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Praise for GenderQueer


 

“What a gift to the fields of sex and gender studies! Editors Riki Wilchins, Joan Nestle and Clare Howell have produced a book that is packed with new ideas and daring voices—just plain excellent ideas and writing. Genderqueer is a classic, one that will enrich the perspective of sex radicals for years to come. It is must-reading for feminists, queer academics, LGBTQ+ activists and their friends and allies.”

—Patrick Califia, M.A. author of Sex Changes:

The Politics of Transgenderism and Speaking Sex to Power

 

“Gender is a poorly understood yet rigidly defended system of power rooted in a binary that this books shatters. This book is phenomenal because of the thoughtful framework that the three editors create and the honest insights that the contributing writers provide. This thought-provoking and beautifully written book is a must-read for all who care about human rights.”

—Urvashi Vaid, author of Virtual Equality




Dedication


 

My sincerest thanks to Joan Nestle and Clare Howell for helping bring this book to life. Especially Clare, who spent long hours editing and curating these essays. 

And to Gina and Dylan Jade always. Thanks for putting up with my constant scribbling and typing at all hours. You are my life. 

 

Riki Wilchins

South Beach




Preface to the New Edition


 

The word “genderqueer” has had an interesting life. I first started using it in the 1990s, just as the old anti-gay slur queer was being resuscitated. I needed a name for those of us who were “visibly queer,” whose queerness flowed not from our sexual orientation, but from our gender.

I was promptly attacked by a prominent gay columnist for “ruining a perfectly good word” like queer, which seemed weird in several ways. And then that was it. Nothing. 

But then, about 10 years later at the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force [NGLTF]’s Creating Change conference for LGBTQ youth, I was using the (temporarily) gender-neutral bathrooms, and read a sticker someone had posted in my stall: “A Genderqueer Was Here.” 

That stopped me. I remember thinking, “That’s really interesting. Someone is using it.”

Since then, genderqueer has developed a life of its own, eventually even making its way slowly into mainstream print venues like the New York Times. In fact, just yesterday it popped out at me while reading an article on Vox.com. 

Perhaps even more strangely, I was asked (okay, I bullied my way in) to write a Foreword for a new anthology on nonbinary folks. I was delighted, since it reminded me a lot of what we tried to do with this anthology back when there were few transgender books, and few voices heard. 

I begged the editors to put “Nonbinary” in their books’ title to help the word get out into popular use. 

But they demurred. They wanted to title it….Genderqueer. 

So the word continues to mutate and stretch in new ways I never anticipated, much less intended. Perhaps that’s because it continues to flow into various empty niches in our language. 

Genderqueer - the Anthology was designed to fill an empty niche in our literature, one that has since begun to become overpopulated. But back when I approached my co-editors Joan and Clare to do this book, there was very little to read on transgender life. There was Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues, Kate Bornstein’s Gender Outlaw, my own Read My Lips, and nothing else—besides some much older autobiographies from the 1950s and ’60s.

We wanted to give voice to a new generation of trans writers and thinkers. And that was the inspiration for this book. It’s divided into two main parts: the first chapters are a brief introduction to gender terms and concepts. The second and main part contains all the essays. 

Many of these essays are still as edgy and current as ever. It’s great of Riverdale Avenue Books to put it back into print. 

I hope you enjoy it. 

 

Riki Wilchins

June, 2020


Genders on My Mind


Joan Nestle

 

One of the stories I performed in my 12-year-old fantasies when I lived in the Bayside section of Queens, New York in 1952 was the story of Pat Ward, the call girl mistress of the oleomargarine king Mickey Jelke. He was a round, untidy heir to a fortune, and she was the always demure-looking, Peter Pan collar-wearing “woman of sin” who had seduced him. This was the social picture that was presented on the covers of the tabloids of the time. Ward was undergoing severe questioning in the courtroom, and the papers were filled with her image; the photographers delighted in showing the face and form of a prostitute who looked like someone’s sister. On my own, after school, it was my job to clean the three-room apartment I shared with my working mother. I see it all so clearly, looking back after almost 50 years. To give myself company as I tucked the sheets in and swept the floors, I became Pat Ward and her accusers, but the part I liked playing the most was the male lawyer who defended her.

The sensationalized story of Pat Ward captured my attention and my heart because caught up in the black-and-white images of the New York Post was the mix of gender, sex, rebellion, and exile that delineated the l 950s for me, that time so often touted as the golden age of conformity. Because I was on my own so much and because my mother neglected to school me in gender expectations, I was more an untidy street ruffian than a 12-year-old girl. Others tried to intercede about my appearance and manners. Once my fourth-grade teacher, Mr. Olsen, stopped me in the schoolyard and bent down to tuck my blouse inside my skirt. “You have to dress more ladylike,” he said. Over and over again, surrogate parents tried to normalize my appearance, but I saw myself as an adventurer, not a little girl. Gender expectations seemed to me to be formal middle-class rituals that did not fit into the realities of my life, much like the school’s expectation that we would all go to the dentist every year.

As I entered my teens, my mother did have some warning words for me: “If you do not wear a girdle, your ass will be like the side of a barn,” or “Why don’t you put on some lipstick? You look like a ghost.” When these decrees came from my mother, they felt more about sex than gender. I soon became girlhood lovers with Roz, the kosher butcher’s daughter. Never having known my father, I loved to please the large, round man who came home to his wife and daughter in his blood­stained apron. To Moishe, I was Hershey (his play on Nestle), the tomboy friend of his very feminine daughter. The gender role he defined for me in his family was made very clear one afternoon in the 1950s when he took Roz and me to a YMHA swimming pool. To encourage her to learn to swim, he suddenly picked me up and threw me in the pool. As I floundered around, I could hear his voice above the churning water: “See, Hershey is not afraid.” I felt very proud, even though I knew I was being used to seduce his little girl into less lethargic behavior. Gender, even in the 1950s with its seemingly ironclad prescriptions, had its underbelly, its slippages where small transgressions could become lifelong remembrances of other possibilities. More than anything I wanted Max’s appreciation and, if I had to be the “boy” in my adopted family, I could do that easily. The economic and familial realities of my life made me a changeling in many ways, and I suspect that this is true for many others. When we talk about the magnetic pull of gender—its huge tidal wave of expectations—we should also keep in mind that we have, as well, a lifelong reservoir of small transgressions.

One thing I know for sure: I will never give up drag even at 50, if for no other reason than it upsets the neighbors. The future of the homosexual lies in some kind of unity…we don’t seem able to band together.

 

We could start by stopping to hate the types we are not comfortable with.

—from an interview with “Miss Destiny”

in One: The Homosexual Viewpoint, September 1964

 


Genders on My Mind


 

One night in 1955, I was riding home on a Bayside bus after a day of shopping with Roz. I was wearing a gray blazer and gray slacks; I had my usual short hair. Sitting in an aisle seat, I half-watched the passengers climbing on as the bus stopped at the subway station to pick up returning workers from Manhattan. I did not realize until she had walked by me that my mother was one of those tired people. I turned to her and shouted, “Hey, Mom, it’s me.” My mother turned and then went as gray as my blazer before she disappeared in the onrush of the other boarding passengers. When we were reunited at our stop, she pulled me to a halt as soon as the bus pulled.away and said, “You must never dress like that again in public. Do you hear me? Never again!” There was terror in her voice and disgust on her face. At that moment my mother had recognized that I was, in the parlance of the 1950s, a freak, and “freak” then became my self-image, a word synonymous with gender nonconformity. The discussions we now have of gender play and drama, of deconstruction and reconstruction, are for me always anchored in that word. Because at 61, I am even more aware of my legacies. One of the reasons I wanted to be part of this book lies in that look my mother gave me on a darkened street in Queens so many years ago, when I had just thought I was out adventuring with my girlfriend, yet I had unwittingly fallen off the map of what was considered gender-human in the 1950s.

 

I am a transsexual—a person who has changed her physical sex (female to male). I have become increasingly disturbed by the wall being erected between transsexuals and lesbians... 

—Karl Ericsen, The Ladder, April-May, 1970

 

I reflect several things as one of the editors of this collection: the 1950s, the pre-Stonewall femme tradition, the archivist, the lesbian feminist, the sex radical. I know that for at least 40 years the second wave of the feminist movement has discussed, researched, debated, and acted on the gender oppression of women. The whole field of women’s studies, a pioneering movement of scholars and activists, of the academy and of communities, was constructed around understanding and contesting the regional and international dimensions of the social, cultural, and economic predicaments of women. I owe the feminist movement my life as a woman, which means, in some ways, my life as a femme. By the ’60s, I knew how to live as a freak, but I did not know how to live as a woman. Even though at times I have been labeled a traitor to the cause of feminism, I have always known that the deeper exploration of my femme passion was made possible by the gender dignity I was finding in the new world of lesbian feminism.

But there were tensions from the beginning. Whether it was Janice Raymond railing on about the transsexual conspiracy in her book The Transsexual Empire (1979), or the tight strictures about who could come to a feminist conference or be given a meeting place or be welcomed at a women’s festival, it became clear that some gender and sexual issues were far from being clearly understood. Too often we talked and made judgments about the offending persons in their absence—for example, conferences about prostitution without a sex worker present. As Gayle Rubin has pointed out, we often thought we were speaking about sex and gender when we were only speaking about gender, and a certain restricted concept of gender at that. (“Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality, ed. Carole Vance, 1984.)

These tensions burst out in the “sex wars” of the early 1980s when one of the targets of the women’s movement’s antipornography forces became other feminists, the new “freaks”—primarily S/M and femme/butch lesbians, transgender “passing” women, sex workers, and, at times, sexually hungry straight women.

In the years that followed, there was an explosion of public lesbian sexual discussion. As part of this outpouring of voices and ideas about sexuality, in 1992 I edited The Persistent Desire: A Femme-Butch Reader, a collection of writings by femme and butch women, both past and present, that has a direct relationship to this present collection. In my earlier writings, one of the points I had been trying to make was that femme and butch allowed for a two-gendered sexual discussion within the single category of lesbian.

In Persistent Desire, I wanted to document as many voices from as many different cultural settings as I could—the excitement, price, and complexity of femme/butch desire. It was, I thought, my final contribution to the long, contentious debate over what kinds of desires were permissible in the lesbian-feminist world. As I was doing outreach for the collection in the year before its publication, I was sent in the mail an anonymous piece titled “Letter to a Fifties Femme from a Stone Butch,” a piece that gave me all I wanted: the ’50s historical setting, the grandeur of femme-butch courage in the face of so much state and social brutality, a depiction of the kind of love and support both butches and femmes needed to give each other to survive the world around them. I despaired about finding the author until one afternoon when I was speaking about femme/butch on a panel at the Gay Community Center in New York, Leslie Feinberg rose from the audience and read that letter, her letter, to the audience. The rest is history, genderqueer history. 

Now is the time for more honesties. In Persistent Desire, I thought I was securing a historical position for the community that had given me so much, the femme/butch world of the 1950s and ’60s. However, I was not as insightful as one of the contributors, Gayle Rubin, who, in the final section of the book, extended the boundaries to include all the expressions of lesbian masculinities: “Drag, cross-dressing, passing, transvestism, and transsexualism are all common in lesbian populations, particularly those not attempting to meet constricted standards of political virtue.” (Of Catamites and Kings: Reflections on Butch, Gender and Boundaries, p. 468) As the ’90s went by, word kept getting back to me that many of the butch contributors to Persistent Desire were “transitioning”—in one of the many stages in the continuum of changing their gender from woman to man. These gender complexities all came home to me in 1998 when I was doing a mini book tour for my new book, A Fragile Union (Cleis Press), and reading in the women’s bookstore in Oakland, Calif. For the first time, a large group of genderqueer men in different stages of transitioning were part of my audience. After the reading, one of the men stood up and thanked me profusely for “giving him permission” for his genderqueer journey. People applauded, and I felt like a fraud. I knew that in my first work, A Restricted Country (Firebrand Books, 1987), I had not extended my thinking about gender far enough. Indeed, I used one of the essays in A Fragile Union to critique an earlier essay of mine, “Esther’s Story,” for its assertion that Esther, while a passing woman, did not see herself as a man. As Rubin had so rightly said, in my defense of one besieged community I had oversimplified another.

Later in the night another incident occurred that has haunted me. A long line of readers filed past me, asking me to sign their books or just wanting to speak. Toward the end of the night, a very handsome butch woman appeared in front of me with A Fragile Union opened to the essay “My Fem Odyssey”; in which I discuss my sense of sexual autonomy as a femme woman. In that small, quiet world that often is created between the author and the reader on a busy bookstore night, everything else seemed to fall away. Her first words to me were, “I feel I have failed you.” I was stunned by her sadness. Pointing to my essay that included my declaration of femme independence and then to the transitioning people around her, she said, “I feel I am not good enough, that being butch is not good enough. “ My head and heart were spinning after that night.

Perhaps they still are. When Riki, whom I have known for more than 15 years, and Clare, whom I met when this project started about three years ago, asked if I would be part of GenderQueer, I protested that I was not a suitable third voice, since I was born a woman and remain a biological and gender-identified woman. In addition, as a femme, I have not been overly pleased with the proliferation and center-staging of lesbian masculinities, and I still think we are missing a huge chunk of the gender-sex-desire conversation. After much back and forth, we worked out that perhaps I could be a bridge between communities, communities that historically have been at odds with each other and still are, as evidenced in the continuing exclusion of genderqueer women and men from the grounds of the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival.

 

Every hour every day we encounter something new

Electric this, Atomic that–a modern point of view.

Now anything can happen and we shouldn’t think it strange,

If oysters smoke cigars

Or lobsters drive imported cars, For we live in a time of change...

When the First Lady is a he—, and the President is me

It’s a switch—it’s a twist—it’s a change. 

Still these things would shock most people 

But I really don’t know why,

For the world is full of changes—

who knows this more than I

—from the stage act of Christine Jorgensen, 1954,

Christine Jorgensen: A Personal Autobiography, with introduction by Susan Stryker, Cleis Books, 2000, original, 1967

 

What I have come to understand is that there are pluralistic gender histories, pluralistic challenges to the male/female, woman/man, lesbian, butch/femme constructions and identities as I had come to know them. I no longer strain to fit all the genderqueer ways of self under one transformative banner. Actually, the multiplicity of biological and constructed selves now is closer to the world I inhabited in the bars of the 1950s, when intersexed and passing people were part of the restricted and policed territory that were our public homes.

Writers like Louis Sullivan, Kate Bornstein, Judith Halberstam, Jay Prosser, Sandy Stone, Riki Wilchins, to name just a few, have ensured that the world of gender discussion will never be the same, not for feminists, not for anyone. They and so many others in living their lives are creating new gender histories: histories that will include the lives of men who spent many years living as lesbian feminists; women who started their biological lives as men and now live as lesbians; histories that will include the voices of people who live as both sexes when the medical world allows them; and histories of mourning for the gendered selves not allowed to survive. Every few years of my life, I think, Now we should really be talking about… and I fill in one of the hot issues of the early ’70s consciousness-raising groups like “class” or “mothers.” This is such a time. Now we can have much fuller, varied, challenging, and representative discussions about gender than we ever had before. Now we have the genderqueer voices in first person. Think of the richness of the conversation 50 years from now, if we survive the present world.

All of us have a choice: We can stand on old ground, protecting 40-year-old borders, or we can throw open the gates and see what lies ahead in new thinking, new organizing, new narratives, new intersections between political, cultural, racial, economic, and gender-sex struggles. More than ever we have the tools for a deeper critique of gender both as a means of social control and as a promise of greater global freedom of gender and sexual expression.

 

Wherever they go, Swazi girls now will be expected to wear a bundle of bright traditional tassels signifying celibacy. In addition, long pants will be forbidden for the young girls. “You should look like a girl, not a boy,” said a government official.

—“To Fight AIDS, Swaziland’s King Orders Girls to Avoid Sex for Five Years,” The New York Times, September 28, 2001 

 

For me, gender is both a real, material reality embedded in the histories of all of us, and an imagined place where my body can shape-change into hardness, into boyness, into the sheep driver Jim who makes love to his barmaid girlfriend Peg. This imagined place of gender freedom where desire and sexuality find whatever form they need has become even more important to me both as I age and as the world careens toward fundamentalist madness. War is a time of heightened masculinity when women disappear off the public stage except as victims or supporters of their men. War in some terrible way is the final victory of gender hierarchies. Just as they did in the 1950s, under the government-orchestrated fear of subversives, differences—imagined and lived—become even more suspect, more dangerous and endangered.

In an article on fertility ethics, a reporter for The New York Times wrote, “It is simple to see if the embryo is male, with an X and a Y chromosome, or a female, with two X chromosomes” (October 1, 2001). I think of the voices in this collection, of the long, complex journeys in thought, feeling, and body that are here, and shake my head—never simple, not in what societies have planned for their “women” and “men,” and not in what we are asking, wanting for ourselves.

 

Note: I want to thank my lover, Dianne Otto, for her careful reading of this essay and for being the Peg of my life.


A Continuous Non-Verbal Communication


Riki Wilchins

 

As I write this, the World Trade Towers attack is barely a month old. In the interim, we’re being flooded with video images from around the US and around the world. Of all of them, perhaps none will stay with me longer than images of Afghani women, who inevitably appear on television as dark, human cocoons silently gliding across the screen. 

It was telling that among the first acts of the new fundamentalist regime were demands that women cover themselves from head-to-toe, men wear full beards and masculine attire, and a re-underscoring of the illegality of homosexuality—all on pain of punishment or death.

This instinct to control bodies, genders, and desires, may be as close as we have to a universal constant. It is common to cultures rich and poor, left-wing and right-wing, Eastern and Western.

And here I mean “gender” in its widest sense—including sexual orientation, because I take it as self-evident that the mainspring of homophobia is gender: the notion that gay men are insufficiently masculine or lesbian women are somehow inadequately feminine. 

And I include sex because I take it as obvious that what animates sexism and misogyny is gender, and our astonishing fear and loathing around issues of vulnerability or femininity. 

In a society where femininity is feared and loathed, all women are genderqueer. In a culture where masculinity is defined by having sex with women, and femininity by having sex with men, all gay people are genderqueer. 

Fundamentalist regimes often begin with gender, because, of all the things we have to say to each other, first and foremost among them is our gender. It’s the reason we dress as we do every morning, style our hair in specific ways, stand and walk and gesture and even inflect our voices the way we do. Gender is what attracts us to other people, and how we hope to make ourselves attractive to them.

In fact, throughout our entire waking lives we are carrying on a continuous non-verbal dialog with the world saying: This is who I am, this is how I feel about myself, this is how I want you to see me.

Unfortunately, when we do so, many of us lose our childhoods, our jobs, and even our lives. Because, in this continuous non-verbal conversation, the world is talking back to us, too, saying: No, no—-this is how we see you, this is how you should feel about it, this is who you can be.

“The body,” Simone de Beauvoir told us, “is a situation.” She might have said a political situation, one that infancy enmeshes us in a web of expectations, rules, and demands concerning how we look, act, or dress; how we must think of our sex and physical characteristics, what bodies we must desire, and how we should desire them. 

As we age, the web tightens. The gender transgressions of infancy are no longer as amusing or accepted as in childhood; childhood’s transgressions are increasingly unwelcome by puberty; and the gender experimentation of puberty must be abandoned by early adulthood, when all young men and women are expected to be… men and women.

And only men and women. This ostensibly “natural” progression, inexorably producing men from males and women from females, consumes an extraordinary investment of social resources. Others devote time and energy to regulating our gender, and we spend an even greater amount learning, rehearsing, exploring, and perfecting our gender. By adulthood our role is inhabited so completely that it feels inevitable. And should the experimentation of childhood inadvertently re-emerge, we find it awkward, embarrassing, and even threatening.

Threatening, but not lost. For although it looks like something we are, gender is always a doing rather than a being. In this sense, all gender is drag. And as with any drag, there’s always the chance that we’ll do something wrong, fall off the stage, do something unscripted outside the lines. So even a “real man”: all muscles, Clint Eastwood-clenched teeth and Sly Stallone dominance, might one day find himself crying during a movie, wondering what it feels like to wear a revealing dress, or feeling strange physical empathies with his pregnant wife.

In these moments of awkward embarrassment there is also something like a kind of freedom, the hint of another kind of person we might have been if only we didn’t inhabit a world where every one of eight billion human beings must fit themselves into one of only two genders.

This is a secret that the youth of today already know. As you’ll read in these narratives, for them gender is the new frontier: the place to rebel, to create new individuality and uniqueness, to defy old, tired, outdated social norms, and yes—occasionally to drive their parents and sundry other authority figures crazy. 

More power to them. As one said to trans-activist Dana Rivers, “I was too young for women’s rights and gay rights. Gender is the civil rights movement of my time.” Who could not be intrigued and stirred by such sentiments? 

Yet the question still lingers: why has it taken so long for gender’s emergence as a civil rights issue? 

 


Bang the Symbols Slowly


 

In the introduction to Sexual Politics, one of feminism’s earliest manifestos, Kate Millett complained that analyzing patriarchy was so difficult because there was no alternative system to which it might be compared. 

Her comment could well apply to trying to analyze the gender system. The problem is not that we don’t know the gender system well enough, but rather that we know it all too well, and can’t envision any alternative. Thus, trying to understand gender can feel like trying to grasp the Empire State Building while standing three inches away: it’s at once so big, so overwhelming, and so close that we can’t see it all at once or conceptualize it clearly. 

Gender is a lens through which we’ve not yet learned to see clearly. Or more accurately, it is like a pair of glasses worn from childhood, lenses through which we’ve always seen so that we can’t remember how the world looked before. And this lens is strictly bifocal. It, strangely, shows us only black and white, in a technicolor world. As this book’s narratives clearly illustrate, there may certainly be more than two genders, but two genders is all we’ve named, all we know, and all we’ll see. And, as basic gender is personhood, changing that will take a more radical political upheaval than we’ve yet seen from any recent human rights movement.

Initiating such political action is made more challenging by the fact that gender is not a formal system like marriage, backed by readily accessible public policy, law and institutions. Nor is gender only a set of extra-legal social practices such are contained in the sexist treatment of women or the racist codes of Jim Crow. While it is certainly both of these, gender is primarily a system of symbols and meanings for power and sexuality—masculinity and femininity, strength and vulnerability, action and passivity, dominance and weakness—and the rules, privileges, and punishments pertaining to their use. 

It’s because gender is not just a system of laws and practices, but also a way of thinking and seeing, that it has taken so long to come to the fore as a political issue. Yet unlike the struggles against homophobia, racism, and sexism, the struggle against genderism will not only be about gaining rights for an oppressed class of men and women. It will be about gaining equality for all men and women. And, paradoxically, it will be about the rights of some of us to not be men or women.

 


No Matter Where You Go, There You Are


 

As a system of meanings in which we participate each day, gender also feels exquisitely personal. So when someone gender-bashes or gender-baits us, we think, “It’s my own fault. If only I were more butch, if only I were more femme, if only I were taller, shorter, slimmer, heavier, had smaller breasts or larger muscles… if only I’d dressed or acted or felt differently, this never would have happened to me.” We blame ourselves, and so we try to change ourselves.

But feminism was right: the personal is political, and nowhere more so than with gender. The feelings of shame, humiliation, and fear are not the result of personal failings. Nor are they the inadvertent side effects of benign system of gender norms. Such feelings are the gender system itself at work: enjoining us to police ourselves, reminding us of our place, shaming us into submission, and making our gender appear natural, seamless and voluntary. 

Changing ourselves to become smaller, curvier, butcher, or thinner will not change anything because the gender system cannot be challenged or contested through individual effort. Genderism is an organization, and a systemic oppression; so it can only be challenged through an organized and systemic response. 

If you come away from these writings with only one realization, I hope it will be that whatever feelings of shame or dread you’ve experienced around your own gender are not merely private problems, but also political issues. And they are not yours alone, but something all of us have shared. 

A movement for gender equality will not only have to work the halls of justice and the halls of Congress, but also engage with new and fuzzier sorts of political questions: how do we come to know our selves, how do we come to understand our bodies, and how have we come to be the “us” that we are? We will need to begin thinking out loud about acquiring the political tools to recover that small silent voice that once only said, “This is who I am, this is how I see myself, this is how I want you to see me”—a tall task for any new movement.

 


You’re Trapped in Whose Body?


 

Another facet of the delay in gender’s political emergence is that, while cultural sensitivity to gender has exploded in recent years, it has also been strangely limited and stunted. All that explosive force has been channeled into one area: transgender. 

Whenever gender is mentioned, it is inevitably written down—and too often written off—as only transgender: something only affecting a small, if embattled, minority. 

Oh, to be sure, we must all bow before the gods of inclusion. We must ensure no “LGB” issues forth without its trailing “T.” But you and I—we don’t have problems with our gender. All the men we know are tops, and all the women high-heeled femmes. While it’s hard not to cheer the emergence of transgender as an important queer cause, confining the dialog on gender to one identity has had the curious side-effect of relieving the rest of society—gay or straight—from examining its own history of transcending gender norms. But genderqueerness will not stay put in any one community. It’s an issue that transcends boundaries and identities, if only because the boundaries and identities at issue are, themselves, gender-based. Rethinking gender—a task of this book—will mean rethinking our politics.

 


This Book


 

It is this last issue—the equation of gender with transgender, and even what “transgender” should mean—that has most clearly haunted the creation of this book and the tensions we’ve had to navigate as editors. 

We began with three very different visions of what a gender anthology would look like. Along the way we’ve argued, struggled, and occasionally fought over how to combine them in the confines of single book. 

For one of us, the conception of gender is a product of her experiences as a working-class lesbian femme in the 1950s and ’60s. At the time, gender was an elaborate, prescribed set of sub-cultural codes and rituals that communicated desire through clothing, posture, and stance. Part of her editorial challenge has been the fear that her bona fides will be questioned, that—as someone who does not necessarily favor changing bodies and has not changed her own—she will be told she does not have the standing to be part of a “transgender” struggle.

For another, gender is inseparable with transexuality, and the bigotry she faces. She has been drawn to offering those narratives that will best help others in similar circumstances whose most important challenge is developing the courage to face daily harassment. Part of her editorial challenge has been accepting wider visions of gender, one that doesn’t have a “hierarchy of queerness” in which some can be more oppressed or needy than others.

For me, well, I’ve long since renounced labels and categories of all kinds. Not that I don’t think others should have them or they are always bad things—far from it. But I do not find any that fit. For me, gender has moved from the personal, firmly, to the political: to a human rights movement in the process of being built. Part of my editorial challenge has been staying true to the vision of a gender equality movement for all, while accepting that co-editors and readers bring very specific and personal needs, some distinctly non-political, to a book like this. 

We have approached our task with a singular and sometimes frustrating tension. But, over time, that tension has become central to this anthology. Among the three of us we track a rough trajectory of the chronological path of gender in the public mind. 

Gender originated as a feminist concern: men were the norm and women considered “the gendered sex.” Rather than attacking the binary, feminism emphasized redistributing power more equality between the two sides. 

As gay rights grew the gender dialog centered on roles, as illustrated through the flamboyant dress and behavior of butches and femmes, tops and bottoms, queens and (later) kings. 

As gayness retreated to sexual orientation, a transexual voice began to be heard that was new, militant, and vocal, shifting the dialog to more radical transgressions that involved changing bodies and sexes.

And now other voices are coming forward, promoting gender equality as a political movement and the next civil rights cause. 

Within these strands are all the tensions that have informed this book, and all the forces that have both delayed and promoted gender’s emergence as a primary social issue. In that sense, this book is the result of three decades of omission: a whisper in the silence, a pent-up exhalation, an emancipation delayed. 

We approach these chapters with a sense of wonder at how different these writer’s lives must be, only to find that their voices are our voices, their stories ours, and that they are us. We have all had experiences like these: only few of us have spoken them. 

This is book for all of us. It’s about the parts of us that have always been considered socially embarrassing, it’s about the voices that every movement has left out and left behind because they were politically unacceptable, because they couldn’t be “mainstreamed” without changing that mainstream forever.

Well, the time for changing that mainstream is now. Gender is the civil rights movement of our time, because gender rights are human rights. And I look forward to the day when they are universally recognized and respected as such. 


Stories


Clare Howell

 

The power of stories is my calling to this book. I discovered that power when I was 12, having come of age before the J and YA genres emerged. Until then, reading had been a process of work for me—coping with school, with occasional classics like Treasure Island, Tom Sawyer, and Huckleberry Finn to give my imagination a ride. One summer, between the sixth and seventh grades, I came across A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O’Connor, and the world opened up. The realization that words on the page could teach me how to live was all the motivation I needed to become a life-long reader. 

For the first time, I encountered real people living lives I knew, exaggerated but recognizable. Intuitions and instincts I couldn’t bring into focus, much less articulate, crystallized to understanding in a heartbeat as I read, ‘The Artificial N____.’ In the haunted land where I grew up—rural south Georgia, late ’50s, early ’60s—the racial landscape influenced every breathing moment in our lives, through, if not overt oppression of half the population, an intricate dance of manner and custom set firmly in place by Jim Crow laws my forbearers had installed and fiercely maintained. Being white and male, my cultural moment was only disorienting for me. I was bewildered in the land of contradiction. 

In 10 pages, the characters of Mr. Head and grandson Nelson showed me clearly what I needed the remove of fiction to realize clearly: that racism is a disease of the heart and mind, but it goes to the bone, and is passed on from one generation to the next; it is not a naturally occurring state of being. That story, like those in this collection, offered me moral insight that I would have come to eventually, but it helped me to clarify how human nature works. It helped me make sense of my world. 

Another book that I stumbled upon and devoured in the attic of my aunt was a musty old hardback, The Well of Loneliness by Radcliffe Hall. It was the title that got my 12-year-old self so romantically sad. The story was gloomy, too obliquely laid out for me to understand. I couldn’t figure out why Stephen was so unhappy. I wasn’t yet ready for this book; only after I’d grown up did it strike me as fascinating that I found it in the collection of the wife of a southern sheriff not known for being open-minded.

Each of us has a story in which we play our part, making a life and defining ourselves in relation to others, to our community. For most people, it’s simple, if not easy. They look to their families, teachers, media stars, and peers, recognize the appropriate models, and get on with it, for better or worse. But for many gender-different young people, the models at hand are not sufficient. These young people are confused, buffeted between social pressure and fearful parents. 

Even in this day of media saturation, there are countless gender suspects throughout this country who come into their wits wondering if they are the only one. They see no one like them. For many, the only support and affirmation they find is in stories—either true or true-to-life: hence this book. I wanted to make a book I needed 35 years ago. But ultimately this is a book for everyone who senses a genderqueer within, to whatever degree, whether they’re living the dream or not. These stories are about out-front genderqueers, people who express their gender in ways that defy societal norms, and who feel the weight of cultural pressure to conform: to act their proper gender. There’s a wide range of experience here—transgender, intersex, gay and lesbian, bisexual—and people who love them. Beyond the gender, these are real, everyday people who don’t make headlines or lead glamorous lives. They live through all the courage, pain, hilarity, grief, exasperation, and wonder of lived experience, with resourcefulness and daring. 

I joined this project because I admire my fellow editors—Joan, who is a beacon of integrity and a source of strength in the butch/femme community (besides being the sweetest person any of us will ever know), and Riki, who is the most dynamic gender activist-theorist working today. I support Riki’s efforts—from the early Transexual Menace days when we did street theater in NYC just to be noticed, to her mellowing as a Washington activist—because her work is vital in redefining the focus of activism. But frankly, I don’t care about gender theory or a national movement for gender or transgender rights. I believe real change comes only from the bottom up, one heart and mind at a time. That’s why my activism is simply going to work each day as a public librarian, greeting patrons at the reference desk as an obviously transgendered person, and meeting their questions and (sometimes) ridicule with openness, however they choose to approach me.

I say ‘obviously transgendered’ because I make little effort to present either a feminine or masculine appearance. I lived half my lifetime creating the caricature of a man, and have no interest in spending the other half doing woman. So my example as the face of genderqueerness to hundreds of new faces every day in Brooklyn is my activism. Sometimes it’s a struggle because I accrue no stability or continuity of identity in the public eye. We have our regulars, but most of the several hundred people I see every day I’ve never seen before, so I am continually called upon to declare my gender. When asked, I say “woman,” but do not correct anyone’s assumption otherwise. 

Bearing witness—day after day, week after week through the mundane actions of everyday life—is my contribution to the trans civil rights struggle. Riki has her writing and political work, Joan her writing and editing. We bring different passions to the campaign for tolerance and understanding, but we’re all headed in the same direction and we’re all in it for the duration. 




A Certain Kind of Freedom: Power and the Truth of Bodies—Four Essays on Gender


Riki Wilchins


It’s Your Gender, Stupid!


 


Take Me to Your Gender


 

Gender. Everyone talks about it, but no one knows what it is or agrees on a definition. Gender identity? Gender expression? Gender characteristics? The gender system? A softer synonym for “sex?” “Gender” never stands alone, but always seems to need a noun to refer to. 

So it seems strange in a book devoted to gender that no writer takes the space to define what gender means. We assume that it’s a common term, although it appears to be anything but. Like pornography, we may not be able to define it, but we know it when we see it.

The fact that gender is used in so many different but related contexts hints that we’ve touched on something very basic and pervasive in the human condition. So does the fact that we “know it when we see it.” But all the confusion surrounding gender means that perhaps just the opposite is the case: that gender is a set of meanings, and so, like children learning to tell Daddy from Mommy, and little boys from little girls, we see it once we know it. 

 


Early Morning Do


 

The most popular conception of gender is as a sort of inner substance, an essence we all carry within us that is always conveniently binary, and, except in the case of transexuals, matched to our physical sex. It is the “expression” of this gendered core that leads us to various gender behaviors: from wearing dresses or ties to displaying dominance or vulnerability during sex.

But according to theorist Judith Butler, gender refers not to something we are, but to something we do, which—through extended repetition and the suppression of all exceptions—achieves the appearance of a sort of coherent, psychic substance. 

In this view, there is no doer behind the deed, no gendered identity behind the acts which we say result from it. The acts are all there is, and it is the strict regulation of these acts within the binary—females must produce feminine behaviors and males masculine—that produces the appearance of two coherent and universal genders.

Thus, I don’t pull on certain clothes in the morning or style my hair a particular way because of something within me. I do these acts in a manner consistent with either masculine or feminine norms because to do otherwise would render me socially unintelligible. People wouldn’t know what I was, or how to treat me, and I would be the target of a great deal of hostility.

My achieving a consistent appearance and behavior is then offered as proof of a binary gender inside me. 

If my gender is a doing that has to be re-done each day, just like I pull on those clothes each morning, that would help explain why sometimes my gender “fails”; even though I’ve felt like a man (and then later like a woman), people didn’t always recognize me as such. Even I couldn’t always recognize myself as such.

 


Better Dead Than Read


 

If I can “fail” accidentally, maybe there are ways I can fail on purpose that will create room for me to grow, to find new ways of expression that resonate more deeply. If gender is a doing and a reading of that doing, a call-and-response that must be continually done and re-done, then it’s also unstable, and there are ways I can disrupt it. Maybe universal and binary genders are not so inevitable after all.

This is an attractive line of thinking, especially for anyone who’s found themselves transcending narrow, outdated, 20th century gender norms—which is to say all the writers in this book, and most of its readers. 

But how do we square this with some of the facts? For instance, transexuality? It is undoubtedly true that some people (the author included) have, or do, feel a profound sense of discomfort at being confined to one sex and gender instead of another. If gender is a doing, does that imply that the transexual in distress is somehow re-enacting their own pain each morning in a repeated series of gendered acts?

And transexuality aside, most people do report experiencing a stable, long-term sense of identification with either male or female, man or woman. That would seem to constitute pretty good evidence of gendered identities.

But then again, there are only two types of identities one can report experiencing. For instance, I said, “I feel like a woman trapped in a man’s body,” and my doctors understood and shipped me off to surgery. But if I’d worn my ISNA “Hermaphrodites With Attitude” T-shirt and told them, “I feel like a herm trapped in a man’s body,” they would not have understood and would have shipped me off to a rubber room.

Moreover, paradoxically as it sounds, there is room to question whether any identification, however stable and long-term, actually constitutes having an identity. Identification is always an act, a repetition, a name we give to a collection of discrete traits, behaviors, urges, and empathies. 

 


A System of Meanings


 

Let me repeat something from the introduction: Gender is a system of meanings and symbols for power and sexuality: masculinity and femininity, strength and vulnerability, action and passivity, dominance and weakness, and the rules, privileges, and punishments pertaining to their use.

To gender something simply means investing it with one of two meanings. So anything and everything can be, is gendered, for example: ships, clothing, sexual positions, pens, bowls, hand positions, head tilts, vocal inflections, body hair, and different sports. Indeed, in many romance languages, every object is given a gender (“viva la difference,” Le Monde, “la dolce vita,” el toro, el Riki).

Because being gay itself is a transgression of the rules of gender, and because those rules heavily disfavor femininity, gay and feminist (and lately transgender), critics have tended to focus on gender’s many repressive aspects.

The punishments we exact for using the “wrong words” cross from the mundane to the fatal, including: hostile stares in the women’s room, being humiliated after gym for being “a sissy” or “a dyke,” unfair termination for being a “ball-buster,” assault for being a “faggot,” arrest for “impersonating a woman,” rape for being “too sexy,” forced psychiatric treatment for Gender Identity Disorder, genital mutilation for intersex infants, and, of course, murder.

But like any language, gender’s primary effect is not repressive but productive: it produces meanings. These are created through a vast and visible “top down” structure: binary birth certificates, restrooms, adoption policies, immigration laws, passports, and marriage laws. But they are also produced and maintained from the “bottom up,” through thousands of small, everyday acts—interactions that create and destroy gendered meanings in every moment. These micro-exchanges of meaning—in an elevator, over a meal, buying a newspaper, answering the phone—stamp us with our gender, bind us to it, and require us to answer to it in order to interact with other people.

Thus gender not only restrains us as individuals, but it is through the language of gender that we become who we are, that we come to recognize ourselves—and be recognized by others—as men and women, and only as men and women. 

As an academic concept, gender has been remarkably productive. Every year witnesses a new crop of articles, books, and theories about gender. Yet, as a civil rights cause gender is just beginning. 

One can see in gender the outlines of something that links misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, and the restricted way we raise our youth. Indeed, a widespread understanding of gender would have enormous potential to transform society and remove inequity and violence.

 


A Sex by Any Other Name Would Smell As Sweet


 

If gender is a system of meanings, then what are we to make of the recent and remarkable degree to which “gender” is replacing “sex” when referring to men and women, and also when referring to “male” and “female”? Perhaps this is only a way to avoid saying the overloaded word “sex,” which also means intercourse. It also seems to contradict the widely accepted notion that sex is a natural, physical property of bodies, while gender is something culturally derived from sex. 

In Butler’s formulation, sex (male/female) is to “raw” as gender (man/women) is to “cooked.” Sex is there “on the far side of language,”—appearing independent of and antecedent to language—while gender is something added on afterwards.

The increasing use of “gender” to replace “sex” may be an acknowledgement, if only unconsciously, that, once you start looking, there is very little on that far side of language. As a recent experiment, we asked a large group of very hip queer youth to list on a blackboard all the attributes that made of a Real Man and a Real Woman.

Interestingly enough, on the list beneath Real Man was “has a penis”; the list beneath Real Woman included “doesn’t have a penis.” Not one person in the entire group thought to list “doesn’t have a vagina” or even “has a vagina” as an identifying trait of bodies.

I take from this that although the body’s moving parts may all be “over there” on the far side of language, nearly everything we make of them to render them meaningful to us is right here, in our laps.

 


I’d Like to Buy a Women’s Dictionary


 

Gender as a language is at once terribly simple, because it has only two meanings, and terribly complex, because it touches us across the entire plane of contact between our bodies and society. 

In most languages, words can be used by anyone who can master them. But gender is a language that creates and sustains binary difference. To achieve this, gendered signs must be highly regulated so they don’t fall into the wrong hands, as if certain dictionary words were colored blue for boys and pink for girls. 

Wearing a skirt, smoking a pipe, crying in public, moaning during sex, scratching your crotch, describing anything (but God) as divine: these are some of the signs that may be spoken by only one half of the population or the other. 

 


20/20 Hind-Cite


 

If gender is a system of meanings, then, in a book of the same name, what is meant by “genderqueer?” For one thing, it brings back together those two things that have been wrongly separated: gender and gayness.

For Butler, “successful” genders are those that cite other, earlier examples. We learn to become men and women, and to be recognized as such, by copying other examples. 

In popular thought, men and women are considered “real” genders, and drag, transexuals, and butch/femme couples are considered copies. Thus drag is to copy as woman is to real. Drag imitates real life.

But if Butler is right, if gender is always an artifice that copies something else, then all gender is a re-use of familiar stereotypes according to the rules for their use. All gender is drag. And those that fail, that are read as “queer,” are simply those that break the rules. 

Thus neither a Streisand drag queen doing “Barbra,” nor Barbra herself doing “woman,” are any more or less real. There is no real gender to which they might be compared. Both use common symbols to achieve a visual meaning. The drag queen appears “false” because we don’t grant her access to those symbols.

Considering gender as a language, I would approach queerness somewhat differently. What did I mean when I told my doctors that I felt “like a woman?” How was it possible for me to feel like anything other than myself? 

Perhaps I only meant that I was feminine. But although one can be seen as feminine, feel feminine feelings, or to express femininity through our clothing, hairstyle, and posture, can anyone really be feminine? 

Achieving femininity sounds like a lot of work: how I feel, how I express myself to others, and how they perceive me. It’s one thing to feel consistently male or feminine or like a boy, but keep all that feeling/expressing/being-perceived continuously intact must take a lot of concentration. Having any gender at all is really a sort of accomplishment, a sustained effort. 

Genderqueers are people for whom some link in the feeling/expressing/being-perceived fails. For example, a stone butch may feel masculine and embody—in his own mind and behavior—masculinity. Yet because of his sex (the pronoun strains here), she might still be read as womanly, like a girl trying on her boyfriend’s clothes, especially if she is large-breasted, large-hipped, and petite. 

If genderqueer bodies are those that don’t follow the rules, the grammar of gender-as-language, then what are the boundaries of such a term, and what are its exclusions? Is a lesbian femme harassed for her mini-skirt and fuck-me pumps genderqueer? Is a three-year-old who tries on his sister’s dress, or a 40-year-old who loses a promotion because her boss believes women should be seen but not promoted? What about a football captain who’s humiliated by his coach because he wept after a tough loss?

If genderqueerness is not something we do, but an identity we are, then none of these people would seem to be candidates. So one of the problems is that a narrow definition will exclude the millions of people who rub up against gender norms but don’t step all the way out.

Some feminist theorists have questioned the queerness and radicalness of any sort of gender that doesn’t do just that: leave norms behind. They consider transexuals, butch/femmes, and drag queens as not only not genderqueer, but actually gender-conforming, because they partake of binary stereotypes. For them, the only “radical” choice is adopting more androgynous genders that fall totally off the binary map. 

But how are we to tell someone who faces discrimination or violence that they aren’t really queer? Surely their attackers think they are. 

Using queerness itself as a category of analysis seems to invite a new round of debate devoted to who is “really queer.” A voice that originated from one set of margins begins to create its own marginalized voices. These twin problems of identities—boundaries and hierarchies—emerge whenever we try to base politics on identity. 

 


It’s Not Me, I’m Just On Loan


 

If gender is always a bending of self towards prevailing norms, then gender is always a kind of displacement, from which not even genderqueers are immune. 

For instance, my friend Clare has recently commented to me that, “I know I sound like a man.” This kind of displacement repositions her voice as coming from somewhere else.

This is like the crossdresser who declares, “I like wearing women’s clothes.” It’s safe to say that no crossdresser ever wore “women’s clothing.” If the bill came to him, they’re his clothes, he bought them: they’re obviously men’s clothes. 

The displacement to “women’s clothes” prevents us from getting outside the terms of the language, from getting to something new that might redefine skirts or dresses or femininity as being about men.

Many crossdressers would reply that the point of dressing for them is that these are women’s clothes. It is the other-ness of the clothing, the fact that they are “women’s,” that is precisely what allows them to feel feminine. But once again, we can’t get to someplace new, where femininity might be something about men that is not anchored in Woman (or vice versa).

I remember telling my therapist one day in what felt like a breakthrough: if I’m a woman, and I haven’t had surgery, then this must be a woman’s penis. Wet dreams must be part of women’s experience. However, I would be slow to make this argument at the next NOW Conference.

I don’t mean to fall into the familiar trap of criticizing those who want to eat their cake but not have it. Some genderqueers, including crossdressers, are not interested in that “something new” (They will always enjoy appropriate as appropriation for its own sake). That sort of strategic displacement renounces ownership and participation. It announces that “this part of my gender isn’t me, it belongs to someone else, and I only appropriate/approximate it.” It announces an acceptance of the gender’s rules of access, who “owns” which words and who is allowed to use them.

For instance, it’s not possible for Clare to declare, “I sound like other men with breasts” or “I sound like other women trapped in male impersonators’ bodies,” or “I sound like a Clare,” because those are not legitimate categories of description. By definition Clare must sound like something else, because her own body is not among the available choices. 

Jenell, one of my favorite crossdressers, always reminds me that hir enjoyment is transgression itself. If micro-mini skirts ever become fashionable for men, she’ll have to decamp and find something else that is queer. 

In this sense, we are working somewhat at cross-purposes. We both want to end the intolerable discrimination suffered by those who transcend gender stereotypes.

But while I want to empty out those margins and bring queerness into the mainstream, she’d rather keep transgression in place, where s/he can enjoy it, but end its stigmatization. In retrospect, I think we both are right.

 


You Make Me Feel Like a Natural Woman Impersonator


 

Why do most genderqueers perceive themselves as falling within a long succession of binaries: female/male, butch/femme, top/bottom, boy/girl? Just as when we were children, we all learned to distinguish binary mommy from binary daddy, brother from sister, and little girls from little boys, (it seems, like everyone else, genderqueers see in twos). 

It is popular to explain genderqueerness as resulting from a “spectrum of gender” along which all individuals—queer and non-queer—fall. This is presented as a more enlightened and inclusive approach to bodies. 

Yet when you look closer, every spectrum turns out to be anchored by the same familiar two poles—male/female, man/woman, gay/straight. The rest of us are just strung out between them, like damp clothes drying on the line. 

The spectrum of gender turns out to be a spectrum of heterosexual norms, only slightly less oppressive but not less binary than its predecessors. 

Maybe the problem is that gender is a way of seeing: black-and-white glasses through which we view a Technicolor world. Wherever we look, no matter what is “out there,” we see only black-and-white. 

There is an apocryphal story of the American anthropologist who visited the remote island where the natives had 17 genders. Upon his return, he reported to the anthropological society that, “like all others we’ve studied, this culture also has only men and women.” 

 


We Are Men With Breasts. We Come in Peace


 

I recently spent a week at a large queer activists’ conference in the Midwest. I was dressed in my best Banana Republic men’s wear and looking, if I may say, pretty phat for a woman trapped in a six-foot male impersonator’s body.

I went across the street to a sports bar to get some change, and when I entered the whole room just seemed to stop: woman and men turned from the immense TV screen showing the Sunday NFL game to watch me. 

It was intimidating. I got suddenly very nervous and self-conscious. I knew, for these people, I might just as well have landed from Mars. Before I knew it I was raising my voice, feminizing my stance, and trying to blend in a little. 

I try to remind myself that if we can hold our course, it is at precisely such moments that we create a certain kind of freedom. It’s a hard thing to keep in mind when you’re afraid, when we are doing the best and the most anonymous kind of activism.

What, I always wonder, did those people see? I asked my lover on one such occasion what she thought people were seeing and she replied, “Well, you do look like a man with breasts.” Which fortunately was exactly the gender I was trying to do that day. 

As if that were possible. I only wish that option were available. Mostly I think people just try to figure out what in the world I am. 

 


Don’t Fuck With Mother Nature


 

But there are lots of things about bodies and genders that don’t fit the binary model that we try to force them into, even that most unassailable of binaries: biological sex. 

Biological sex is considered to be the most basic and natural product of bodies. All creatures reproduce, and to reproduce—unless you’re an amoeba—requires two sexes. 

But consider the lowly seahorse, a creature that is said to “switch sexes” (No, not with the help of a little aquatic seahorse surgeon). We say it changes “from male to female” because what else could it change from, or to?

And the “female” hyena, which not only dominates its species “like a male,” but also has what any decent biologist would admit is a penis. Yet it must be a female, because it bears young. 

Or the male garter snake, which often morphs into a female after birth to attract male snakes to keep it warm. Something I might try during the next snowstorm.

But what if reproduction doesn’t have to be excluded to two sexes? Or what if there are other sexes, and they can reproduce as well? But that’s not possible, is it? Because any creatures that can reproduce must be either male and female—by definition. 

Hence surgeons’ frantic search to locate the “real” sex of intersex infants, before their genitals are cut up to resemble “normal” male or female. The infant’s “real sex”, by definition, cannot be intersex, cannot be whatever it is. Any sex but binary male or female is pathology, unnatural, and unreal, to be discarded and corrected with the knife.

We say two sexes are “Nature’s Way.” But Man produces this feminine version of Mother Nature—passive, pure, and reserved, and then pushes Her aside when the facts don’t fit His needs. 

The debate over the naturalness of binary sex is circular: Whatever reproduces must be one of two sexes, because there are only two sexes to be.

Thus it is gender as a system of meaning that produces the “natural” Mother Nature, male and female sexes, and the gender binary that establishes what is genderqueer.


Queerer Bodies


 


When I Was in Gender and You Were the Main Drag


 

Somewhere inside yourself, you just know.

Non-transgender lesbian explaining 

how she knows she’s a woman

 

Inside, I just know.

Transgender lesbian explaining 

how she knows she’s a woman

 

Nothing in man—not even his body—is sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition, or for understanding other men. 

Michel Foucault, presumably explaining how 

he doesn’t know if he’s a man or a woman. 

(Language, Counter-Memory, and Practice, 1977)

 

When it comes to gender, each of us, in our own private way, is an implicit philosopher. For instance, you probably believe that your body is male or female, that you are gay or straight (or bi), that feminism is distinct from gay rights; that physical sex is genetic but gender learned, and that sexual orientation is distinct from other kinds of gendered behavior.

These beliefs probably feel to you like “just common sense.” But that is only because philosophical beliefs, aged in the keg, and widely enough accepted, are promoted to Common Sense. 

None of these concepts is just “out there.” We think them because we think about bodies and the world in very particular ways. If you spoke about these thoughts a lot, people would call you a theorist (if you spoke about really big thoughts, would people call you a bigamist?).

In this chapter I want to encourage you to think those big thoughts. As an anthology of personal narratives written by some very exceptional people, often living very painful lives, I hope this anthology is accessible on an emotional level. But that’s not all. 

While the exceptionalism and the pain are important, for me they are not the point of this book. The real importance lies in how these writers’ lives show that the ways we think about bodies is broken, is frequently oppressive and needs to be changed. 

And I don’t just mean changed in the sense of being more tolerant and inclusive, although that is important. Nor do I mean better ways of thinking about gender, although that’s important, too. 
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