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PRAISE FOR RADICAL BELONGING



“This book is a wholly necessary contribution to our world. An expansive guide to the impacts of living in an oppressive world, this book offers an antidote to mainstream ‘bootstrapping’ self-help culture and illuminates real solutions for how we can thrive while pushing to create a world where social justice is present for everyone.”


—Matt McGorry, activist and actor on Orange Is the New Black


“What Bacon offers in Radical Belonging is paramount: an opportunity for readers to reimagine healing, relationships, and connection, and to refocus our activism on community care.”


—Melissa A. Fabello, PhD, author and former managing editor of Everyday Feminism


“This book is an absolute must-read for anyone interested in making the world a better place. Lindo Bacon blends thoughtful analysis, poignant storytelling, important scientific evidence, and a trauma- and social-justice-informed perspective to help people understand and cope with the all-too-common experiences of discrimination and disconnection. Radical Belonging offers hope that we all are capable of transforming our pain into healing and growth—not through narrowly individualistic approaches that would have us ‘pull ourselves up by our bootstraps,’ but through the much more effective avenues of compassion and community.”


—Christy Harrison, MPH, RD, dietitian and author of Anti-Diet: Reclaim Your Time, Money, Well-Being and Happiness Through Intuitive Eating


“I read Radical Belonging through tears. Tears of solidarity from the vulnerable personal stories which give a voice to anyone who has ached to belong. Tears of sadness from seeing our hostile culture laid out in such painfully plain terms. Tears of happiness at feeling deeply ‘seen’ in a way that is rare. And tears of gratitude for being able to read a book that couldn’t feel more appropriate or needed than it is right now. Thank you Lindo Bacon, for boldly gracing our world with this collection of perfect words during this imperfect time.”


—Jes Baker, activist and author of several books, including Things No One Will Tell Fat Girls: A Handbook for Unapologetic Living


“Dr. Lindo Bacon has written the book I didn’t know I so desperately needed. Radical Belonging seamlessly weaves together what we know about physical health, mental health and social health, all through the lens of a candid, vulnerable, wrenching memoir. Dr. Bacon’s work shows that health isn’t just a matter of ‘calories in, calories out,’ bloodwork, or after-visit summaries—it’s also fundamentally shaped by how we are rejected or embraced by the world around us. Thank you, Dr. Bacon, for such an important and hopeful book. It is beautiful, timely and essential reading for all of us.”


—Your Fat Friend (@yrfatfriend on social media), anonymous essayist


“Powerful, beautiful, tragic, poignant, maddening, heartbreaking, educational! If you have had any connection whatsoever with trauma in your life (spoiler alert: if you are human, you have) you simply must experience this book!”


—Jon Robison, PhD, author of The Spirit and Science of Holistic Health and How to Build a Thriving Culture at Work


“Lindo Bacon’s new book, Radical Belonging, is both informative and comforting. Remember the best things about Mr. Rogers’ kid’s show? He was reassuring you that you are good, just as you are. Here’s the adult-sized version—and then some. It’s a powerful message, and Dr. Bacon backs it up with clear, easy to follow stories and examples about how we all navigate privilege, oppression, and hierarchy, and often times, take on stress we have no business carrying. This book is an easy read in the best possible ways, and full of diverse examples tracking many marginalized identities. Readers will also find some real talk on why self-love alone won’t save us and why we need to weave stronger community support for one another. That’s the key here—interconnectedness. And Lindo Bacon is actually discussing how that might work—rather than just telling us it’s a good idea.”


—Kimberly Dark, professor and author of several books, including Fat, Pretty, and Soon to Be Old: A Makeover for Self and Society


“What does it take to truly feel a sense of belonging? As a storyteller, researcher and social justice advocate, Lindo weaves together a compelling and compassionate guide that will forever change the way you see yourself and others. The world needs Lindo’s roadmap to promoting connection and liberation with awareness to make this world more inviting and inclusive for every body.”


—Judith Matz, psychotherapist and author of several books, including The Diet Survivor’s Handbook


“A book that is as brave as it is necessary, giving us the insights gained through Lindo’s experiences as a brilliant academic, a powerful activist committed to leveraging privilege to create social justice for others, and a person experiencing gender-based oppression. Radical Belonging dismantles the victim-blaming myths that can keep us isolated and stop us from connecting with other marginalized people. Instead, we get a road map to use intersectional experience to create community in which we truly belong.”


—Ragen Chastain, fat activist, athlete, and author of Fat: The Owner’s Manual: Navigating a Thin-Obsessed World With Your Health, Happiness, and High Self-Esteem


“Lindo Bacon delivers an intimate portrait of their own experience of being in a body that has been rendered socially unrecognizable. They remind us that we’ve all been placed in the same state of dis-embodiment. The evidence of our dissociation from one another, and our own selves is damning. Bacon reminds us that in order to move toward a more just world, we must first reconnect with the very parts of ourselves that we have wanted to excise. It is a challenge that we must accept in the interest of collective healing.”


—Sabrina Strings, PhD, associate professor of sociology at the University of California, Irvine, and author of Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia


“From start to finish, Lindo Bacon made me feel at peace with Radical Belonging. A work that successfully validates our diverse lived experiences and reveals the true problems are located within our oppressive culture, not our bodies. Let this book be a meaningful homecoming for one and all.”


—Rebecca Scritchfield, RDN, EP-C, author of Body Kindness: Transform Your Health from the Inside Out—and Never Say Diet Again


“Lindo Bacon’s refreshing honesty, compassion, and vulnerability in sharing their personal story make Radical Belonging an accessible read for those who are on their own healing journey as well as for professionals. I am especially enthusiastic about this book’s potential to radically transform the way people connect with one another, something I believe is absolutely necessary for the survival of the planet. Chapter after chapter, I could feel my hope for the fate of the human race expand. I will be recommending Radical Belonging to every single person I know.”


—Connie Sobczak, author of Embody: Learning to Love Your Unique Body (and quiet that critical voice!) and cofounder of The Body Positive


“Radical Belonging is a lifeline out of the excruciating pain of personal and societal separation. Lindo Bacon’s heartfelt book identifies the necessity of belonging, the personal and cultural cost of separation, and a guide to building belonging within ourselves and our communities. I have been waiting my whole life for this book.”


—Stephanie Zone, PsyD, professor and psychologist
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE



I write this in April 2020 in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic. At this moment, life seems apocalyptic. I’m confined to my house under “shelter at home” orders. When I leave, I arm myself with hand sanitizer, don plastic gloves when shopping, and am vigilant to stay six feet from other people. It’s surreal seeing others with their expressions hidden and voices muffled behind face masks, as if we’re all characters in a bad horror movie.


The effects of the coronavirus are painful and will live on long after this current stage of physical isolation. We are experiencing a collective trauma. We’re watching our world make a tectonic shift.


Humans weren’t meant to live in isolation, as valuable as it may be temporarily. Cutting ourselves off from one another is effectively forsaking not just our freedom, but our humanity. We are biologically wired to need connection with others. Our interconnectedness is part of the very meaning of life.


The proliferation of the virus demonstrates the truth, and the challenge, of that interconnectedness: we are not safe when those around us are not healthy and safe. Our fates are linked, and we are all as vulnerable as the most vulnerable among us. If the cheap burger I eat comes from a restaurant that denies paid sick leave to its waiters and kitchen staff, that makes me more vulnerable to illness. A market-based system that doesn’t adequately provide for everyone along the supply chain fails, catastrophically.


The fallout of the virus shines a glaring light on inequities baked into our culture. The microbe itself may not discriminate, but its impact falls particularly hard on already disadvantaged and discriminated-against communities, like Black people, Indigenous people, and other People of Color, trans people, disabled people, and older people, who are more likely to lack a financial cushion and less able to work from home. They are also less able to avoid infection, more likely to get very sick, and less able to access the quality health care they may need if they do get sick.


During times of uncertainty and change, fear, anxiety, depression, rage, hopelessness, and other troubling emotions amp up. Stress-related disease runs rampant, and substance use, eating disorders, addictive behaviors, and other coping behaviors spike. It is understandable that we are reaching for life preservers during this time of profound separation and uncertainty.


Health, including mental health, is inherently political, and collective dis-ease manifests in individual lives and bodies.


As disheartening as current times are—and may, by this book’s publication, still be—opportunity can come from crisis. These early days of the pandemic are revealing that what was once thought impossible is, indeed, possible. The multi-trillion-dollar US stimulus budget shows that, with enough political will, we can make money out of thin air. The dramatic decline in air pollution as countries are brought to a standstill by the virus shows that changes in habits can clean the sky. Life under lockdown is teaching us lessons in valuing the workers who sustain us, consuming less, and living simpler and more sustainable lives. I am heartened, too, as I witness beautiful acts of compassion and generosity of spirit.


It has taken the coronavirus to remind us of the interdependence of humanity—and that connection is our most valuable resource. We need to nurture it as if our lives depend on it. Because they do.


If there is a silver lining to this pandemic, it is that it has made our crisis of belonging evident—and exposed Radical Belonging as necessary, not just helpful, for survival. The way through this is together. The themes of this book are more important now than ever. Join me in the pages that follow for hope, inspiration, and a path forward.










PROLOGUE



It’s hard to be yourself and feel belonging in a culture that is hostile to your existence.


Think of someone you love. I’m willing to bet that when you think about the people you cherish, it’s probably your dearest wish that they have access to every tool and opportunity possible to be themselves, be loved, and flourish in a welcoming world.


My parents wanted this for me. They wanted me to be loved and cherished. They wanted me to fit in and flourish.


That’s why they chose to name me Linda. Linda means beautiful, the “a” signifying female—facts I learned at my bat mitzvah, a Jewish ritual that marks the day a girl becomes a woman, at age thirteen. I’ll never forget my father’s speech. He was so proud, he told us, as my mother beamed at his side, of how I was living up to the name they had chosen for me.


Beautiful.


It was a magnificent, tender hope for my life. My success-oriented parents intuited, correctly, that feminine beauty is currency, a success lever in our society, and perhaps even a precondition for success—one that arguably overshadows character development and earned achievements. They believed (and everything in our world and their experience confirmed) that the main tool a girl needs is beauty. My parents’ hearts told them that femininity and feminine beauty would be the keys that unlocked hearts and doors for me. Like all parents with hearts full of love, they wanted that for me.


They wanted everything for me.


Naming me Linda was an aspiration, an invocation and a plan. Not that my parents had any ties to its origins, which are Spanish and Portuguese. Their disdain for Brown people, in fact, made this more an act of cultural appropriation than admiration. Yet, for them, the definition was powerful: I would be beautiful. I would be welcome in the world. I would belong.


There was, however, a flaw in that formula:


I was not a girl.


And femininity? Not my thing.
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I had my breasts removed in 2016.


It’s a surgery those of us in the transgender community call “top surgery.” I was fifty-two. Post-surgery, bandages removed, standing in front of a full-length mirror in the surgeon’s office, was the first time I recognized my body as my own, in every way. It looked right. Yes, this is my body.


I remember asking when the swelling would go down. I’ll never forget hearing the doctor say: “That’s not swelling. Those are your pectoral muscles.” I love the symbolism of that moment, that my well-developed (gym-honed) strength, previously hidden behind my breasts, was now exposed. I recognized the reflection as my own in every way. This was my body.


I belong in this body. Finally.


After a lifetime of seeing a stranger in the mirror, this was liberation.
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All bodies are perfect as they are. This idea is foundational in the mainstream body positivity movement. The message is, succinctly, “Don’t change your body. Change the culture.”


When I first considered top surgery, I was concerned that people who read my books, heard me speak, or looked to me as a leader in the body positivity movement would feel betrayed. What if they think I am a hypocrite? After all, I’d spent my life campaigning for self-acceptance and body acceptance.


Here I was, apparently, not accepting my body.


That’s not entirely accurate. My personal and professional work in the body positivity movement did help me build up and achieve some measure of body acceptance. Before my surgery, I could “accept” my body as a perfectly fine and even attractive body. I appreciated how my body functioned. I reveled in having all parts of my body touched—even and especially the breasts that looked so foreign to me. Yet, despite the relative state of body positivity I had achieved, there was no mirror that reflected my true self back to me. My body-positive gaze required conceptual gymnastics. Yes, that is indeed a fine body reflected in the mirror. It just isn’t mine.


Given my leadership position in the body positivity community, I worried that other people would find it deeply ironic and even presume me untrustworthy when they learned that I struggled to belong not just among other people, but within my own body. Yet, my struggles, first for body acceptance and later for body liberation and belonging, are actually the source of my insight.* I have had to develop deeply personal tools and strategies—and then practice them, continually—to heal my relationship with my body and our culture. My professional training, my time as a professor, and my lived experience of struggling to belong and be myself are the reasons I can offer tools and resources to help you belong in your body, too.
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Body alteration has been liberating for me, letting me feel more at home in my skin. It wasn’t a rejection of my body; it was an alignment of my physical self with my gender. Surgery was part of a freeing transition to body liberation. Now, I am more comfortable in my body, which means I can more often be my authentic self and am more accurately seen by others. All of this leads to greater intimacy and joy. I’ve dismissed the idea, which I used to promote, that we should never seek to change our bodies. I’ve stopped saying, “This is the body you have, embrace it.” Instead, I share a more liberating message: “All bodies deserve respect and care.” Respect and care take on different meaning for each of us.


Too many of us feel alienated from our bodies. This isn’t your personal failing; it means that our culture is failing you. It’s not easy to experience personal body liberation in a culture where so many bodies are actively excluded and subject to stigma and discrimination; where we all face barriers in getting over our preconceptions about bodies and seeing ourselves and others for who they are; where the toxic culture gets inside us and becomes our physically embodied experience, affecting our health and longevity and instilling an unconscious bias that causes us to act against our chosen values.


Not coincidentally, this alienation and lack of belonging—within myself and in every social space I occupied—was the beginning of my eating disorder and substance abuse, fueling a range of maladaptive behaviors that challenge me to this day. Being othered, and the body shame spurred by this separation from others, is not “just” a feeling. Being erased and devalued creates structural and material realities that make it harder to regulate our emotions, and influences our relationships, our health and longevity, our finances, our ability to realize dreams, and ultimately whether or not we will be accepted, loved, or even safe.


Our pain gets internalized, wreaking havoc on our survival system and making us more vulnerable to a range of ills: learning disabilities, depression, anxiety, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, cancer, stroke, chronic lung disease, compromised immune systems, digestive disorders, musculoskeletal disorders, liver disease, and early death, as well as sexually transmitted infections, financial stress, poor academic and work performance, and insomnia, to name a few.


It can also show up in an array of behaviors and disorders that help us adapt to difficult situations but don’t serve us well in more favorable circumstances, including hypervigilance, heightened anxiety and suspicion, attention deficit disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder, substance abuse, and eating disorders. It can also appear as dysfunctional and maladaptive behavior such as disordered thinking, difficulty concentrating, panic attacks, learned helplessness, self-hatred, hopelessness, depression, or a survival reflex that involves violence.


Oppression, by removing us from belonging, is absorbed into our bodies and is literally killing us.


That’s why my body of work as a scientist, author, professor, speaker, and advocate for body liberation always comes back to the themes of belonging or not belonging.


To justice.


To being seen as an individual rather than a type.


To feeling comfortable in our own skin.


To feeling welcome in our world.


These are the issues I’ve been exploring across the years in my own work, in my communities, and in my books, Health at Every Size: The Surprising Truth about Your Weight and (coauthored with Lucy Aphramor) Body Respect: What Conventional Health Books Get Wrong, Leave Out, or Just Plain Fail to Understand about Weight. Body Respect and Health at Every Size are, at their core, me wrestling with belonging.


So, too, is this book.





*“Nothing about us without us.” These empowering words have fueled the disability rights movement over the years, expressing the conviction of people with disabilities that they know what’s best for themselves. Too often we look to “experts” to define the experiences of groups, ignoring and devaluing the real expertise that comes from lived experience.










FOREWORD



I hated going to my therapist every week. Every Wednesday morning I would wake up with a pit of dread in my stomach that would last with me through the day. At the end of my work day I would sigh and get into my car and drive to my therapist’s office.


Things would not improve once I got to my appointment. I would start to explain an issue that I had encountered that week. I would talk about the sexism I faced at work. I would talk about my fears as a Black woman in a racist society. I would talk about my fears of intimacy in a world that was unsafe for women. I would try to figure out why I felt so sick all of the time, why there were some days where I was so tired that my arms and legs felt like they were made of lead. I would look over through tears at my therapist for a sign of understanding, and I would see nothing but confusion. I would blink back my tears, embarrassed. I would talk about something a little less personal. At the end of the session, the only advice offered to me was to come back again the next week. I would leave feeling like I had pulled myself apart, piece by piece, for an audience that could do little more than yawn and then leave me to pick up the pieces.


And every day I went back, for months and months. Why did I go back? I went back because something was wrong with me, and when something was wrong with you, you sought professional help. I went because I had been told time and time again that therapy worked. Therapy helped.


So if therapy wasn’t helping, the problem must be me.


One day, I decided to take a risk and voice my shame to a friend. I confessed that I hated therapy. I hated my therapist. I wasn’t getting any better and I didn’t know if I ever would feel better. I felt guilty and broken and embarrassed.


My friend thought for a few seconds and then said, “It sounds like you need a new therapist.”


The suggestion brought forth immediate denials from me. No, I didn’t need a new therapist. My therapist had already invested so much time on me, and I owed it to him to fix whatever was wrong with me that was stopping him from being able to help me.


My friend looked at me, shocked, and said, “You deserve to have a therapist you like.”


I was, mind you, a full-grown woman in her thirties at the time, and yet I couldn’t quite grasp what she was telling me. Why on earth did I deserve to like my therapist?


My friend continued, “Ijeoma. You are a queer Black woman. You are a single mother. You’ve been going through a lot of shit. Your therapist is a white man who doesn’t seem to listen to you and has no reference point for what you’ve experienced in life. He doesn’t sound like someone you’d want to talk to on a good day, let alone when you are in crisis. I’m pretty sure you are supposed to like your therapist.”


And right then I realized that the reason why I had insisted on going to this therapist over and over and over was because I did not believe that I was supposed to like my therapist, because I did not believe that therapy was ever designed for someone like me. I had devalued myself because traditional therapy had devalued me.


Western therapy and mental health counseling had not been developed for me. The majority of mental-health professionals did not look like me, had not grown up like me, and would never face many of the issues around race, sexuality, or class that I faced every day. I was a fat, queer, poor, Black woman trying to seek connection, healing, and guidance from a straight, white, upper-middle class man who had been trained to help people like him. It was never going to work. And if I was ever going to feel better, I was going to have to start with the idea that I deserved care that made me feel better.


I began the long search for the right therapist. After some trial and error, I finally found a promising candidate. She was not Black—there were no Black therapists in my area. But she was queer, and she had experience working with issues around food insecurity and financial hardship. She openly identified as a feminist. She had spent years counseling survivors of sexual abuse. And when we sat down for our first conversation, she discussed the limits of her work experience. She had worked with Black women for years, she said, but she had never been a Black woman. So while she had become well versed in issues impacting Black women in America, she would never be able to connect as directly to my lived experiences as a Black therapist would. But she would listen to me, and trust my ability to reliably convey what was happening to me, and offer the best counseling she could give. Would that be enough for me, she asked. She understood if it would not.


I immediately started crying with relief. In years of seeing different therapists, I had never once heard from a professional that if therapy wasn’t working for me, it might not be because I wasn’t a good fit. It might not be me that was broken.


I am a whole person. I am a fat, Black, queer woman. I’m a mother. I’m a sexual assault survivor. I’m a writer. I’m an activist. I’m a feminist. In me lies victory, trauma, humor, despair, love, and so much more. And yet, when I tried to engage with traditional practices of mental health—like medicine, therapy, or self-help books—I was never given space to bring my entire self along the journey. Often, the rejection of my whole self in the mental health and self-improvement fields mirrored the same rejection I felt from the broader world. It was constantly reinforced that I was the piece that didn’t fit.


Over the years I have—first with that important therapist and then with my own work with community support networks—come to realize that not only do I need to be seen and accommodated as a whole person in society in order to be healthy, but that it is an obligation of society to make sure that we are seeing and caring for everyone. I have come to see how, in a world built to cater to people who are white, cisgender, abled, straight, and male, not only are systemic oppressions and injustices making people sick, they are also building barriers to any attempts at healing or wellness.


But we all deserve connection. We all deserve care. We all deserve compassion. Radical Belonging is a rare book in which I saw some reflection of myself in every chapter. It is a book that endeavors to hold space for people who have consistently been told that they don’t fit in the framework of mental health and healing. This is a book that affirms that we are not the wrong shape, we are not the wrong size, and we are not broken. It is a book that I wish had been written many therapists ago, but I’m so glad it exists now. I want to reread it with my partner, with my friends, so we can, as Bacon puts it, “restore the connection that was interrupted by a culture of othering.”


I deserve that connection, my community deserves that connection, and you do too.


—Ijeoma Oluo










INTRODUCTION



THE GENDERED ME


I’m walking toward a women’s restroom. I’m now an adult in midlife, at a conference I’m soon to keynote. A stranger and I reach the door at the same time. She sees me and does a double take. If the two of us are heading into the same bathroom, clearly, one of us is getting it wrong. She looks for the signage, confirming that she really did see a stick figure with a skirt. Yes, she is in the right place.


Reassured, she takes a closer look at me. This time she reads me as a woman, deciding we’re both in the right place. At the same time, it’s clear to both of us that I’ve witnessed her confusion. Her thought process was displayed on her bewildered face. Now she’s mortified and clearly worried that by first assuming I was not a woman, she’s insulted me. She offers me an awkward, stumbling apology.


Yes, the interaction hurt. But it wasn’t her double take that made me feel bad. In fact, the exact opposite is true: I liked it.


Typically, I code as “woman” to most people, and that’s largely how I’m treated. But my intrinsic sense of gender is not “woman.” I don’t really relate to it, so when people see me and think “woman,” I feel erased. I don’t feel seen for who I truly am. It was in that moment when she wasn’t sure whether I was a woman that I felt truly seen. Almost as if she understood, for a fleeting moment, that I was not a woman.


What hurt wasn’t her confusion, it was her apology. It said to me that not fitting into a category of woman, as I don’t, is wrong and shameful. Implicitly, her apology for not seeing me as a woman meant that something is wrong with me and my body and the signals I send out.
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I’m genderqueer. Genderqueer, similar to the term non-binary, refers to a person who doesn’t identify as either a man or a woman.


Being perceived as a girl, and then as a woman, has always made me feel alienated—from others and from myself—and no amount of feminist analysis or psychotherapy has helped me move beyond that. I know, of course, that there are many ways to do “woman.” That haircuts and clothing—even the category “woman”—are social constructs and that some women are more comfortable in so-called men’s suits than clothing designed for women. That some women play football or can change the oil in a car. A woman doesn’t have to present herself as über-feminine, or feminine at all, to be a woman. For a long time, that’s the argument I made to myself. Maybe I was just a different kind of woman, one that didn’t adhere to femininity and the usual constructs?


You might be thinking that, too, wondering, Why can’t you just expand your definition of woman and take your place there? Understand that the culturally accepted definition is too limiting, but who you are is still “woman”?


Believe me, I’ve thought about that. For decades, I took that to heart. I’ve studied feminist theory. I’ve explored gender academically and through psychotherapy, as a professional and as a client. I’ve questioned whether it was a difficult childhood that caused me to reject the title of woman so I wouldn’t have to feel I’ve failed as a woman. Or whether I was just looking for access to male privilege. I have even explored the question of whether my short stature—I’m 5 feet tall—makes me excessively needy for attention! The answer I always come back to—one that rises up from within me—is that gender identity is intrinsic and deeply felt, going well beyond choice or adjustment or history or biology. I simply don’t experience myself as a woman.


Nor do I understand myself as “man.”


That is why I feel most comfortable as genderqueer, a category that defies definition. In this gray area, I feel less confined by false expectations, less erased and freer to be myself.


It’s not uncommon for my declaration of being genderqueer to be met with eye rolls. Particularly if you are cisgender, never having experienced this kind of misalignment yourself, you may find it hard to believe I’m not a woman. (Cisgender refers to people whose gender identity matches the one conventionally associated with the sex they were assigned at birth.*) You may think I can and should just change my attitude. It’s common for those with identities centered in dominant culture (who are straight or white,† for example) to consider their own experiences universal and be unaware of others’ very different experiences.


This is an example of cisgender entitlement, in which people privilege their own perceptions and interpretations of other people’s genders over the way those people understand themselves. Entitlement can cause people to scoff at identities like trans or genderqueer and to pathologize those who claim those labels. (Trans is shorthand for transgender, an umbrella term encompassing people whose gender identity differs from that assigned at birth. It includes many diverse ways in which gender identity is experienced.)


Unacknowledged entitlement runs rampant in all categories of dominant identities. Consider white people who declare they are color-blind, for example.* Only someone from the dominant culture, who’s never felt the frequent, subtle prejudice of minority status, could say this. When you break down the language—color-blind = “People of Color, we don’t see you”—it no longer seems so virtuous. People of Color, meanwhile, know that white people do see them differently, as “other,” and have no choice but to live in a racialized reality.† They have no option to be color-blind.


No one wants to have conversations in which others suggest we don’t exist, let alone matter. Yet, I find myself arguing again and again in discussions and interviews, for the very fact of my existence, the reality of my daily life, while being shot down by people who have not only not lived my experience but also lack the humility to acknowledge as much. Projecting their biases onto me, they say to “get over myself.” They never consider that the problem lies in their limited worldview, not in me.


Scientific ideas change over time, and if you are caught in the old worldview that sex and gender are binary categories—or that you can know someone’s sex or gender by looking at them—it’s time to update your education. It is now standardly accepted among those who study these issues that neither sex nor gender are binary—and this is not just cultural, but biological. Both sex and gender are social constructs, and the relationship between an individual’s sex and gender is complex. The best way to navigate the complexities of knowing others’ gender identity is to lighten up on your ideas about categorizing people and recognize the authority of each individual to define their own gender.


For those who have a hard time accepting genderqueer as an identity, there’s an easy rule of thumb I’d like to suggest, which can be applied across the range of marginalized identities:


You don’t have to understand someone’s
perspective to respect that it’s valid.


You don’t have to be comfortable with someone’s
perspective to treat them with respect.


Trust that others understand their lives better than you do. Let marginalized people teach you about their experience, rather than imposing your beliefs on them. Your “expertise” or beliefs about their identities doesn’t supersede their experience.


Developing your cultural humility allows you to experience the richness that diversity brings. The world is a much more interesting place when we open ourselves to everyone’s uniqueness.


Still disagree? Perhaps an analogy can help. A friend describes being raised in an impoverished small town where there was little cultural diversity, with foods limited to their specific cultural tradition, mostly rice and beans. When she first moved to San Francisco and was exposed to the diversity of food options, she was blown away. Kung pao chicken?! Sticky rice with mango?! She had no idea what she had been missing. Food suddenly became a lot more interesting, a source of delight and wonder. The prospect of congee with her morning tea gave her new reason to bounce out of bed with enthusiasm.


I promise you, right now you are missing out on so much possibility because your prejudice, conscious or unconscious, limits your ability to see the rich diversity of our world. This is not a personal indictment; we all are. As we increase our cultural humility and openness to truly seeing others, our world becomes so much more exciting. Prejudice, which is often unconscious and unintended, limits and hurts everyone, not just those on the margins.


When I returned to my childhood neighborhood recently, I was thrilled to reconnect with Lisa, the fat girl who was mercilessly teased in high school, and to learn of her current groundbreaking research in cancer treatment. It made me wonder. That fat (or queer or disabled) kid we shunned in high school, what amazing gifts does she offer the world that we were denied seeing because of our prejudice? (I use the word fat as a descriptor, stripped of any pejorative connotations. If you find it jarring, that’s probably because you’re accustomed to hearing it as an insult. Hang in there with me. My hope is that reading further in the book will help defuse the term for you.) Lisa is caring, compassionate, and smart. How did I miss out on seeing this back then? My high school experience would have been much different if I had had the friendship of a lovely person like Lisa. Instead, I missed out, too caught up in my idea about fatness, preoccupied with status, and stuck in the belief that she wasn’t friend material. It pains me, too, to think about the hours and hours of time I’ll never get back spent trying to fit in with the judgmental and narrow-minded popular kids. Opening to the people behind our stereotypes will go a long way to enriching our lives.


Developing your cultural humility around diverse identities—and quashing the gender binary—will help all of us. If you fit better in those gender boxes, what they’re costing you may not be as obvious. Roles and expectations hurt cis people as much as they hurt trans people by placing limits on acceptable careers, ways of managing emotions, connections with others, and even possible wardrobes. It’s just harder for cis people to see the toll the gender binary takes because no one is hassling them about which bathroom to use.


My hope is that we can all learn a new gender etiquette where we don’t force our assumptions about gender onto other people. I’d like us to dump the outdated notion that penises and vaginas define gender. Even if you’re cisgender, do you really want your gender identity to be reduced to what’s between your legs? Let’s also dump reliance on suits, skirts, ties, makeup, or voice to determine gender identity. They’re just ways we express ourselves. They may help to communicate our gender identity, but they don’t define it.


When you assume you know someone’s gender, it’s like saying you know someone else better than they know themselves. Want to know someone’s gender? Ask!


Consider, too, that maybe it’s not so important to know. After all, if your intent is to know how to treat someone, do you really need to treat people differently based on gender?


OTHERING AND BELONGING


Belonging is an urgent, fundamental, and universal human need. My parents, by naming me Linda, wanted me to have the tools they thought I needed to belong—in this case, feminine beauty. They knew, as we all do, that the quality of our lives is often defined by our relationships with others and how valued we feel. That’s why it hurts so much when I get misgendered, as I was by my parents, as I was in the bathroom at the conference, and as I am in much of my life. Misgendering is a reminder that I’m not seen or accepted for who I am—and, in a world organized along a strict gender binary, a declaration that I don’t belong. When we are not seen for who we truly are, we never feel that we belong. I carry this lifelong legacy. At times it can be crushing, dehumanizing, and very, very lonely.


My feeling of not belonging is not unique. Many of us experience that feeling of unbelonging—not being seen for our full humanity—whether we’re not white enough, or young enough, or pretty enough, or slim enough, or are marked by an accent. My older friend experiences this when she roots through her coin purse with arthritic hands, not fast enough for the impatient people behind her in the grocery line. My Black colleague experiences this in department meetings, when she is alone in a sea of white faces. My fat friend experiences this unrelentingly, as if her sexuality and intelligence are erased with every disapproving look she is subjected to. My blind friend shares that people often raise their voices when speaking to him, though he doesn’t have a hearing impairment.


I try to be aware of the ways I contribute to other people’s feeling of unbelonging, like my participation in a mostly white workspace, and the fact that I’m not being more proactive about changing that work culture. There are also more explicit moments, like when I hosted a dinner party and didn’t invite my friend who is disabled because my house isn’t wheelchair accessible. In both cases, I knew what was happening was wrong but allowed myself to be hemmed in by the difficulty of solving the problem and my fear of uncomfortable conversations.


“Othering” is the problem of our times—and has been the central problem for much of our history. It refers to the process of designating someone as “not one of us.” This makes it easier to see them as less worthy of respect and dignity. Whether that means body-based bias, different ethnic groups warring for territorial dominance, walls constructed to exclude immigrants, laws that limit the freedoms of certain groups, institutional and social constructs that afford opportunities to some while excluding others, or basic inequities like who gets food, water, housing, and employment, identity-based differences feed oppression.


Our bodies are the primary signifiers of our identities. Every time we enter a room, our body precedes us, affecting how others perceive us and treat us, and how they mete out opportunities or roadblocks. The focus in this book is the challenge of inhabiting our physical bodies in a culture that privileges some bodies over others: how we get disconnected, the damages that result, and how we can heal and do better, both as a community and as individuals.
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You know the story about the emperor who had no clothes?* How people clapped and cheered for his gorgeous new ensemble even though he was actually naked?


Imagine being in that crowd. Imagine seeing everyone around you respond with enthusiasm and praise for the emperor’s new robes. Imagine looking at him and thinking, But he’s naked.


At the same time, however, you are aware that every other person can see his clothes. Their certainty and unanimity make you question yourself. You start to doubt your own perceptions and the evidence you’ve gathered with your own eyes. Hundreds and thousands of people are seeing his clothes, you think to yourself, yet I cannot. This many people can’t be wrong. It can’t be possible that he’s actually naked. Is there something wrong with my eyes? What’s wrong with me?


That’s what it was like for me to have a deeply felt, interior sense of who I was (genderqueer, and definitely not a girl or a woman), but have everyone around me act as though I was someone else (a woman). I felt like an imposter in my own skin. For decades, I thought the fault was in me, that only I saw the emperor naked, so I tried to clap and cheer and play along—all while feeling deeply ashamed that I couldn’t see or be what everyone else saw in me.


That’s why, despite my parents’ loving hopes for me—Linda means beautiful—femininity and feminine beauty were not tools I could use to be myself or belong.


Coming to the realization that I was genderqueer (non-binary)—and always had been—and then choosing top surgery was a relief. It was freedom. It was a decision to trust my own perceptions and bodily intelligence. It was a decision to be who I am rather than perform an acceptable self for others. It was a decision to finally belong in my own body so I could also belong in the world. It meant liberating myself to be who I am.


It also meant demanding and allowing others (and you) to see me as I am. This book is in part a coming out story, written for me, so I can authentically be seen. If you can’t see me—and few people see my gender without my making the declaration—then I never have opportunities to truly connect, to feel loved and accepted for who I am.
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If you’re immersed in self-help circles or follow mainstream magazines, sometimes it seems as if we’re being recruited into the cult of authenticity. At every turn, we’re encouraged to be ourselves, to show up authentically.


Yet what doesn’t get articulated is the backstory, that a call to authenticity is politically laden and the path heavily influenced by privilege and disadvantage. It’s a lot easier to be your authentic self when the world tells a story that your authentic self has value.


Many of us become estranged from our authentic selves because we learn that those authentic selves aren’t valued. We’re forced to perform acceptable selves or hide pieces of ourselves (when possible) in order not to be punished, scorned, laughed at, rejected, bullied, or discriminated against. Inauthenticity becomes a survival tactic, a war waged on our true selves that generates shame and disconnection. We direct the pain at ourselves, sometimes taking the form of depression, anxiety, self-harm, substance abuse, even diabetes. We never truly know if the people we’re interacting with actually care about us, which can be soul-assassinating. It’s like gaslighting ourselves. We’re then engaged in pseudo-intimacy, which is laborious rather than nourishing.


True intimacy, on the other hand, flourishes when we come together as our authentic selves. True intimacy is life-giving and energy-boosting. It’s where empathy, compassion, and care blossom. There are limits to the intimacy possible, however, when you have to present your socially acceptable self rather than your authentic self, when you’re on guard and managing impressions.


Have you ever felt like the people at work or school don’t really know you, so it’s a profound relief to get home and drop the facade? Can you even drop the facade at home?


When we cannot be ourselves, we are deprived of authentic relationships we can trust. We are deprived of belonging.


No one deserves that. Yet in an unjust culture that values some bodies over others, we’re set up for it. Hiding our authentic selves can be a smart, protective survival strategy. Had I come out as a genderqueer teen in my hometown, things wouldn’t have gone well. It was hard enough to stop my parents from going forward with their plans for shock therapy to cure me of perceived lesbianism. I can’t imagine the consequences had they realized that what they really were observing was gender transgression. It doesn’t surprise me that so many trans kids attempt suicide. In one large survey, for example, more than half of transgender male teens, 29.9 percent of transgender female teens, and 41.8 percent of non-binary teens reported that they had attempted suicide.1


Each of us belongs here. We deserve to belong to each other. And we certainly deserve to belong in our own bodies.


My purpose in writing this book is to heal from a toxic culture and move into belonging—and to help others do the same. We can create refuge for each other and help shift the world around us—until one day, all bodies are valued and all of us belong.


EMBODIED


None of us reading this book is doing it without a body. Belonging is fundamentally about bodies, and thus so is justice and injustice. When harm is inflicted upon someone, it is not abstract; it is material. It is inflicted on a body or a group of bodies.


Loving our bodies is how we fortify ourselves, sure, but loving each other is how we create collective body liberation.


So, let’s make our body positivity movement, our lives, and our culture about being, belonging, and body liberation. Let’s do the healing, but rather than reducing our movement to a quest for individualist self-love, let’s name being and belonging—to ourselves and each other—as one of the main aims of a collective, inclusive, transformative body liberation.





*The phrase “sex assigned at birth” replaces the old concept of biological sex, acknowledging that someone, often a doctor, is making a decision for someone else. That assignment may or may not align with a person’s gender. It is also made with incomplete information about an individual’s biological makeup.


†I capitalize Black, Brown, Indigenous, and People of Color when referring to people to highlight the need to properly recognize these groups. On the other hand, I use lowercase when referring to white people. This stylistic difference helps to bring attention to the systemic bias that typically centralizes white experiences and invisibilizes the experiences of Black, Brown, Indigenous, and other People of Color. Language is rarely easy, and this decision was made after careful review and consultation with many People of Color, both scholars and laypeople. This style choice is consistent with that used by the Brookings Institute. More detailed and nuanced explanation is articulated in their report, “Not just a typographical change: Why Brookings is capitalizing Black.”


*I use the word color-blind to critique this commonly understood phenomenon. However, I also want to draw attention to the ableism of using the term blind in this metaphorical sense, which can perpetuate a negative view of blindness. Words are not just words, but tools that help shape and inform our perception of the world. When we use pejorative metaphors about a group of people, it’s a lot easier to see them as less deserving of respect and inclusion as people in a more favored group. Best to avoid the many negative disability metaphors that have slipped into common usage. Examples of metaphors to avoid: “The economy has been crippled by debt.” “He was deaf to my protests.” “That joke was so lame!”


†The juxtaposition of capitalizing People of Color in a sentence where white is not capitalized can be jarring. See my explanation in the footnote on page 3.


*The Emperor’s New Clothes is the title of a fairy tale by Hans Christian Andersen about an emperor who pays a lot of money for magical clothes that, he is told, can be seen only by wise people. The clothes do not really exist, but the emperor doesn’t admit he can’t see them as he doesn’t want to appear unwise.










Chapter 1



IT’S NOT YOU, IT’S OUR CULTURE


You belong in your body. You belong in this world, and we belong together.


You wouldn’t know that by looking at the current state of our world. Consider the astronomical rise in inequality in the United States in income, education, housing, and health care, pushing the middle class into the lower margins, lessening the possibility that anyone other than the über-rich can better themselves financially, and contributing to growing disenfranchisement, alienation, social isolation, and divisiveness. We are increasingly disconnected from ourselves, from each other, and from the world around us.


The fallout is heart wrenching: depression, anxiety, suicide, drug addiction, and violence are all on the rise. Also on the upswing are hate crimes, intimate partner violence, sexual assault, and incarceration.


We can—and must—do better.


The truth is, we don’t need to create connection with each other, or even within ourselves. It is already there. What we need to do is restore the innate connection that has been severed by a prejudicial culture.


Being and belonging are our birthright and our future. Let’s reclaim them.


THE FIRST PLACE WE’RE NOT ALLOWED TO BELONG IS IN OUR BODIES


When we talk about belonging, we’re usually discussing how we relate to other people. We understand loneliness, isolation, and lack of belonging as something that happens between people and in our world, broadly. Loneliness or isolation usually focus on rejection or exclusion by people or systems, being shut out of a group, not fitting in, or being discriminated against by others. All of these things are important and true, but missing from the conversation is the fact that the first place we’re not allowed to be ourselves and belong is in our own bodies. Forced alienation from our physical selves is perhaps the precondition for loneliness and social isolation.


For some of us, disconnection began at a young age. We cried and no one responded by feeding or holding us. Or, we observed violence in our environment. The world—and our security—felt precarious. Not knowing otherwise, we thought the problem was us. We looked at our bodies, with their material needs, their urge for safety, for love and acknowledgement, as inadequate or too much. Our needy bodies betrayed us.


For others, the disconnect came later, when the first signs of our difference started emerging, perhaps as an effeminate boy or a masculine girl, or a kid who doesn’t grow out of their “baby fat.” Society drills into us that our selves and our bodies are unacceptable, and we need to focus on changing. For those with some disadvantaged identities—people with dark skin, folks with disabilities, women—the cultural hostility to their very existence is immediate. It’s the air that all of us breathe. It’s so ubiquitous that it’s nearly invisible.


“Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness,” writes Audre Lorde in Sister Outsider, “there is what I call a mythical norm, which each one of us within our hearts knows ‘that is not me.’ In America, this norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this society.”1


Those of us who don’t fit into the “mythical norm”—which is to say, most people, since very few people hold all of those dominant identities in one embodied bundle—are tasked with the impossible, unachievable, lifelong project of hiding who we are. We are coerced and conditioned to endlessly work on our bodies and ourselves to more closely accommodate to this mythical norm. The alternative is to live with the knowledge that our appearance will always and automatically telegraph “wrongness” and limit opportunity. The less we resemble the norm, the more likely we are to suffer the consequences—socially, financially, physically, and more.


It’s hard to convey the all-encompassing brutality that comes with learning over and over—at four, five, twelve, fourteen, and every day of your life—that you do not belong in your body. A lifetime of slow-burning self-immolation is ignited by the realization that your body is an enemy to be coerced, controlled, and transformed into something else—ideally, something not you. Even worse, it’s your job to inflict that ceaseless punishment on yourself. Diet. Straighten your hair. Mask your feelings. Our culture’s violent demands alienate us from our own bodies. We learn, again and again, that we cannot be ourselves. Convinced that our bodies are defective and deviant, we cannot settle into or be at home in our own skin. Those of us outside the mythical norm must dissociate from our bodies and regard them from a forensic distance. Our bodies, many of us get trained to tell ourselves, are not our selves. The body is an external thing, a problem to be solved.


I grappled with this growing sense of defectiveness, of alienation from my own body, across my entire childhood—and I did it without the language to explain what was wrong. A fat kid knows that they are fat and that other people don’t like their fatness. There are words for it. A trans kid often doesn’t even know that trans is a thing. They just think they’re being rejected and punished for something so awful that it’s formless and nameless. In place of words, they cultivate only a growing sense of wrongness. At the time, I didn’t know there was such a thing as being trans, non-binary, genderqueer, or two-spirited, nor did I know there had always been people like me. I wish there had been someone who did have the language and knowledge to sit me down and say, “Kid, there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re just trans. It’s a thing. Here’s what might help you navigate it . . .”


Instead, without language and with negative, forceful messaging coming at me from all angles, I grew to distrust my own body and my own perceptions. I learned not to let my guard down, relax, or be myself—because it was made abundantly clear to me that expressing my true self and my gender identity in my body was absolutely not acceptable. I got rejected and punished for it, over and over. For me, puberty, my teen years, and young adulthood were marked by danger and pain. Not being allowed to belong in your own body is like tap-dancing through landmines every day of your life while trying to make it look like you’re moonwalking.


I must have done an extraordinary job of hiding my pain from those close to me. Nothing proved this better than, as an adult, receiving a text from my brother on the anniversary of our father’s death. “Remembering the good times,” it read, with a photo from my bat mitzvah. I was stunned. I knew he meant it as a well-intentioned, sentimental reminder that we belong to each other. In our family photo he saw a picture-perfect scene of upper-middle-class North American “normalcy” and success—a heterosexual couple and their three kids, all white, slender, seemingly able-bodied, and cisgender. I’m at the center, smiling gamely in my lacy floral dress. What my brother didn’t see was that behind the practiced smile, beneath the designer dress, well-coiffed hair, and professionally applied makeup, was a genderqueer kid in drag. It was excruciating. When I look at this photo, I remember one of the most painful days I had ever experienced in my then thirteen-year life.


A bat mitzvah (and, for boys, a bar mitzvah) is a Jewish coming-of-age ritual. It marks the transition from childhood to adulthood, signifying that a girl is now a woman. For a girl who wants to become a woman, I imagine this is a wonderful, hopeful milestone. For me, however, it was terrifying. I knew things were only going to get worse.


Everything and everyone in the world told me I was a girl. I was never quite so sure. Even in the liberal 1960s, ‘70s, and ‘80s, though, and until recently, there were no other possibilities I could see for myself. This was the source of my acute and enduring anguish. As far as I knew, the world was composed of boys and girls, men and women—and, like the crowd at the emperor’s naked parade, everyone seemed confident that they were one or the other. My parents, for example, thought they had a daughter, a tomboy for sure, but definitely a girl. That hybrid identity—both girlboy and neither—was closer to who I was than anything else. For a while, as a kid and a preteen with a body relatively unmarked by visible signs of gender, I could flourish in that liminal space. As I moved into puberty, however, my body started to change, and so did the way people interacted with me. My bat mitzvah, as the threshold between tomboy and woman, was the dividing line. Crossing the threshold required a survival tactic that would haunt me long after. If it’s possible to mark the start of an eating disorder, that would be the day.


My body was becoming more and more of a problem. It was betraying me by sending signals to the world that I was a woman, when I knew I was not. The unrelenting messages I got about my wrongness meant that I could not exist as I was in my own body. The contrast between the excruciatingly narrow possibilities for gender (man or woman) versus what I knew of myself meant that I could not be me, in this body.


This is a kind of death.


It’s so obvious that it looks ridiculous when I write this, but without a body, you don’t exist. We are not separable from our bodies. We are our bodies, and to make someone feel that they can’t be at home in their body—the source of their life—is a death wish visited upon them. To make matters worse, the way socialization works is that in pursuit of belonging, we get enlisted into committing crimes against ourselves and our own bodies.


Coercion, erasure, marginalization, othering, dehumanization, discrimination, exclusion, and alienation are targeted forms of abuse, violence, and death that are inflicted, largely with impunity, on certain bodies.


Those of us outside the mythical norm become targets. We are under unrelenting pressure to modify our perceived bodily failings. To survive, we have to objectify our own bodies and can’t relax into them. We can’t belong, not even to ourselves.


White supremacy and colonization, for example, make it hard for People of Color to appreciate their bodies. How can you value your body when it stands as your main barrier to opportunity and respect? (Of course, it’s not your body that is the barrier; it is the oppressive culture’s ideas about your body that are the problem, but you may not see that—and it doesn’t matter to your oppressors, anyway.) How do you find value in your body when the way you adorn yourself, whether with a hijab or afro or turban, is scorned and ridiculed? Black people lose jobs for locs and braids. People have to objectify and dissociate themselves from their bodies in an attempt to manage their lives, to create safety, to get jobs, to get through the day without getting murdered—literally, spiritually or otherwise.


The signs of this crisis are everywhere, from decreasing levels of empathy and trust to soaring rates of suicide, depression, loneliness, and mass violence.


Over and over, we learn that we don’t belong in our bodies.


If we have to scan our environments . . .


If we’re at increased risk for rape, violence, and murder . . .


If we can’t trust other people with our true selves . . .


If huge amounts of our energy, cognitive power, and money must be devoted to ameliorating our unacceptable bodies . . .


If our life spans are shortened . . .


If we don’t survive pregnancies or our infants aren’t surviving . . .


If police can shoot us with impunity . . .


If we can’t use the restroom without fear of violence . . .


If we have to diet . . .


This continual vigilance, the constant shaming, the overbearing systemic violence isolates us, keeps us self-interested (not out of a desire to optimize but rather out of desire to survive) and keeps us from forming relationships, groups, and even movements to exert our power. All the while it contributes to a physical stress response that increases our risk for disease, addiction, other self-harm, and even early death. It erects barriers and complications that steal our creativity and drain us of energy for full participation in life.


When you are not allowed to belong in your own body, that is violence. It is oppression and a function of oppression. Body liberation is about taking our bodies back and making ourselves at home in our own skin.


THE SECOND PLACE WE’RE NOT ALLOWED TO BELONG IS EVERYWHERE


First, we’re not allowed to be ourselves or belong in our bodies. Then, we’re not allowed to take those bodies out into the world.


Consider for a moment a breastfeeding parent who feeds their baby every couple of hours, for as much as forty hours per week. If they’re not welcome to breastfeed in public, that means they must avoid public spaces for the equivalent of a full workweek, every week. They’re going to have to dart in and out, plan and carefully time essential activities, and reduce the amount of time they spend outside their home.


Or consider a person who uses a wheelchair. I’m shocked to see how frequently my friends with disabilities are unable to participate in activities I take for granted. The many restaurants, movie theaters, houses of worship, and retail stores they can’t access. The extra time they need to budget for difficulties with public transportation (Elevator breakdowns! Short boarding windows! Inadequate space!). Not to mention their safety concerns; every person I know with a physical disability has faced interpersonal violence and feels vulnerable to more.


The conventionally accepted medical model of disability focuses on the limitations of the disabled body itself, rather than on the structural barriers, negative attitudes, and societal exclusions these bodies face. That my friend couldn’t enter my house because we couldn’t get his wheelchair up the stairs is a problem that can be solved. His body was never the problem; the structural barrier was.


Accompanying him as he uses “accommodations” like ramps and elevators heightens my sense of our crisis of belonging. As we enter an elevator for the local train, our conversation drops because we need to stop breathing in order to avoid inhaling the stench of urine. I think about the desperation of whoever used the elevator as a bathroom, what might have driven them to use the elevator. By the time we reach street level, I’m acutely aware how each of us—me, my friend who is disabled, that unseen person who peed—has been dehumanized not because of who we are, but because society won’t support our basic needs. People don’t urinate or defecate on city streets because they want to; they do it because they’ve been stripped of other options and their dignity.


Consider too, the ways fat people are excluded from full participation in the world. One example is the downsizing of plane bathrooms. Kimberly Dark, sociologist, author, and storyteller, dramatizes it brilliantly in her performance piece, “Things I Learned from Fat People on the Plane.” Fortunately, she jokes, she’s been doing yoga for thirty years, so she can get one leg up on the wall and pee standing up. Sadly, most people—fat or otherwise—cannot. Those bathrooms weren’t accessible for Dark—and she’s not alone.


Imagine if public restrooms were available only for women. Imagine how challenging—perhaps impossible—it would be for men and people of other genders to have a life and venture out in public.


That’s what trans people face, daily. Now the hotly contested issue is whether trans people should have the right to use the bathroom that represents their true gender. Let’s be clear about what’s really going on. Anti-trans bathroom laws aren’t actually about “privacy” or the risk of sexual assault—they are about trans people’s right to exist in public space. When we can’t use public bathrooms, we can’t spend prolonged time in public. This means we can’t work, go to school, access health care, engage socially . . . We can’t exist out in the world.


Consider, too, the plausibility of the fear that has been raised: the idea that men will disguise themselves as trans women to sneak into women’s bathrooms and sexually assault women. First, remember that sexual assault is illegal, even if trans people are allowed to use bathrooms that correspond to their gender identity. Trans bathroom protections do not legalize harassment, stalking, violence, or sexual assault. Moreover, there’s no evidence that these crimes increase with passage of trans bathroom bills. Media Matters debunked that myth, confirming with experts and officials in twelve states and seventeen school districts that enacted protections for trans people that they had no increase in sex crimes after their policies were implemented.2 Safety should be a primary consideration, which is precisely why these protections are necessary. Research has shown that transgender people are frequently harassed or physically assaulted while trying to use public restrooms. Providing legal protections will go a long way toward ensuring safety for all.3


There’s historical irony in the knowledge that some of the most intense civil rights battles have been fought over the right to pee. The US civil rights movement fought for the end of prohibitions against Black people using “white” bathrooms. The disability rights movement mobilized around access to public bathrooms. And the feminist movement spoke out against employers’ failure to provide enough bathrooms to accommodate women in the workforce.


Consider my struggles at my local gym. Given the binary option of either a men’s or women’s locker room, I feel coerced into misgendering myself and choose the women’s, where I’m frequently subjected to glares, stares, and the occasional obnoxious comment. One time, when I was in that locker room complaining to a friend about the situation, another woman piped up with “But you look like a woman, I don’t get why people would hassle you.” I understood her intent. She was trying to comfort me, to be helpful, but she didn’t see that she was adding to the hurt. I don’t want to look like a woman, to “pass.” I want to be seen.


If public spaces don’t welcome or accommodate your body, it’s because our culture has decided that your body is not supposed to exist there.


THE THIRD PLACE WE’RE NOT ALLOWED TO BELONG IS TOGETHER


First, we’re not allowed to be ourselves or belong in our bodies. Then we’re not allowed to take those bodies out into the world. So how are we supposed to meet each other, know each other, or be ourselves with each other?


Together, the first two barriers (not belonging in our own bodies or in the world) undermine our abilities to belong to each other—in partnerships, families, groups, and communities. I experienced this, intimately, in my own family.


I vividly remember the day my mother bought my bat mitzvah dress.


I awoke in an empty house. My parents and brother were out shopping for suits. (I have an older sister, too, but she was no longer living with us.) Expecting a few hours alone before they returned from their jaunt, I snuck into my brother’s room and found the black velvet suit (this was the ‘70s!) he had worn at his bar mitzvah three years earlier. Hanging next to it was a white tux shirt and black bow tie, unworn since. I coveted all of it. I slipped on the shirt and then the suit. As I adjusted the tie, I imagined what it would feel like walking through the world wearing this suit.


There I was, modeling in front of his mirror, feeling oh-so-right expressing my masculinity, when my mother unexpectedly burst into the room. Busted. She stared in stunned silence for a moment, obviously horrified, and then said, “Straight to your room and take it off this moment, young lady, before your brother and father see you.” She followed me into my room, making sure no one else witnessed my shame, which was clearly her shame as well.


“You’re going to be a woman now,” she said. “No more dressing or acting like a boy. It’s time to grow up.” Later that day, she bundled me into the car to go pick out the frilly dress I was to wear.


My childhood innocence was shattered. I got the message that my authentic expression of gender was inappropriate and shameful. To survive in my family, I would have to hide my masculinity. There was no sanctuary for me, and therefore no belonging, in my own home.


Even during my father’s speech at my bat mitzvah about what a beautiful young woman I was becoming, I wondered: Is he saying this because he means it or is he trying to make it true by saying it? (I still don’t know.) Had he picked up on something about my gender identity that didn’t fall neatly into the category of girl (or boy)? My mother certainly had sussed that out, to our mutual distress. She was intervening, intensively, to try to turn me into a proper woman.


Of all the traits he could have been proud of, my dad chose “beauty,” the one from which I felt most estranged. Femininity was being forced on me. Beauty was a weapon wielded against me rather than a tool I could wield. For me, puberty, the bat mitzvah, and all the humiliating preparations leading up to it, plus the gender training that came right after (a horrendous and traumatizing modeling school experience was next in my mother’s well-meaning attempts to feminize me) were a crushing reinforcement of my alienation.
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