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Introduction: An Interview with Riki
Wilchins




I met Riki in the fall of 1994 after I’d sought a
trans-support group at the Gay and Lesbian Community Center in New
York City. Lynn Walker, the moderator of the group I first attended
there, steered me to another informal group that met outside the
Center. I knew the moment I walked into her apartment that Riki was
onto something I needed to know. Each of us got something from that
first meeting—she an editor, and me an example of lived experience
I could relate to, finally.

This volume is a good sample of Riki’s work,
beginning with a selection of her articles written for The
Advocate magazine (Advocate.com, and other outlets), from 2000
through August, 2017, This is followed by selections from Read
My Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of Gender (1997), a
collection of early writings that highlights her developing
theoretical critique of gender and the nature of binaries,
illustrated by her experience in confronting life as a young
genderqueer. Finally, from Genderqueer: Voices from Beyond the
Sexual Binary (2002), the anthology she, Joan Nestle, and I
edited of works by genderqueers and those who love us, comes a
concise explanation of her understanding of the nature of gender
and sexuality, and the problems we face.

We begin with an interview I did with Riki, to set
the table for what follows:

 


When I first moved to NYC, I was a rangy Southern
lesbian and newly-minted transsexual, trying to figure out how I
was going to survive. And then I met you through a mutual friend at
a Menace meeting, and you were doing this
“queer theory” rap and doing some sort of not-exactly-boy-or-girl
genderqueer thing, and I thought, “Yeah, that’s how I want to do
it. If I could.”

 


Except for the fact that I was Midwestern, another
rangy lesbian and newly-minted transsexual, and I was still trying
to figure out how I was going to do it. But I didn’t fit any of the
models out there. I didn’t really want to wear dresses much or put
on make-up. Even when I did, while I sometimes enjoyed it, I didn’t
look much like a cisgender woman. I had always been a total jock,
and I had never had any real sexual attraction to men. So I knew I
didn’t fit neatly in one of the allowable binary boxes. And I kept
talking about genderqueer-ness, about breaking down the categories,
and the problems of identity. I knew there was something there (and
God knows the old model didn’t work for me), but I had no idea what
I was talking about. And I kept thinking, “One day, someone is
going to tell me what I’m onto.” And sure enough, a lesbian
feminist friend hooked me up with Judith Butler’s Gender
Trouble, and that kind of ate the next 10 years of my life. It
finally gave me a coherent set of tools to understand, and, perhaps
more importantly, to finally deconstruct this oppressive gender
system I’d been bumping up against since the day I announced my
transition. In many ways, queer theory pretty much saved my life,
or at least my sanity.

 


Some people would say that while it was once radical
and edgy, postmodernism and what are seen as its offspring, queer
and gender theory, is now a spent force. What are your
thoughts?

 


It’s probably a bit of a spent force in academia. I’m
not sure that it’s a spent force in popular culture yet. I’m not
sure it will be for some time. Among other things, queer theory
offers a very deep and profound critique of how we understand these
various Selves—gay, white, trans, etc.—and these bodies we think of
ourselves as inhabiting. I think this will take some time to be
fully absorbed. At the same time, somewhat like feminism - which
some people often describe as an an old or spent force, what that
really means is that the things it advocated have moved from the
margins to conventional wisdom. For instance, except for the
alt-right, everyone now accepts equal pay for equal work, a woman’s
right to control her own childbearing, that women can be leaders,
even presidents, etc. That same kind of intense fertilization of
popular culture is now taking place with queerness as well. You can
hardly look at any media outlet today and not read someone talking
about being “Other”: that is a concept straight out of
postmodernism. So is the increasing number of kids who refuse to
identify as L, G, B, or T, and just say “I’m genderqueer.” We hear
increasingly about intersectionality, another concept straight out
of Critical Race Theory which is itself connected to postmodernism.
And then there’s the rise of new, nonbinary identities, which in
some ways is the flower of gender theory, one that is just coming
into its own. People are finally starting to break down boundaries
and identities in very fertile and productive ways. And we’re not
just militating for the right to change sexes: the whole idea of
binary sexes is finally under full assault. So I think we’re just
starting on a really interesting ride here.

 


Twenty years ago you were way ahead of the curve on
gender, and now it seems that young genderqueers have gone far
upstream of that. Many LGBTQ people can only stare in amazement at
what they’re doing. What are your thoughts on how far, and how
quickly, we’ve come on this issue?

 


As I wrote in my last book, TRANS/gressive (a
history of the trans movement), sometimes it seemed it was
impossible to make any change at all, and at other times I look
back and it feels like it all happened almost overnight. I think
things reach a tipping point when they hit critical mass, and
things start to take off. I think that’s happening here. It took us
nearly 20 years to just establish “trans” as an issue. It took
about that long for the ideas in queer theory and deconstruction to
get intellectual traction, so that people could finally understand
that rigid binary gender regimes are both socially constructed and
highly oppressive. As a result, now you finally see things taking
off politically, socially, and intellectually. But just as trans is
finally coming into its own, young people are exploding it and
taking it to a whole new place. I tried to point out in Read My
Lips that the whole male-to-female / female-to-male transgender
paradigm, with which many of us grew up, in many ways required, and
even reinforced, a rigid gender binary. So I welcome the fact that
some young people are moving beyond this into things like
“genderqueer” and “nonbinary.” We really do need to burn the
binary.

 


This is your fifth book, coming out right
after TRANS/gressive, your personal
history of transgender activism. Is there an arc to your body of
work, and if so where does Burn the Binary! fit in it?

 


Shortly after my transition, I dedicated a portion of
my bookshelves to trans books. There were two: Gender Outlaw
and Stone Butch Blues. I remember liking both, but also
realizing in very important ways they were pleas with cisgender
culture for understanding, acceptance, even sympathy. You know,
mainstream culture feeds on transgender “origin story,” where we
explain how we’ve always felt like a little boy or girl (it’s
always comfortably binary) since we were two or three, or perhaps
even back in the womb. I wanted to write the angry trannie book,
one that didn’t plead for acceptance and wasn’t directed at
cisgender readers but focused on denouncing oppression and
demanding our rights. I wanted to speak directly to other trans and
genderqueer people and hopefully give them the tools to articulate
the anger they already felt, hopefully in a way that would help
radicalize them into realizing that the oppressions they faced were
political, they were the fault of a binary gender system, and not
that they didn’t “pass” well enough, or were born transsexual. And
that became Read My Lips.

As trans started taking off, you, Joan Nestle and I
collaborated on Genderqueer, to try to give voice to the
full breadth of trans experience coming forward, especially those
who no longer fit the neat, cisgender binary discourse of transmen
or transwomen. It occurred to me that so many of us could use the
ideas of queer theory and postmodernism that I’d found so useful,
but they were always couched in impenetrable academic prose. I
wanted to put it into high school English, and made it accessible
to any genderqueer who needed it. That book became Queer
Theory/Gender Theory. Then there was a long lull, when I wrote
only for myself and didn’t publish much. I did keep writing columns
for The Advocate, and a few other outlets, which I’d been
doing on and off since the 1990s, and which makes up the final half
of Burn the Binary! Around the time of Obama it became clear
that transgender was finally going mainstream, and I realized all
of the history of our early political activism that really launched
transgender rights was in danger of being lost. And that became
TRANS/gressive. At first I remember thinking, “Wow, this will be
the first book about those of us who launched national transgender
political activism.” Then by the time I was finished, and had
interviewed a lot of the people involved, I was thinking, “Oh, this
is going to be the last book about those who launched
national transgender political activism.” Because no one I talked
to was planning on writing anything about it. I only hope time
proves me wrong.

So in the first book, I was a very angry street
activist. There’s a lot of humor, but a lot of rage too. By the
second book, I’m trying to engage other voices, especially youth
who are looking more deeply at queerness and gender. By the third
book I’m trying to boil down all the theory into high school
English so everyone can access it. By the fourth book I’m looking
backwards at over two decades of national transgender political
activism. So you could say it tracks in kind of an arc. And then,
all the Advocate pieces are me responding to events happening in
real time, 800 words at a time.

 


—as told to Clare Howell

August, 2017

 



Part I

Articles from The Advocate,
Advocate.com and Other Outlets


 


Creating Child Bodies of Convenience


September, 2002

 


When X-rays suggested that 12-year-old Karen
Waldvogel was going to grow up taller than most other girls, her
doctor did what many pediatric endocrinologists do—he overdosed her
with estrogen to prevent her growth and, in his mind, increase her
chances of one day landing a husband. This is, in effect, Tallness
Prevention.

As they doctor had hoped, Karen grew up to stand no
taller than 5’11”. But, in what she suspects are also results of
her early estrogen ‘treatment,’ Karen also has experienced a truly
frightening array of medical complications: excruciating
menstruation, hemorrhaging between periods, ovarian cysts,
endometriosis, infertility, cervical polyps, and stillborn births.
In fact, Karen has since met two other women who underwent similar
treatment as adolescents and found that between them they’d had 10
stillborn infants.

What happened to Karen is far from uncommon.
According to a February report by the Physicians Committee for
Responsible Medicine published in the prestigious Journal of
Pediatric and Adolescent Gynecology, almost one-third of
American pediatric endocrinologists report overdosing their
adolescent female patients with estrogen in order to stunt their
growth.

And this practice is only one of several
socially-sanctioned treatments in which American physicians
overdose, cut, or psychologically modify children to make sure they
conform to narrow, outdated binary gender norms.

For example, consider intersex infants. About one in
every 2,000 births is a child born with atypical genitals. Just as
doctors act to prevent ‘tallness,’ with intersex infants they act
to prevent genitals that don’t match acceptable male and female. In
fact, about 5 infants are cut up each day in American hospitals,
simply to make their genitals resemble ‘normal’ binary male or
female. The vast majority of these are otherwise unremarkable
infants who have have been diagnosed as having clitorises that are
too large.

So why are they cut? Sometimes it’s nothing more than
the doctor’s or the parents’ old-fashioned fear that girls with big
clits might grow up to be masculine—read: lesbian—women. Boys don’t
make passes at girls who wear glasses, or, apparently, at girls who
have big clits.

Adult survivors of IGM often report lack of sexual
sensation, painful urination, extreme feelings of bodily shame, and
a host of other physical complications. One child was crippled for
life by a series of painful surgeries doctors put him through so he
could pee standing up—apparently the sine qua non for
manhood. Another one was disabled with doctors repeatedly tried to
fashion a 6-inch vagina that was far too big for her 5-year-old
body to accommodate.

Then, of course, there is Gender Identity Disorder,
which most people know as psychiatric diagnosis for transsexuals.
But a host of doctors, led by Toronto’s Kenneth Zucker, also use
the diagnosis in effort to prevent adult homosexuality in so-called
‘pre-homosexual’ children.

Tallness Prevention, Intersex Genital Mutilation, and
Childhood Gender Identity Disorder have two things in common.
First, they are all treatments or diagnoses for human conditions
that require no medical intervention. And second, they are about
ensuring heterosexual gender norms at the expense of
alternatives.

There is a multi-million dollar sex industry at work
behind the scenes in this country. It’s obsessed with bodies,
masculinity, genitals, extremes of femininity, and any sign of
irregularity. And I’m not talking about prostitutes in short skirts
turning tricks on the street. I’m talking about doctors in white
coats busily turning babies into “real” men and “real” women.


 


It’s Called Gender Profiling




February, 2005

 


Even in the best of times genderqueers have faced
increased scrutiny or harassment when they travel simply because of
the way they look, act, or dress. But as Katie “Zak” Szymanski, a
boy-identified dyke, can attest after a recent flight out of New
York’s JFK, never has this scrutiny been as intense as it has in
the months since September 11, 2001.

“First, they made a big deal about whether a male or
female officer should pat me down,” says Szymanski, who had
recently undergone a prophylactic mastectomy due to a family
history of breast cancer. “Then they took a lot of time searching
my breasts—not because there was anyplace left to hide something
there—but because they couldn’t figure out why there wasn’t more ME
there. I was still healing, and it was really painful.”

What happened to Szymanski is called “gender
profiling.” It occurs when a person is singled out solely because
they are perceived as not conforming to gender norms. And if you
are one of the millions of travelers who happens to be a little
butch, a little femme, transgendered, or otherwise “visibly queer,”
then there’s a good chance it may happen to you on your next
trip.

Daphne Scholinski, a genderqueer author and
trans-identified lesbian, was also targeted when she was trying to
catch a flight out of San Francisco, one of the most liberal cities
in the country. “Nobody questioned my ID, and my luggage passed
right through X-ray,” she says. “But they said my belt-buckle was a
problem, and made me undo my pants in public—right by the X-ray
machine—and pull them down to my thighs.”

Added Scholinski, “If I try to defend my rights or
talk back, they can label me a trouble-maker. Then I could find
myself being strip-searched in custody while my flight takes off.
You just have to stand there and take it.”

It seemed like just another quiet dinner at the
TGIFriday’s in Laurel, Maryland when TK—proud nose-guard for the
women’s professional football team DC Divas—got up to use
the crowded women’s room along with a lot of other women that
night. But it wasn’t. As she went in, another woman said ‘This is
the women’s room.’ TK, unfazed, replied simply, ‘I know it is.’

She emerged to find herself confronted by a TGI
employee and a uniformed Laurel policeman who was shortly joined by
another. TK tried to show identification, which clearly listed her
as female. But at no time did anyone ask to see her ID, or even
stop to ask what sex she was. Apparently her more masculine gender
expression was affront enough so that no one, except of course TK,
cared. She shortly found herself face-down on the ground, arm
twisted up behind her back, handcuffed and under arrest.

Since she was, in fact, completely female, the only
thing they charged TK with was disorderly conduct and disturbing
the peace, which in this case translates to her trying really hard
to convince the officers that she was indeed female and asking for
badge numbers when they refused to listen. She’d been gender
profiled.

We’re all used to a certain degree of gender
inspection. From childhood on, people stare, mock, correct, punish
or intimidate us when we cross lines. This is not exactly a new
problem, but rather an old problem in a new setting. But when three
guys intimidate and harass you and your girlfriend when you’re out
for a walk, you can at least yell something pithy and then tell the
proper authorities about the perpetrators.

In these cases, the perpetrators ARE the proper
authorities. There’s no one to tell, and pithiness could get you
busted. All of which can leave you feeling utterly helpless when
confronted with a uniformed genderphobe who’s backed up by a
National Guardsman with an M-16. You can’t change who and what you
are just to fly, and you also can’t afford to miss the wedding,
vacation, or job interview at the end of your flight, so you just
shut up and take it.

Reports of gender-profiling have flowed into
GenderPAC since September 11, when airlines appropriately increased
their focus on security. With that new focus came a dramatic shift
in the balance in power, one very much in favor of security
personnel—including the phobic few with a strong dislike for anyone
who crosses gender lines. What we’re seeing is a persistent pattern
of travelers being targeted and at times singled out for harsh or
invasive treatment because they don’t meet someone’s ideal of ‘real
man’ or ‘real woman.’ This kind of prejudice falls
disproportionately upon travelers who are gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgender, or queer youth.

One of the reports that especially struck me involved
a transsexual who was traveling to the US from Heathrow. Pulled out
of line as she was about to board, she was first mocked by a
security person who loudly examined her (female) ID, and then she
was subjected to a luggage search and full body pat-down as she
watched her fellow passengers board.

She made her flight, but complained to airline
management, who declined to act. “How many fundamentalist Islamic
terrorists do they think travel first class and have
sex-reassignment surgery so they can be female?” she asked. “They
just didn’t like that I was transgender.”

The racial profiling of Middle-Eastern fliers is a
terrible problem, as recently happened when the FBI detained 26
travelers on four different flights in a single day, because they
looked Islamic and had the misfortune of paying cash for one-way
tickets. And DWB (Driving While Black) is a similarly a heinous
practice that is finally getting some long-overdue attention. But
perhaps it’s time we also add a new category: “traveling while
queer.”

The Japanese have a saying: The nail that sticks out
gets hammered in. If you’re the one that ‘sticks out,’ the next
time you fly or drive, it could happen to you.


 


On De-transitioning or Mau-mauing the
Cisgender Women




January, 2013

 


Even in these heady times, when it seems every day
there’s yet another major advance in trans-liberation, simply
taking a public leak remains a bitch-and-a-half.

Yes, I know there’s an app for that, which will
enable your iPhone to locate the nearest gender neutral restroom.
And if you you live in downtown Seattle or go to school at UC
Berkeley, it probably works great. I usually find the nearest one
is at least two time zones away. So I end up trying to choose
between liberating the Women’s Room, or going back to using the
(yuck!) Mens.

Before my transition, I can’t say I ever thought much
about the Phenomenonolgy of the Men’s Room Urinal. But today, I
find the idea of a half dozen male strangers standing
shoulder-to-shoulder, bleeding their lizards, splashing away in
synchronized micturition (thanks, Dude) like it was an Olympic pool
event—genuinely terrifying, not to mention a major gross-out. Maybe
it’s three decades of estrogen kicking in.

I never had to worry about all this because for a
long time after I transitioned, I worked hard at presenting as
feminine a face as possible. I say ‘worked,’ because if you’re born
into a boy-body, then suddenly trying to make it appear reasonably
female in your mid-30s is no walk in the park. While I fooled no
one, I at least achieved a degree of tolerance from almost
everyone.

I could saunter confidently into any restroom that
had that outline of a little woman, standing primly in her A-line
skirt with her hands at her sides and feet together—you know, the
way cisgender women often stand in front of public elevators—and
know that if I wasn’t her sister, at least all my effort had
purchased another Day Pass to FemaleLand. I drew stares, but not
blood.

But gradually that effort evaporated. Strip the long
hair, earrings, lipstick, mascara and blush of most cisgendered
women, and you still usually see a woman. Strip them off me and
what you see is... Richard. And no matter how feminine I feel
inside, Richard gets no Day Pass. Richard sauntering confidently
into the Woman’s Room is... chaos.

Some women call out, “It’s the Women’s Room.” The
more polite ones run outside to check the sign and make sure it’s
not them who’re in the wrong bathroom. Others just glare
really hard. I’ve even had a couple wait outside with their
boyfriends to go after me.

And then there are the rare ones who just go off. I
was shopping in my favorite high-end South Beach deli one sunny
morning when a crazy older woman—not a regular like moi—was
busy loudly harassing employees. She yelled at the guy behind the
meat counter. Then she yelled at the woman working produce.

After paying for my exorbitantly expensive goods, I
made a beeline for the Women’s Room by the registers. Just as I
exit my stall, there’s Crazy Woman, standing between me and the
door. She takes one look, and—although her voice has been in fourth
gear all morning—finds that she can still reach that fifth one in
overdrive: “WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE! THIS IS THE WOMAN’S ROOM!
WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN HERE!”… over and over.

Panicked, I can see employees swarming the room, the
manager storming in, the cops being called, and me being forever
banned from my beloved deli as I’m perp-walked in shame before the
rolling cameras of America’s Most Wanted. Because, while I may be
legally female back in New York, Florida still goes by chromosomes,
and, by those rules, Crazy Woman is the RG (Real Girl).

Somehow without missing a beat I hear myself
hollering back at her, “Do I LOOK like a MAN to you?” As this
unintentionally zen-like koan stops her in her tracks, I bolt
successfully out the door.

Finally, there are those few women I worry I might
actually be scaring. No matter how much I want to think of it as
“liberating” the Woman’s Room by using the bathroom that fits my
gender identity (not to mention $25k of surgery), I hate the idea
that I might be making another woman afraid.

A trans-activist once told me her Fortune 500 company
resolved longstanding disputes about when and whether transitioning
MTFs should use the Women’s Room with a simple policy known
informally as the Bathroom of Least Surprise (BOLS). At the time,
such a commonsense formula was a huge step forward for trans-women,
over making them jump through the then-common, demeaning hoops of
providing doctor’s letters, documenting their surgical status, or
producing proof of legal sex.

If a transitioning employee would be less surprising
using the Women’s Room than standing in a dress and high heels at
the urinal in the Men’s Room, then that’s where they should go.

But what happens when you’re still playing the role
but stop looking the part? As far as transitioning goes, I appear
to be a male-to-female-to-male transsexual. My identity has now
taken so many turns they could make it into a ride at
DisneyWorld.

So I wonder—even though I am now definitely more
surprising in the Women’s Room, can I still demand that the world
recognize and honor my inner femme? Can I refuse to to do an
intelligible gender while still demanding the privileges that fit
with womanhood?

I’ve heard similar concerns about the Woman’s Room
from mega-butch lesbian friends, who get hassled just like I do but
seem to be able to muster a sense of entitlement to the space that
remains out of my reach.

I turned to the Brown Boi Project for advice from
masculine-identified women. In their kicky video It Gets Messy
In Here, one recounts how, out of patience, she turned on one
harasser and shouted, “I have a V-A-G-I-N-A-!!!” Now there’s an
interesting technique. I can do that. In fact, it’s something I can
practice at home in front of my mirror.

Les Feinberg used to say that stone butches going
quietly about their business in the Women’s Room aren’t really
hassled because other women genuinely feel afraid; they’re hassled
because other women are pissed off at their appearance.

This should make me feel better. But I’ve also found
that door swings both ways. I was finishing up my business in the
Womens’ Room at the NYC Gay Community Center where I’d been
organizing transgender support groups, when in walks this guy. I’m
not exactly happy, but I hold my tongue.

Now, the Community Center is a genuinely safe and
welcoming space, and one of the few where I could access the
Women’s Room without worrying about how I happened to look—a huge
relief.

This makes it a precious resource. Even more so in a
gay-male-dominated building (they had the huge Mens Room with the
giant Keith Haring sex mural that is now worth more than the entire
building that houses it; we had a small room with no mural, by
Keith or anyone else).

So I wasn’t feeling threatened, just kind of offended
that even in this one, small (dare I say it?) women-only space...
well, you get the idea. But then this guy starts getting undressed.
And as he pulls off his pants right in front of me, I turn and ask
him, ‘Really? Really??’

And as he starts yelling at me something I can’t
quite catch, he pulls a green dress from his bag and I realize this
is someone—pre-transition, post-transition, non-transition?—who
came to the Center for one of my support groups and, like me,
considered the Women’s Room safe harbor.

A few seconds of privilege had turned me from a
right-on, in-your-face, transgender activist into a radical lesbian
feminist intent keeping the men and trannies out of the Michigan
Womyn’s Music Festival. Which is to say, the door of gender
tolerance swings both ways, Buster, and it had just swung back and
hit me in the ass.

To this day I never question anyone I see in the
restroom based on their appearance. I’d just like to be afforded
the same privilege. But that’s a long, long story. Before we get
started, does anyone need to go?


 


“Where Have All the Butches Gone?”




January, 2014

 


When I was doing more public speaking, I used to do a
little experiment. I’d be asked to address gay groups on the
problem of gender. As they all looked at me expectantly, I would
invite them to discuss their problem with gender. This
inevitably drew a lot of blank looks, especially with all-male
groups. So I would ask them, ‘How many of you are gay?’

They would all proudly raise their hands. Then I’d
ask, ‘How many of you are bottoms?’ Everyone’s hand went down,
fast, really fast. Then they’d all look at the one, self-identified
fairy who still had his hand up and laugh. Apparently gay male
communities are composed entirely of tops and tough guys. No wonder
dating is so difficult!

And then I’d ask them what was so humiliating, here
in the 21st century, to admit that just once—when you were young,
drunk, didn’t know what you were doing—just that once you were… a
catcher instead of a pitcher?

And it was the gender thing. Being a bottom meant
taking the “women’s role” in bed. No one wanted to admit to that
publicly. No one wanted to be recognized as being any way
visibly womanly, of being gender nonconforming. That was
stretching gay pride too far.

Where have all the butches gone?

This question was first posed to me by Joan Nestle,
who was personally responsible for resuscitating butch/femme in the
1980s after it had fallen into the dust-bin of political
correctness (yes, it did seen like nearly all lesbians, urban and
country, dressed in plaid shirts and boots for a while there).

As a bone-deep femme herself, she was not referring
to an absence of butch-identified women, but the sudden
disappearance, as in a mass, silent, migration, of vast numbers of
them from the lesbian community.

In a sense, she was a victim of both her own success
and the advances of medical science. While she made it safer for
tens of thousands to embrace their inner butch, the emergence of
transgender activism and the new proliferation of Vitamin T
(testosterone) made it possible for a significant minority to
embrace their inner FTM as well.

In the 1970s, it seemed like to be transsexual was to
be a “male-to-female” transwoman. Even the doctors reported that
they saw three or four transwomen for every transman. Being
transgender, it seemed, was largely (if not exclusively) something
for those of us who were XY.

But that turned out to be largely an artifact of
surgery and history. The first trannies who were outed as such were
(the prehistoric) Lily Elbe, (the early, early) Christine
Jorgenson, and (the later-but-still early) Jan Morris. This was
simply, and unfortunately, because it was much more practical to do
MTF ‘bottom surgery’ than FTM. Easier to make a hole than a
pole—surgeon’s humor.

As the boundaries of transgender began to shift with
new visibility and activism, and it became more acceptable to live
as your correct sex with or without a complete surgical makeover,
suddenly the numbers of FTMs skyrocketed. The guys started showing
up at the same doctors and clinics as the gals. And among them were
many who had lived for years as butches. The effect was the
disappearance of many butches from the lesbian community that Joan
bemoaned.

Where have all the butches gone?

This was the same question I asked myself throughout
the rise of trans-activism. When transgender people were attacked,
where were the butches and femmes? As the part of the gay community
most identified with gender and affected by gender intolerance, why
were they never there showing solidarity? Why were they never
organized? Why was there never a specifically butch/femme voice
seeking political representation, visibility, and recognition?
There were certainly butch/femme organizations, but all the ones I
knew of were social or historical in nature.

For that matter, where were all the effeminate gay
men? There were the Radical Faeries (not to mention the cheeky
Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence), but, again, they were mostly
personal and social, lacking any political edge or political
agenda.

This was an important question, because in past
decades the visible face of the gay community were the butches,
fairies, and drag queens. They were the ones your mom and mine
“just knew” were gay. They were the ones who were “visibly queer,”
who embarrassed more closeted gays and made straight people
uncomfortable. They were what “obvious homosexuals” looked like
before we all were promoted to good, normal gays.

More to the point, they were the ones who couldn’t or
wouldn’t pass as heterosexual and too many of them had scars—both
psychological and physical—to show for it.

For many years, the now-defunct GenderPAC fought long
and hard to keep our political activism ‘gender rights’ instead of
‘transgender rights,’ so the movement was open and accessible to
those non-transgender gays who were genderqueer—for people, in
other words, who never showed up.

Where have all the butches gone?

This was also the question I asked myself as I sat
among 200 folks, drawn from the very top of the pyramid of gay
political leaders, at one of the country’s largest liberal
foundations last month. Sitting around me was everybody who was
anybody, ready for broad-ranging discussions of the past, present,
and future of the modern LGBTQ movement.

We talked about all the identities in the rainbow—gay
men, bisexuals, transgender kids, lesbians. Everyone, that is,
except for butches and fairies. In some ways, it was a fascinating
display of communal myopia. It was as if all adult gayness was
gender normative, except for transgender people and a few
gender-fluid kids.

Our politics still resembles our personal ads: “No
butches” for women, and “straight looking and acting only” for men.
Gender-phobia is still at the heart of modern gay consciousness and
gay pride. There may be private acceptance of gender difference,
but when it comes to political visibility, for all intents and
purposes, we may as well be straight.

I no longer expect gay leaders to discuss butchness
or effeminacy, but I find it sad and amazing that even the butches
and fairies in the room never mention gender oppression as
an important facet of gay politics—theirs or anyone else’s.

Where have all the butches gone?

Until we are less embarrassed to be genderqueer, we
will not find them. They will remain invisible, hidden in plain
sight, even though they are all around and in front us. In fact,
those strong silent butches are there, right over there… right next
to all those sweet, effeminate fairies. But we won’t notice them,
and they won’t ask for our political notice either.
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It was Gender Trouble (1990), and other
writings by Judith Butler, that first ignited my thinking about
gender, and made me believe a transgender politics that transcended
both the binary and the demands of cisgendered people was possible.
There was a period of about three years when I seemed helpless to
do anything but discuss and analyze gender theory, even over the
most casual luncheon dates. Being able to finally deconstruct the
oppression with which I struggled, and see all the moving parts,
ignited in me a new desire to confront rather than conform to the
gender system, and informed my trans-activism for the coming two
decades.

So I looked forward to eagerly devouring her ideas on
contesting gender oppression when her book, Undoing Gender
(2004) was published. But her ideas of what passed for gender
activism seemed strangely oblique and bloodless to me—small,
individual acts of insubordinacy that parodied and upset gender
norms, while celebrating genderqueerness. WTF?

In Margaret Nussbaum’s well-publicized attack on
Butler’s cosmology (“The Professor of Parody,” The New
Republic. 22:37-45, 1999) she pinpointed the absence of such
messy realities as organizing, policy change, and
legislation—things to which I was now devoting my life. What was
the point of being a happy gender warrior doing private acts of
rebellion? How on earth was this going to be the big stick that
would overturn an ubiquitous binary gender system?
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