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ENDORSEMENTS

In different voices, this compendium of articles shows how transgenderism is erasing the reality of what it means to be a woman. There are some marvelous essays in Female Erasure that make this book the recent go-to analysis of gender identity as “an inherently misogynist idea.” Read the writings by medical and psychological professionals who tell us about the wrongs their professions have inflicted on transitioners, including children; the accounts of women caught in the vicious cycle of transitioning and the stories of young lesbians pressured to be ABF (Anything But Female); and the narratives of wives of men who would be women, wives who learned the hard way that “women are [not] actually real to these men.” These are only a few of the meaningful essays in this anthology that address the current travesty of gender identity orthodoxy.

~ JANICE G. RAYMOND IS PROFESSOR EMERITA OF WOMEN’S STUDIES AND MEDICAL ETHICS, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AND AUTHOR OF THE TRANSSEXUAL EMPIRE: THE MAKING OF THE SHE-MALE.

As the liberal/postmodern dogma of transgender politics becomes the norm in more and more social and intellectual spaces, it gets harder to ask crucial questions, let alone offer a critique, of the sex/gender politics of that movement. Coming from a variety of philosophical/spiritual backgrounds, in a variety of literary styles, this is an impressive collection. All the writers in Female Erasure share a crucial commitment to rejecting patriarchy, which opens up space for the blunt, honest talk we need. Waving away these feminists’ questions and critiques with demands for “inclusion” won’t magically answer the questions or respond to the critiques. As a man who has come to understand sex/gender politics through radical feminism, I hope readers will not back away from the fight against institutionalized male dominance. Neither liberal individualism nor postmodern posturing offer much hope in the struggle against patriarchy.

~ ROBERT JENSEN, AUTHOR OF THE END OF PATRIARCHY: RADICAL FEMINISM FOR MEN

If you believe that women, including those who have been sexually assaulted by males, should not be forced against their will to share their most vulnerable spaces with males, this book is for you. If you believe that reality exists and is more important than ideology, this book is for you. If you believe that if a little boy likes dolls, he is a little boy who likes dolls and should be loved as he is; and that a little girl who likes working on cars is a little girl who likes working on cars and should be loved as she is, then this book is for you. On the other hand, if you think there’s something wrong with little boys who like dolls and little girls who like cars, and these children need medical intervention, then you really need this book, because it will help bring reality into the discussion. This courageous book lays out how the transgender narrative and phenomenon are an end point of patriarchy’s hatred of women, the body, sexuality, and the living planet; and how it is the end point of patriarchy’s valuing of what we think about reality over reality itself. But brave women (and some men) are opposing this erasure of women and of material reality. With truth and reality on our side, how can we not prevail?

~ DERRICK JENSEN, AUTHOR OF ENDGAME, THE MYTH OF HUMAN SUPREMACY, AND A LANGUAGE OLDER THAN WORDS
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ABOUT THE COVER

IN MY INTRODUCTION to the anthology, I suggest that origins of female erasure in Western culture were propagated by the framing myth of Adam and Eve, and continues to affect a majority of people on our planet, regardless of whether an individual practices a religion based on this mythology.

The cover image is intentionally complex and multi-layered in its meanings. This classical image of Eve in the Garden of Eden is consistent with her portrayals in Renaissance art as a white European female. Our understanding of genetics today confirming human origins evolving out of Africa, the original “Eve” would surely have been a dark skinned female. Clearly the image does not represent all women in our glorious diversity of color and size. There is a double meaning intended in the cover image as the “white” Eve in the Renaissance portrayal has already been erased of her African origins, and continues to disappear even as she reaches for the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge.

In the Genesis II myth, a male God gives Adam, the first man, the power to name all the creatures of the earth, including Eve, the first woman. Adam is given the power by God to name her, and thus given power over the female sex, and given the power to define the very nature of woman. The male’s empowerment by God to name the female is intentional and significant. The woman does not name, and thus define, herself. Her nature is literally man-made. The power of naming is a magical act with cultural significance. The power to name, and thus define ourselves, has been historically usurped from women, and over time we have forgotten that we ever had this power to begin with. Female erasure continues to be propagated through gender identity politics today and continuing efforts to define and enforce oppressive gender constructs on the female sex.

The cover for this anthology was created as a gift from my oldest and dearest friend, renowned photographic artist Claudia Kunin.
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A NOTE ABOUT  LANGUAGE

THE LANGUAGE TO describe persons who transition in their gender-identity is continually in flux. Legal terms for persons who transition usually use “MTF” or “FTM”. Continuing to use these terms is to agree and propagate the fallacy that individuals are actually able to change their biological sex, which is impossible. That said, I have not told the contributors to use the same words to describe persons who gender-identify as the other biological sex. Contributors to this anthology use a variety of different terms, including the examples, “M2T”, “M-T (male to trans) or “F2T” or “F-T” (female to trans), indicating the biological sex of that individual while not propagating the illusion that while an individual can attempt to alter their external presentation with surgery and/or hormones, no one can actually change their biology.

Some contributors use various spellings to describe biological females such as “wombyn”, “wimmin” and “womyn” to express and emphasis female biology and autonomy.
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FOREWORD

by Germaine Greer

HOW MANY SEXES are there? Most human societies have been organized on the principle that there are two, male and female. Some have allowed that there were individuals who did not fit securely into either category. In some hunter-gatherer societies if males begin to outnumber females, selected males will be required to live as females and carry out their essential work, except for child-bearing which will be understood to be beyond their capacity. Such strategies do not themselves challenge the notion that the sexes are two; indeed they should probably be understood to reinforce it. Nevertheless, the commonly-accepted idea of the twoness of sex is mistaken. Intersex is real and relatively common. Though the majority of humans will have either two X chromosomes or an X and a Y, many will have been born with different numbers and different combinations and many more will have their genes express themselves in unexpected ways.

When obstetricians encounter evidence of disorders of sexual development in newborns they almost invariably schedule sex assignment surgery, so that the parents will be able to present their children as what is regarded as ‘normal’. In a recent decision the European Commission ruled that such operations on newborns are unethical and that intersex children should be allowed to develop without interference until they are of an age to decide whether they want to be boy or girl or neither.

Against this background we have to consider the case of males who ‘know’ that they have been born in the wrong body. Some, but by no means all, medical professionals will be happy to make the wrong body right by removing male sex organs so, by destroying sex, to reassign gender. Gender is not the same as sex; if I call my car ‘Susan’ I am assigning it a gender. If we make a distinction between ‘male’ and ‘masculine’ and between ‘female’ and ‘feminine’, as common sense suggests we should, we are distinguishing between sex and gender. If we treat both sex and gender as if they were the same thing, we are sowing confusion, which is what we’ve got.

Males have as much right to be resentful of the demands of masculinity as females have of the demands of femininity. What doesn’t make sense is that anyone should interpret such unease as evidence that the man who feels it feels it because he is really a woman. The myriad women who refuse to pretend to be forever young, beautiful and submissive, don’t think that the fit is bad because they’re female, but because they’re grown-up people.

The irony of gender-reassignment is that it reinforces essentialist notions of sex as binary. Seekers after gender-reassignment are of all ages, and their needs may be defined in different ways. However, in the case of a man who has lived with all the advantages of maleness and apparent masculinity into middle age, and then claims that he has been convinced of his femaleness all along, some protest would seem to be in order. In the UK a condition of gender reassignment used to be, and may be still, the annulment of any marriage between the acceptor and a spouse of the assumed ‘opposite’ sex. When a marriage is annulled it is assumed never to have happened. Faithful wives are strumpeted, legitimate children bastardized.

If a man who sincerely believes that he is female, marries a woman who has no reason to believe that he is not male, he is surely acting in bad faith and she should have a case against him. Such a man’s wife and children know him better than anyone else, probably better than he knows himself, but they are not allowed to challenge him. No one, certainly no woman, is allowed to question his femaleness.

Men who adopt femininity may believe that they are achieving femaleness, but femaleness is a tougher destiny than they can know or guess. Femaleness is demanding and painful, whether at menarche, menstruation, childbed or menopause, and born women have no choice but to deal with it. Painted faces, depilated bodies, hair extensions and pumped up tits are available to all human beings. Femininity is a de-sexed masquerade. Men can be as good at it and better than women, but that does not make them women.
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INTRODUCTION

“As I considered the power of myth, it became increasingly difficult to avoid questioning the influential effects that the myths accompanying the religions that worship male deities had upon my own image of what it meant to be born a female, another Eve, progenitress of my childhood faith.”1

~ MERLIN STONE (1931 – 2011)

THIS BOOK IS an invitation to consciousness.

Female Erasure: What You Need to Know About Gender Politics’ War on Women, the Female Sex and Human Rights, is an anthology that celebrates female embodiment while exposing the current trend of gender identity politics as a continuation of female erasure and silencing as old as patriarchy itself. Weaving together diverse voices bearing convergent and interrelated threads of thoughts and experiences, this anthology explores deeper issues of misogyny, violence, and sexism disguised today as progressive politics.

When the mass media pays increasing attention to the topic of gender and transgender politics, the deeper issues and implications for women and children need to be addressed courageously. When it is promoted as progressive to accept males who gender-identify as women as actually being female, many people are confused and afraid to ask questions. Female erasure is being enacted in a variety of ways, where even the words “women” and “female” are redefined to no longer refer to a group of human beings who are the source of human life and who, as a class, are treated as inferior to males worldwide. Advocates of gender stereotypes disseminated as “gender identity” managed to advance the idea that how one “feels” about oneself is more important than the physical reality of his or her body. As a consequence, the subjective psychological notion or “feeling” of a male person “being” a woman has gained legal standing superior to the objective and biological reality of being a female human in a male-dominated world. While everyone is entitled to their personal sense of identity, what often goes unexamined is the contextual influences and cultural norms (including enforced gender stereotypes) that informs consciously or unconsciously how a person arrives at their sense of personal identity. Promoters of gender-identity ideology and politics avoid discussing the vast differences in sex-based biology—biological facts that cannot be changed by behavior, clothing, surgery, or hormones.

Transgender activists dismiss biological sex differences as irrelevant, while suppressing critical conceptual examinations of gender itself, ignoring the history of female class oppression, enforcement, male domination, sexual violence, personal suffering, and social and economic inequality. Female erasure is being enacted through changing laws that have provided sex-based protections. Language that refers to women as a distinct class or that refers to female biology has been purposely removed or reframed to include biological males.

We are being told that we must accept without question or concern that males who identify as transgendered are to be considered equivalent to females in every way. Today, only the social and cultural construction of one’s self-identity matters. Disregarding the fact that the excuse for the oppression of females is our biology, the issues around gender and gender identity have eclipsed the still unaddressed issues of sexism and its expressions of violence in the everyday lives of countless women and girls throughout the world.

Children as young as four years old are being diagnosed as transgender and given hormone blockers by age nine. The health risks to our children and adolescents have not been studied, yet a lucrative industry has emerged to “serve” and “support” confused and well-meaning parents, pointing them in only one psychiatric and medical industry direction. Concerns about sterilization and a lifetime of dependence on pharmaceuticals and with no long-term studies of the health impact, are silenced. Young lesbians and gay boys can be “normalized” by transitioning them. The possibility that homophobia is playing out in this issue seems to be too taboo to discuss.

We are in a new era of witch burning, except that today, the fire is that of media and propaganda, with trans activists and their supporters suppressing any information that contradicts their goals and silencing their critics through oppressive tactics. Some of our contributors have been fired from teaching positions at universities; some have been blacklisted; others threatened with physical harm, rape, even death—all because they have questioned or challenged the idea that the cultural construct of gender should supplant biological sex. Others have been de-platformed as speakers at universities for expressing what should be a matter of common sense: that women, many of whom have been sexually assaulted by males, should have the right to shower, bathe, sleep, or organize free from the presence of males.

How old is this latest face of female erasure and silencing? When did male subordination of women begin and take root, and how is this strategy of erasure showing up today? To begin to understand how we got here, we must look backward to the time when ancient female-centered cultures transitioned to male-centered hierarchies. This transition is found in women’s own suppressed history where males began to silence and erase female origins with new mythologies.

Origin myths are the primary paradigms of a culture. According to the pre-historical archeological record, at the beginning of human experience there were cultures where a primary goddess was worshipped and the female body was venerated. Women were considered to be reflections of a wise female Creator through whom all creation emerged, was sustained, protected by, and returned to in death. Within this paradigm there is evidence of greater equality between the sexes, and women held positions of authority religiously, politically, and socially. In these cultures, women were warriors, mothers, priestesses, merchants, and leaders. Can we imagine what life might have been like for women and girls who lived in a society where their female body was held as sacred? This paradigm of Goddess and female-centered cultures predated patriarchal history by tens of thousands of years.

Western civilization is largely based on the biblical myth from Genesis II, where Eve, the first woman, is created from male origins. Eve, who acted upon her own curiosity for knowledge, has been held responsible religiously and historically for the fall of humanity. As daughters of Eve, women inherited her legacy of defiance as well as the consequences of her disobedience. Similarly, Pandora, the first woman on earth in Greek mythology, opens the forbidden box that unleashes illnesses and hardships upon humanity. In both origin myths, female disobedience of divine male authority was what released evil into the world and became the justification of man’s divine right to define woman, and rule over woman and nature. The physical and spiritual worlds that had once been united were separated. New male-centered religions placed spirit outside and above the material world. I propose that the usurping of women’s power in culture and religion was propagated by this patriarchal myth and many others, and continues to affect a majority of people on our planet regardless of whether and individual practices a religion based on this mythology.

Myths explain and reinforce the cosmic order and hierarchy of human beings with one another and in the natural world. In other words, why things are the way they are - from why the moon hangs in the sky, to why human beings are here on earth at all. The myth of Eve reflects the cultural transition from earlier Goddess and female-centered civilizations to God and male-centered hierarchies. The strategy of patriarchy was to supplant any earlier knowledge of the Goddess by destroying physical evidence of Her worship, giving Her attributes to male gods, and eventually replacing Her priestesses with priests. The female body became property and children were taught a new mythology that affirmed women’s subordinate status in all aspects of society.

How does this five-thousand-year-old origin myth, upon which our own civilization is based, consciously and unconsciously inform the way we understand ourselves and one another in the “natural” order of a male-defined and male-centered hierarchy of value? And how does our place as female or male human beings in this order continue to influence the politics of sex and gender today? Myths become the paradigm, the worldview that a society orders itself around, a frame around an inherited reality that becomes the context for our lives. How does the myth of Eve continue to shape our personal and collective consciousness, whether we are religious, spiritual, secular or humanist?

The concerted effort over millennia to propagate a paradigm that institutionalizes male-centered reality has resulted in the almost complete annihilation of Her presence and the earlier status of female sovereignty from our collective human memory. Female erasure is and has been the essential tool used throughout history to ensure the success and continuation of patriarchal values. We all live inside this frame of female denigration to the extent that we are blind to it, both women and men alike. We can’t see the forest for the trees. Enacting this myth is an unconscious habit for most of us. The feminist movement of the 1970s and 1980s fought for and won some basic human rights for women, and succeeded in undoing female erasure by shining a light on women in history, uncovering original truths of women’s religious leadership in the ancient world, and bringing awareness of how the dominant culture oppresses females worldwide. The backlash to these advancements today comes with a new face of female erasure by a new generation contributing to its own erasure.

Today, female erasure is men organizing to shut down feminist conferences. Today, female erasure is a full-scale media attack that ended the longest-standing female-centric gathering in the world. Today, female erasure is a young woman dieting her own body to death. Today, female erasure is the defunding of any resources that focus on female-specific services like battered women’s shelters and rape crisis centers. Female erasure is taking place today on college campuses where young women are afraid to discuss or make any specific reference to their female anatomy or biological functions for fear of offending or hurting the feelings of males who gender-identify as women. Female erasure today is the number of journalists being harassed to the point where they fear for their physical safety and therefore stop writing about these issues or choose to do so anonymously. Female erasure is changing the words “pregnant woman” to “pregnant individual” in the Midwives Alliance of North America’s core competencies document, and changing “mother” to “birthing parent.” Female erasure is the 2015 Olympics eligibility policy change where under the new guidelines, any male can compete in women’s events with no legal gender change and no medical treatment whatsoever. On the basis of his declaration alone, it is enough that he believes himself to possess a “female” personality or mentality, and his testosterone levels must remain in the lower range of typical male levels for the duration of one year. Female erasure is the female photographer who recently took a lighthearted family photo wherein the mother and the daughter posed with duct tape over their mouths while the father and the son gave satisfied smiles at the camera while holding a sign that said “peace on earth.”

One of the most recently pervasive sources of female silencing and erasure has come from a seemingly surprising source, the progressive left. We have always had our eyes on the theocratic right, as it has called for the defunding, limiting or even criminalizing of women’s access to reproductive autonomy. Many of us left male-dominated religions that deny the sacredness of the female body and deny women and girls the right to fully participate in rites and leadership of their communities. We expect corporations to profit from their marketing of impossible beauty standards for women. We did not expect that trans activists and so-called progressive politicians would advance gender politics by denying, restricting, or abolishing hard-won female autonomous spaces and services in the personal and public sphere as if there was no longer a need for them. Physical safety from male violence for both females and transgender individuals is a basic human right. It is revealing that concerns for physical safety has only been addressed by trans activists in either/or terms, while dismissing female concerns for our safety as “bigotry.” We assert our right to freely discuss both/and solutions that can provide safety for both transgender individuals and assure that same safety for everyone else.

Currently in nineteen US states, with no objective proof required, self-identification as a woman is the only requirement to grant a man legal access to intimate female spaces, overriding female rights to privacy in all public accommodations including clinics, hospitals, bathhouses, swimming pools, gymnasiums and other spaces. While it is well-documented that physical and sexual violence against women and girls is on the rise globally, so-called progressives and the transgender lobbyists are acting to silence, disrupt, and legislate against our ability to name, gather and address the issues of our own oppression. This complete disregard of everyday female subordination in order to benefit the estimated 0.3 - 0.5% of males who define themselves as women further proves that the oppression of the female sex was the foundation upon which our society was built and continues to operate. The progressive left is perpetuating one of the basic tenets of Genesis II, that women can only be defined within a paradigm of male authority.

To speak of and fearlessly investigate what it is to be female in this postmodern patriarchal culture is widely regarded as nothing short of heresy. I am deeply disturbed by the hostility, intimidation, and bullying directed at anyone (including some trans allies) who dares to question or voice concerns about these issues. This anthology would not have been necessary if information and personal experiences were not being censored, silenced, or suppressed. Those who have responded with vitriol to the creation of this book have only demonstrated the very reason why this anthology became necessary.

There are growing numbers of people (trans included), and regardless of their positions on these issues, who cannot support the silencing and suppression of information that helps inform and contribute to a deeper understanding of these issues. The values of a democratic society are demonstrated when diverse ideas or points of view are encouraged, critically examined, and respectfully debated. These values include the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; and where diversity of culture, ethnicity, race, lifestyle and belief is desirable and beneficial for a pluralistic society. These values enrich us all when exploring different points of view is encouraged, and where critical thinking and curiosity about another’s experience is rewarded in mutual understanding. A truly progressive society whose empathetic moral values of equality for all of its citizens has the capacity to ensure rights and safety without removing the rights to safety from other oppressed people within its care.

This anthology’s intention is to promote critical thinking, respectful dialogue, and help to answer the forbidden questions: “Who made this up, and whose cause does it ultimately serve?” This anthology encourages readers to consider how and why our female bodies matter, and how our bodies and socialization inform our everyday lives. Contributors shed light on how the language of gender identity politics has been purposely used to reframe and replace specifically biology-based realities, reinforcing the destructive hierarchy that objectifies and harms women and children. Some contributors connect the momentum of female erasure to the ways we treat our Mother Earth. Others share their personal struggles with being gender nonconforming women, with some sharing their journeys from living as transmen and their choice to de-transition. Some discuss political struggles and triumphs arising from providing female-centered spiritual spaces, reclaiming their female bodies as a source of power and significance, and why it is so important for all of us to consider asking deeper questions about how misogyny, violence, and sexism are being enacted in this issue.

Contributors to this anthology come from a wide variety of backgrounds in terms of race, class, religion, sexual orientation, and age (ranging from twenty to eight-three years old), and live in the United States, South Africa, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. They are lesbian feminists, political and spiritual feminists, heterosexual-womanist women, mothers, scholars, attorneys, poets, medical and mental health providers, university educators, environmentalists, and women who chose to de-transition, all providing perspectives that are ignored, silenced, vilified, or underrepresented in the popular media and disregarded in discussions promoting legal protections for transgender persons at the expense of women and girls. Some contributors wrote under pseudonyms to keep their teaching jobs in universities or to protect their children from harassment. The content is presented in a variety of writing styles, including personal stories, essays, articles, poetry, current studies, and research.

The anthology contributors want radical societal change - freedom from oppressive gender roles and stereotypes of “femininity” and “masculinity”, not by erasing the reality of biological sex. We want a world where the ideal of diversity is not abused to oppress and erase fifty-one percent of humanity. We want a world in which everyone’s biological reality is honored, our sacred bodies are celebrated, and where sex-based violence and enforced gender roles become obsolete.

In weaving this anthology together, I have had the honor of connecting with brilliant women who have responded to the current trend of gender politics’ war on women, the female sex, and human rights. I did not require that the contributors be in agreement with one another on all nuances of this topic in order to contribute to this book. While our personal experiences and views may differ, together we are in agreement that we must demonstrate our right to speak out, educate, and raise legitimate concerns. It has been a joy to introduce these contributors to other communities who are now woven together by our resistance to this new face of the same age-old misogyny attempting to disguise itself as progressive politics. This project would not have been possible without their courage and insights, and for their willingness to participate, I am deeply thankful.

This book is an invitation to consciousness.

By shining the spotlight on sex and gender politics today, we demonstrate the continuation of female erasure, as old as the creation of patriarchy.We invite you to eat of the forbidden fruit of knowledge, and with this knowledge have the courage to speak out, be visible, and take action.

The tide is beginning to turn, with a new wave of awareness rising. Courage is gaining momentum. It is to this great rising that we offer our voices to all hearing ears.

Ruth Barrett, Editor and Project Weaver

With special thanks to Sara St. Martin Lynne, who labored with me to midwife this Introduction.



1 Merlin Stone, The Paradise Papers: Suppression of Women’s Rites, London: Virago Limited in association with Quartet Books, 1976, p. 21.


The concept of gender (with its associated stereotypes) was created and then enforced by the dominant culture to advance its agenda, to oppress or elevate you, to sell you stuff, and so on. But however many gender stereotypes have been created, surely every human being has at least one character expression or performs some activity that does not fit a gender stereotype. It follows that each person’s gender is actually unique. There are over seven billion human beings on the planet. Therefore, there have to be over seven billion genders. No one is special if we are all unique. When you think outside the gender identity frame, the concept of gender disappears because it is irrelevant to our uniqueness.

~ RUTH  BARRETT


SECTION ONE
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BIOLOGICAL ERASURE BY GENDER IDEOLOGY


    GYN-OCIDE REVISITED

Because I feel that I am a woman, therefore you must treat me as if I actually am, otherwise you are transphobic. As I insist on participating as a woman in your groups, gatherings, or spaces you also must forgo discussing anything about your female socialization, female anatomy, or female functions because it hurts my feelings. It hurts my feelings because I was neither socialized as a girl nor am I capable of experiencing what the female body experiences from cradle to grave. But if you speak about this I am then reminded that I am not female, and therefore not really a woman. My experience of feeling like a woman must not be invalidated by your experiences of being a woman, therefore I will shame you for being female, teach you in university to estrange your body from your mind, make your distinct physicality and oppression that is specific to your sex irrelevant in the laws of the land or anything that names our differences until there is only the mind. Now only how I think about your body is real. Mind over body. Mind over matter. Spirit over matter/mater/mother. A woman is anyone who says they are a woman. My word is now more real than your mitochondrial DNA. Accept that by my word, you really don’t exist.

~RUTH BARRETT


Women do not decide at some point in adulthood that they would like other people to understand them to be women, because being a woman is not an ‘identity’. Women’s experience does not resemble that of men who adopt the ‘gender identity’ of being female or being women in any respect. The idea of ‘gender identity’ disappears biology and all the experiences that those with female biology have of being reared in a caste system based on sex.

~ SHEILA JEFFREYS, GENDER HURTS


CHAPTER 1
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THE FIRST SEX: IN THE BEGINNING, WE WERE ALL CREATED FEMALE

Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor

Anthology Editor’s Introduction: This opening chapter is re-published from Great Cosmic Mother: Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth, from 1975. These fore-mothers of the Women’s Spirituality Movement provide a context for the evolution of biological sex long before gender stereotypes were propagated and enforced in patriarchal cultures and religions. We begin this anthology at the beginning, where the female is centered in culture and religion as the primal Matrix.

IN THE BEGINNING…WAS a very female sea. For two-and-a-half billion years on earth, all lifeforms floated in the womb-like environment of the planetary ocean – nourished and protected by its fluid chemicals, rocked by the lunar-tidal rhythms. Charles Darwin believed the menstrual cycle originated here, organically echoing the moon-pulse of the sea. And, because this longest period of life’s time on earth was dominated by marine forms reproducing parthenogenetically, he concluded that the female principle was primordial. In the beginning, life did not gestate within the body of any creature, but within the ocean womb containing all organic life. There were no specialized sex organs; rather, a generalized female existence reproduced itself within the female body of the sea.1

Before more complex life forms could develop and move onto land, it was necessary to miniaturize the oceanic environment, to reproduce it on a small and mobile scale. Soft, moist eggs deposited on dry ground and exposed to air would die; life could not move beyond the water-hugging amphibian stage. In the course of evolution, the ocean – the protective and nourishing space, the amniotic fluids, even the lunar-tidal rhythm – was transferred into the individual female body. And the penis, a mechanical device for land reproduction, evolved.

The penis first appeared in the Age of Reptiles, about 200 million years ago. Our archetypal association of the snake with the phallus contains, no doubt, this genetic memory.

This is a fundamental and recurring pattern in nature: Life is a female environment in which the male appears, often periodically, and created by the female, to perform highly specialized tasks related to species reproduction and a more complex evolution. Daphnia, a freshwater crustacean, reproduces several generations of females by parthenogenesis; the egg and its own polar body mate to form a complete set of genes for a female offspring. Once annually, at the end of the year’s cycle, a short-lived male group is produced; the males specialize in manufacturing leathery egg cases able to survive the winter. Among honeybees the drone group is produced and regulated by the sterile daughter workers and the fertile queen. Drones exist to mate with the queen. An average of seven drones per hive accomplish this act each season, and then the entire male group is destroyed by the workers. Among whiptail lizards in the American Southwest, four species are parthenogenetic; males are unknown among the desert grassland, plateau, and Chihuahua whiptails, and have been found only rarely among the checkered whiptails.

Among mammals, even among humans, parthenogenesis is not technically impossible. Every female egg contains a polar body with a complete set of chromosomes; the polar body and the egg, if united, could form a daughter embryo. In fact, ovarian cysts are unfertilized eggs that have joined with their polar bodies, been implanted in the ovarian wall, and started to develop there.

This is not to say that males are an unnecessary sex. Parthenogenesis is a cloning process. Sexual reproduction, which enhances the variety and health of the gene pool, is necessary for the kind of complex evolution that has produced the human species. The point being made here is simply that, when it comes to the two sexes, one of us has been around a lot longer than the other.

In The Nature and Evolution of Female Sexuality, Mary Jane Sherfey, M.D., described her discovery in 1961 of something called the inductor theory. The inductor theory stated that “All mammalian embryos, male and female, are anatomically female during the early stages of fetal life.”2 Sherfey wondered why this theory had been buried in the medical literature since 1951, completely ignored by the profession. The men who made this herstory-making discovery simply didn’t want it to be true.

Sherfey pioneered the discussion of the inductor theory; and now, with modifications based on further data, its findings are accepted as facts of mammalian – including human – development. As Stephen Jay Gould describes it, the embryo in its first eight weeks is an “indifferent” creature, with bisexual potential. In the eighth week, if a Y-chromosome-bearing sperm fuses with the egg, the gonads will develop into testes, which secrete androgen, which in turn induces male genitalia to develop. In the absence of androgen, the embryo develops into a female. There is a difference in the development of the internal and external genitalia, however. For the internal genitalia – the fallopian tubes and ovaries, or the sperm-carrying ducts – “the early embryo contains precursors of both sexes.” In the presence or absence of androgen, as one set develops, the other degenerates. With the external genitalia, “the different organs of male and female develop along diverging lines from the same precursor.” This means, in effect, that the clitoris and the penis are the same organ, formed from the same tissue. The labia majora and the scrotum are one, indistinguishable in the early embryonic stages; in the presence of androgen “the two lips simply grow longer, fold over and fuse along the midline, forming the scrotal sac.”

Gould concludes: “The female course of development is, in a sense, biologically intrinsic to all mammals. It is the pattern that unfolds in the absence of any hormonal influence. The male route is a modification induced by secretion of androgens from the developing testes.”3

The vulnerability of the male newcomer within the female environment is well known. Vaginal secretions are more destructive to the Y-bearing sperm. The mortality rate is higher among neonate and infant males. Within the womb the male fetus, for the first two months, is protected by being virtually indistinguishable from a female. After that, it must produce large amounts of the masculinizing hormone in order to define itself as male, to achieve and to maintain its sexual identity. For all we know the Near Eastern myths upon which our Western mythologies are built, those which portray the young god or hero battling against a female dragon, have some analog here, in utero, where the male fetus wages a kind of chemical war against rebecoming female.

For now, it is enough to say that “maleness” among mammals is not a primary state, but differentiates from the original female biochemistry and anatomy. The original libido of warmblooded animals is female, and the male – or maleness – is a derivation from this primary female pattern. Why, then, did the medical men, the scientists, take longer to figure out this basic biological fact than it took them to split the atom? And why, once this fact was noted, did they turn around and bury it in professional silence for ten years, until a woman dug it up again? Why indeed.

For about two thousand years of Western history, female sexuality was denied; when it could not be denied it was condemned as evil. The female was seen as divinely designed to be a passive vessel, serving reproductive purposes only. In one not-too-ancient dictionary, “clitoris” was defined as a “rudimentary organ,” while “masculinity” equaled “the Cosmic generative force”…! With Freud, female sexuality was not so much “rediscovered” as pathologized. Freud dismissed the clitoris as an undeveloped masculine organ and defined original libido as male. Clitoral eroticism was reduced to a perverse neurosis. Even after Master’s and Johnson’s laboratory studies were published in Human Sexual Response in 1966, their findings were not integrated into psychoanalytical theory. In Mary Jane Sherfey’s research during that period, she found not one work of comparative anatomy that described – or even mentioned – the deeper-lying clitoral structures; yet every other structure of the human body was described in living detail. Even today, with our relative sophistication of 1987, we are frequently whistled at by magazine headlines that promise breathless articles announcing the discovery of new “spot” – a G-spot, an X-spot – located within the vagina. Within all these new “spots” exists the old wistful desire to deny the existence of the clitoris as a trigger-organ of female orgasm.

Why? There is the generalized, traditional fear of female sexuality. Further, there is discomfort with the similarity, with the common origin, of the female clitoris and the male penis. Women are used to hearing the clitoris described as an “undeveloped penis”; men are not used to thinking of the penis as an overdeveloped clitoris. Finally, and most seriously, there is a profound psychological and institutional reluctance to face the repercussions of the fact that the female clitoris is the only organ in the human body whose purpose is exclusively that of erotic stimulation and release. What does this mean? It means that for the human female, alone among all earth’s life-forms, sexuality and reproduction are not inseparable. It is the male penis, carrier of both semen and sexual response, that is simultaneously procreative and erotic. If we wanted to reduce one of the sexes to a purely reproductive function, on the basis of its anatomy (we don’t), it would be the male sex that qualified for such a reduction, not the female. Not the human female.

But these are only biological facts. These are only biological realities. As we know, facts and realities can be, and are, systematically ignored in the service of established ideologies. Throughout the world today virtually all religious, cultural, economic and political institutions stand, where they were built centuries ago, on the solid foundation of an erroneous concept. A concept that assumes the psychic passivity, the creative inferiority, and the sexual secondariness of women. This enshrined concept states that men exist to create the human world, while women exist to reproduce humans. Period. If we argue that data exists – not solely biological, but archaeological, mythological, anthropological, and historical data – which refutes the universality of this erroneous concept, we are told to shut up; because something called “God” supports the erroneous concept, and that’s all that matters. That’s the final word.

Throughout the world, throughout what we know of history, something called “God” has been used to support the denial, the condemnation, and the mutilation of female sexuality. Of the female sex, ourselves. Today, in parts of Africa – predominantly among African Muslims, but also among African Christians and Jews4, and some tribal beliefs – young girls are still subjected to clitoridectomy. This surgery, often performed by older women with broken glass or knives, excises the clitoris, severing the nerves of orgasm; the operation is intended to force the girl to concentrate on her vagina as a reproductive vessel. Infibulation, a more thorough operation, removes the labia minora and much of the labia majora; the girl is then closed up with thorns or required to lie with her legs tied together until her entire vaginal orifice is fused shut, with a straw inserted to allow passage of urine and menstrual blood. On the wedding night the young woman is slit open by a midwife or her husband; further cutting and reclosing is performed before and after childbirth. Complications from these surgeries are numerous, including death from infection, hemorrhage, inability to urinate, scar tissue preventing dilation during labor, painful coitus, and infertility due to chronic pelvic infection. In 1976 an estimated 10 million women were involved with this operation.5 And something called “God” justified it; a “God” who supposedly created young girls as filthy sex maniacs who must then be mutilated to turn them into docile breeders.

The word “infibulation” comes from the Latin fibula, meaning a “clasp.” Those civilized Romans, great highway builders, also invented the technology of fastening metal clasps through the prepuces of young girls to enforce chastity. This practice was copied by Christian crusaders during the early Middle Ages in Europe; they locked up their wives and daughters in metal “chastity belts” and then took the keys with them while they were gone – often for many years – fighting for “God” in the Near East.

And, lest through hypocrisy and racism we dismiss these practices as merely “barbaric” or “ancient,” we must recall that clitoridectomies were performed in the last century on young girls and women in both Europe and America. This surgery, very popular with nineteenth-century Victorians, was inflicted on any female considered to be “oversexed,” or as a punishment for masturbation, or as a cure for “madness.” These determinations were all made by male relatives, male physicians, and male clerics, and the women involved had no legal say in the matter.

These are extreme examples of the repression and mutilation of female sexuality, always sanctioned, however remotely and dishonestly, by something called “God.” All the other repressions and mutilations – of the body, of the mind, of the soul, of our experienced female selves – are so well known and documented that they need no numeration at this point; we can all make our own lists. The point is this: Wherever repression of female sexuality, and of the female sex, exists – and, at the present writing, this is everywhere on earth – we find the same underlying assumptions. These are ontological assumptions – assumptions made at the very root of things, about the nature of life itself. They are (1) that the world was created by a male deity figure, or God; (2) that existing world orders, or cultures, were made by and for men, with God’s sanction; (3) that females are an auxiliary sex, who exist to serve and populate these male world orders; (4) that autonomous female sexuality poses a wild and lethal threat to these world orders, and therefore must be controlled and repressed; and finally (5) that God’s existence as a male sanctions this repression. The perfect circularity, or tautology, of these assumptions only helps to bind them more securely around the human psyche. That they are as erroneous as they are universal seems to pose no problem to their upholders. After all, wherever we go on earth, every intact institution – religious, legal, governmental, economic, military, communications, and customs – is built on the solid slab of these assumptions. And that’s a pretty entrenched error.

In the post-World War II United States – as well as in Europe and most of the world generally – we’ve gone through a secularizing period in which some of these assumptions have been loosened up, and even been made to crumble, under questioning. But now the backlash is upon us. Today, spokespeople for various fundamentalist religious beliefs use modern media to broadcast a very old idea: that female sexuality – i.e., feminists, and feminist demands for abortion, contraception, reproductive autonomy, childcare, equal pay, psychological integrity – constitutes a threat to “our civilization”; and this amount to a “blasphemy against God.” Whores of Babylon, Darwin’s Theory of Evolution, and the “menace of world communism” all somehow get subliminally mixed up in this feminist threat – for some very good historic and psychological reasons, which we will explore later. For now, it is enough to say that “God” and “civilization” are loaded concepts (loaded with dynamite!) that can always be brought in to end an argument that cannot otherwise be refuted. Or, for those who don’t lean too heavily on “God,” or who major in “civilization,” you can always quote an anthropologist!

For, just as established religions assume the maleness of God, just as Freud and psychoanalysis assumed the maleness of libido, so have the social sciences – and in particular anthropology – assumed the generic maleness of human evolution. Both popular and academic anthropological writers have presented us with scenarios of human evolution that feature, almost exclusively, the adventures and inventions of man the hunter, man the toolmaker, man the territorial marker, and so forth. Woman is not comprehended as an evolutionary or evolutionizing creature. She is treated rather as an auxiliary to a male-dominated evolutionary process; she mothers him, she mates him, she cooks his dinner, she follows around after him picking up his loose rocks. He evolves, she follows; he evolutionizes, she adjusts. If the book jackets don’t give us pictures of female Homo sapiens being dragged by the hair through 2 or 3 million years of he-man evolution, we are left to assume this was the situation.

This, despite the known fact that among contemporary and historic hunting-and-gathering people, as among our remote hunting-and-gathering ancestors, 75 percent to 80 percent of the group’s subsistence comes from the women’s food-gathering activities. This, despite the known fact that the oldest tools used by contemporary hunters and gatherers, and the oldest, most primal tools ever found in ancient sites, are women’s digging sticks. This, despite worldwide legends that cite women as the first users and domesticators of fire. This, despite the known fact that women were the first potters, the first weavers, the first textile-dyers and hide-tanners, the first to gather and study medicinal plants – i.e. e., the first doctors – and on and on. Observing the linguistic interplay between mothers and infants, mothers and children, and among work-groups of women, it is easy to speculate on the female contribution to the origin and elaboration of language. That the first time measurements ever made, the first formal calendars, were women’s lunar-markings on painted pebbles and carved sticks is also known. And it is thoroughly known that the only “God-image” ever painted on rock, carved in stone, or sculpted in clay, from the Upper Paleolithic to the Middle Neolithic – and that’s roughly 30,000 years – was the image of a human female.

In 1948 The Gate of Horn was published in Britain; in 1963 it was published in America, retitled Religious Conceptions of the Stone Age. In this pioneering work, archaeologist and scholar G. Rachel Levy showed the unbroken continuity of religious images and ideas descending from the Cro-Magnon peoples of the Upper Paleolithic period in Ice Age Europe, through the Mesolithic and Neolithic developments in the Near East, and down to our own historical time. As Levy noted, these early people are lost to us in the mists of time; but their primal visions, images, and gestalts of human experience on this planet still resonate in our psyches, as well as in our historic religious-ontological symbols. These Early Stone Age people “bequeathed to all humanity a foundation of ideas upon which the mind could raise its structures.”6 And what were these primal human images and ideas? The cave as the female womb; the mother as a pregnant earth; the magical fertile female as the mother of all animals; the Venus of Laussel standing with the horn of the moon upraised in her hand; the cave as the female tomb where life is buried, painted blood red, and awaiting rebirth. Levy shows the continuity of these images and symbols through the Late Neolithic Near Eastern rites and mythologies, and their endurance 30,000 years later in “modern” religions. In Christianity, for example, with its central image of the birth of the sacred child, in a cave-like shelter, surrounded by magic animals; and, especially in Catholicism, the icon of the great mother who stands on the horned moon and awaits the rebirth of the world.

The evidence leaves no doubt that these images were at the origins of what we call human psychological and spiritual expression. Levy’s book is a masterpiece; it received great praise upon both its British and American publications; and has since been virtually bypassed and ignored by the anthropological-archaeological-academic establishments. Why? Because her evidence is irrefutable. It shows with clarity – and in the solidity of stone and bone – that the first 30,000 years of Homo sapiens’ existence was dominated by a celebration of the female processes: of the mysteries of menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth; of the analogous abundance of the earth; of the seasonal movement of animals and the cycles of time in the Great Round of the Mother. The Gate of Horn is as close as we can come to reading the “sacred book” of our early human ancestors. And it confirms what too many people do not want to know: that the first “God” was female.

Since Levy wrote, the tendency has been to relegate these Old Stone Age and Neolithic images to the psychological realm – they’ve become “archetypes of the unconscious” and so forth, while anthropological writers proper, both academic and popular, continue to explain physical, real human development solely in terms of the experiences of the male body in hunting, aggression, and toolmaking. Thus the female images – which are there, and cannot be denied – are sideswiped, reduced to “the subjective,” “the mythic realms”; and thus the first 30,000 years of our human history is denied to us, relegated to a “mind trip” or “psychological software.” Even among feminists, in recent years, there has arisen doubt that these images and symbols might be anything but “mythology” – i. e., unrealities.

To approach our human past – and the female God – we need a wagon with at least two wheels: one is the mythical-historical-archaeological; the other is the biological-anthropological. A strong track has already been laid down for the mythical-historical-archaeological wheel; milestones along that track, along with G. Rachel Levy’s great work, are J. J. Bachofen’s Myth, Religion and Mother-Right, Robert Briffault’s The Mothers, Helen Diner’s Mothers and Amazons, Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to Romance, Robert Graves’s The White Goddess, O. G. S. Crawford’s The Eye Goddess, Sibylle von Cles-Reden’s In the Realm of the Great Goddess, Michael Dames’s Silbury Treasure and Avebury Cycle, Marija Gimbutas’s The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe; and most recently Elizabeth G. Davis’s The First Sex; Merlin Stone’s When God Was a Woman and Ancient Mirrors of Womanhood; Phyllis Chesler’s Women and Madness and About Men; Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born; Mary Daly’s Beyond God the Father, Gyn-Ecology, and Pure Lust; Susan Griffin’s Woman and Nature; Anne Cameron’s Daughters of Copper Woman – and many many more, including the richly useful Women’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets by Barbara G. Walker.

The other side of our wagon – the biological-anthropological side – has almost no wheel and no track; not because there is no important place to go in that direction, but because the physical-cultural anthropologists are off somewhere else, busily mapping the evolution of Tarzan. There is no body of anthropological work based on the evolution of female biology. With rare exceptions, there have been no attempts whatsoever to study the evolution of human physiology and cultural organization – from prehominid to “modern man” – from the perspective of the definitive changes undergone by the female in the process of that evolution. Popular books on this subject, by Lionel Tiger, Desmond Morris, et al., are invariably male-oriented, treating the evolution of the female as sex object only, from monkey-in-heat to hot bunny. One delightful exception is Elaine Morgan’s The Descent of Woman: during 12 million years of dry Pliocene, Morgan speculates, the female prehominid took to the oceans, surviving in the warm and food-filled coastal waters – and during this experience underwent a sea-change from knuckle-walking, rear-sex primate to upright human sexual body, to which the male primate responded by becoming man. Morgan argues convincingly that the human species survived the long Pliocene drought through the cooperation and social invention of the evolving hominid females in their adaptation to the sea; academic “experts” ignore this theory, but they have no other explanation for our Pliocene survival, for our successful evolution from ape to human during this difficult period, or for the many ways in which our human bodies resemble the bodies of sea mammals, rather than primates.

In The Time Falling Bodies Take to Light, historian William Irwin Thompson points out that early human evolution occurred in three critical stages: (1) hominization, in which our primate bodies became human, not only in walking upright and freeing the hands, but specifically in our sexual characteristics and functions; (2) symbolization, in which we began using speech, marking time, painting and sculpting images; and (3) agriculturalization, in which we domesticated seeds and began control of food production. And, as Thompson writes, all three stages were initiated and developed by the human female.7 The symbol-making and agricultural stages have been studied, and the origination role of women in these stages is known; it is sexual hominization which, as yet, has barely been explored.

Why? Why indeed. Because sexual hominization is almost exclusively the story of the human female. The mechanics and anatomy of male sexuality, after all, haven’t changed greatly since the primates made love. The revolution in human sexuality – the revolution that made us human – resulted from evolutionary changes that occurred in the female body. These changes were not primarily related to mammalian reproduction, but to human sexual relationship. No one knows the order in which they occurred, but taken together, as an evolved cluster of sexual characteristics, they constitute a truly radical sexual metamorphosis undergone by the human female:


        	
Elimination of the estrus cycle, and development of the menstrual cycle, meant that women were not periodically in heat, but capable of sexual activity at any time. Pregnancy could occur during a part of the cycle; but for most the cycle sex could happen without necessarily resulting in pregnancy. Among all other animals, the estrus cycle determines that copulation always results in pregnancy, and has no other than a reproductive purpose.

        	
Development of the clitoris and evolution of the vagina meant a greatly enhanced sexuality and orgasmic potential in human females compared to all other animals.

            	
The change from rear to frontal sex, we can imagine, created an enormous change in relations between the sexes; frontal sex means a prolonged and enhanced lovemaking period, and what might be called the personalization of sex. The emotion-evoking role of face-to-face intercourse in the development of human self-consciousness has yet to be evaluated (she turned around and looked him in the eye: and there was light!)

                	
Development of breasts added to woman’s potential for sexual arousal; further, combined with frontal sex, no doubt the female’s maternal and social feelings were also now aroused by the personal lover, whose body was now analogous to the infant’s body at her breast.

    

As Thompson points out, such radical changes in the female body alone were enough to trigger the hominization of the species. Human beings, with these changes, became the only creatures on earth for whom copulation occurs – can occur, anytime – for nonreproductive purposes. Human sex thus became a multipurpose activity. It can happen for emotional bonding, for social bonding, for pleasure, for communication, for shelter and comfort, for personal release, for escape – as well as for reproduction of the species. And this is one of the original and major, determining differences between humans and all other animals, birds, reptiles, insects, fishes, worms…for whom copulation exists only and solely for species reproduction.

The human race has been definitely  shaped  by  the evolution/revolution of the female body into a capacity for nonreproductive sex.

This is not just a physical fact. It is a cultural, religious, and political fact of primary significance.

Many feminists today are unsure whether studies of evolutionary biology, or of religious mythology, can have political relevance for contemporary women. We believe that nothing could be more politically relevant than knowing why we got where we are now, by seeing how we got here, and where we began.

In the beginning, the first environment for all new life was female; the physical/emotional/ spiritual body of the mother, and the communal body of women – young girls, grown women, older women – working together. When hunting-and-gathering people move, the infant is carried bound close to the mother’s body; when they settle, the women form an “inner circle” campsite of women and children. The socialization process begins here.

Human culture is marked by a strengthening and prolongation of the relation between mothers and offspring. For its first year the human child is virtually an “embryo” outside the womb, extremely vulnerable and totally dependent. Female group behavior – the cooperative care-sharing among mothers and children, older and younger women, in the tasks of daily life – emerges from the fact of this prolonged dependence of the human child on the human female for its survival. Males help - but they also leave; the male body comes and goes, but the female presence is constant. Females train, discipline, and protect the young; beyond infant care, the maintenance and leadership of the entire kin-group is the task of women. The female animal is always on the alert, for on her rests the responsibility no only of feeding the young, but of keeping the young from being food for others. She is the giver and also the sustainer of beginning life. Among humans, males help with protection and food acquisition; but it is the communal group of females that surrounds the child, in its first four to six years of life, with a strong physical, emotional, traditional, and linguistic presence. And this is the foundation of social life and human culture.

The popular image of early human society as being dominated – indeed created – by sexist male hunters and ferocious territorial head-bangers just doesn’t hold water. If the first humans had depended solely on despotic and aggressive male leaders, or on several males in chronic, ritualistic contention for power – human society would never have developed. Human culture could never have been invented. The human presence on earth would never have evolved.

The fact is that it was from this first inner circle of women – the campsite, the fire-site, the cave, the first hearth, the first circle of birth – that human society evolved. As hominids evolved into Paleolithic Home sapiens, and then into settled and complex Neolithic village people on the time-edge of “civilization,” these tens of thousands of years of human culture were shaped and sustained by communities of creative, sexually and psychically active women – women who were inventors, producers, scientists, physicians, lawgivers, visionary shamans, artists. Women who were also the Mothers – receivers and transmitters of terrestrial and cosmic energy.

We have to understand how and why these ancient millennia of womancultures have been buried – ignore, denied, passed off as “mythology” or “primitive prehistoric origins” – by Western male historians who insist (and often really believe) that “real history” began only about five thousand years ago – with the relatively recent institutions of patriarchy.
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The END OF GENDER: REVOLUTION, NOT REFORM

Rachel Ivey

Gender is not an individual choice, it is not a natural state, and it is not just an idea. Don’t settle for reform – strive for revolution, and the abolition of gender.

~ RACHEL IVEY

MY NAME IS Rachel and I was a teenage liberal. I’m twenty-three years old, and graduated with a women’s studies minor from a pretty typical women’s studies program at a mainstream university. As I exited adolescence, my liberalism started to fall apart. It was a gradual process. It took me a while to weed out that liberalism from my activist practice, and the liberal view of gender was the last part to go. I want to talk about why liberal ideology, especially in terms of gender, is so compelling, particularly to younger people.

As a feminist activist, I’ve had a lot of conversations about gender, from both the liberal and radical perspectives. Each conversation is different, but I’ve developed a kind of standardized approach to beginning them. If I feel like I need to bring up the topic of gender, or if someone else is tending towards the topic of gender, I have to stop them right there before we go any further and ask: “What is your definition of gender?” If I don’t understand your definition of gender and you don’t understand my definition of gender, you can bet your bottom dollar that conversation is not going to be productive. If you’re using two different definitions of gender you’re not even speaking the same language when it comes to feminism. That’s the core of it. It took me a while to figure that out. And I think I’m still figuring it out because I’m still having those conversations.

I’m going to frame this comparison within the personal shift that I experienced with regard to my definition of gender. Characterizing these two broad definitions of gender can seem very simple on the surface, but I don’t want to stay on the surface. I want to break down what “liberal” and “radical” mean in terms of this definition. I want to discuss the implications of these definitions in terms of the material effect that they have on women’s lives. I also want to talk about some of the “lightbulb” moments, the personal experiences I’ve had that shifted my definition of gender.

Let’s begin with the liberal definition: Gender (often referred to as “gender identity”) is a personal, individual quality possessed by each person. Gender identity is the subjective perception by an individual of their position on a spectrum between “masculine” and “feminine.” Gender is performed outwardly through choice of markers or symbols as in demeanor, body language, aesthetic choices like hair, clothing, presence or absence of makeup, and choice of pronoun. These outward markers are what govern whether others regard you as male or female. Each person has an innate gender identity which is independent of their biological sex (male, female, intersex). Sex and gender are not necessarily connected.

In the liberal definition, the oppression associated with gender is that it’s a rigid binary system. It forces every person to identify as either a man or a woman (not neither, both at once, something in between or something else entirely) and punishes anyone who doesn’t conform. This oppresses both men and women, especially those who don’t fully identify with the prescribed model for their gender. From this it follows that in the liberal view, resistance to gender oppression looks like women and men rejecting the binary system, identifying as “gender outlaws” (e.g., genderqueer or trans) and demanding recognition for a range of gender identities. In this definition, ideally, gender is turned from a binary to a spectrum. The two ends of the binary get stretched out, and we can see some more options in between.

In contrast, when viewed through a radical lens, gender is not an innate part of our identities. It is a hierarchical system which maintains the subordination of females as a class to males through force. Gender is a material system of power that uses violence and psychological coercion to exploit female labor, sex, reproduction, and emotional support for the benefit of males.

Gender is not natural or voluntary, since women are not naturally subordinate and no one chooses to be subordinated. Biological sex is a physical feature of each person, and those deemed female upon birth are socialized by the culture into femininity. In this definition, femininity is recognized as a set of stereotypes amounting to ritualized displays of submission. Radical feminists work to organize to overthrow male power and thus the entire gender system. For radical feminists, the ideal number of genders would be zero. Instead of stretching out those binaries so there’s a spectrum in between, this definition advocates for the abolition of that system of domination and oppression. Without patriarchy there would be no need for gender.

I don’t think these two definitions of gender have anything to do with each other. I think they use the same word to describe two contradictory definitions.

On the liberal side, gender is seen as a personal individual quality, and thus politically neutral. The individual is held up as so sacred in our “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” culture that it’s not politically correct to criticize or investigate anyone’s idea of gender. This individualism makes it difficult in discussions to draw connections between how we see gender individually and the class issues that affect material reality.

The individualism inherent to liberalism can be seen in other movements as well. For instance, within liberal environmentalism this comes out as the supposed ability of individuals to effect change just by changing themselves. “I’m going to buy something different, I’m going to wear hemp clothing, I’m going to reduce my personal carbon footprint and that’s going to help get rid of this system, or change this system, that’s causing environmental destruction in the first place.”

The logical conclusion of that line of thinking is “withdrawalism.” If we just move ourselves out of that system entirely then we’re not contributing to it at all. The problem with that is just because you’re supposedly not contributing to it, doesn’t necessarily mean you’re contributing to the dismantling of it. The same line of thinking appears to manifest within the current rhetoric around gender.

Judith Butler coined the term “gender outlaw,” which is a really attractive idea when you’re a teenage liberal because it purports to put that power in your own hands. If I just stop conforming, personally, to these systems or to these attributes that are connected to these systems, then the system will wither and die without me, right? Or, at least I can personally escape the effects of it if I just don’t enact it in my own life. Again, a “gender outlaw” is someone who abandons the gender stereotypes and the gender symbols that are traditional for their biological sex, and adopts those that are assigned to the other sex.

I do want to be very clear that I don’t really care how someone dresses. I don’t really care how they cut their hair or whether they wear makeup. Other radical feminists and I are not out to police personal lifestyle and appearance choices. But I do have a problem with the idea that nonconforming is always a meaningful political act of resistance in and of itself. However, as a teenage liberal, I found this really attractive because it left it all up to me. If I wanted to escape gender, I could do it. But in reality, it wasn’t all up to me. And the idea that it is all up to me is as insulting as it is preposterous because no one, including me, would ever choose a role that involves constant sexual harassment, the ubiquitous threat and in my case occasional enactment of male violence, and the certainty growing up, the conviction that you were meant for exploitation, erasure, silence, but never personhood. I don’t think any of us think that anyone would choose that.

However, when I was younger, the idea that I could change my outlook on life or change my own perceptions to escape what feminine socialization was doing to me was really too tempting to resist. I understand why younger women are really attracted to that, but I was wrong. And I was wrong because gender is not an individual choice and there was not something wrong with me. Gender is class oppression of females. In order to be an outlaw, there has to be a law. In the case of gender outlaws, that law is patriarchy, that system of values and that law is the class oppression of females. In order for gender “outlawism” to make sense, there has to be a majority in order for that minority to exist.

And that majority is “cis” women, of which I count myself one. Or, more accurately, I don’t, because I think that term is oppressive to females on multiple levels. “Cis” describes female people who have capitulated, in the liberal view, to enacting femininity. “Cis” women are seen as enacting the feminine role that we’re supposed to enact, and liberal feminists and trans activists say we’re privileged because of that. I don’t think it’s a privilege to be socialized into a role, called “femininity” that encodes subordination so deeply in your identity that you don’t call it subordination, you call it your nature, your religion, your culture.

Lierre Keith has noted: “It’s become popular in some activist circles to embrace notions from postmodernism, and that includes the idea that gender is somehow a binary. Gender is not a binary. It is a hierarchy. It is global in its reach, it is sadistic in its practice, and it is murderous in its completion. Just like race, and just like class. Gender demarcates the geopolitical boundaries of patriarchy which is to say, it divides us in half. That half is not horizontal — it is vertical. And in case you missed this part, men are always on top.”1

For radical feminists, gender itself is oppression. In a world without oppression, gender could not exist. Gender is sex-based oppression of female people, who as a class are systematically oppressed for the benefit of male people. The purpose of gender is to facilitate the exploitation of female people. For radical feminists, gender is the chain, and patriarchy is the ball, and it’s cuffed to the ankle of every female person born. That socialization is not so easily escaped: if you have a TV, you’re exposed to it. If you know men who have been socialized into this culture, it’s there. If you have a mother who was socialized as feminine, it’s there. And that’s what makes it a class issue.

I could not escape gender by changing myself because changing my appearance did not change the fact that I was socialized into the sex class called “women” against my will. The fear and desperation that comes from that is not something that someone would choose, and it was not my fault. But even after I realized that, it took me a few years to hold my head up when I walked, and most days I still have to put conscious effort toward it. So when people postulate that gender is individual, that my individual identity involves walking like you’re about to be kicked, or holding your head down when you speak that’s offensive. No one chooses that identity; no one is innately subordinate.

It’s not a coincidence that 91% of those who are raped are female, and 99% of the perpetrators are male. It’s not a coincidence that stereotypically feminine shoes make it hard to run away. It’s taboo to acknowledge that females are socialized from birth onward into a subordinate sex class for whom exploitation by males is so ingrained into the social norms that we can’t recognize it any more. That it’s become a “choice,” that it’s become our “identity.” It’s taboo within mainstream liberal feminism to address the fact that males are socialized from birth onward into a privileged sex class that feeds on violation and subordination of not only women, but as all of you can recognize, of the oceans, of the earth, of life itself.

Those who hold the radical view of gender are experiencing an escalating backlash. Lierre Keith said: “I have been fighting about this since 1982, and think ‘transphobic’ is a ridiculous word. I have no strange fear of people who claim to be ‘trans.’ I deeply disagree with them, as do most radical feminists.”2

Try this on: I am a rich person stuck in a poor person’s body. I’ve always enjoyed champagne rather than beer, and always knew I belonged in first class not economy, and it just feels right when people wait on me. My insurance company should give me a million dollars to cure my Economic Dysphoria.

Or how about this: I am really Native American. How do I know? I’ve always felt a special connection to animals, and started building tepees in the backyard as soon as I was old enough. I insisted on wearing moccasins to school even though the other kids made fun of me and my parents punished me for it. I read everything I could on native people, started going to powwows and sweat lodges as soon as I was old enough, and I knew that was the real me. And if you bio-Indians don’t accept us trans-Indians, then you are just as genocidal and oppressive as the Europeans.

Gender is no different. It is a class condition created by a brutal arrangement of power.

In conversations I’ve had on this issue I’ve often asked why, with a conception of gender that centers transgenderism, do liberals find the idea of being transracial to be so different? Transracial as an idea analogous to “transgender” is the idea that if someone could be “born in the body” of the “wrong” sex, that they could also be born into the body of the “wrong” race/ skin color. This idea is offensive because it is appropriation. Would a white person wearing clothing traditionally/stereotypically associated with individuals of another race mean that they are transracial? Would identifying more strongly with the culture of another racial group indicate that someone is transracial? No, of course not. Without the cultural background, including the oppression and abuse that goes along with being part of a marginalized racial class, someone claiming transracialism is obviously appropriating the experiences of others. Gender is no different.

On the liberal side, gender is idealist.

The idea that consciousness is everything leads to an activist practice that’s focused on changing people’s minds, as though oppression were a mistake that could be corrected if we could just explain well enough to our oppressors.

Rape is not just an idea. Again, there’s a reason why 91% of rape victims are female, and 99% of the perpetrators are male. If she’s lucky, the survivor of rape will be one of the 2% whose case actually goes to trial. Ninety-seven percent of men who rape never see a day in jail. These are not ideas; they are material reality.

For radical feminists, gender is maintained through force. Gender is a material system of power that uses violence and psychological coercion to exploit female labor, sex, reproduction, and emotional support for the benefit of men. Rape culture, right along with female poverty, lack of education, and the trafficking of our bodies, is maintained through material structures. Not through people’s ideas. Gender is a system of power that uses violence and psychological coercion to maintain the oppression of females, not to just control our ideas about it, but to control actual physical reality.

Kourtney Mitchell writes: “It is important to understand what it means to view racial oppression in the context of class analysis. Whiteness is a class experience, and not based in biological reality. But that does not mean one can just decide to stop being white, just like I cannot decide to stop being a man as long as the dominant culture classes me as a man. As long as you are classed as white, you will continue to benefit from white privilege. This is what allies need to remember.”3

If you put this in the context of gender oppression, it is just as true. This is what allies need to remember.

As someone socialized into femininity, I will always have to think about my posture so that I’m not hiding. I will have to speak extra-loud most of the time in order to counteract the social forces that tell me not to speak at all. None of that will change just because I decide it should. Gender is a system of stereotypes that works to maintain a system of domination and material exploitation.

Andrea Dworkin writes: “Woman is not born; she is made. In the making, her humanity is destroyed. She becomes symbol of this, symbol of that; mother of the earth, slut of the universe; but she never becomes herself because she is forbidden to do so.”4 For female people, this is the reality of the construction of gender: that it is not escapable. Just because it’s constructed doesn’t mean that it can be deconstructed at will. It doesn’t mean that it can be deconstructed individually. It will take collective power to dismantle it.

Through my work, I met an adolescent girl who had been subject to assault and abuse by men for much of her life. She had short hair when we met; she then cut it a little shorter and asked me to use the pronoun “he,” which I did. I didn’t really think very deeply about it at the time. If you had asked me why she did that, I would have said that she was expressing her innate gender identity. But I don’t believe that anymore.

One of the reasons I don’t believe that is because one day in class, I asked all of my students to draw a picture of what they thought they deserved, what they wanted their lives to be like in the future.

The class drew a lot of different things, but I kept that one student’s drawing for a really long time. In one corner she drew what was clearly a girl’s face. It had pink lipstick, a pink bow in the hair, tears running down the face, and a big X through it. Underneath it she wrote words she thought described being a girl. She wrote “pain,” “fear,” and “rape.” In the other corner she drew another face that looked a lot like her. It had short, brown hair, no makeup or accessories, and the face was smiling. And underneath it she wrote “confident,” “happy,” and “safe.” Underneath the drawings she wrote: “If I wasn’t a girl, I wouldn’t have been raped. If I wasn’t a girl, I wouldn’t be scared. If I wasn’t a girl...”

I kept that drawing for a while, because I didn’t really understand it right away. It took time for the implications to sink in. I don’t bring up this example to try to convey that every person who describes themselves as trans does so because of the type of horrific abuse that she endured. I do it to assert that being socialized into femininity is abuse. She did what she could to escape it at that time. As much as I want that for her, I know that she cannot erase the reality of what gender socialization did to her no matter how short she cut her hair, and no matter what name she used.

Gender is anything but natural. She was not born with a feminine brain or a masculine brain, but she was born with a female body and in this culture that means she’s considered less human than members of the sex class “men.” It’s no wonder to me that she wanted to escape that oppression of female socialization by rejecting her femaleness, but just as men cannot erase the privilege of being raised in the dominant sex class, women cannot simply choose to erase the oppression of being socialized into femininity. In the radical view, gender is not a natural part of our identities – it is socially constructed for the purpose of maintaining and reproducing male supremacy.

Catharine MacKinnon writes: “In a society in which equality is a fact, not merely a word, words of racial or sexual assault and humiliation will be nonsense syllables.”5

In the radical feminist view, the word “gender,” along with the sex-class system based on subordination and domination that the word signifies, will cease to have meaning when male supremacy is dismantled.

This piece was adapted from a lecture given by the author in March 2012.



1 Lierre Keith, speaking at Radfem Reboot 2012.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SEX AND GENDER AND WHY IT MATTERS

Kathy Scarbrough

WOMEN’S LIBERATION IS the goal of our movement. Feminists identify male power as a major impediment to women’s freedom. This inequality in power holds back all women—white women, woman of color, lesbians, rich and poor women, women of the imperialist countries as well as women also suffering from neocolonialism. The impartial interest in the “genders” (however many genders you believe may exist), suggests that there is nothing special about the position of women in society. Gender is a step backward toward the old saw that men and women are equally oppressed. And that’s just not true, its one of many ploys used to maintain male power.

The way that cultural expectations based on sex pervade everything we do and everywhere we go has been examined in great detail. Gender is a result of culture, and can be changed dramatically or even abolished completely. A woman spoke at a 2013 conference1 organized by Redstockings in New York City about how such expectations based on sex were opposed in revolutionary China. She testified that she grew up unaware e that she was a female child because at the time the differences between girls and boys were minimized. They were just children playing with a variety of toys and participating in a variety of activities. Promoting the idea that there is a continuum of human behavior that does not correlate with sex makes meaningless the concept of multiple genders.

To present this idea of a continuum in graphic form, consider that most intellectual and behavioral traits are characterized by what is known as a normal curve:
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For a trait like artistic ability, for instance, this curve demonstrates how some people will be very good at drawing (one extreme) or have very poor abilities (the other extreme), but most of us fall somewhere in the middle. Similar distributions are formed when you look at math ability or verbal ability or the love of sparkles or almost any other human behavioral characteristic you can name. Indeed, distributions of math ability according to sex have been studied extensively. In spite of what male supremacists might claim, the male and female distributions for math ability overlap extensively:
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The overlap of horizontal and vertical lines in Figure 2 indicated the math ability of most people, whether male or female. That is, there is no large difference in mathematical ability according to sex; most of us would fall in the area of overlap between women and men. There would be only a tiny sliver that remains uniquely lined vertically and a tiny sliver that remains uniquely lined horizontally, indicating very small differences between women and men for this trait.

Besides the material reality of one’s sex, the idea of a psychological sense of one’s sex, or “gender identity” is tossed around by people like it is a well-established scientific fact. On the contrary, this is a rather controversial notion. To believe in gender identity you have to believe that one can perceive one’s own sex separate from the material reality of one’s body. And, importantly, one has to believe that female brains are substantially different than male brains. Several recent books3,4,5,6 have lambasted the biased research leading many to conclude that we humans are born with either female “pink brains” or male “blue brains.” Thus, gender identity itself is a fiction. Yet the idea of brain sex persists. One should ask who benefits from the idea that male and female brains are substantially different from one another.

Alternatively, if you start from the premise that our brains are fundamentally similar, let’s consider how we get the perception of our own sex, our so-called “gender identity.” It starts at birth when your parents dress you in pink or blue and treats your hair differently. It continues as people around you tell you that you are a boy or a girl. Have you noticed how common this is, particularly for young children under the age of 5 years? I have to make a conscious effort to stop participating in this acculturation of young children, it almost seems like a reflex. For many girls and boys, this communication comes in the form of “you can’t do that because you are a girl, or you can’t dress that way because you are a boy.” Or, “you are such a pretty girl” and “thatta boy!” As we continue to develop physically, the reality of menstruation for female adolescents and ejaculation for male adolescents provides our brains with potent evidence of our sex and adds to our “gender identity”. But all we are really doing is acknowledging the material reality of sex.

Gender is derived from, and depends on sex. This can cause confusion about the difference between the two. Focusing on gender tends to elevate and invigorate physical differences between the sexes and downplays our common humanity. Genderists today are what we used to call essentialists back in the 1960s and 70s: they believe that women’s “nature” (that is, brain function) is inherently different than man’s “nature.”

BIOLOGICAL SEX

Biological sex, on the other hand, is about reproduction of the species– egg and sperm meeting to initiate the growth of a new individual. These gametes are how biologists define sex (egg is the female gamete and sperm is the male gamete). I know its fashionable to decry the binary, but sorry, we’re stuck with just eggs and sperm when it comes to sex. There are only two types of gametes and there are no intermediate forms. Gonads (ovaries and testes) and gametes don’t get mismatched in the natural world because the gamete is dependent on the gonad for its maturation. This means that there are no examples of human beings born with an ovary that produces sperm or vice versa. However, there are known conditions where people don’t produce either gamete. And some small percent of human beings are born with an amalgam of the ovary and testis, neither gonad, or one of each. However, I know of no cases where a human being makes both functional eggs and functional sperm. Human beings make one or the other, or neither. This is material reality.

THE FEMINIST VIEW OF CHILDBEARING

Gonads and gametes are what biologists call primary sex characteristics. Most female human beings also have wombs and vaginas, we are the ones who menstruate and gestate. Menstruation, pregnancy, labor and delivery are not t aspects of “gender expression,” they are part of the material reality of having a female body. Pregnancy, labor and delivery take a physical toll, and removes women at least temporarily, from conventional productive forces of the economy. The subordination of women is rooted in the exploitation of this difference of reproductive labor. Women’s liberation should therefore concern itself with sex. It is a travesty for groups concerned with women’s reproduction to get confused about the politics of gender and sex. The Midwives Association of North America (MANA) recently erased the word ‘woman’ from their Core Competencies in favor of ‘pregnant individual’ and ‘birthing parent’. Because MANA doesn’t recognize this right wing attack on feminism and the fight against male supremacy, MANA actually promotes a parity that does not exist in reality making it more difficult to name and engage the real issues surrounding the male supremacist approach to pregnancy and birthing.

To recognize the sexual dimorphism involved in reproducing the human race does not make me an essentialist— it is not the same as saying that male and female brains and talents and interests are fundamentally different from one another. It is not elevating the class of female humans because of the importance of childbearing. It is not fighting for my “identity” as a woman, nor running away from it. It is fighting for the inherent worth and dignity of human beings while at the same time recognizing biological reality. This recognition of material reality means we feminists might press for some altered work rules for some jobs during the 3rd trimester of pregnancy. A women’s liberation demand might also include getting some kind of compensation for the socially important work of childbearing. What that compensation might look like needs to be discussed, but the political point is that childbearing is not just a individual “family” issue, its a collective issue because societies require a reproductive rate high enough to replace aging workers. Other women’s liberation demands have always included separating the childbearing from childrearing. Some women may choose to be a stay-at-home parent but this shouldn’t be mandatory and it should be recognized that staying at home has never been an option for many, many women. Surely we mothers should not be penalized in hiring, promotion, seniority in the workplace etc., as we are now. These different demands arise from the simple recognition of the unequal division of labor involved in reproducing the human species, nothing more.

“Gender” can be viewed as the social signal for either being among the class of humans who bodies produce offspring or, alternatively, being among the class of humans who have a much more circumscribed role in the reproduction of the species– the role of the sperm provider. This is what “gender expression” was all about historically: the way we dress, wear our hair, groom ourselves was all about differentiating humanity depending on their sex. Male power depends on being able to distinguish women from men. In this sense, the mixing up of these gender tags is a good thing.

In a very few instances it makes sense to rely on gender instead of sex. Dr. Anne Fausto-Sterling makes the point that humankind shows more variation in genitalia than “stereotypically male” and “stereotypically female3. People born with ambiguous genitalia might actually need to choose whether they will represent themselves in the conventional world as man or woman until such a time when this no longer matters. Therefore, gender might provide an occasionally useful flexibility regarding sex.

GENDER AND HORMONES

In her book Sex Itself 6 Sarah Richardson emphasizes human commonalities by showing that both men and women make both estrogens (female “sex” hormone) and androgens (male “sex” hormone). The differences between women and men in hormone secretion have always been over emphasized in our culture. Richardson even questions the description of these potent regulatory chemicals as “sex” hormones.

Over-emphasis of the hormonal differences between women and men leads to nasty jokes (and guilty secrets) about the physical attributes of aging women. When estrogen secretion by the ovary decreases significantly after menopause, the effect of our natural androgens becomes more obvious. Many a woman has agonized about beard hairs sprouting from her chin or the darkening of hair on the upper lip. We pluck and bleach and shave often without questioning the conventional notion that this hair is somehow unfeminine. Or we pluck and bleach and shave with full consciousness of doing it to get along more easily as an older woman in sexist society. Indeed, this age-related change is “unfeminine” because femininity itself is fictitious! These changes may be unfeminine but they do not stand in opposition to femaleness. Both women and men secrete estrogens and androgens—we are more alike than we are different. Here’s a complementary example of this truth: it has been discovered recently that male fertility is dependent on the response to both hormones. Without estrogen action, men are infertile7. This fact again stresses our common humanity.

Today, our “self-representation” as male or female doesn’t have to correspond to our chromosomes, sex organs or even whether we produce eggs or sperm. One unacknowledged way the word gender is commonly used is this: gender refers to our perception of someone else’s sex. Our notion of whether a person is a man or a woman is detected by the existence of what biologists call secondary sex characteristics, those anatomical features that typically appear at puberty.

Looking at a person you can’t tell if they have testes or ovaries but you can often immediately see whether they have breasts or beard hair. Secondary sex characteristics are controlled by estrogens and androgens, the hormones secreted mainly by the gonads. As we’ve seen, women and men respond to both kinds of hormones. Therefore the currently fashionable cross-sex ingestion of steroid hormones—although probably bad for one’s health—can introduce some gender ambiguity. That is, biological male humans can grow breasts and biologically female humans can grow beard hair. These hormones are powerful and can be used to alter one’s gender but not one’s sex. That is, taking hormones cannot change the fact that you’ve grown an ovary containing eggs or a testis. [Note: when men take estrogen they stop producing sperm but they’ve already grown a penis and testes and those structures remain.]

BRAIN SEX AND HORMONE SECRETION

Human brains are mostly alike but there is one small functional difference between male and female brains related to the continuation of the species. A tiny part of the evolutionarily old, non-conscious female brain creates a reproductive rhythm and the corresponding part of male brains don’t. A physiologically important difference between the brains of the sexes is the network of a very few nerve cells, located in a brain area known as the hypothalamus, that produce menstrual cycles in women.

In women, the hypothalamus responds to estrogens and drives elevated blood levels of a pituitary gland hormone called luteinizing hormone once a month. These short term elevated levels of hormone stimulate ovulation. This cyclic pattern of pituitary hormone secretion ends before menopause in women (indeed it may be among the causes of menopause). Men secrete the very same pituitary hormones in very similar concentrations but the pattern of secretion is constant, not cyclic. Again, emphasizing our common humanity it should be noted that luteinizing hormone is essential for male reproduction too—specifically for testosterone secretion and sperm production. We’ve seen that both men and women can respond to estrogens. Jordan-Young’s book Brainstorm5 reminded me that there is some evidence in primates that feeding animals estrogens can cause their pituitaries to mimic the pattern of luteinizing hormone secretion observed during the normal menstrual cycle. So maybe it is possible for men who take estrogens to experience this hormone pattern as well. Whether there would be any other physiological effects of this pattern of hormone secretion in men is completely unknown.

Recently there has been a lot of hoopla from the proponents of the theory of “brain sex” regarding a gene called SRY, the so-called “testis determining factor”. SRY is normally located on the Y chromosome and so isn’t usually expressed in female human beings, who typically have no Y chromosome. Its action is very important during fetal life for the development of testes. Recently its been discovered that SRY is expressed in the brain, and this evidence has been used to argue that the brain is sexed. However, this gene is structurally similar to many that are expressed in both sexes, and its presence in male humans might be redundant. In addition, many genes are expressed in several different tissues in the body and they don’t serve the same function in each tissue. For example, serotonin is made in the brain where it has gained public awareness as being somehow involved in cases of depression and other “mood” disorders. But serotonin is also secreted by a type of white blood cell where it functions in the process of blood clotting, and serotonin is secreted in the gut where it promotes the mixing of intestinal contents during digestion. When the SRY gene is expressed in the early embryo it has a role in the formation of the testes but this does not mean that it is important in “masculinizing” the brain in any meaningful way. There is absolutely no evidence SRY affects something as complex as human behavior.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION AND DESTRUCTION OF GENDER

So where does this leave us? Gender is socially constructed, and social forces can also confuse self-identity, particularly in cases where people don’t fit cultural norms. Conventional “girl” or “boy” behavior (and even body type) doesn’t fit many people. Why not simply conclude that the culturally defined categories “feminine” and “masculine” are the problem?

Collective action is required to fight battles against socially constructed notions of feminine and masculine; it is difficult and maybe impossible to wage this battle successfully as an individual. Certain individuals may make the personal decision that they can’t wait for that new day to dawn. But let us be clear—the decision to change one’s gender is a personal one. It is not a political act that confronts the behavioral constraints following from the construction of masculinity and femininity. A personal decision to change one’s appearance to reduce friction in life doesn’t help the struggle against the power differential between men and women. Indeed, it can be argued that the transgender movement embraces, supports and props up current notions of feminine and masculine and the unequal position of women and men in society at the same time that it gives some individuals needed relief from the condemnation of not meeting conventional gender expectations.

Getting rid of gender would be a step forward for everyone. And by abolishing gender we don’t mean that it will no longer be possible to distinguish women from men (although a lot more ambiguity might be present), it just means that the significance of gender will cease. The significance of sex for the continuation of the human species will remain. Full women’s liberation requires an attack on all biases based on sex but it should be understood that menstruation, pregnancy and childbirth are not artificial biases; these are material realities of women’s lives and necessary for the continuation of the species. Women need to organize together to fight male power in all realms, including the way that reproduction is regarded in sexist society.

THE ROLE OF SEPARATISM IN FIGHTING MALE POWER

To fight male power over women requires strategy. One useful strategy is called “Separate to Integrate”8. This means we need separate all-female women’s liberation organizations to build a power base for women. Our overarching demand is, however, an end to the artificial division of labor and power based on sex and the integration of men and women in society where our differences are appreciated but not used to construct hierarchies. The struggle for women’s liberation requires an all-female group because there are many conflicts of interest between women and men. But the goal is to stop defining people by their sex. I’m a scientist, a teacher, and a political activist who also happens to be a mother. My sex is only one of several identity tags that describe me. We simply cannot organize against male power with men in the room. Just as people of color cannot organize against white power with white people in the room and we cannot organize against the injustices we suffer as workers when the bosses are in the room. Frederick Douglass said famously, “ Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. ”9 Women, people of color, workers need to meet with those who experience problems similar to their own to generate those demands for equal power.

Separatism is a strategy, not the desired outcome. Integration with equality is the goal of feminists. Women of color often find themselves in the uncomfortable position of needing to raise their “feminist flag” in male-female mixed groups working on racial oppression, and their “black power flag” when working in mixed race groups of women. Poor women of any race find that they need to raise the issues of class in both women’s liberation groups and in groups organizing against racial oppression. Some women of color have concluded that they need their own separate groups. When we participate in separate groups we should ask ourselves whether we are meeting separately as an oppressed class determined to gain power, or are we actually going along with male supremacist/racist/classist segregation where oppressed people are excluded and “kept in their place”? Is the separate group allowed to exist, perhaps even funded by the establishment, because it doesn’t challenge the status quo? We need to be aware of situations when separatism is a symbol of powerlessness (for example, ladies auxiliaries) rather than a base for power.

Sometimes separatism is simply personal. Lesbians need a place to meet and enjoy each other’s company. Women may choose individually to withdraw temporarily into all female spaces to get some respite from the constant barrage of sexist objectification we face everyday in the world. But this should be recognized as a personal act, and not a political solution to our problems.

Acquiescing to male supremacy or withdrawing from it are not the only alternatives. Radical feminists fight male supremacy. We fight for a new society organized on the basis of equality for women, for people of color, for lesbians and gays as well as for workers and the poor and unemployed. Radical feminists seek freedom for all oppressed groups, but the feminist fights specifically to make sure women are included, not overlooked or relegated to some kind of secondary status.

How then does one analyze common instances of separatism we see around us today? Are they needed to fight male supremacy, or reactionary elements of sexist society, or simply personal? The separation of women and men in some religious organizations is a reactionary element of sexist society. What about separate sports teams for girls and boys, women and men? Clearly women had been kept out of sports and discriminated against within sport. The fact that Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments became famous for leveling the playing field for women in sport is testimony to that history of discrimination. In just a few decades women have become stronger, faster and much better athletes. It is interesting to speculate about a time when the need for separate athletic teams might disappear.

What about separate toilet facilities? We don’t practice this separatism at home, why is it essential in public accommodations? The answer to that question is, at least in part, due to the threat of male violence. Of course there’s lots of male violence occurring at home but “stranger danger” has always had a much stronger hold on our collective imaginations. Public bathrooms are often dangerous for homosexual men as well. We can view the demands of the transwomen for access to women’s toilets through the lens of the threat of male supremacist violence. But feminists have rightly pointed out that the perspective of female humans needs to be taken into account on an equal basis. Today any man can put on a dress, self-identify as a woman and demand access to women’s toilet or shower facilities. This is a real problem. Luckily, the solution is fairly simple. All public bathrooms should become secure individual gender-neutral rooms. The fact that this idea is ridiculed is a measure of how little importance is placed on female human’s continued need for security from male predators. When a train derails and people are hurt, we as a society pay for expensive upgrades to security; the American Disability Act required extensive reconstruction of bathrooms, entrances and many other alterations to public buildings. Changing public bathrooms to accommodate both women and transwomen should be similarly prioritized. This would have the added benefit of putting infant diaper changing tables in areas where fathers can access them equally. Although these changing tables are more available than they used to be, there are still many places where accessibility to them continues to be a measure of conventional gender expectations.

One of the first cases where female separatism was challenged was the case of the Michigan Women’s Music Festival. Indeed, the transgender community played a large role in the festival’s demise. Was this separatism needed? Certainly female musicians have been discriminated against in the male dominated world and many women found it a wonderful personal respite from male supremacy. Set up originally for cultural expression, it never really was a power base for feminist organizing. Its rather apolitical cultural separatism led to problems from the start. Many women needed/wanted to bring their children along. The question of what to do with male children10 roiled the organization long before transwomen crashed the party.

CONCLUSION

Sex matters for the continuation of the species and also because the oppression of women is built on the material reality of the unequal division of reproductive labor. Our understanding of this root of male supremacy informs our efforts to gain power for all women. Gender is dispensable; indeed, the very notion of femininity and masculinity is oppressive.
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FEMALE ERASURE, REVERSE SEXISM, AND THE CISGENDER THEORY OF PRIVILEGE

Elizabeth Hungerford

INTRODUCTION TO CIS

CIS IS A Latin prefix, traditionally unused in common parlance. Over the past decade, however, cis has become a popular way to describe the contours of modern gender theory. The compound term “cisgender” has even been making its way into traditional dictionaries. Formalization by institutional recognition represents the increasing importance of this new concept to our modern lexicon and shared understanding of gender.

The Oxford Dictionary defines cisgender as:

Denoting or relating to a person whose sense of personal identity and gender corresponds with their birth sex. Compare with transgender.1

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines cisgender as:

Of, relating to, or being a person whose gender identity corresponds with the sex the person had or was identified as having at birth.2

Other definitions of cisgender might read that a person’s gender identity “matches with”3 or is “consistent with,” rather than “corresponds with” their sex at birth. The important point is that the prefix cis is being used to refer to a harmonious relationship between two things. As applied to the concept of gender, cisgender purports to describe a naturally unproblematic relationship between a person’s gender identity and their birth sex.

In a strictly descriptive sense, cisgender may seem like a perfectly harmless concept. One might even assume that feminists and trans theorists equally support the idea because it recognizes a distinction between sex and gender (identity) such that a connector term is both coherent and necessary. Following from the basic concept of being cisgender, however, is a novel theory of gender itself. As I will show, this theory does not supplement, but actually contradicts and replaces, well-established feminist knowledge about gender and the machinations of sex-based inequality between men and women.4

The simplicity of the term cis + gender masks the very serious conceptual reversals it represents to feminism, to legal interpretation, and to materialist analyses of oppression in general. Instead of wrestling with the complex ways that deeply felt psychological connections between body and identity– specifically that of gender– are socially constructed,5 the cis theory of gender operates from the belief that human relationships with gender and identity can be known a priori.6 Gender identity can therefore be meaningfully separated from social influence (and reduced to a biological process). The theory further conceives of social privilege and oppression on the axis of gender in a wholly new way: as phenomena driven by subjective identification with gender. Cis theory of gender denies the lived experiences of millions of women who despise the social role “woman,” instead framing non-trans women’s gender identity as a privilege. The theory is blind to how these seemingly benign “gender identities” operate as a hierarchy of social roles and interactions whose end game is the unequal distribution of power and resources between male and female humans. This essentialist, ahistorical assessment of gender identity short-circuits women’s ability to recognize themselves as oppressed by sex-based gender roles. It denies us use of the language and concepts necessary to describe women’s specific exploitation as women.7

CIS ESSENTIALISM

One of the first things you will notice about cisgender is that it’s positioned as a foil to the concept of transgender. Occasionally, a person might describe themselves as neither cisgender nor transgender,8 but you absolutely cannot be both. That wouldn’t make any sense. Cis and trans are opposites, mutually exclusive categories.9 Like man and woman, cis and trans constitute a binary. Cis/trans is the new gender binary.

Humans’ entire relationship to gender is roughly describable and reducible to either cisgender or transgender.

At this point you might wonder about the status of late transitioners–- transwomen such as Caitlyn Jenner or former boxing promoter Kellie Maloney, for example. In order to explain how the cis/trans binary plays out in cases of late-transitioning transgender people, trans activists explain their theory of gender as follows: despite having lived for decades under close public scrutiny as successful men who sired children, these people were always transgender and never cisgender.10 To put a finer point on it, they were always “women” even when they were entirely unrecognizable as such, including to themselves.

The gender identity of a trans person is their personal destiny. It is a journey of internal discovery and revelation that transcends the limits of the physical body. Social and/or medical transition is the process by which the authentic self makes its grand entrance.

In order to be conceptually useful as the opposite of transgender, cisgender conceives of non-trans gender identities as a similar kind of personal inevitability. Where transgender people are destined to become “themselves” through social or physical transition, cisgender people already are “themselves.” The cis theory of gender uncritically accepts that the gender identities of the overwhelming majority of female humans – to be generous, let’s say ninety percent– just happen to be uniformly feminine and well-described by the social role “woman.” Women are thus rebranded ciswomen. The theory must further accept that male humans’ gender identities overwhelmingly manifest – again, say, close to ninety percent – as masculine “men” with a social role conveniently complimentary to females’ “woman.” Men are rebranded cismen. The cis theory of gender takes a shallow assessment of what appears normal or accepted, and interprets it as natural and good.

Gender identity is not under human control, but it is universally human. That is, to be human is to have a gender identity.11

This is essentialism.

CISGENDER ESSENTIALISM AND OPPRESSION

The essentialism of the cis/trans gender theory is a political problem. It is a problem for women as persons oppressed by their gender assignment: girl/woman. It is also a problem for feminism’s ability to explain women’s collective social position relative to men. How can women understand their own oppression if gender identity is natural and originates inside of us? A theory of gender that insists the social identity “woman” reflects anyone’s authentic self fails to consider quite a lot about the mechanics of oppression.

The cis theory of gender does not wrestle with the fact that half of the world’s humans, now known as ciswomen, are oppressed on the basis of the assumed d connection between their birth sex and their identification with gender – female, feminine, woman – relative to the other half of the world’s humans – male, masculine, man. The body is the single variable in the social classification process directing female bodies to be treated as “girls” and male bodies to be treated as “boys.” Female humans are debased and exploited specifically because of the assumption that they could, would, or should embody particular personality characteristics socially coded as belonging to girls and women. Patterns of this assumption are played out again and again on the terrain of female bodies: sex-selective female infanticide, rape culture, compulsory motherhood, billions of hours of unpaid domestic labor, and even the “glass ceiling” in business and government. These wildly diverse examples of harm to women are all rooted in a conscious or unconscious belief in the presence of a natural connection between female bodies and their abilities or social worth. So-called ciswomen are materially harmed by their gender assignment.

By indulging gender essentialism, cis/trans theory cannot avoid making an implicit claim about the patriarchal status quo: it is as natural as cis people’s gender identities. Indeed, to question the cisgender man/woman binary would be to throw the conceptual legitimacy of gender identity as a reflection of authentic self into question. As a result, the cis/trans theory of gender cannot and does not address the glaringly obvious problem that females are oppressed as women.

If gender identity is humans’ destiny rather than a social construct, then the cis/trans binary offers women nothing from which to launch a logical attack against our gender-based oppression. The great weight of history has already conspired to demonstrate that female humans are weaker and less rational than male humans. The seemingly organic arrangements of man/woman, husband/wife, father/daughter are traditionally framed as benevolent protection of women by men. Without any counter-explanation for these hierarchies, and like all other forms of gender essentialism, the cis/trans theory of gender provides dangerous ideological cover for the continuation of male supremacist social structures.

More importantly, if identification with the ritualized submission of femininity is ciswomen’s destiny, women cannot understand themselves as anything but unavoidably complicit in their own oppression. Women’s alleged failure to be assertive in the workplace, for example, is now easily explained away as a charming and inevitable byproduct of women’s authentic selves. Cisgender women might be advised to compensate for their little identity challenge by simply learning to lean in,12 you know, like cisgender men do. It is not unfair stereotypes about women’s (in)competence or the institutional devaluation of female labor,13 but ciswomen’s gender identity that hinders them on their path to professional success and equality.

Rather than pinpointing and deconstructing the complex web of external forces that create impossible double standards for women,14 cisgender theory completely ignores women’s lower social status relative to men. It does not account for or even recognize that the gendered characteristics of power and authority are incompatible with being womanly.15 By failing to account for the negative effects of gender on half of the world’s humans, the cis/trans binary functions as anti-feminist victim blaming. For if gender is “natural,” it cannot be named as a cause of the oppression of women.

CISWOMEN’S GENDER IDENTITIES AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF OPPRESSION

The cis theory of gender also fails to take on the psychology of oppression. It erroneously assumes that any person who does not want to transition is perfectly happy with their assigned gender at birth. Those humans who fail to stage a very specific kind of public performance – the act of transitioning – are assumed to affirmatively embrace the gender assigned to them at birth.

Yet gender’s imprint on the identities of female humans cannot be measured by their apparent assimilation to being “girls” and “women.” Women’s internalization of gender identity and gender roles has been analyzed endlessly by feminist and political theorists of all kinds. Over a century and a half ago John Stuart Mill (in collaboration with his wife Harriet Taylor Mill, whose intellectual contributions were subsumed under her husband’s name precisely because of gender roles) put it plainly in “The Subjection of Women”:

All causes, social and natural, combine to make it unlikely that women should be collectively rebellious to the power of men. … All men, except the most brutish, desire to have, in the woman most nearly connected with them, not a forced slave but a willing one, not a slave merely, but a favorite. They have therefore put everything in practice to enslave their minds.16

This passage highlights the importance of psychological control as a tool of domination. It is undeniable that some women are willing to participate in the structures of our own oppression. Radical feminist Andrea Dworkin’s Right-Wing Women is all about this.17 Liberal feminist Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique describes the quiet desperation of women suffering under the crushing weight their own conformity to women’s sex-specific social positions as wives and mothers.18 These very different but very classic feminist texts, along with many others, have helped women understand how identification with gender is externally constructed; how we relate to the sex-based social roles expected of us; and why we might come to embrace practices or behaviors that ultimately serve to harm us.

Adopting the values of the oppressor is a well-documented coping skill of people who are debased and essentialized.19,20 Feminists know that women are not unique in internalizing their own subjugation:

Coerced assimilation is in fact one of the policies available to an oppressing group in its effort to reduce and/or annihilate another group. This tactic is used by the U.S. government, for instance, on the American Indians.21

Similarly, women have been subtly and not-so-subtly groomed to take joy or pride in the superficial social rewards of gender conformity. The target characteristics of the female gender role–to be passive, people pleasing, and self-blaming–increase the likelihood of eventual assimilation. Women who did not internally identify with femininity but who were willing to do whatever it took to fit in, to suffer in silence, to pretend forever; of women who grudgingly resigned themselves to their social role under threat of violence or social ostracization; these women are not part of the cis/trans theory of gender identification.

CISGENDER PRIVILEGE AND THE POLITICS OFINTERNAL IDENTITY

It gets worse. After establishing a hard distinction between cisgender people and transgender people, the cis/trans theory of gender is extended to claim that cisgender people experience a special type of privilege. Cisgender privilege.

According to the online encyclopedia, Wikipedia:

In 2010, the term cisgender privilege appeared in academic literature, defined as the “set of unearned advantages that individuals who identify as the gender they were assigned at birth accrue solely due to having a cisgender identity.”22

These “unearned advantages” accrue to cismen and ciswomen as a result of the alleged psychological comfort/ease they experience between their body and the gender they were assigned at birth. By contrast, we are asked to consider the extreme psychological distress transgender people report about being perceived as their assigned gender at birth. In other words, trans people’s unique emotional struggle against the gender others assume them to be explains how they are marginalized on the axis of gender, and cisgender people are privileged.23
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