hang out 
together.  I don’t think we 
have this kind of thing in 
Milan, or in Italy anyway. 

Do you wish you had this 
there?

I really like that America 
has this.  Not because I 
want all the gay people 
to be in the same place or 
to just hang out with gay 
people, but because you 
feel more understood.

“I’m
speaking
for myself 
and my 
friends;
we just 
don’t 
want to 
be in a 
category.”
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What do you consid-
er yourself as—gay, bi, 
queer…?

I consider myself bisexu-
al and maybe thats why I 
don’t feel part of the gay 
community.  I can say my 
friends are gay, but they 
think the same as me.  
They don’t feel a part of a 
gay community.  

Does part of you not want 
to be associated with a 
gay community because 
of some fear you have of 
being associated?

I don’t think so.  I’m 
speaking for myself and 
my friends; we just don’t 
want to be in a category.  It 
doesn’t matter if I’m gay, 
or bisexual, or lesbian, or 
etc.  It’s just something 
about me.  It doesn’t have 
to be my description.  We 
think about this a lot and 
we don’t like to be labeled. 

Do you notice homophobia 
within the gay community 
and how would you define 
it?

Yeah, there’s a lot of 
homophobia from peo-
ple that are actually gay, 
but don’t want to admit 
it.  They are angry with 
themselves.  So in that mo-
ment, they are homopho-
bic to other gay people 
just because they don’t 
accept themselves.  That’s 
the kind of homophobia I 
saw.  I live in Milan, but I’m 
actually from the island 
Sardinia in Italy.  Being 
from a small town, I knew 
a lot of people who were 
gay, but they didn’t want 
to say that they were gay.  
I only know it because they 
know I am and they’ve 
tried to do something with 
me.  I would usually turn 
them down and it was 
then that they would deny 
everything they told me.  
They told me I misunder-
stood.  But I know they’re 
gay and I know they’re 
angry with people because 
I have seen them yelling at 
gay people or fighting with 
them.

When we’re younger and 
there’s bullying, people 
say Oh that person’s bul-
lying you because they’re 

insecure.  That seems to 
be your perspective of 
homophobia within the 
gay community—it’s this 
sense of insecurity.  Have 
you seen discrimination 
between different types of 
gay men?

Yeah there’s discrimina-
tion, but I wouldn’t call 
it homophobia.  If a gay 
person tells another per-
son they’re more feminine, 
I see it as a distinction 
between gay people.  It’s 
just as there is a distinction 
between straight people, 
such as being really tall or 
being really short.

   
Who have you seen 
discriminated within the 
gay community?

A lot of discrimination to-
ward feminine people.

Has anyone ever discrim-
inated against you?  Have 
they called you feminine 
and said anything against 
it?

When I was 12 and I was 
doing gymnastics.  As I 
said before I come from a 
small city and I was doing 
what was considered a fe-
male sport. So, they would 
call me a faggot. 

What would be the mas-
culine extracurricular in It-
aly? What would be some 
of the masculine traits that 
you have to portray to fit 
the gender mold?

You should play soccer.  
But, it doesn’t matter 
because I was actual-
ly playing soccer and it 
was my 9th year doing it.  
When they saw I was doing 
gymnastics, soccer wasn’t 
there anymore.  It was like 
I never played soccer in my 
life.

Are there any other fem-
inine interest you have 
which you felt you ever 
needed to hide?  Anything 
that you felt you couldn’t 
fully do?  For example, 
when you were 12, with 
gymnastics, was there a 
part of you that ever said I 
can’t do gymnastics?

Fortunately I never had this 
problem in my life.  When 
I wanted to do something, 
I didn’t care about others.
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