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Introduction

Rita Teusch

In the last two decades, clinicians have witnessed a profound change with regard to gender identifications in an increasing number of our patients. Many patients are experiencing and defining their gender and sexuality in much more variable and nuanced ways besides male or female, gay or straight, and some choose to not use these labels at all. This has been especially true of younger patients, who are increasingly rejecting binary gender assignments and asking us to accept their more fluid and nuanced gender identifications. Many of these patients do not see their gender identifications as a source of conflict but rather as an expression of their authentic selves. The greater acceptance of nontraditional gender identifications has also encouraged those who have long been “in the closet” to come forward and share their experiences and suffering due to having been nonbinary all their lives.

In December 2021, the American Psychoanalytic Association (APsaA) voted to affirm their commitment to nondiscrimination against diverse identity characteristics, and the training standards for psychoanalytic candidates regarding diversity were broadened and made significantly more inclusive. A person’s gender identity and/or sexual preference is henceforth understood as one identity characteristic next to the identity characteristics of age, religion, race, ethnic background, and socioeconomic and ability status.

It is the policy of the American Psychoanalytic Association that an applicant for candidacy is never excluded or discriminated against on the basis of age, gender, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, race, ethnic background, or ability status.

(APsaA, pp. 9–10)

Candidates are expected to work with cases reflecting a diversity of identity characteristics including, but not limited to gender, sexual orientation, age, religion, race, ethnicity, culture, ability status, and socioeconomic status. 

(APsaA, p. 11)

These new training standards reflect APsaA’s acknowledgment of the significant psychological impact of all identity characteristics on personality development. The expectation is that psychoanalysts become knowledgeable about and sensitized to how these identity characteristics are manifested in a patient and have shaped their psychological development. Furthermore, analysts need to be trained to become comfortable with exploring psychoanalytically how various identity characteristics interact to affect an individual’s conscious experience and their unconscious feelings and conflicts.

At the suggestion of the Library Committee, a small group of Boston Psychoanalytic Society and Institute (BPSI) therapists and analysts, led by Shari Thurer, set out a couple of years ago to explore the history of BPSI’s and the larger analytic community’s changing views on homosexuality. Our discussions soon turned to the rapidly changing views on gender in society and also in our field. Defining gender by anatomical sex alone no longer describes the gender experience and sexuality for many of our patients, and gender is no longer predictable of particular psychological traits. We realized that we were again at a crucial turning point with regard to traditionally narrow, often prejudicial views on gender. We decided that it was important to increase our knowledge of and empathy with the kaleidoscope of gender identifications of fellow clinicians and patients. We believed that it was important that, as a discipline, we avoid doing harm again by being exclusionary and discriminatory and/or pathologizing those who do not fit into our traditionally narrow definition of gender.

The result of our research and writings, conducted in consultation with BPSI candidates knowledgeable in the area of gender diversity, is the following series of essays and personal reflections. We realize that this monograph explores only a limited number of gender-related topics, focusing for the most part on nonbinary gender. Clearly, there is so much more to learn about the gender revolution that is currently taking place, and this is only the beginning of a discussion.

We offer this monograph, the fourth in the BPSI Library Committee Series, as a step in the process of better understanding the lived gender experience and complex gender identifications of an increasing number of our colleagues and patients. Our goal is to open up a conversation to further explore the topic of nonbinary and other genders that is increasingly being written about in the therapy and psychoanalytic literature, often with considerable controversy. An example of current controversial views can be found in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 101(5) (2020). We invite you to begin to talk with us together or find your own ways to educate yourself further on this important topic.

The following essays are personal reflections by interested clinicians, patients, and BPSI-affiliated academic scholars of various generations. This monograph is by no means BPSI’s definitive statement on nonbinary gender. We hope that you will listen with us to the voices of those who were brave enough to share their gender-related experiences. We have found that listening carefully and with an open mind (rather than raising questions immediately) to those whose experiences with and feelings about their gender do not fit into our traditional binary assumptions is a crucial first step to bringing about acceptance and healing.
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Chapter one

Psychoanalysis meets they

Shari Thurer

We’re all born naked and the rest is drag.

—RuPaul

Once there were two genders: male and female. Males typically were the big hairy ones who left the toilet seat up. Females were the less hairy ones who put the toilet seat down … It was easy to tell them apart. These days it’s not so easy.

I wrote this in The End of Gender: A Psychological Autopsy (Thurer, 2005), in which I pointed out that the genders are leaking into each other. But instead of gender distinctions disappearing, it turns out that the categories of gender have morphed. In 2014, Facebook listed fifty-six gender options, while Facebook in the UK offered users seventy-one (Hartocollis, 2020). It also provided a custom gender choice.

Even such bastions of the establishment as Harvard’s renowned Kennedy School of Government agreed, in 2020, to provide plastic stickers with four pronoun options that students could apply to their name cards: he/him, she/her, they/them, and ze/hir. In line with this proliferation of gender diversity, the toy manufacturer Mattel, betting on where it thinks the country is going, created a gender-neutral doll, outfitted with both camo pants and tutus, as well as boy bobs and long wigs, so children may mix and match gender as they wish, creating multiple possibilities, personalized chimeras. Today many young people’s chosen pronoun for themselves is “they,” hence the title of this essay.

So where is psychoanalytic theory regarding this mainstream surge in gender-bending? Psychoanalyst Susan Vaughan noted at the American Psychoanalytic Association’s national meeting in 2020 that “trans” is the new “gay,” by which I assume she means that transgender is the next in line to be considered “normal.” But what about the fifty-five other nonbinary gender options? Apparently, psychoanalytic thinking is advancing, but is still behind the bell curve.

When it comes to the array of gender identities folks are embracing, the big question is whether this is just for media attention and public notice or a reflection of true variance that has long existed but went unexpressed in past generations. Perhaps young people today feel freer to convey nontraditional gender identities that were present but unacknowledged all along. Indeed, nonbinary sexual orientation (to be distinguished from gender identity) has gone from the margins to the mainstream. By some counts, there are more than 120 regular or recurring LBGTQ characters on cable TV and streaming sites (Wolfe & Ries, 2019). Perhaps gender identity may go the same way as sexual orientation. Talk to American teenagers, and they may describe themselves as pangender, a-romantic, asexual, genderqueer, two-spirit, genderless, demigirl, no gender, and on and on. Courageous or intentionally provocative, hyper-individualistic, “you-do-you” young people from across the United States are up-ending convention and saying that they aren’t male or female, but perhaps neither or maybe both.

Or perhaps this variance is an illusion, a product of a category mistake—the assumption that there is such a thing as gender and that its manifestations have a common core. The Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges satirizes the human tendency to classify things in his essay “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins,” in which he whimsically refers to a fictional Chinese encyclopedia, titled Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, that classified animals in fourteen categories:

On those remote pages it is written that animals are divided into (a) those that belong to the Emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that are trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids or sirens, (f) fabled ones, (g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this classification, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, (j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn with a very fine camel’s hair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) those that have just broken a vase, (n) those that from afar look like flies.

In other words, Borges suggests that the way we categorize things is arbitrary. Perhaps, then, the way we classify gender expression is arbitrary. Unfortunately, we assign value judgments to these expressions: analyzable/unanalyzable; normal/abnormal. Psychoanalytic theory persists in this.

If the new visibility and acceptance of homosexual individuals derails our conception of ordinary gender arrangements, then the new visibility and acceptance of nonbinary gender amounts to an intellectual train wreck. Gone is the requirement that a gender identity cohere with your genitals. These days, it’s not unusual to be one gender on the internet and another in bed. For some, all attributes once considered to be specific to a particular sex, including the very feeling of being male or female, are up for grabs and may yo-yo back and forth.
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