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Praise for Read My Lips

 


“Read My Lips is brilliant,
spirited, and defiant. Wilchins has made a very serious political
topic highly readable, enlivening it with her mordant wit.”—Loren
Cameron

 


“In this wonderfully provocative
book, Riki Wilchins refuses the traps and cages of a
gender-specific society and does it in a way that promises greater
freedom for us all. With its belief in the richness of gender
contradictions and fluidity.”—Joan Nestle

 


“This is a deeply intelligent and
iconoclastic vision rooted in personal experience and rigorous
intellectual analysis of that experience. I was enlightened,
confused, angry, and provoked from cover to cover.”—Sarah
Schulman
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It was my incredible good luck to find in you
someone with the same vision and just as desperate for these words.
We walked towards the same rainbow, but, while my eyes looked up,
you kept yours on the map and guided us both home.

Without you, this book would never have been
written. So this is for you, Clare, and all the others we know
still out there, desperate, disheartened, but still anxiously
searching the skies, hopeful for any sign of that
rainbow.
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Whence come I

and on what wings

that it should take me so long,

humiliated and exiled,

to accept that I am myself?

Colette, The Vagabond


Foreword

​ Julia Serano

 


I have a very vivid memory of reading Riki
Wilchins’s Read My Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of
Gender for the first time. It was early in 2002, and I had
shown up early to a poetry slam in Berkeley, California. At the
time, I did not yet consider myself to be a writer, spoken word
performer, or an activist. But I had a ton that I wanted to say. I
had just been through the most tumultuous year of my life: in 2001,
I began transitioning from male to female, and coming out to people
in my life as trans. While that was all strange and intense, it was
nothing compared to the surreal experience of (over the course of a
year) moving from someone who was generally perceived and treated
as male, to never knowing for sure whether people were reading me
as female or male, to finally reaching the point where people were
viewing and treating me as female on a regular basis.

I wanted to write about all these experiences,
but language seemed to utterly fail me. Trans folks often frame our
lives in terms of an isolated, miserable, pre-transition period,
followed by a happy, well-adjusted, post-transition life. I could
certainly relate to this narrative to a certain extent: I felt much
more comfortable in my own skin—honestly, you couldn’t pay me
enough to go back. But becoming a woman was hardly a happy ending.
Now instead of getting harassed by people for being a somewhat
feminine man, I suddenly found myself fending off sexually
harassing comments from men, or having homophobes angrily shout
“dyke!” at me and my wife as we walked down the street holding
hands. In other words, I was still grappling with gender on a daily
basis; it was just the specific accusations and obstacles I faced
that had changed.

In the years before my transition, I was
inspired by books by Kate Bornstein and Leslie Feinberg, which
encouraged me to embrace existing outside the male/female binary,
and to not limit myself to behaving solely in conventionally
feminine or masculine ways. Their words helped give me the strength
to move unabashedly through the world as a feminine man, and later,
as an out, tomboyish, trans woman. But the problem that I was now
facing had less to do with me trying to squeeze myself into the
“man” or “woman” box, and more to do with me having to constantly
juggle a variety of different expectations depending upon whether
other people presumed that I was a woman or man, queer or straight,
or trans or non-trans. No matter where I went, there was always
some set of gendered meanings and assumptions stalking me, only now
they seemed extremely fluid, contextual, and arbitrary.

So these were some of the thoughts that had
been racing through my mind in the wake of my transition. And so
that evening just before the poetry slam, when I began reading
Read My Lips, it immediately resonated with me. I felt like
I had finally found a book that had the answers that I was seeking.
But these weren’t the typical answers that most people expect to
hear. Wilchins offers no simple, straightforward recipe for how to
be happy with our genders, or how to perform our genders in
conventionally appealing or politically righteous ways. Rather, the
answers Wilchins offers take the form of further questioning,
encouraging us to critically examine the mundane, everyday aspects
of gender and sexuality that we usually take for granted. She
implores us to look beyond bodies, and instead to see the many
unsolicited meanings that are constantly being projected onto us
and that enable us to see ourselves (and others) as gendered and
sexual beings. As she says at one point in the book, our bodies
“end up being a projection screen for everyone’s unfinished
business.”

Read My Lips helped me to make sense of
many of my own personal experiences with gender. But more
importantly, it pulled back the curtain, and made the arbitrary
(and often invalidating) production of gender and sexual meanings
appear visible. It gave me the tools to understand and articulate
what I was already beginning to suspect: that most facets of gender
are rooted more in the processes of perception and interpretation
than in anything physical or tangible.

In preparation to write this foreword, I
pulled my copy of Read My Lips off my bookshelf, eleven
years since I had first read it, and sixteen years since it was
initially published. Much of it still feels very contemporary. The
chapters that critically examine gendered meanings and
assumptions—such as, “What Does It Cost to Tell the Truth?” “A
Fascism of Meaning,” “Imaginary Bodies, Imagining Minds,” and
“Eroticism: On the Uses of Difference”—are as vital and relevant as
ever. Other chapters discuss the psychiatric pathologization of
gender variance, the exclusionary nature of identity politics, and
how academics often abstractly theorize about transgender and
intersex people without ever addressing the reality of our lived
experiences—these are all issues that activists are still grappling
with today.

In contrast, other passages are more clearly
fixed in time and place, describing transgender and intersex
activism as it existed in the U.S. during the 1990s. Several of the
chapters describe Transexual Menace (one of the first trans
activist groups) protesting the Gay Games, a Janice Raymond book
reading, and the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival’s trans
woman-exclusion policy. And the chapters “Photographs from a
Movement” and “A Selected Chronology of the Transexual Menace and
GenderPAC” chronicle noteworthy trans news events and activist
demonstrations during this period. Given how difficult it is to
find information about the trans advocacy and activism that
occurred during the pre-Internet era, these chapters provide a
valuable historical resource.

Unlike many other marginalized groups, gender
and sexual minorities are often relatively unaware of our
movements’ histories—an inevitable consequence of spending the
early part of our lives immersed in the straight mainstream and
isolated from others who share our experiences. When we do finally
come out, and become active in queer and trans communities, we tend
to embrace the identities and politics that are currently in vogue,
while remaining oblivious to (and sometimes frowning upon) the
identities and politics of past eras. As someone who was in my
twenties during most of the 1990s, I want to touch briefly on the
milieu of that time period, as it may provide a useful context for
younger readers to appreciate some of the language and positions
that Wilchins forwards in this book.

The first thing that must be said is that
gender variant people were far more isolated and invisible than we
are today. Prior to the emergence of the Internet, it was extremely
difficult to find any information on trans people, lives, and
activism. For instance, despite countless attempts, I was
personally unable to find any books about trans people until I
entered college and found a mere four books (three of which were
pathologizing psychiatric texts) in the basement level of my
college library. And I was unable to find a transgender support or
social group until 1994 (and it wasn’t for lack of trying). There
were almost no media depictions of trans people outside of Jerry
Springer (a purposefully salacious and sensationalistic talk
show) and the occasional movie about a gender variant serial
killer. There were no anti-trans discrimination laws, and no public
discussions about transphobic violence, gender-neutral bathrooms or
pronouns, or other issues faced by gender variant
people.

So given that environment, when a dozen (or
two, or three dozen) gender variant folks and allies clad in
T-shirts emblazoned with “Transexual Menace” or “Hermaphrodites
With Attitude” showed up to protest some wrongdoing (as Wilchins
recounts throughout this book), it was a huge deal. It was
unprecedented for gender variant folks to be that visible and
vocal.

In activist circles today, there are a lot of
discussions about how members of one group shouldn’t appropriate
the identities and issues of other groups—so allies shouldn’t speak
on behalf of genderqueers, genderqueers shouldn’t speak on behalf
of transsexuals, transsexuals shouldn’t speak on behalf of
intersexuals, and so on. But given how isolated and invisible
gender variant folks were in the 1990s, there was a recognition
that we all needed to support and advocate for one another.
Additionally, many activists of the time were interested in
blurring the distinctions between identities, whether it be the
male/female binary, or between different gender variant categories.
This was not done callously, but rather to avoid repeating the
identity-based exclusion that led trans people to be shut out of
previous feminist, gay and lesbian movements (as Wilchins discusses
at great length). Furthermore, positioning oneself as straddling
multiple, even seemingly contradictory, identities was viewed as a
way to help make the world safe for people to identify and express
their genders in whatever way that most resonated with them, no
matter how unconventional. Likewise, to refer unabashedly to
oneself as “gendertrash,” or to reclaim words like “tranny” and
“hermaphrodite” was part of a strategy to radically legitimize
gender variant identities (even if some activists today might find
such labels to be delegitimizing).

Transgender people were not the only gender or
sexual minorities to be excluded from feminist and gay rights
movements during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Femmes and butches,
bisexuals, the leather community, and sex workers all suffered a
similar fate. For this reason, there was a great deal of
cross-community support and cross-pollination of ideas between
these respective movements during the 1990s. In many ways,
sex-positive/sex-radical feminism—which sought to reclaim maligned
aspects of sexuality and to free us all from sexual shame—became a
unifying force that brought these movements together. This
influence is certainly evident in Read My Lips, especially
in chapters like “Lines in the Sand, Cries of Desire” and “Our
Cunts Are NOT the Same,” in which Wilchins rather explicitly
engages in sexual self-discovery and the demystifying of trans
bodies. In more recent years, as trans folks have garnered a
modicum of respect, there has been a trend toward trying to
desexualize depictions and discussions of trans people and bodies.
As with the language and labels Wilchins uses, contemporary
activists might be inclined to disapprove of these particular
approaches, but that would ignore the environment in which they
originated. Indeed, one could make the case that if it were not for
the sex-positive/sex-radical activists and allies of that time, the
transgender movement would not have gained the momentum it did in
the 1990s and early 2000s.

Perhaps the most obvious influence on Wilchins
in writing this book was the work of gender and queer theorists,
most notably Judith Butler and Michel Foucault. I was largely
unaware of these theorists before reading Read My Lips, so
this book served as an introduction that led me to become further
engaged with their ideas. A common (and often justified) critique
of gender and queer theorists is that they tend to write in dense
and jargon-laden language that is indecipherable to anyone outside
the ivory tower, and that the concepts and theories they forward
are largely abstract and not relevant to people’s everyday lived
experiences. Wilchins excels in taking these complex ideas, and—in
an accessible and compelling manner—showing how they do apply to
our lives. In fact, whenever I encounter someone who is not fluent
in academic-speak, but who expresses an interest in queer theory, I
usually encourage them to get Read My Lips and Wilchins’s
later book Queer Theory, Gender Theory: An Instant Primer,
as both books do a wonderful job of communicating these theories in
everyday language, and grounding them in everyday
experiences.

Finally, part of what I enjoyed about Read
My Lips is that it does not attempt to portray gender theory,
politics and activism as a purely intellectual endeavor that is
entirely removed from the world of human emotions (as many books
do). Some passages are palpably angry, while others recount moments
of loss. And much of the book is downright hilarious, as Wilchins
pokes fun at the bizarre nature of gender assumptions and meanings.
Few books about gender, and about issues facing gender variant
folks, manage to be as simultaneously smart, entertaining and
accessible as Read My Lips.

 


Julia Serano

February, 2013


 


A Question of Language:
Introduction to the New Edition

​


Everyday language’ is not innocent
or neutral. It is the language of Western metaphysics, and it
carries within it… presuppositions of all types.

John, McGowan, Postmodernism and Its
Critics

 


For [Foucault] Western thought
since Descartes has assumed the innocence of reason.

Mark Poster, Critical Theory and
Post-structuralism

 


The art of appropriating the
universal was the main business of the Enlightenment.

Critical Theory and
Post-structuralism

 


The philosophical tradition, at
least from Plato on, has always favored the concept of the same;
i.e., the aim of philosophical thought has been to reveal the
essential characteristics that two things hold in
common.

Postmodernism and Its
Critics

 


What are we to make of experience? Clearly we
experience a sense of self, and we all experience sensations in the
world. And, yet, if we are to believe the post-modernists like
Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, these selves, these particular
subjects we become, are not “us” in any private and authentic way.
Rather, these selves we occupy are the product of very specific
social regimes.

These regimes determine which selves are
authorized and which not, and then compel us to inhabit them. All
the while, these effects are largely hidden behind discourses of
naturalness, inevitability, and universality. For instance, the
system of binary gender regulation has four main rules:

 


1) Everyone must be in a box.

2) There are only two boxes.

3) No one can change boxes and no one can be
in the middle.

4) You cannot pick your box.

 


There is nothing essential about these rules.
In fact, they are surprisingly arbitrary and could have been
organized quite differently.

But we are taught from birth that we are boys
or girls. That designation tells us which colors to like, what
interests to have, which emotional displays are authorized and
which frowned upon, differential ways of standing, crossing our
legs, inflecting our voice, buttoning our clothes, shaving our
bodies, and styling our hair. The list of social traits we are
called to recognize is fairly endless.

None of this is inevitable or even natural.
Much of it is not universal.

Yet through this “micro-politics of power,”
through a thousand small daily interactions and communications of
knowledge, we learn to be and experience ourselves as very
particular kinds of masculine or feminine subjects.

This is a kind of power we on the Left are
still not good at seeing. It is one reason Foucault and Butler
demand us not assume the innocence of the self, that we look
upstream to see how we came to inhabit these specific selves, how
they arose and whose interests this kind of self-hood serves. They
ask us, in short, to give the subjective experience of self its own
history.

With gender, this is difficult, since there
are few alternatives to which it might be compared. One of the most
compelling aspects of the gender system is that it is so widespread
and effective that, until now, most of us have never seen anything
else. Moreover, most of us could not recognize it if we saw it. We
would simply try to categorize any new gender into one of the two
available boxes.

There is a story of an anthropologist who went
looking for a third gender. He went to a remote island where rumor
had it there were five different genders. He soon left
disappointed. When asked what had happened, he replied, “When I got
there, I found that, just like every other culture we’ve studied,
they had only two genders after all.”

We cannot see what we cannot name, and what
may not exist. Thus, knowledge itself becomes coercive, forcing us
to see some things and marginalizing others.

And, yet, although most of us believe that our
gender is both inevitable and natural, there is still a tremendous
amount of social anxiety about it. We worry that we will not be
perceived as masculine enough or feminine enough. We are
embarrassed if someone accidentally uses the wrong pronoun on the
phone—a mistake that would be utterly humiliating should it happen
face-to-face. We even worry that if our kids don’t appear
gender-normative, people will blame us for not raising them
properly.

So we butch it up. We try to look more
feminine. We make sure our daughters look distinctively feminine,
and that our boys don’t cry or play with dolls.

We conform to the kinds of subjectivity that
is expected, even demanded of us. For a “natural” fact, society
invests a lot of energy in assuring gender normativity, and we pay
a lot of attention to it.

Threaded through all this anxiety and effort
is a discourse of realness: “real men” and “real women.” And those
of us who don’t fit—genderqueers and drag queens and
transpeople—are seen as unreal. Because boxes are Real, people are
not.

The more you look at it, normative gender
subjectivity looks less like an inevitability than an
accomplishment, something we must achieved anew every day,
something we are in constant danger of losing. If, as Butler has
observed, one of the gender system’s most compelling illusions is
that, since there are no exceptions, it looks like an unavoidable
and natural fact. That is slowly changing.

Since the maturing of gay rights, the
emergence of a small but significant population of genderqueers is
slowly revealing how the gender system regulates and maintains
itself. While we have always had drag queens, these individuals
cannot be so easily written off as entertainment for those lucky
enough to inhabit normative genders. As such, they are a serious
affront to the gender system. They demonstrate alternatives to the
binary. The anger and confusion they arouse show gender regulation
at work. The discrimination they inspire provides an object lesson
in the steep costs for difference or defiance. They show that boxes
are not so real after all.

However, since gender is the universal, by
definition, there can be no exceptions. Such individuals are seen
as noise in the system, mistakes to be rectified. Yet gender rights
is still in its infancy.

There was a time when the homosexual
was seen the same way. Now, through one of those amazing and
largely unconscious shifts in perception that happens with repeated
exposure over time, gay people are increasingly perceived as
acceptable members of society—not “avowed” or “out” homosexuals—but
just other people, and not so specially different.

Today, gender is the new gay. We are the new
queers. The time may come when we too cause that shift and
stretching of what is considered acceptable and routine. Perhaps,
at that time, we will no longer be able to consider ourselves
queer. If so, it is much to be hoped for and it will herald a
profound shift in our own subjectivity as well. Because gender is
that most private and subjective of experiences.

What a shame, therefore, that
postmodernism—which has provided so many of the tools that
genderqueers have used to clear epistemologic space for
themselves—is so incapable of coming to grips with individual
experience. It is as if our theorists, having decoded the systems
of power and discourse, which create us as specific kinds of
subjects, are then unwilling to look at us as thinking and feeling
subjects. Presumably, those who write and consider themselves to be
possessed of full agency and capable of standing—if not outside the
systems they critique—they should take a position sufficiently
aside from it to theorize effectively.

Yet the power of discursive systems to form us
seems to render any inquiry into our lived experience under that
system suspect for them. It “poisons the well,” or if you prefer,
“queers the game.” More importantly, it binds them to a Catch-22
situation: the more powerful and all-determining the system, the
more powerful their critique. The more individuals can be shown to
escape the system’s effects, the less persuasive—and
important—their arguments. This is, at its heart, quietly
contradictory. Why would any theorist bother to theorize, except
that they hope someone will read them and use their work to improve
the reader’s lived experience?

Until postmodernism (or poststructuralism) can
grapple successfully with subjective experience—with how systems of
discourse make us feel—it will remain a delicious donut with
a rich filling and an enormous hole at its center. Comprehending
queerness and difference means understanding not only how they are
produced and maintained, but how they feel from the inside. What is
the point of undoing the gender system if it does not enable us to
feel different?

None of us is just a produced subject; we are
thinking, feeling subjects. At some point postmodernism must come
to grips with this. A few works are beginning to fill in this hole
in the donut, by weaving theories of subjectivity into the web of
postmodern theory.

This is one of them. I hope you enjoy
it.

 


Riki Wilchins

March, 2013


 


Introduction to the 1997
Edition

​


First, since I wear several hats (not to
mention any number of ill-fitting dresses), I should point out I am
not speaking in any official capacity in this book, nor on behalf
of any organization of which I am a member.

Second, in any under-represented community,
there is always the danger that the few voices lucky enough to be
heard end up being cast as representatives. I face the same danger
here. This is why I want to emphasize that my opinions are not to
be taken as representative of the membership or board of GenderPAC,
the coalition of advocacy groups which I serve as Executive
Director. Few trans-identified folk will agree with everything
contained in this book. Under the broad label of
transpeople— which I am too quick to use myself—there is an
extraordinarily rich and vibrant diversity. Our own margins, in
terms of race, ethnicity, class, and even divergent sub-identities,
are still silent and waiting to be heard from. Here’s hoping it
happens sooner than later.

In any case, the idea of being a spokestrans
(or spokesherm) has always seemed absurd to me. You lock three
transpeople in a room and they’ll come out with five opinions among
them. We are that opinionated and stubborn; we have to be to
survive. So when you read some particularly bizarre sally of mine,
rest assured that I am not a community spokestrans, nor do we all
sit around discussing postmodern gender theory every night. All the
opinions here are my own.

 


A Word about Gender
Activism

 


This book makes no pretense of neutrality with
regard to the events covered, or those left out. For instance, the
chronology could have started with Anne Ogborne, who, as far as I’m
aware, originated the idea of a trans protest movement in 1992,
along the lines of ACT UP or Queer Nation, and founded Transgender
Nation. Or it could reach back to the first formal radical
trans-organizations like Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries
(STAR), begun in the 1970s by Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera
after mainstream queer activism had already begun turning away from
its own genderqueers.

This book is about what I’ve experienced and
witnessed, a trajectory that took me from a camp in the woods
outside the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival to—four years
later—handing a letter signed by a dozen members of Congress
decrying gender-based violence to an Assistant Attorney General of
the U.S. Department of Justice.

My viewpoint is deeply influenced by those
events I’ve either personally witnessed or in which I’ve taken a
direct part. Today there are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people
involved in gender activism, but this book mentions, at best, only
a handful of them or their actions.

In addition, some early readers have come away
with the conviction that in-your-face picketing-style transactivism
originated with the Transexual Menace. That’s not true, and this is
a good place to set the record straight.

 


Will You Be Having One S or Two
with Your T?

 


When I was making my interminable way through
the Cleveland Clinic’s gender program many years ago, some of the
Brits working there spelled transexual with one s I
thought this at least made a single word out of it, since
trans-sexual, the literal meaning of which I take to be
“across sexes,” has always seemed ridiculous.

Since I've never liked the word to begin with,
I stayed with the spelling I liked. This also seemed a way of
asserting some small amount of control over a naming process that
has always been entirely out of my hands—a kind of quiet
mini-rebellion of my own. I think transactivist Dallas Denny,
captured the spirit of the whole enterprise, “Yeah, we’ll change it
to one s until they all start using it. Then we’ll go back
to two, or maybe to three.” That about sums it up.

 


From C to Shining C

 


While we’re on language, I might as well
address the dreaded C words, both of which you will find herein:
cock and cunt. It’s not that I get off on being smutty-mouthed (of
course I do), but in my experience it’s the way people
talk.

For those women who find their C word
distressing, I can only point out that I came of age in a lesbian
community in which we reclaimed and employed it with a certain
insubordinate and affectionate abandon. I use it in the same spirit
here.

 


On Constituencies: Transgender vs.
Transexual

 


Who knows what to call transpeople these days?
The dominant discourse in the transcommunity is at best a moving
target. Transgender began its life as a name for those folks
who identified neither as crossdressers nor as
transexuals—primarily people who changed their gender but not their
genitals. An example of this is a man who goes on estrogen,
possibly lives full-time as a woman, but does not have or want
sex-change surgery. The term gradually mutated to include any
genderqueers who didn’t actually change their genitals:
crossdressers, transgenders, stone butches, the intersexed, and
drag people.

Finally, tossing in the towel on the noun list
approach, people began using it to refer to transexuals as well,
which was fine with some transexuals, but made others feel they
were being erased. These days, I keep getting asked about “The
Transgender Menace,” and I have to correct the questioner. I
know of at least one gay rag (whose name will not be mentioned)
that interviewed me and then changed the name of the group
in print, a new kind of censorship.

I secretly believe that transgender is
so popular because people are more comfortable saying it out loud
than transexual, which—if you hold the word up to the mirror
and read it backwards—has sex cleverly imbedded in it.

Except where noted otherwise, I’ve used these
terms interchangeably, sometimes throwing in transpeople,
or, to stress the act of self-identification or social
categorization, trans-identified people.

Although I still use both, since this project
was undertaken, this practice has proven unfortunate.
Transgender began as an umbrella term, one defined by its
inclusions rather than its boundaries, coined to embrace anyone who
was (in Kate Bornstein’s felicitous phrase) “transgressively
gendered.”

Alas, identity politics is like a computer
virus, spreading from the host system to any other with which it
comes in contact. Increasingly, the term is hardening to become an
identity rather than a descriptor. I recently had a butch tell me
she didn’t want to co-opt “my voice” and so only identified herself
as “small-t transgender.” This is a woman wearing slacks, men’s
shoes, a man’s vest, and so on. In later (and unrelated) incidents
others asked me if it didn’t make me angry that so-and-so was
publicly identifying as transgender because she wasn’t “really” a
transexual, being “only” a drag person, or an intersexual, or a
crossdresser.

The result of all this is that I find myself
increasingly invited to erect a hierarchy of legitimacy, complete
with walls and boundaries for me to defend. Not in this
lifetime.

I have begun speaking simply of gender as a
name for that system that punishes bodies for how they look, who
they love, or how they feel—for the size or color or shape of their
skin. I do this not to collapse differences, but to emphasize our
connections. Dana Priesing, GenderPAC’s Washington lobbyist,
increasingly tries to employ broad-based, inclusive terms like
gender-different or gender-oppressed. But, at some
point, such efforts simply extend the linguistic fiction that real
identities (however inclusive) actually exist prior to the
political systems that create and require them. This is a seduction
of language, constantly urging you to name the constituency you
represent rather than the oppressions you contest. It is through
this Faustian bargain that political legitimacy is
purchased.

I only regret that I have succumbed to that
very seduction in too many places. For this is not a book about
identities, but about a common cultural machinery—one that
repudiates, stigmatizes, and marginalizes many kinds of people. It
is a book for anyone committed to changing that system.

 


On Appropriating Experiences and
Absent Friends

 


To the extent that anyone feels neglected, or
any readers feel I have misappropriated or misapplied their
experience, I apologize in advance, for this was not my
intent.

 


In Closing

 


This book has been a labor of love, inspired
by the many people whose wisdom and courage have helped save my
life. I've tried to write the book I needed sixteen years ago.
Please feel free to take what you like and leave the
rest.

 


Riki Wilchins, 1997


Why This Book

​


The first time I’d seen white cuffs like these
was in my women’s incest group. It happened that two of us were
trans-identified. We’d kept fairly quiet out of fear, although, in
truth, I was pretty much “out.”

Our fears were not misplaced, for after a year
of unremarkable participation, the casual mention that one of us
was “pre-op” blossomed quickly into weeks of acrimonious exchange.
We looked on in silence, gripped by dazed fascination, as people we
thought we knew discussed us animatedly, in the third person, as if
we weren’t there. In a sense, we weren’t.

While part of me listened to the argument over
whether we were “women enough” to stay, another part quietly
wondered how it was that only my identity and body were suddenly
“in play”? Who had made these rules so others got to vote on me in
a way that I was not symmetrically empowered to vote on
them? Why were their bodies a priori legitimate while mine
was somehow the product of group resolution? And how was it that I
knew, even if the vote went in our favor, we would have already
been disempowered?

I did not know. I lacked the conceptual tools
to understand anything about my situation except that it hurt. I
wouldn’t have any answers until years later.

It was during this time, in the lull of a calm
Thanksgiving meeting, that a woman blew in like a winter breeze
through the crack in our door, folded herself onto the edge of the
gunmetal gray chair nearest the exit, and, perched there, quietly
examined the linoleum floor as if it contained the key to the
scriptures. By unspoken agreement, we shared in a “go around” that
night, so she wouldn’t have to raise her hand to speak.

We needn’t have bothered. She bolted from the
room without a backward glance when her turn came, leaving a
wraith-like presence where she’d sat. Then it was the rest of us
carefully examining the floor until someone quietly mentioned the
white tape on her wrists.

There were two others after that. One was my
friend Hannah, a sculptor. She nearly severed her hand in a radial
arm saw when she was eighteen. She swears she was lucid and calm at
the time; yet, she was also so desperate, lonely, and disconnected
that she hoped it would kill her or bring someone, anyone, running
who’d finally listen to the pain inside her.

The other was Christine, a guitarist, writer,
and sometime working girl. Trying to escape from her life for one
night, she stoned out on a mix of booze and PCP. Then, using the
sharp blade of a sword, she severed the fingers of her
guitar-picking hand right above the top knuckle,
one-two-three-four, and didn’t feel a thing until the next morning.
The cops had seen this particular trannie in the tank so many times
they didn’t even try to have her fingers sewn back on.

And then, of course, Susan. Her hands on the
steering wheel look strong and capable in the bright Georgia
sunlight. I have just come from addressing an indifferent Atlanta
Pride parade audience on this hot June afternoon. She is winding
her car along the endless freeways, expertly negotiating each turn
and on-ramp, hauling me back to the air-conditioned Delta lounge
and my plane back to New York.

The baking heat must have made me more
brain-dead than usual because only now do I notice her wrists.
Around each, barely above the coffee tan of her hands, are two
bands of surgical cotton gauze so immaculate and neatly taped they
look for all the world like a matching pair of white shirt
cuffs.

There is something peculiarly incestuous about
trans-experience. It robs us of our bodies, our intimate moments,
our sexuality, our childhood. It robs us of honesty, of open
friendship, of the luxury of looking into a mirror without pain
staring back at us.

It means hiding from friends and family, from
spouses and children, as surely as it means hiding from the police
car during an evening stroll, or from that knot of laughing boys
down at the corner when we go out. In the end, it is as tiring as a
constant pain and as barren as the bottom of a empty
well.
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