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The Conceptualization of Attitudes Toward Bisexuality

Attitudes toward bisexuality encompass a unique and complex set of beliefs, emotions, and

behaviors directed specifically at individuals who identify as bisexual. While often categorized

broadly under the umbrella of homophobia or general anti-LGBTQ+ prejudice, the hostility and

skepticism directed at bisexuality possess distinct characteristics rooted in societal adherence to

monosexism--the belief that attraction to only one gender is natural or legitimate. The term most

frequently used to describe this specific prejudice is biphobia, which ranges from overt hostility

and violence to subtle forms of invalidation, erasure, and suspicion, often resulting in systemic

marginalization that differs significantly from the challenges faced by monosexual gay or lesbian

individuals.

The complexity of attitudes toward bisexuality stems from its challenge to the rigid binary

framework of sexual orientation, which traditionally only acknowledges heterosexual and

homosexual identities as stable categories. This challenge often leads to cognitive discomfort

among those who rely on simplified social categorization. Consequently, many negative attitudes

manifest not as simple hatred, but as ambivalence or skepticism regarding the authenticity or

permanence of the bisexual identity. This skepticism is frequently operationalized through the

belief that bisexuality is merely a transitional phase, a temporary exploration before settling into a

monosexual identity, or simply a mechanism for seeking attention, thus denying the identity its

inherent validity.

Understanding attitudes toward bisexuality requires recognizing that this prejudice operates on

multiple fronts, creating a unique "double stigma" for bisexual individuals. They often face prejudice

from the dominant heterosexual majority, who view their non-monosexual orientation as deviant,

but they also frequently encounter exclusion and suspicion from within the monosexual gay and

lesbian community, who may question their commitment, loyalty, or their possession of inherent

"queer" identity. This dual source of negative attitudes contributes profoundly to the minority stress

experienced by bisexual people, necessitating specific psychological research and intervention

strategies focused purely on the dynamics of biphobia rather than relying solely on general

measures of homophobia.

Distinctive Manifestations of Biphobia and Stereotypes

Biphobia is frequently reinforced and disseminated through a set of pervasive, highly damaging

stereotypes that serve to delegitimize the bisexual identity. One of the most prevalent stereotypes

is the attribution of hypersexuality or promiscuity, often inaccurately portraying bisexual

individuals as incapable of fidelity or commitment, driven by an insatiable need for sexual variety.

This stereotype is particularly toxic because it pathologizes attraction to multiple genders, framing it

as inherent instability rather than a legitimate orientation, and is often used to justify discriminatory
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practices in dating, employment, and social settings, particularly against bisexual women who are

frequently exoticized.

Another significant manifestation of biphobia involves the stereotype of indecisiveness and

transience. This view posits that bisexual individuals are simply confused or unable to "make up

their minds," implying that bisexuality is a temporary stopover on the path to either exclusive

heterosexuality or exclusive homosexuality. This specific prejudice often dismisses long-term

bisexual relationships as non-existent or inherently unstable. Furthermore, this attitude

fundamentally denies the capacity for genuine, committed attraction to people across the gender

spectrum, forcing bisexual individuals into a constant state of proving their identity's legitimacy to

those who only accept binary sexual categories.

A third cluster of harmful stereotypes centers on untrustworthiness and deceit, often suggesting

that bisexual individuals are inherently deceptive or use their identity strategically for personal gain.

This stereotype is sometimes fueled by the misconception that bisexuals are "double agents,"

capable of passing in heterosexual spaces while simultaneously accessing queer communities,

leading to suspicion from both groups. This narrative suggests a calculated manipulation of identity

rather than an authentic expression of self. The consequences of these stereotypes are profound,

contributing directly to feelings of isolation and requiring bisexual individuals to expend significant

emotional labor constantly managing how they are perceived by others in both heterosexual and

monosexual queer environments.

Psychological Mechanisms Driving Negative Attitudes

The persistence of negative attitudes toward bisexuality can be understood through several key

psychological mechanisms, the most dominant of which is the human tendency toward cognitive

simplification and the maintenance of clear social categories. Bisexuality inherently disrupts the

established sexual order, which relies on a clear, mutually exclusive distinction between "straight"

and "gay." When this boundary is blurred, it can trigger psychological discomfort and threat

perception in individuals who rely on these categories for stability and predictability in their social

world. To resolve this dissonance, individuals often resort to denial (e.g., claiming bisexuality

doesn't exist) or reinterpretation (e.g., viewing it as a phase), thus maintaining the integrity of the

binary system.

A crucial mechanism is the process of bisexual invisibility or identity erasure. This mechanism

is not always overtly hostile but involves the systematic omission, mislabeling, or minimization of

bisexual identities in media, historical accounts, medical research, and even daily conversation.

When bisexuality is acknowledged, it is often framed solely through the lens of behavior (who one

is currently dating) rather than internal attraction, leading to the common assumption that a person

in a heterosexual-presenting relationship must be straight, and a person in a homosexual-
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presenting relationship must be gay. This erasure prevents the accumulation of positive social

representations and makes it difficult for bisexual individuals to find validation or recognition,

reinforcing the societal belief that the identity is illegitimate or rare.

Furthermore, attitudes toward bisexuality are often driven by monosexist anxiety, which

manifests differently in heterosexual and monosexual queer populations. For heterosexual

individuals, bisexuality can be perceived as threatening the stability of traditional gender roles and

the perceived exclusivity of heterosexual relationships. For monosexual gay and lesbian

individuals, the threat often centers on perceived authenticity and political solidarity. There is often

a fear that bisexual individuals, especially those who are gender-conforming or in opposite-sex

relationships, possess an undue amount of "straight privilege" or that they might abandon the

queer community entirely, thus undermining the collective political power and identity of the group.

This anxiety drives internal exclusion and horizontal hostility that is unique to the bisexual

experience.

Ambivalence and Exclusion within the LGBTQ+ Community

One of the most emotionally damaging aspects of biphobia is the prejudice and exclusion

experienced from within the broader LGBTQ+ community, often termed horizontal hostility. This

internal skepticism is frequently characterized by ambivalence rather than outright hatred, but its

effect is deeply isolating. Monosexual gay and lesbian individuals may question the authenticity of

bisexual identity, believing it to be a sign of internalized homophobia, an unwillingness to fully

commit to a queer identity, or simply a lack of political dedication. The underlying assumption is

often that true queer identity must be exclusive (monosexual), leading to significant pressure on

bisexual individuals to choose a "side" or to prove their queer credentials.

The fear of straight passing or straight privilege is a dominant driver of this intra-community

prejudice. When bisexual individuals are partnered with someone of a different gender, they may

be perceived as "defaulting" to heterosexuality, thus benefiting from the privileges associated with

straight relationships and abandoning the political struggles of the queer community. This

perspective fails to recognize that the internal identity and potential for same-sex attraction remain,

regardless of the partner's gender, and that bisexual individuals still face significant biphobia even

when partnered heterosexually. This suspicion creates a climate where bisexual individuals must

constantly justify their presence and identity within the very community that is supposed to offer

refuge and solidarity.

This exclusion manifests in various social and political ways, including being marginalized in queer

spaces, having their experiences dismissed as less valid than those of monosexual queer people,

or being actively denied leadership roles in LGBTQ+ organizations. The emotional toll of this

internal prejudice is immense, as it removes the primary source of potential support and validation.
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Bisexual individuals often report feeling like they are "not queer enough" for the gay community

and "too queer" for the straight community, contributing to higher levels of stress and a profound

sense of identity homelessness that complicates mental health outcomes and increases the

likelihood of secrecy and delayed disclosure.

Heterosexual Skepticism and Monosexism

Attitudes toward bisexuality among heterosexual populations are largely defined by monosexism

and the outright denial of bisexual legitimacy. For many heterosexual individuals, the concept of

attraction to more than one gender fundamentally challenges the rigid, binary framework upon

which their own sexual identity is often constructed. This challenge frequently results in

minimization, where bisexuality is treated as a fleeting trend, a phase of sexual experimentation, or

simply a mislabeled form of either heterosexuality or homosexuality, depending on the current

context or relationship presentation of the individual.

In social and dating contexts, heterosexual skepticism translates directly into discriminatory

behavior. Bisexual individuals often report facing heightened scrutiny regarding their fidelity, with

heterosexual partners expressing anxieties that the bisexual individual will eventually leave them

for a person of the gender they are not currently dating. For example, a heterosexual man dating a

bisexual woman might worry she will leave him for another woman, while simultaneously

exoticizing her attraction to women. This prejudiced assumption often frames bisexual individuals

as inherently unstable or high-risk partners, severely limiting dating pools and creating intense

pressure to conform to monosexual expectations within relationships.

This heterosexual prejudice is deeply intertwined with traditional gender norms. For heterosexual

men, acknowledging bisexuality in other men often threatens masculine performance and rigid

heterosexual identity, leading to higher rates of biphobia and hostility compared to heterosexual

women. Conversely, while heterosexual women may exhibit slightly lower levels of prejudice,

bisexual women are often subjected to sexual objectification, where their orientation is reduced

to a performance for the male gaze rather than recognized as a genuine, internal identity.

Ultimately, heterosexual skepticism serves to maintain the dominance of the monosexual

paradigm, ensuring that any deviation from the straight/gay binary is met with suspicion and

invalidation.

Measurement and Research Findings on Biphobia

The study of attitudes toward bisexuality has required the development of specialized

psychological instruments, as general measures of homophobia often fail to capture the unique

nuances of biphobia, particularly the elements of skepticism, erasure, and perceived promiscuity.

Key research tools, such as the Attitudes Toward Bisexuals Scale (ATBS), have been crucial in
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isolating the specific components of prejudice directed at bisexual individuals. These scales

typically assess dimensions such as beliefs about bisexual stability, acceptance of bisexual

identity, and endorsement of negative stereotypes like hypersexuality.

Research using these specialized measures consistently reveals that negative attitudes toward

bisexual individuals are pervasive across various demographic groups, often reaching levels that

are comparable to, and in some contexts, even exceeding, attitudes toward monosexual gay and

lesbian individuals. Crucially, studies frequently find that prejudice related to promiscuity and

untrustworthiness is significantly higher for bisexual people than for other queer groups. This

finding underscores the fact that biphobia is not merely a diluted form of homophobia, but a distinct

prejudice focusing on the perceived instability and lack of commitment inherent in non-monosexual

attraction.

Demographic analyses of biphobia show important variations. Generally, men tend to hold more

negative attitudes toward bisexuality than women, aligning with broader findings on rigid gender

role adherence. Furthermore, while heterosexual individuals exhibit high levels of biphobia,

attitudes within the monosexual gay and lesbian community also reflect significant levels of

skepticism, particularly concerning the authenticity and political commitment of bisexual individuals.

These findings highlight that anti-bisexual prejudice is a multifaceted societal issue, requiring

targeted educational and psychological interventions that address both heterosexist and

monosexist assumptions about sexual identity.

Psychological and Social Impact on Bisexual Individuals

The cumulative effect of pervasive negative attitudes--stemming from both heterosexual and

monosexual queer communities--places bisexual individuals at a significantly elevated risk for

adverse psychological and social outcomes. This experience is often described through the lens of

minority stress theory, where chronic exposure to prejudice, discrimination, and identity

invalidation leads to heightened psychological distress. The unique challenge for bisexual

individuals is navigating the double bind: constant invalidation from the dominant culture combined

with frequent rejection from the primary source of potential support (the queer community).

Empirical evidence consistently demonstrates that bisexual individuals report higher rates of

various mental health challenges compared to both their heterosexual and monosexual gay/lesbian

peers. These challenges include elevated levels of anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress

symptoms, and suicidal ideation. This disparity is directly linked to the stress of identity erasure

and the need for constant self-monitoring and justification, which depletes psychological resources

and prevents the development of a stable, affirmed identity. The lack of culturally competent

support systems, both medical and social, further exacerbates these negative outcomes.

Socially, negative attitudes toward bisexuality often lead to behavioral consequences such as
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delayed identity disclosure (coming out) or complete identity concealment. Fear of judgment,

particularly from family and potential partners, forces many bisexual individuals to remain closeted

or to strategically present their identity based on their current partner's gender, which is a form of

self-erasure. Furthermore, fear of biphobia in healthcare settings--where providers may dismiss

their identity, assume promiscuity, or attribute mental health issues to their orientation--leads to

avoidance of necessary physical and mental health services, compounding the long-term impact of

chronic minority stress.
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