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It’s possible to say that this book began the first time someone called me sissy on the playground (age four). Or maybe it began when my grandmother asked why all my friends were “colored” (age seven). Or when my parents first abandoned me on a soccer field among unknown monsters of my assigned gender (feels like yesterday). Or maybe this book started when my female friends first developed crushes on the misogynist, queer-bashing boys we’d previously hated together (age thirteen). Of course, I could talk endlessly about the ways in which I’ve tried to pass, or failed to pass, or refused to pass. But since I’m leading you into a book called Nobody Passes, it seems more illuminating for me to start by revealing some of the ways in which I’ve passed in order to bring this book to fruition.

In the summer of 2005, I was featured in a Bitch magazine interview titled “Free Radical,” which centered around my challenges to the tyranny of assimilation, as presented in my last anthology, That’s Revolting! Queer Strategies for Resisting Assimilation. In the interview, I exposed the ways in which members of a privileged gay elite have hijacked the queer struggle, and positioned their desires as everyone’s needs, reimagining the dominant markers of straight conformity as the ultimate goals of gay success. I reinvoked the radical potential of queer identity to enable everyone to choose their gender, sexual, and social identities, to embrace a radical outsider perspective, and to challenge everything that’s sickening about the dominant cultures around us. More readers wrote to me about the Bitch interview than have corresponded about any of my books. People sent entire essays, sharing their own fears and dreams and their ideas for how to fight the cultural erasure that surrounds us.

One of the people who contacted me was Brooke Warner, now my editor at Seal Press, who prefaced her invitation to publish with Seal by saying: “We’re a women’s press, but I’m interested in exploring topics of gender-bending.” At the time, I was planning to edit an anthology exploring the intersections of assimilation, Jewish identity, and resistance (arising from my own experience, of course). But I quickly shifted gears, and decided to dissect and expose assimilation from a different angle: that of passing. Specifically, I wanted to examine passing as a means through which the violence of assimilation takes place.

I proposed an anthology exploring and critiquing the various systems of power seen (or not seen) in the act of passing. I was speaking of passing in the broadest possible sense—passing as the “right” gender, race, class, sexuality, age, ability, body type, health status, ethnicity—or  as a member of the coolest religion, political party, social/educational institution, exercise trend, fashion cult, or sexual practice. In a pass/ fail situation, standards for acceptance may vary, but somebody always gets trampled. I wanted to challenge all standards of authenticity, to confront societal mores and countercultural norms. Instead of policing the borders with pass/fail politics, I was intent on confronting the perilous intersections of identity, categorization, and community in order to challenge the very notion of belonging.

In part, you already know the end result of my correspondence with Brooke (which ruins the suspense factor!), but I think it’s important to reveal the process—in other words, I’m attempting not to pass as “not-passing.” Brooke responded immediately. She was excited about the project, and found it perfectly fitting that I was resisting her desire to create an anthology that wasn’t exactly what I wanted.

Then came the first big question: How is this book relevant to women? It now sounds quite quaint, but at the time I was thinking: Are you kidding? You see, in the Bitch interview (as in my life), my politics are firmly situated within feminism (the feminism of challenging power, not accessing power, thank you). I developed a feminist consciousness early, in the process of surviving that good old-fashioned laboratory of patriarchal family violence known colloquially as “home.” By seventh grade, when my aforementioned female friends became obsessed with the grotesque specimens of brutal manliness they’d formerly despised, I, like many young feminists, decided that all penetrative sex was rape. That didn’t stop me from anguishingly hooking up with men in public bathrooms, but I grew into a sexually liberated feminism around radical dykes, fags, activists, and whores dedicated to politicizing every aspect  of identity and processing the ramifications of every choice—from how we ate to who we hated (and dated) to how we fucked (and fucked up).

For the past fifteen years, I’ve been involved in creating radical queer challenges to the violence of police brutality, imperialism, gentrification, binary gender tyranny, patriotism, and other forms of social control. This is a radical queer politic with feminism as a foundation for challenging power, demanding accountability, and living defiantly outside the status quo. I always assume that my work is seen in a feminist context, but since I was assigned the label “male” at birth, I’ve been disqualified from feminist authenticity of the surface variety. Thus, I don’t immediately fit into Seal Press’s tagline: “By women. For women.”

Which explains another of Brooke’s questions: “Do you have a gender identity, by the way?” I will give Brooke credit for daring to contact me in the first place, and for immediately acknowledging the possibility that I might not claim a specific gender identity. She also admitted the absurdity of asking “these questions when you’re specifically working to break down categorizations.” Brooke was preparing to pitch my proposal to the editorial board, so I bit my labia and answered: “I identify as a genderqueer faggot and a queen, meaning that I’m somewhere on the trans continuum, in the genderblur, gender-bending section. I use female pronouns and identify as femme, but I’m not necessarily invested in people seeing me as either ‵male’ or ‵female.’ Rather, I’d like to create something more delectable and devious.”

Guess what? I passed. But not quite to the finish line. I was interested in creating a book that challenged passing in all of its manifestations, but Seal was worried that such an expansive vision would make the book difficult to market, and suggested that I foreground my own history of  gender defiance to center my analysis around gender and sexuality. This concern, and the request for a breakdown of contributors using the disastrous categories of “men” and “women” (thankfully, this would be impossible), gave me flashbacks of conversations with an earlier publisher about my first two anthologies, Tricks and Treats: Sex Workers Write About Their Clients and Dangerous Families: Queer Writing on Surviving. That publisher had insisted that both anthologies would only be marketable if they centered around “male” sex workers, or “male” survivors; I only convinced the publisher otherwise after intense debate. This time, the demands were reversed, but nevertheless the rules of niche-marketed publishing threatened to foil my intentions. What about challenging standards of authenticity, destroying notions of acceptability, and creating new possibilities for defiance? To Brooke, I replied:
While I certainly intend to use gender and sexuality as central lenses through which to view and dismantle the mechanisms of passing, I would not like to limit the project to this framework. Rather, I feel strongly that the book as a whole will be more interesting, politically relevant, and accessible—and inspire a deeper level of understanding and innovation—if it takes on all types of passing. It’s the refusal to restrict categories of inclusion that opens up the possibility for the most rigorous work—work that skewers all hierarchies and builds something new in the ruins.





Thus began a difficult series of conversations. Brooke insisted that the book needed to center around gender and sexuality, but that it could  encompass other issues as they arose within the individual essays. I argued that the book would certainly contain a strong gender focus (how could it not? I would be editing it!), but that I did not want to limit the scope. As an anticapitalist, I found this conversation, in many ways, to be my worst nightmare. Here we were arguing about the content of an anthology that didn’t yet exist. I hadn’t even circulated the call for submissions and already we were talking about a finished product. Why did this conversation get so heated? Because, I realized, we were arguing about a product that actually did exist: That product was me.

It’s possible that our conversation might not have gone so far if both Brooke and I had not become invested in the process. I was excited by the possibility of doing a book with Seal Press, and part of that excitement revolved around Seal’s history as a feminist press—would I finally be seen not just as some wingnut faggot, but as some wingnut faggot with a feminist agenda? More important, I was certain that publishing with Seal would magnify the intent of the book: If the editor’s name on the cover already isn’t passing, what frightening commotion could possibly exist inside?

Both Brooke and I were right. The submissions I received for the anthology overwhelmingly centered around gender, and never failed to confront multiple layers of passing obsessions, realness charades, and debacles of belonging. Trouble, in short. In this anthology, you will find a delectable variety of material that tears binary gender norms to shreds, and proceeds to embrace, challenge, and transform not only the categories of “man” and “woman,” but the categories of femme, transgender, butch, genderqueer, and “none of the above, thank you.” In these same essays, you will find numerous takes on mixed-race identity, the legacy  of slavery, white liberalism, immigration, and sexual liberation. You will find essays that address the domestic violence prevention movement, sweat tea, ecstasy, academic tokenism, queer racism, rural poverty, The Decameron, able-bodied protectionism, accidental passing, SM, a reading group, radical drag, homohop, shopping for shoes, the prison industrial complex, do-it-yourself hypocrisy, the psychiatric industry, international travel, high school, incest, barhopping, anti-Arab hysteria, cruising, marriage, art school, the U.S. flag, crystal meth, the nonprofit industrial complex, the right kind of victim, fetishism, welfare, consumerism, ghost stories, personal responsibility, 1950s gender norms, mental health scams, Code Pink, rural poverty, wheelchair access, gay male fear of female bodies, transgression within seemingly conventional hetero relationships, nationalism, motherhood, 1970s gay liberation, Okie migration, homeless shelters, the sex work origin myth, Chicano history, industrialization, Jewish ritual baths, trans misogyny, migrant farmworkers, misinterpretation, surgery, counterculture norms, bleeding, SSI, pilot training, private school, public school, AIDS, the suburbs, and Rupert Everett.

But wait. As this book nears completion, Brooke and I have yet another series of frustrating conversations in which Brooke informs me that she’s worried that I’m compromising the integrity of the book by “reaching too far beyond the parameters we’ve tried to establish.” I respond that the point of the book is to make people reach too far, to roll into critical, complicated, dissonant essays that grumble with uncomfortable revelation.

I’m hoping to reveal the ways in which we’re all caught in a passing net, even in our attempts to challenge, subvert, and dismantle this tyranny.  As I write this introduction with voice activation software, I wonder if I’m passing as able-bodied. How can I use this evenly spaced, uniform text to convey the way that my wrists burn even after turning just a few pages, holding the pen too tightly, grasping for the right words? Fibromyalgia is a word for this relentless cycle of pain and exhaustion that is the physical manifestation of my struggles to survive what happened in the house where I grew up, and that still resides in my body, in my brain, in these poor hands that never could have protected me.

Maybe that’s where this book started, nestled quietly on a tree-lined suburban street. Inside the process of upward mobility, in rooms filled with sweatshop-produced Scandinavian furniture, in the cars that started out modest and grew grander—that’s where I learned what passing meant. First disappear, then smile. No one will notice.

I’m reminded of a moment when I was circulating the call for submissions for this anthology. I’d arrived at a particularly bourgie lesbian party, held at a typical yuppie loft space with exposed beams and cement floors. Someone asked: “What do you do?” I handed her the call for submissions for Nobody Passes. She read it, and inquired politely: “Do you have a PhD?” I think she meant this as a compliment; she assumed I was carrying the credentials. “No,” I said simply.

In that moment of near-silence, what violence did I enact against the alternative ways of living and learning that I hold so dear? The truth is that I don’t have any degrees at all. Well, except a high school diploma—it was a great high school, I swear. I learned a lot about passing. At every assembly, the principal would declare: “Blah blah blah was the first integrated school in Washington, D.C.” It was championed as the most liberal of D.C.’s private schools, so liberal that gay  teachers were required to remain closeted and U.S. History ended just before the civil rights movement. Maybe that high school was where this book started.

Anyway, a few days after my encounter with a lesbian who wanted to know about my PhD, I was chatting with a group of writers, many of whom had numerous degrees, and the subject arose of how I made a living. I’ve supported myself as a whore for the last twelve years, since it’s not like writing pays the bills (no, not even an anthology about passing!). Almost in unison, everyone voiced the same question: “What about teaching?”

In this terrible world, there are not many ways for critical thinkers to make a living. With five books to my credit, and fifteen years of direct action organizing, I suppose it’s not surprising that people ask me about teaching. The truth is that, while I certainly believe in the exchange of knowledge, I’m also interested in dismantling the whole way of thinking that creates disempowering roles of “teacher” and “student.” Nevertheless, I have given my share of college lectures, expounding on the violence of assimilation while encouraging students to challenge everything around them. While I’m not exactly a believer of “change from within,” I do think it is possible for me to appreciate the academy for the level of critical engagement it can sometimes allow, while still seeking to bring the whole machine down.

I grew up in an upper-middle-class, assimilated Jewish “family,” where it was assumed that if I did well in school, I would be graced with the privilege of going to a prestigious college, and then continuing immediately through grad school. I certainly internalized the idea that the only way to escape my parents was to beat them on their own terms,  and so I did in fact spend a year at one of those posh East Coast liberal arts breeding grounds for the intelligentsia. There I decided that making my parents proud (and leaving them behind) through upward mobility of the mind was not a solution I could stomach. I needed to get so much farther away if I was ever going to learn anything beyond the rules of passing for the erudite elite.

I fled to San Francisco, where I found other radical queers desperately trying to create new ways of living, lusting for and caring for one another in a world that wanted us dead. We were incest survivors, whores, outcast kids, vegans, runaways, and sexual renegades trying not to disappear. We shoplifted and made zines; we organized potlucks and office takeovers; we talked about surviving rape and childhood; we fought for syringe distribution and universal healthcare; we fought against police brutality, gentrification, and the prison industrial complex; we fought one another.

Occasionally, we won. We went crazy and cried a lot, or went crazy and stopped crying, or just went crazy. Unlike an earlier generation of queer radicals, we did not have memories of the 1970s to romanticize or mourn.

I have memories of the early ’90s, when, all around me, people were dying of AIDS and drug addiction and suicide. We were finding one another in the ruins, but that was rarely enough. Three years after my arrival in San Francisco, I did go back to that fancy college, just to make sure it wasn’t what I wanted. I saw that the more radical in content a course became, the more intellectually elitist. I found that the friends that I had made three years earlier had dramatically changed: Regardless of their class background, all spoke in the language of the  elite, shuffling around abstractions while competing for the ownership of ideas. Or maybe I was the one who had changed. Either way, I fled after another semester.

But I’ve returned, on the other side of the lectern. In 2003, I was invited to a conference at the University of Michigan titled “Gay Shame,” purportedly inspired by those of us who created the radical queer activist group and events of the same name. With only one panel directly addressing activism (ours), it was obvious to us that we were seen as a fetish object, called on for a few realness points, and we arrived at the conference ready to challenge this blatant appropriation. I proposed that the Gay Shame conference was trickle-down academia, by which academics appropriate anything that they can get their hands on—mostly people’s lived struggles, activism, and identities—and then claim to have invented them. I expected that everyone would nod their heads and take notes for a few clever papers, but instead, famous academics stood up and literally started screaming at me. One of these scholars even likened me to Dick Cheney, implying that by critiquing the academy I was furthering the goals of the Christian right.

My experiences with academia are not always so traumatizing. At the National Women’s Studies Association conference in 2006, attendees loved my anecdote about trickle-down academia. I was on a panel called “Transfeminisms,” so I took the opportunity to ask fun questions, like: “What does it take to pass as a feminist here, in the embrace of the Marriott corporation, global tourism pioneers, and prison industry profiteers?” And: “What does it take to pass as a transfeminist at a women’s studies conference?” No one screamed at me; instead, people laughed and smiled and applauded and asked  interesting questions. They were so engaged that I thought: I should do this every day.

Around the same time, I participated in a radical queer critique of gay marriage for a progressive radio show. The program was refreshing because all six of us on the show (including the host) were dedicated to challenging the notion that gay marriage should be central to queer struggle. The other four guests were academics, and their comments were articulate and on-topic—certainly actualizing the potential of academic discourse to be absolutely rigorous about a specific, measured area. Their language was accessible, their logic relentless. I spoke last, and I felt like I sounded completely crazy. Whereas my fellow panelists spoke deliberately and evenly, my voice went all over the place; I laughed about serious things! I felt absolutely stupid.

Now, I’m not generally intimidated by academics. I’m usually the one telling my friends not to be silenced by the myths of indisputable theory and authoritative knowledge. I’m usually the one saying: “You’re smarter than they are.” What made me feel so disempowered in this particular instance? I think it’s because I was on a panel of “experts,” and when it came my turn to speak, it was as if I, the “activist,” was supposed to deliver the antidote to every atrocity that the other speakers had addressed.

I want to say quite clearly: I am not an expert at anything. I do not have answers. Looking at this world of violence that surrounds us, I feel just as desperate as anyone else. I feel terribly hopeless about the possibility of systemic change. I feel more hopeful about individual and collective acts of resistance. With this book, I’m  seeking to shift conversations about passing away from the dead end of authenticity, in order to ask: If we eliminate the pressure to pass, what delicious and devastating opportunities for transformation might we create?

It’s time to reach beyond the parameters we have tried to establish.






ALL MIXED UP WITH NO PLACE TO GO:

Inhabiting Mixed Consciousness on the Margins

NICO DACUMOS




: When I Was a Man :


Five years old and the summer sun beats down on my black bowl cut, heating my scalp and sending streams of sweat to the tips of my hair and into my collar. It’s so hot I could take off my shirt, but my mom and I have already had that battle:

“Ay! M’ija! What are you doing, you changa? Loquita! Put your shirt back on now!”

“Why? They all get to take off their shirts! It’s not fair!”

“You are a girl. You’re too old to be going around like that anymore.”

“But Mami!”

“Do you want a spanking? Put that shirt on right now, girl, before I tell your daddy!”

Five years old and my favorite outfit is a navy blue velvet sailor suit. Blue like boys. Navy like my daddy. I smooth my chubby hands over my belly, fuzzy like Grover’s and round like E.T.’s.

A shadow falls over me as I play with my Voltron action figures in the yard.

“Hey, you wanna play?”

He is blond like Jesus. Blue-eyed, too, his hair curling soft around his pink angel cheeks. He is so nice to me, not like the other boys I play with, who make sure to treat me extra rough ’cuz they don’t want to get beaten by a girl. He never sees the wrath that lets me knock boys who are faster and older to the ground. I let him boss me around and choose which toys we will play with. I even let him be Lion-O and I settle for being his sidekick, Panthro.

I don’t know his name and he doesn’t know mine, but at the end of each day I dream about bringing him into the house, tucking him into bed with me so we can giggle and wrestle till we fall asleep, our mouths pushing breath against each other’s faces all warm and dewy.

Now, as a cynical grown-up faggot, I know that he was just hustling me for the toys he would never get to call his own. He didn’t have the kind of mother who would comb the thrift stores and swap meets for all the latest Toys “R” Us castoffs. But still, it was one of the first times I felt those jolts of boylove slide through my body.

I am now twenty-two years old and home from college. My mother is ashamed to show the rest of our family my graduation pictures,  the anime-boy hair beneath the graduation cap, the brown slacks and button-down shirt beneath the gown.

Twenty-two years old and my mother, as always, is telling me stories:

“Remember that white boy that lived on the block, M’ija?”

“Which one, Mom?”

“The puti, the one that used to play with you sometimes . . . ”

“Oh yeah! What ever happened to him? He never came around anymore after a while.”

“Yeah, well, I never told you, but there was this one time you weren’t home and he came to the door and he says, ‵Can I play with your little boy?’

“‘I don’t have a little boy,’ I says. ‘Oh . . . you mean my little girl. Her name is Mah-nee-kuh.’

“He just looked at me so confused! ‵Oh,’ he says, and . . . he just left, baby. He never did come back after that, did he, M’ija?”

“No, he didn’t, Mom.”

Twenty-two years old and I can hardly explain the sadness that I feel. I think that I may never know boylove like that again.

I may never pass like that again either. Or be so completely and heartbreakingly betrayed.




: Don’t Get It Twisted; or, Facing the Consequences of Mixed Consciousness :

Okay, let’s get this shit over and done with: Nico is a flaming queer radical polysexual two-spirit female-bodied middle-class multiracial bottom who always ends up topping anyway Filipin@/Chican@ antimisogynist transgender butch fag in a polyamorous committed relationship with  kids, extremely bad credit, and chronic illnesses and incurable diseases that seem invisible. Oh Audre Lorde, where are you when I need you? Sigh. The problem with being everything is that it mostly gets me a whole lot of nothing. In theory I should be able to claim all the identities and related spaces above, but we all know that’s not true. Instead I find myself isolated. And a liar.

Sometimes I lie my ass off for even the tiniest taste of community. I let my family and some radical straight people of color call me by my given name in the interest of feeding our tenuous connection. I remain “she” amongst butches of color to hang on to the one community that ever felt kinda good to belong to. I let transmen assume that I am also FTM, that I unequivocally long for top surgery and testosterone. I don’t try to explain the strange feeling that resides inside me, the feeling that someday I will find elders who will help me to understand that there may be a reason why I fell into this female body this lifetime—even as I go back and forth every day between wanting to craft my body into the form my mind tells me it should be and trying to find a reason for the way it is.

Much of my young adult life I have spent in search of community. In high school I hungered for queer intellectual community. I discovered queer theory just before college, when some East Coast professors got ahold of me and blew my mind wide open with sexy Foucault, baffling Butler, and some proto-tranny theorizing in the form of clumsy critical readings of movies like Tootsie. I heard the words transgender and genderfuck for the first time. They sounded so seductive: terms to include all gender nonconformists, terms that implied motion, fluidity, never comin’ home like a rooooollin’ stone . . . I held high hopes for the  queer feminist ignorance-free utopia I was sure awaited me at Smith College, the women’s college where one of those professors taught.

However, when I arrived at my overpriced alma mater, I found myself sorely disappointed. I was thrown into one of the most violently racist and classist environments I have ever experienced: I had white women ask me to show my student ID before letting me enter my own dorm; I saw a stud from another school harassed after white students called campus police and reported a suspicious black male roaming the halls; later, during the protests sparked by the incident, I watched the college’s president console the student who had made that phone call to campus police as she shed her disarming white-woman tears; I saw a good friend fight off a nervous breakdown after receiving racist death threats on the dry-erase board on her door; I lost friends who could not afford to attend anymore, whether economically or emotionally.

Given this environment, I knew I would never survive alone. I went in search of community. Alas, in the straight people of color communities my female masculinity provoked fear and disgust. In the queer people of color community established through the PRISM student organization, my person of color-ness came under question. So I started listening to hiphop again and relearned the slang and nonstandard English that my child-of-immigrants upbringing had worked so hard to erase. Re-forming myself and conforming to everyone else’s ideas of what “queer woman of color” meant was the only way I knew to survive that place. It worked, too, for a while. That was, as long as I never pushed for dialogue around the animosity felt toward those with white lovers, or challenged the transphobia that kept FTM people of color from feeling welcome at PRISM meetings and events.

Looking back, I feel sorry for all of us. All of us, white students and students of color, economically privileged and poor, queer and straight, transgender and nontransgender, found ourselves in an overwhelming situation with no one to help us navigate the difficult negotiations and acts of violence that occur when people from all these different communities suddenly find themselves in close quarters. U.S. society, after all, continues to be starkly segregated along class and race lines, never allowing people to have the sort of interactions necessary to undo prejudices, stereotypes, and oppressions. However, my empathy only lasts so long—I remember my own experiences and those of other people I know who attended private liberal arts colleges. There is nothing like luring low-income and first-generation-college-attendee students of color to an institution like Smith College and then subjecting them to white, sheltered, economically privileged people to inspire thoughts of suicide and/or homicide. Ultimately, the white and economically privileged students benefit from this experience. They learn how to be good liberals and comport themselves in ways that conceal their complicity with white supremacy; they find their lives “enriched by diversity.” Meanwhile, students of color and poor students suffer lifelong emotional scars and face the hard truths of why they were recruited so heavily to attend these institutions in the first place. At best, students of color and poor students learn how to pass themselves off in “polite (white) society” so that they can get a job at a large corporation or a nonprofit organization, perhaps learn how to invest money in the capitalist system, and other American Dream–type skills that are meant only to benefit the individual and leave the rich-poor gap, institutionalized racism, and U.S. status quo intact.

Somehow, though, pockets of radical, antioppressive thought survive within the academy. I wouldn’t be writing if they didn’t. Somewhere in the middle of college I discovered radical women of color writings and theories. Gloria Anzaldúa showed me the borderlands, the crossroads where I belonged, lonely and brutal as they may be. Audre Lorde taught me to claim all the parts of myself at once, no matter how unlikely it was that anyone would have the courtesy to respect me in all my multiplicities. The Combahee River Collective showed me that those of us in the most marginal margins have always already figured shit out and will need to wait about twenty years for the mainstream and the theory heads to catch up. bell hooks taught me that I could love my urge to kill whitey and still love whitey at the same time. Above all, these women of color writers taught me to love and honor the women in my life—lovers, friends, my sister, my mother, my grandmothers—not only because they have often been the only people willing to offer me sanctuary, nourishment, and much-needed critique in a world that often leaves me alone, exhausted, and afraid, but also because I have learned from these individuals that liberation for all people depends upon close attention to the needs, desires, and issues of women of color.

Somewhere else in the middle of it all I discovered mixed-race activism, a revelation that nevertheless left me resentful of the dominant narrative of mixedness, which only looks at the struggle that mixed people face in having a white parent. That narrative was nothing like my experiences as a multiracial Filipin@/Chican@. Since childhood, my family told the story of my race through my phenotypic traits; I saw my mother’s round eyes melded with an exotic chinkyness, her light Latin skin, and my father’s flat Filipino nose all come together to make the  face I saw in the mirror each day. There was no separating them out, no expectation that I pass as just one or the other. Hell, my siblings and I even coined a whole new race called Flipican. However, no one else ever read this story on my body. I was always something other than the races that were “really” me, in that classic mixed-kid way. But no matter; thinking about things from a mixed-race perspective started me thinking that mixedness was somewhere at the heart of my discomfort with identity, my inability to “just pick one” no matter what identity matrix I was being sucked into. So I stopped trying. I also stopped trying to like just girls or just boys. I even stopped trying to like just one girl or one boy. I stopped trying to be just a girl or just a boy. Or a transboy or a butch girl.

This is mixed consciousness, friends. Coming soon to a cultural studies class near you.




: ¡Lucha Libre! Transgender vs. Butch :

Meanwhile, transgender failed me in so many ways throughout college and continues to do so in its mainstream incarnations. Despite the fact that transgender identities seemed to explain so well how I felt genderwise, I steered clear of the students who identified with transgender masculinities like FTM or genderqueer, who cut their hair, changed their names, grew stubble, and took a college van to the True Spirit conference every year, all without worrying about where they were going to get the money to fund all these actions that were seen as central to their identities. I just couldn’t relate to them and sometimes even feared them. I questioned the wisdom of some of the same white kids I knew to be racist fucks taking on masculine privilege and using  their transgendered otherness to shield themselves from being called out on actions that were racist, classist, or misogynistic. I didn’t feel like I could say any of that out loud, though. The only other people lodging those sorts of complaints were also known as transphobic second-wave feminists.

One of the communities I did connect with at college was the butch of color contingent, where I found a queer history that I wanted so much more desperately than I desired to become the secret boy name I only revealed to lovers. The way I still see it, my forefathers and mothers are butches, marimachas, studs, and bulldaggers. Those who passed every day, those who didn’t try to pass and wore pantyhose at work. Those who bound their breasts or had them removed, those who didn’t. Those who were stone, those who took it up the ass and any other hole available. It was a gente thing; it was my sister’s best friend since middle school’s youngest sister, who I went to elementary school with, showing up to a family party all b-boyed out and fresh out of juvie, her chola girlfriend standing by her side in all her black lip liner, tattoos-in-tribute-to-all-her-dead-homies glory. It was older butchas seeing me on the street and nodding approvingly.

It wasn’t until after college that I met transmen of color with radical, antiauthoritarian politics, transmen who mixed freely with butches, genderqueers, and nontransmen because it served a greater radical politic to do so. Transmen who loved femmes and couldn’t imagine a revolution that wasn’t planned and executed side by side with their sisters, mothers, girlfriends, and camaradas. Transmen who understood intimately that there weren’t enough of us to be exclusive about where we found love and friendship. I realized that I could be Nico full-time  and still articulate (most of the time) the things that made me not quite FTM and still emotionally, historically, and politically attached to butchness. Am I a transgender butch? I don’t know. I do know that this or any other honest articulation of my gender identity will never convince Dr. Harry Benjamin’s followers, who mete out access to medical treatments like gender reassignment surgery and hormone therapy based on a narrow and pathologizing understanding of “transsexuality,” to allow me self-determination over how I choose to modify my own body. I also know that I will continue to search for alliances with those who foreground the concerns of femmes and feminine-identified people while also creating new options for enacting masculinities.

Only now, in retrospect, have I taken the time to seriously consider the fact that I didn’t encounter transwomen at Smith College. I have done some Internet searches recently relating to transwomen attending women’s colleges and none have yielded results beyond hypothetical questions of what particular institutions would do if a transgender woman applied for admission. I realize that I must acknowledge my own complicity in the erasure of transwomen by failing to see feminine-identified transgender people as part of my queer, antiracist, antimisogynist, anticlassist, gender-challenging reality. At the same time, this topic (unexplored by me) offers the opportunity to ask many questions. What sorts of alliances might be forged between nontrans femmes, women of color, antimisogynist masculine-identified people, and transwomen? How can we make room for the stories of all the feminine-identified transgender people out there, like Sylvia Rivera, who always have led and continue to lead our struggles and could potentially offer some of the most insightful interventions into antioppressive theories and  strategies? Who will acknowledge that transwomen find themselves in some of the most vulnerable positions in this society, oftentimes unable to access even the paltry privileges allowed to nontrans women? It seems to me that the pervading attitude about feminine-identified transgender people casts them as utterly reactionary, at best apolitical, and most likely a detriment to the cause of women’s liberation. After all, isn’t anyone who would actively seek to inhabit femininity frivolous, foolish, and therefore responsible for her own oppression? This stereotype in itself is pretty damn misogynistic; it also points out the misogyny inherent in many who would call themselves feminists, who, rather than reimagining femininity, buy into the dominant discourses that devalue it and do all they can to divorce themselves from that which they fear will make them weak and powerless.

But I still cannot pretend that transgender in general does not continue to fail me when it does not fulfill its promise of butch inclusion. It fails all butches, AGs/aggressives, and studs who find themselves facing the same issues of state and interpersonal violence that FTMs or genderqueers face, minus the academic and political hype. My experience of this “butch exclusion” strikes me as particularly tied to race and class. Butchness, as understood by academics and mainstream gay and lesbian communities, only draws interest when anthropologized or relegated to the past, and cast as a precursor to transgenderism. Even then, the stories told focus on the experiences of white butches. Butches, AGs, and studs of color, their histories and communities, remain invisible. Transgender masculine politic was founded and finds its home in the academy, which validates the history and experiences of economically privileged white people while erasing those of poor people and people  of color. Transgender or genderqueer become identities mainly concerned with medical technologies, psychology, and psychiatry, or else a masturbatory celebration of the radicality of “transversing” or “performing” gender without looking at why. For people who might struggle to survive at basic levels, it may be more fulfilling to claim an identity like butch, which does not necessarily require engagement with institutions like medicine or academia, which have historically sought to kill, pathologize, or ignore people of color and poor people (and queers). Most transgender scholarship leaves little room for groups of people or ways of being that do not fit a narrow definition of what is scholarly enough or trans-gressive enough. Transgender masculine politic also shuts out transgender women from these queer and feminist academic circles: Misogyny among privileged gay and/or straight male academics actively excludes transgender women; transphobia among feminist academics casts transgender women as wolves in sheep’s clothing.

The explanation of the relationship between butch and transgender cries out for new scholarship and artistic works along the lines of Cheryl Dunye’s film The Watermelon Woman, which pointedly addresses the ways that young queer women of color hunger for elders, mentors, a sense of history that informs our present, and theory that offers a relevant matrix through which to understand our existence. The absence of butches of color from both mainstream media and the relatively marginal world of queer and feminist academics leaves me unsurprised by the behavior of my seventeen-year-old queer cousin, who hates on the one transgender boy at her school and won’t call him “him” while at the same time she rolls all thug-boy style and talks about the fun she would have if she had a dick. How am I gonna help her find  the space to figure this shit out? Can I offer her a path that does not end in trips to a psychiatrist and thousands of dollars in medical procedures that she may never be able to afford?

But wait. There are young butches of color emerging, and they are demanding to be heard both inside and outside of white-dominated academic spaces. I was honored when the performance troupe called Butchlalis de Panochtitlan asked me to take part in one of their shows. I knew that the Butchlalis, and most notably their producer/curator/ unofficial troupe leader (hereafter called La Jefe), were forming new venues outside of traditional women of color and queer performance spaces. I met these “Butch Stars of Pussyland” through one of my lovers (hereafter called Femme Dramaturg). From the moment I met them, things started to go sour, but I was preoccupied by the prospect of finding masculine-identified gente with whom I could collaborate and create new artistic modes.

The night before the show, Femme Dramaturg picked me up from the airport. She was visibly upset, after a long day of conflict with the Butchlalis during rehearsal for the show (she was helping to direct). La Jefe had accused Femme Dramaturg of “anthropologizing” the Butchlalis because she’d seemed to be journaling about them while they were unwinding after rehearsal, just like another femme artist who had allegedly stolen the Butchlalis’ idea for a video about butches. Later I learned from Femme Dramaturg that she most likely had been studying the Butchlalis very closely, but rather than to anthropologize, she’d done so because she was trying to come out as butch herself after years of being made to believe that femme was her only option.

The Panochtitlan performance itself reinscribed certain forms of  homophobia and misogyny even as it purported to promote a “radical masculinity” with antimisogyny as one of its core tenets. From the beginning, I was struck by the structure of the show, which included two other special guests who had masculine names and seemed to lean more toward the FTM spectrum than the Butchlalis. Our performances were folded in amongst the Butchlalis’ sketch pieces. When, in the first few minutes of the opening monologues, La Jefe articulated her sexuality and gender identity by saying, “I don’t do the trannyfag,” I began to feel suspicious of what my relationship to these Butchlalis was supposed to be. I began to feel like the “Them” in relation to their “Us.” Throughout the weekend of the performance I found myself parroting misogynistic discourses in an attempt to relate to the Butchlalis, the same old shit that happens any time I try to gain entry into masculine spaces. Boyspace with the Butchlalis ended up being a mind(fucking)scape that proved to me once again what a masculine failure I am.

I find that I fail miserably at being a guy, whether it’s with butches or transmen or any other masculine-identified people. I feel more comfortable with femmes of any gender, but I don’t quite present or feel feminine enough to call myself a femme. I’m like one of those ’70s feminist men trying to make it okay for other boys to cry. I simply find myself incapable of accepting the messages that masculinity seems to be telling me about love: Love is my fist slammed into your face; love is my cold shoulder pressed into your hot back as I fuck you deep. Is it my fate to end up beaten and thwarted, too stupid or brave or desperate to hide the soft, sweet parts, to just wear the mask that masculinity has carved out for us and ignore the rest?

My femme friend and I were accused of disrupting the “sacred boyspace” of Panochtitlan, as if Butchlalidad were some sort of nationalist identity and Pussyland was its patria. This left the Butchlalis with the power to ask me for ID if my actions did not adhere to their definitions of butchlalidad. In the end, my “work visa” expired, and I doubt that I will be offered re-entry. The artistic and personal relationship that Femme Dramaturg has with certain members of the Butchlalis continues to be strained as she steadily emerges as a butch fag. Her tumultuous relationship to the Butchlalis is as much a story of the ways that gendered people spend so much time shoring up the boundaries of their identities by making sure that others stay within theirs, as it is the story of a butch disrespecting a femme.

As I struggle to navigate the violence of masculinities enacted by butch and trans people, there is the curious fact of the butch vs. trans border war. Never mind that the line between the two seems as tenuous as the barbed wire fence that juts out into the Pacific Ocean at the U.S.-México border: Its vain attempt to demarcate the two countries will inevitably fall to the steady flow of waves slamming back and forth across its rotting posts. Seems to me that sometimes the only difference between a butch and an FTM involves personal intention, especially when the people who bash us aren’t going to stop because we say: Look, dude! I’m a butch lesbian! It’s the transmen you want to be punching in the face!

Somehow I got caught in the middle of this border war, caught at the crossroads. Some of the old- and new-school femmes who brought me up are invested in my butchness. A good friend even dubbed me “the last unicorn,” as she has watched so many butches she knows become  transmen. Butch friends want to firmly establish the borders between themselves and transmen. A butch of color for whom I have much love and respect nevertheless doesn’t think that the butch community that she is trying to build should include people who do not accept their bodies or feel comfortable with their breasts and menstruation. What kind of bullshit is that? Who in this society really loves and accepts her body all the time, every day? And why do I feel more comfortable fucking nontransmen than transmen, convinced that transfags won’t find me man enough?




: Attack of the Killer Identitarians :

So really, what we’re talking about is the tyranny of identity and our various efforts to get out from under its rule. But it’s all so difficult, isn’t it? The postmodern, poststructuralist projects would have us abandon the fictions of home, of identity, of black or white. At the same time, the oppressors who continue in the same manner that they have for hundreds of years clamor for the erasure of identity to further their goals of exclusion and genocide, the paper trail conveniently lost. I have a sneaking suspicion that there is a reason that angry white men (and women) dubbing themselves poststructuralists and queer theorists came onto the scene and declared the death of identity just as people of color and white feminists were firmly establishing themselves as viable candidates for tenure-track university positions and tidy little publishing deals. Identity isn’t dead, it’s just competing for airtime with other philosophies that really don’t want to deal with the critical questions that identity raises or find viable ways to sidestep and/or negotiate identity’s very real limitations.

The other potential problem with rejecting traditional identity politics is that its worst possible alternative is a type of super-consumer custom-made identity that leaves you with very little upon which to build a movement. Or it’s some Hallmark card bullshit about how love sees no color or gender or stack of money or lack thereof. Damn. It’s truly with the most vital issues that you find yourself attacked from both sides, isn’t it?

Only now am I truly realizing that I will never find the community I seek based on shared identity. I once heard Anna Deavere Smith call community spaces based on identity “safe houses.” She encouraged people to step out of their safe houses to make connections with others, to forge alliances on even the most tentative bonds in order to get shit done. What she failed to mention was that although one might find a haven and love within the walls of these so-called safe houses, therein also lies the potential for violence, hate, and betrayal. And what about those of us who are denied entrance to the safe houses where we think we might belong? Is there a password? A secret knock?

Sometimes I feel like pure hunger and desire, a soul in search of living flesh. I realize that I will always find respite amongst the migrants, the refugees, the expatriates, the homeless, the pirates. I will always be the fence-sitter. I will pass as I see fit and fail to pass when I was really hoping I would and refuse to pass when it serves my purposes. Even as I write this I wonder whether I will pass at rejecting passing enough to make it into this anthology.

I’m trying to find happiness in the spaces I inhabit. I’m trying to learn how to live my life free from fear and suspicion, to come at everyone with as much trust, patience, and love as I do my own family,  the people I stick with despite all the ways they hurt me. I came to this realization recently while talking to my little cousin, a beautiful nineteen-year-old man of color who is trying to be a man in ways that the men in our family never taught him were possible. I know that he initially came to respect me because he saw my polyamorous lifestyle as playa-pimp, but now he comes to me because he values my advice and because I don’t judge him. We talk about relationships and violence. He struggles: He’s trying to learn to talk instead of throwing fists; he’s trying to learn to cool down and walk away instead of slamming doors or being verbally abusive; he’s trying to earn the love and respect of the woman whom he loves by giving respect. I am amazed and honored that he trusts me enough to struggle with me. I find my masculinity validated, in ways I know will never happen if I walk into a club or party or “community space” and hope for people who don’t really know me to respect and value all the parts of me. In this way I also find myself doing activism and making radical change in the world in the ways I have always wanted. I find myself becoming the elder that I always hoped to find.

Right here, right now, it’s making just a little bit of sense to me.





FRICTION BURN:

A Nonfiction Admission

STACEY MAY FOWLES




I. 


There is a friction burn on my left wrist that I have hidden with a collection of brightly colored plastic bracelets that I bought for forty-nine cents apiece from the local Goodwill. My mother is transfixed by the gaudy accessories as they noisily slide up and down my arm each time I lift my glass of white wine to my mouth, and I realize quickly that my camouflage is faulty.

Pay attention to what I’m hiding, the bracelets scream.

“Are you all right?” she asks me as I pull my sleeve beneath the bracelets and over the crimson marking.

“Work. Work’s been busy,” I lie.
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