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Interpreting “Butch’ Performances among
Young Korean Lesbians

Song, Wooin
(Seoul National University)

This study explores how the category of butch is constituted through
its meanings and performances in contemporary Korean lesbian
culture. Reducing butch to the notion of a “masculine lesbian” is overly
narrow, as the languages and practices circulating within lesbian
subcultures reveal a much more layered complexity. The study first
examines how female masculinity within lesbian communities has
been represented in both Western and Korean contexts —from the
naming of bajissi (a term used in the 1960s - 70s), to the introduction
of the Western ‘butch’ terminology in the 1990s, and to the emergence
of more differentiated labels in the mid-2010s. Research participants
were primarily women in their 20s and 30s who experienced the
discursive reconfiguration of lesbian communities and online feminism
during the mid-2010s —a period marked by new naming practices and
collective negotiations over identity, including the emergence of the
critique of the “han-nam butch.” An analysis of in-depth interviews
shows that butchness cannot be determined solely by external markers
such as short hair or masculine clothing. While appearance plays a
role, butchness is more fundamentally produced through attitudes and
relational ethics enacted in specific encounters —embodied in the
gestures of care, reassurance, and respect known as attitude and give,
which together generate the “felt effect” of feeling butch. This study
makes three theoretical contributions. First, it demonstrates that
butchness is not fixed by appearance or style but is a lived practice
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sensed and enacted within relationships. Attitude and give reveal that
gender performance operates not as a visible form but as an affective
and ethical interaction. Second, the discourse of the “han-nam butch”
shows that the lesbian community does not simply imitate masculinity
but actively constructs an alternative masculinity grounded in the
ethics of care. Third, the naming practices surrounding kkureogi butch
(playful butch) and ginmeobu (long-haired butch) illuminate how
queer communities organize and negotiate identity and relationality
through language. These discussions suggest that butch should be
understood not as a fixed identity but as a complex field where
appearance, performance, affect, and relation intersect. Ultimately, this
study provides theoretical insight for academia and offers the lesbian
community a language of self-legitimation and redefinition.

Key words: Butch, Lesbian subculture, Gender performativity,
Korean lesbians, Female masculinity
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