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Preface 2022


 

So much has changed since this book’s first edition. For one thing, many of the basic ideas it covers about gender have since become common worldwide. With that progress has come a backlash, as conservative movements and governments around the globe push back against an ill-defined set of ideas that has been (mis)labeled “gender ideology.” In the Anglophone world, Britain seems particularly affected by a TERF-inspired backlash.

On another front, individuals—particularly youth—have pushed the dialog on gender in new and unanticipated directions. As the barriers to gender-expansive behavior continue to fall, at least in more progressive areas, increasing numbers of them are coming out as nonbinary, genderequeer, genderfluid, and a host of other new “micro-identities” for which language is still being created. 

Other milestones have come and gone. Transgender Studies Quarterly has become the first peer-review journal devoted to trans issues. Lauren Hubbard of New Zealand has become the first transgender person to openly compete in the Olympics. Rachel Levine is the first openly transgender person appointed and confirmed by the Senate to a federal position as President Biden’s Assistant Secretary of Health. Germany, Nepal, and Pakistan have all begun offering a third-gender option on all official government forms. The American Medical Association has come for ending the practice of putting sex (as was done years ago with race) as official information on birth certificates. NASCAR, the NFL and the NBA have all come out publicly against anti-transgender legislation. 

And so it goes. These ideas behind deconstructing sex and gender are powerful, and—despite the abstract theoretical language in which they are often pronounce—extremely useful. The driving vision of this book was always to make the accessible to a wider audience. That in some small measure it has done so has been enormously fulfilling. 

 

Riki Wilchins 

August 2021




2014 Edition Preface


 

Queer Theory, Gender Theory was my third book and easily the one I wrestled with the most: How to take this (over-complicated) theory, inevitably articulated in the most abstruse language, and render everything in high school English anyone could follow illustrated by accessible and often highly personal examples to bring it all to life? Oh—and compress it into a single, slim, readable volume? 

I rewrote and rewrote it again and again. Which is not to say it wasn’t a labor of love. After all, these were writers and ideas that saved my life and (sometimes) sanity. I had long wanted to find a way to share them with others who felt them too abstract and academic to be of any value.

I remember a lunch in Greenwich Village where I kept trying—and failing miserably—to explain to a few friends the latest insight I felt I’d gleaned from Judith Butler’s impenetrable prose. I was afire with all the new connections I was making with my own life, but they were incredibly bored and (mostly) tolerant with my frequent interruptions of their meal to discuss one or another piece of postmodern theory. It was as if I was speaking in a foreign language, very loud and very passionately. In retrospect, perhaps I was. In any case, I kept thinking there should be a book that explained everything I was struggling so to say. Many years later, finally there was. 

So imagine my amused chagrin when an Amazon reviewer of Queer Theory, Gender Theory (yes, writers follow these) faulted me for giving his students who had read it the sense that I “knew it all.” I would have gladly swapped that false confidence for the incomprehension I instilled in lunch companions. 

I am grateful to him and the other academics and students who have helped Queer Theory, Gender Theory find a small but devoted following among those who need or want to understand the relevance of gender theory in their own lives and studies. They were exactly the audience I imagined and hoped for when I began the book years ago. 

I would also like to express my deep gratitude to Magnus Books bringing it back into print again. Although the world of gender theory has moved on, many of the ideas the book covers remain relevant today. If you’ve read this far, you must have some interest in queer theory. So this book was written for you. I hope you enjoy it. 

 

Riki Wilchins

February 2014
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2003

 

“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

 

This is a book I’ve been waiting to write for years. 

Read My Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of Gender, which I published in 1997, was the radical autobiography. GenderQueer: Voices from Beyond the Sexual Binary was the anthology.

But through it all, I wrote and re-wrote versions of this book. I produced three, in fact, but none I really liked, and none I could interest a publisher in. 

I wanted to write theory and take everything I’d learned over the last 10 years and argue, dissect, and apply it. 

But theory—particularly queer theory—had fallen on hard times. 

It was only interesting to academics and grad students who enjoyed debating the signifying practices of the prevailing phallogocentric economy, with its inevitable tropes and metaphors of hetero-normativity.

And as queer theory retreated further into academic arcana, it had become of increasingly less use to the people who needed it, including psychosexual minorities and activists trying to change society. 

I started reading postmodern theory because it captured and explained things I’d felt or suspected all my life, but which I’d never put into words. 

Language had always felt like a poor tool, one that didn’t even begin to capture the ways I felt about the world or the things in my head. There seemed to be two worlds—the real one inside my head and the other one that I talked about with others. 

I used to wonder what happened to the million things I felt and thought that I could never say—things that formal knowledge and epistemic categories and verbal meaning couldn’t begin to capture. 

At the same time, as much as I loved language, I was puzzled by the naïve faith everyone has in words. They seem to believe that all these named things really exist, and that anything that isn’t named, somehow doesn’t. 

Words and names wield enormous power. Jewish, white, straight, male—what did these have to do with me? Why was I supposed to be silent, strong, and masculine? Why don’t big boys cry? 

I knew I was different. Although I didn’t think much about the gender thing, I knew I was different in a way that I wasn’t supposed to be, that made me very sad, and that would land me in a lot of trouble if anyone found out. 

And I knew someday people would find out. And of course they did.

When I understood that I could have this very different thing about me, that there were no words for it, and that no one understood it, that made me begin to suspect the hollowness and limitations of what passes for knowledge. 

Throughout my teens I would walk the streets around our house at night, comparing different forms of knowledge (how do Freudian psychology and relativity relate?) in an intense, adolescent haze.

Knowledge should be hard but accessible. Except in a very few instances, it seemed to me more like a net you dropped in the ocean, pulling up some things and leaving lots of others behind.

Or perhaps that’s not quite right either. At Coney Island we played an old mechanical arcade game. For four quarters, you got to manipulate a set of pincers on a crane over a heap of chintzy toy prizes. You won one by successfully picking a toy up, maneuvering it over to you, and dropping it down a chute. 

No matter how much you wanted something, no matter how close to you it was, the only way to pick anything up inside that little glass world was with those pincers. 

Knowledge seemed like that. The only way to touch something in the world and manipulate it was with thinking tools. And you didn’t know anything about the world except what was communicated to you through those pincers. 

One summer I went to a summer camp where no one knew I was Jewish. I was just another boy, until my Jewishness came out. 

Then everything changed. I got into fights. I became the Jewish kid. For those who had never met a Jew, what I did and said became emblematic: So this is what Jews say and do. It was a very interesting form of knowledge.

When I was in grade school, all my neighbors moved away because a Black dentist moved onto our block. He made more money than most of them did, but they worried that it was the beginning of the end for property values if they stayed. 

So they left. But we stayed along with an 80-year-old woman across the street that couldn’t move. Within a year, all my friends and classmates were Black. 

As kids, we didn’t think much of it. We played together every afternoon after school. Sometimes there were fights, but they were fights between friends, not between races.

It wasn’t until later that we learned we weren’t supposed to like each other. A mutual suspicion sprouted, and a new distance. I began to understand how words like Black and white were powerful.

One night while my parents were away, a group of kids attacked our house. They spray painted the lawn with the usual obscenities, screamed some choice racial remarks, and left a bundle of burning rags and paper soaked in gasoline burning on our front porch. 

Our housekeeper, a Black woman from Georgia, went out the door alone armed with a kitchen knife to face them down, but they had left. Within weeks, we had too.

In high school I was struck again by the power of words and their meanings. Saying things like fairy, slut, sissy, and dyke could shame kids, start little avalanches of ridicule, even get them ostracized. 

Everyone feared being different, even the cool kids. Why was similarity such a good thing? 

So I know people find postmodernism impossibly abstract. But for me, it has been a life-saver, common-sense and practical. 

The hostility toward difference, the deadly comedy of binary gender, the cascading assertions about my body, and the impossibility of identity: Postmodernism is the set of tools that enables me to navigate my world. Maybe it serves that purpose for anyone who is or has felt different. The reason I wanted so badly to write this book was to share those tools with someone else. 

In fact, this book grew out of a conversation I had with my editor, Angela. She said, “In school I used to know this stuff, but now I hardly use it.” I told her this was stuff I used practically every day. 

So if you’ve ever struggled with norms of masculinity and femininity, if you’ve ever wondered why you’re supposed to fit in, if you don’t always feel like a Real Man or a Real Woman or you don’t want to take sides in the gay/straight/bi wars, if you were ever teased because you threw like a girl or were too much like a boy, if you ever wondered if there’s more to you than an adjective list like bisexual, Jewish, transgender, Asian-American, male, then this book is for you. 

In fact, if you’ve ever wondered if there might be a different way to be human, this book is for you too.

And if you’re that rare reader who never wondered any of these things, don’t worry. By the time you finish this book, you will.

 

Riki Wilchins

April 2003




CHAPTER ONE Women’s Rights


 

Since this is a theory book, we should begin where all good theory hopes to go before it dies: politics. Queer theory is at heart about politics—things like power and identity, language, and difference. 

As good postmodernists (more about this word in a moment), we should be wary of the grand stories we tell ourselves—meta-narratives that seem to explain enormously complex events spanning decades. 

This is no less true when we try to describe the rise of modern American feminism and the gay rights movement, which touched millions of lives and stretched more than half a century. 

Still it seems safe to say that gender rights had its origins in these two earlier civil rights movements, and they in turn find their roots in the mother of all such movements: black civil rights.

For it is in the Civil Rights movement of the ’50s and ’60s that the familiar tools of modern civil rights movements—extensive grassroots mobilization, ongoing litigation, media management, professional management, political advocacy, demonstrations, and nonviolent protest all come together for the first time. This particular configuration worked so well, in fact, that it has become a template for most of the civil rights movements that have followed.

In a way, it should be unnecessary to advocate for gender rights today, because gender was at the very core of the feminist struggle that transformed male/female social relations in the late 20th century. It is difficult today to appreciate just how different things used to be. 

I remember a heated disagreement during fifth grade over whether girls should be allowed to wear pants to school. This was a time when girls didn’t grow up to go into politics, practice medicine, work construction jobs, become soldiers, or play rock ‘n roll. Nor did they jog, play basketball, or (gasp!) pump iron. 

Women were heterosexual homemakers, and by common agreement they were considered socially and psychologically incomplete until they had a man to marry, bear children with him, and make a home for him. 

Men worked, and women kept house, raised families, and deferred to them. Every female over the age of 25 was expected to wear a bra, girdle, hose, and heels when she went out in public. 

For their part, men didn’t take out the garbage, help do laundry, change diapers, or do the dishes. Come to think of it, despite slight improvements, not that much has changed. 

In any case, men certainly didn’t take time between jobs to be “house husbands,” explore their “feminine sides,” or aspire to be “sensitive.” There was no Crisis of Masculinity; there was just masculinity.

Forty years of feminist agitation has transformed much of that. Women can have careers outside the home if they wish, enter management jobs, become jocks, dress comfortably, and build independent lives. 

While much work remains to be done, many of feminism’s “radical” assertions about equal pay, women’s health care, domestic violence, a woman’s right to choose, and participation in sports are accepted on both the right and the left as common sense. 

But this progress did not come without a price. Arguments like “equal pay for equal work” or “equal health care for women” were difficult to dispute—playing, as they did, on most Americans’ basic sense of fairness. 

But if they couldn’t attack the message, social conservatives did the next best thing: They sometimes attacked the messenger. This kind of thing still works—Rush Limbaugh wannabees denounced not just feminist arguments, but those nasty femi-nazis. 

Feminists were portrayed as angry, humorless, domineering, strident, and aggressive—in a word, butch. They just wanted to be men, or even worse, some them of really were men. 

If the word “dyke” was never actually mentioned, it was always there, unspoken, in the background: a warning to every woman to let her know just how hard she could press her arguments before she, and not her argument, became the issue. 

“Mannish” was something no woman wanted to risk becoming, and something no man wanted his woman, let alone his wife, to be.

Conservatives riffed on the common fear that addressing inequality between the sexes would mean demolishing sex roles. Men would become womanish, women mannish, the sexes would become virtually indistinguishable, and life as we know it would cease. 

This sort of logical absurdism was most apparent during feminism’s greatest fight: the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). This legislation would simply have made equality between men and women a part of the Constitution, and is such a commonsense proposition that I still have to pinch myself to remember that it didn’t pass. 

One of the most effective weapons trained on the ERA was the assertion that it would legally mandate the erasure of gender differences between men and women, including (gasp!) unisex bathrooms. Such genderphobic arguments generated an enormous amount of traction in those days, and— still does today as the right (along with cis-sex sports segregation) is increasingly weaponizing them to assail transpeople

If attacking women’s rights wasn’t always effective, ad hominem attacks on the women demanding those rights was. Feminists were forced to press their political agenda on one hand, while fending off genderist attacks on their personal lives on the other. Which is another way of saying that gender rights were not part of their political agenda. 

Feminism had focused on winning for women the same rights as men in terms of access to opportunity, pay, and so on, but not the right to masculinity itself. This was not a problem of “separate, but equal” so much as “different, but equal.”

Actually, as we’ve seen plenty of the rights sought by feminists involving things that were considered masculine: entering management jobs, playing sports, not wearing girdles, and dressing in pants. However, the argument was not that women had the right to masculinity, but rather that such activities were not intrinsically masculine, and in any case women could do them and still be feminine.

This established the gender ground-rules under which much of mainstream feminism (but not lesbian-feminism) has continued to operate: Women could do anything men could do, and still retain their femininity. Womanhood and femininity were still entwined in this particular set of assertions. 

Women’s femininity was offered as the guarantor that feminism wouldn’t go too far. Too far, in this case, meaning going after gender. 

If separate but equal wouldn’t work because it always implied inequality, would different but equal work any better? 

To a large extent, it has worked remarkably well. And in any case, the question was largely irrelevant. 

America had no interest in tearing down traditional gender roles. Even if feminism had gone after them, it is far from clear that such an attack would have worked, as early gay rights activists were soon to find out. 

This notion of how each of us must look, act, and dress because of our sex is deeply embedded in our society. It is the third-rail of civil rights: Attack anything except what I often refer to as primary gender. In legal terms, it is called “gender expression and identity.” 

NOTE: There has been some confusion between “gender expression” and “gender identity.” Gender expression refers to the manifestation of an individual’s fundamental sense of being masculine or feminine through clothing, behavior, grooming, etc. 

Gender identity refers to the inner sense most of us have of being either male or female. The term has its origins in psychiatry (Gender Identity Disorder). It is most commonly used to refer to transsexual and transgender individuals, who are those most at risk for feeling some discordance between their bodies’ biological sex and that inner sense of gender identity.

NOTE Few people today would look askance at a highly-paid woman CEO with all the trappings of corporate power and privilege. These are structural shifts in our culture, signs of the elimination of cultural barriers to fairness and equality.

But if it’s finally acceptable for women to have “masculine” jobs, wield “masculine” power, and achieve in “masculine sports,” it is still largely unacceptable in most places for women to actually be masculine. 

Show the same people a woman sporting a crew cut, wearing a suit and tie, and smoking a pipe—in effect, with all the interpersonal symbols of gender power and privilege—and they will probably be shocked, disgusted, or at least turned-off.

Women in suits and ties and certainly men in dresses still make many people profoundly uncomfortable. Attacks by cultural conservatives on our right to gender identity and expression work precisely because they provoke this deep-seated Ick Factor.

Much like gay people who are welcome to be gay, as long as they don’t act gay by “flaunting” it by public—camping it up, holding hands, or discussing their sex lives—we often want to confer equality without being confronted by it.

As cultural conservatives denounced feminist organizations for being run by lesbians, advancing the homosexual agenda, and eliminating all sexual differences, pressure on feminists to distance themselves from anything radical increased. 

NOTE: American culture has always had a fine streak of anxious ambivalence about gender differences. Every few years there is another convulsive effort to anchor such differences in Nature, and convince ourselves that they are an inescapable fact. 

The New York Times will cite the latest university study. Websites and media outlets will run feature stories on “The New Differences Between Boys and Girls,” and CNN will devote a 10-minute segment to the topic. 

In between there are spasmodic campaigns to soothe our fear that these inevitable, “natural” differences might slip away in the night, courtesy of some villain-of-the-month: feminism, gay rights, single-parent homes, sex changes, or hormones in the food supply. 

NOTE: Such attacks were not against homosexuality per se—whom feminists slept with and what they did in bed weren’t at issue. On the contrary, the attacks were intended to play directly on the public’s fears about male and female roles, and they worked. 

In 1968, NOW went so far as to purge any member who was or was suspected of being lesbian or bisexual. While NOW’s ban only lasted a year, there was more than a grain of truth in conservatives’ attacks, and, predictably, the organization’s upper ranks were decimated. 

Lesbian/feminists on the other hand have generally been more supportive of women’s masculine gender expression, especially within lesbian-separatism. 

At the same time, lesbian/feminism has sometimes seemed to adopt the worst of separatism: a reflexive antagonism toward anything male, and a tendency to ground womanhood in the most rudimentary biological determinism. 

This has sometimes made lesbian feminists automatically hostile toward transgender people. This is especially true in academia.

Lesbian/feminist and “radical feminist” academics (i.e., TERFs) have compiled a long and ignoble history of utilizing transgender men and women as examples of everything from wrong-headedness and false consciousness to artificiality and patriarchy-gone-wild. 

This has finally begun to change, thanks to the rise of transgender rights and queer theory. However it is not uncommon for some lesbian/feminists to be quietly uncomfortable with transmen for abandoning the com munity by imitating men, and with transwomen for invading it by imitating women. In England in particular, a huge backlash against transpeople has been birthed by the unholy alliance of far-left TERFs with far right wing-nuts finding common cause in reversing feminists’ longstanding insistence that biology is not destiny. 

NOTE: The hostility of some lesbian/feminist academics is an indicator of how close to the bone the gender issue hits. One lesbian told me, “I’m not a man. I don’t want to be mistaken for a man, and I don’t want to be around women who were men.” Another commented, “I really love my trans friends, but they also make me sad. We used to have a whole butch community here, and now they’re all coming out as transmen. A whole generation of butches is being lost.”

NOTE: For the most part, mainstream feminist groups have continued to reflect the greater culture’s deep ambivalence about gender, remaining largely silent about butch/femme couples, crossdressers, transsexuals, and intersex people.

In some ways, this discomfort is easy to understand. However, if you scratch the surface of sexism and misogyny, you almost always find gender. This is apparent not only in our society’s astonishing fear and loathing around issues of femininity and vulnerability, but also in the fact that in a male-centered culture, women will always be the “queer sex.” 

With this in mind, it’s fair to ask whether feminism will ever fully conquer sexism without directly addressing women’s right to masculinity, gender expression, and identity. “Re-visiting gender as gender rights,” as former NOW President and GenderPAC co-chair Patricia Ireland says, “is a natural next step for feminism. Gender stereotypes lie at the root of so many problems feminists still face.” 

On the other hand, feminism has produced a whole literature of tough, provocative thought about gender’s impact on everything from public spaces to private health. 

The explosion of feminist scholarship has provided robust alternatives to conventional thinking about reason and language. It has also re-focused our attention on social “outsiders” whose voices often go unheard in traditional discourse. In this way, feminist scholars cleared the way for postmodern gender theory, which mined many of the same issues. 

In fact, some of postmodernism’s most subversive (and popular) critiques have come from feminist academics writing from within that hybrid of feminist and postmodern thought known as “queer theory.”

 




CHAPTER TWO Gay Rights


 

Following right on feminism’s heels was another movement that would be inextricably intertwined with issues of gender: gay rights.

In the 1950s Harry Hay, who was one the first to promote rights for homosexuals in the US, spent more than two years trying to find just four other gay men in New York City willing to meet privately to discuss his idea. A meeting of more than two homosexuals was illegal at that time. 

The era was so repressive that shortly after its founding, Harry was kicked out of his own group for being a Communist, and then kicked out of the Communist Party (along with his wife) for being gay. 

Actually, no one was gay. The word was not yet in popular use. All there was were ho-moh-sek-chew-alls, which in the mouths of some conservative critics sounded like it had about 10 syllables.

What few homos there were fell into one of two camps: avowed or militant. An avowed homosexual was any gay person who refused to say publicly that he was gay. Never mind coming out and actually announcing your sexual preference. Any public figure who admitted to being gay, even under direct media questioning, immediately became an avowed homosexual.

Militant homosexuals were even worse. They insisted on being open about their orientation. And in the ’50s and ’60s, they were few and far between.

Even into the ’70s and ’80s, announcing your sexual preference, public displays of affection (PDAs), wearing Gay Pride buttons, mentioning your lover, and challenging anti-gay laws could all get you labeled militant. In the lingo of the time, you were shoving your homosexuality into people’s faces. Things were so bad that even Liberace, a talented pianist hidden beneath an outlandishly foppish stage act that made Elton John look austere—and whose homosexuality was an open public joke for more than three decades—dared not admit to being gay. 

There was no debate about gays in the military. And had there been one, it would not have been “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, and Don’t Pursue,” but more likely “Don’t Kill, Don’t Dissect, and Don’t Devour.”

When the first gay lobbyist dared to appear on Capitol Hill, all anyone could think of in connection with gayness was sex. There was widespread astonishment that a grown man was willing to make the rounds of his nation’s capital while effectively admitting publicly that he enjoyed fellatio and anal sex. 

Few people in the gay community expected their advocates to be very successful. The most anyone hoped for was a little much-needed publicity and some visibility for their issues. 

It is a measure gay activists’ success that issues of sex and gender have largely disappeared from the debate on gay rights. In their place, even conservative Republicans have come to frame their homophobia in terms of “special rights,” sexual orientation (when it’s about who you want but not what you want to do to them), and something obliquely referred to as a “lifestyle.”

It was impossible for gay activism to avoid gender stereotypes, for two important reasons.

First was the moral reason. By common agreement, the modern gay rights movement began at the Stonewall Inn when drag queens and trans-people of color rioted against the NYPD police during one of their routine rousts of gay bars. Moreover, in 1969, butch/femme couples, effeminate gay men, and drag queens had for decades been the public face a closeted community showed to a hostile straight world. 

As “visible queers,” they had been the ones who couldn’t hide, whom everyone from classmates and coworkers just knew were gay. Many of them had the scars to show for it. So there were debts to pay. There was a clear moral imperative for the new gay movement to put issues of gender front and center. 

NOTE: Gay advocates have been extremely effective in their advocacy for the right to be “honest and open” about who they “really are,” though they often confine expression to the bedroom, not to how they look, act, or dress in public. 

This is like asking for the right to be gay, but not the right to look or act gay. As a Lesbian Avenger told me, “I not only want my right to be a lesbian, but to look like a dyke.”

NOTE: Second, there was a practical reason to address gender. At some time in their lives, probably as many as a third of gay people transcend gender norms in ways that lead others to perceive them as gay. 

In part, this is because gender is a language of symbols. Straight couples can locate all the feminine symbolic content of their relationship in the woman, and the masculinity in the man. But gay couples don’t have that option. 

In acts of sex—a man going down on his partner, a lesbian penetrating her lover—one partner will be inevitably negotiate symbolic meanings usually associated with another sex. We can see a similar symbolic fluidity in queer courtship. A traditional butch might signal her sexuality through any number of masculine symbols: short hair, “muscle-y” arms, gravelly voice, a sport coat, flat shoes or boots, aggressive body posture, heavy jewelry, or lots of direct eye contact. 

This does not mean that in a lesbian couple, one partner must be masculine, or butch, or “the husband.” It means that in the shifting give-and-take of romance and sex, one partner will employ the signs and symbolic language—acts, posture, stance, dress—of masculinity. 
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