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 A. FINN ENKE

Introduction

Transfeminist Perspectives

T his book is born of the conviction that feminist studies and transgender 
studies are intimately connected to one another in their endeavor to 
analyze epistemologies and practices that produce gender. Despite this 

connection, they are far from integrated. Transfeminist Perspectives in and 
beyond Transgender and Gender Studies seeks to highlight the productive and 
sometimes fraught potential of this relationship. Feminist, women’s, and gender 
studies grew partly from Simone de Beauvoir’s observation that “one is not 
born, but rather becomes, a woman.”1 Transgender studies extends this founda-
tion, emphasizing that there is no natural process by which anyone becomes 
woman, and also that everyone’s gender is made: Gender, and also sex, are made 
through complex social and technical manipulations that naturalize some while 
abjecting others. In this, both feminist and transgender studies acknowledge the 
mutual imbrications of gender and class formations, dis/abilities, racializations, 
political economies, incarcerations, nationalisms, migrations and dislocations, 
and so forth. We share, perhaps, a certain delight and trepidation in the aware-
ness that gender is trouble: Gender may trouble every imaginable social relation 
and fuel every imaginable social hierarchy; it may also threaten to undo itself 
and us with it, even as gender scholars simultaneously practice, undo, and rein-
vest in gender.2

Women’s and gender studies have registered increasing interest in things 
transgender since the mid-1990s. Scholars have organized conferences on the 
topic, and numerous feminist journals have published special transgender 
issues.3 Th is interest has been inspired in part by inquiry into the meanings of 
gender, bodies, and embodiment, by transnational and cross-cultural studies 
that address the varied ways in which cultures ascribe gender, and also by insti-
tutional practices that circumscribe or broaden the range of gender legibility. 
Interest is further inspired by the multiple arrivals and iterations of transgender 
in classrooms, playing fi elds, and political movements. As a direct result of these 
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arrivals, the meanings associated with such terms as “gender,” “transgender,” 
“woman,” “man,” and “queer” have changed dramatically over the last two de-
cades. Nevertheless, transgender remains institutionally marginal to gender and 
women’s studies. As a well-established fi eld, gender and women’s studies may 
include transgender as an add-on, without fundamentally changing the theo-
retical articulations and material practices that all but ensure that the defi nition 
of “women’s studies” will position transgender as something outside or other 
than itself. Gender and women’s studies is one place where transgender studies 
has managed to make an institutional home (the other is LGBT studies), but it 
is as yet an ambivalent home. Transfeminist Perspectives suggests that trans 
might be central, not marginal, to gender and women’s studies.

At the simplest level, Transfeminist Perspectives offers multidisciplinary 
models for integrating feminist and transgender theory, practice, and pedagogy. 
Its authors come from and teach in a wide range of scholarly disciplines, includ-
ing English, history, cultural studies, zoology, evolutionary biology, psychology, 
public health, social justice, economics, law, sociology, sports education, sexual-
ity and/or gender and women’s and/or LGBT studies. Th ese same authors also 
work as performance artists, bloggers, poets, musicians, administrators, grass-
roots activists, and nonprofi t organizers. Although most articles primarily con-
sider U.S. and/or Canadian contexts, transnational circulations and hierarchies 
are never completely out of sight and are sometimes central. With essays that 
focus on how gender is practiced (through scholarly disciplines, university 
administrations, athletics, law, public health, national border control, and other 
areas), we hope to make the conversation between feminist and trans studies 
more accessible and more relevant to scholars of gender in general.

If the affi  nity between transgender studies and gender studies is obvious, we 
recognize that it is not necessarily easy. Just about everywhere, trans-literacy 
remains low. Transgender studies is all but absent in most university curricula, 
even in gender and women’s studies programs. For the most part, institutional-
ized versions of women’s and gender studies incorporate transgender as a shad-
owy interloper or as the most radical outlier within a constellation of identity 
categories (e.g., LGBT). Conversation is limited by a perception that trans-
gender studies only or primarily concerns transgender-identifi ed individuals—
a small number of “marked” people whose gender navigations are magically 
believed to be separate from the cultural practices that constitute gender for 
everyone else. Such tokenizing invites the suggestion that too much time is 
spent on too few people; simultaneously it obscures or refuses the possibility 
that transgender studies is about everyone in so far as it off ers insight into how 
and why we all “do” gender.

But the problem runs deeper than the liberal identity-based values that 
continue to bring “marginalized others” into curricular relevance. Real con-
fl ict continues to separate transgender studies and feminist studies as arenas 
of inquiry. Our interests, vocabularies, and epistemological foundations can 
seem—and at times are—opposed. What do we variously mean by “gender” or 



Introduction 3

“sex”? How is the body made to matter? Critically for us here, how do trans-
gender studies and women’s studies each make the body matter such that each 
fi eld suspects the other of essentialized beliefs about which parts matter most? 
To whom, who gets to name them, and for what purposes? How do the environ-
ments we build and the visual, verbal, and institutional signs with which we 
build them refl ect deep-seated attachments to the sex/gender status quo and 
all its hierarchies, contrary to our own theorizations? Given these tensions, we 
might characterize gender studies at the beginning of the second decade of 
the new millennium to be composed of disparate bodies diff erently freighting 
gender and sex while quizzically looking sideways—and occasionally winking—
at each other. Th e sideways glance might be cautious, but it is surely born of a 
sense that, alone, neither feminist nor trans is living up to its most expansive 
vision and also that, at times, they fail us.

Transfeminist Perspectives critiques the constricting tendencies of disciplin-
ary and identitarian investments. In this volume, the compound “transfeminist” 
arises out of a desire to see both “trans” and “feminist” do more fl exible work; 
we would like to see them not only opening each to the other but opening 
broadly in all directions, as though they are both potential prefi xes and suffi  xes 
that may modify and be modifi ed by participants whose names we may not even 
yet know. Bringing feminist studies and transgender studies into more explicit 
conversation pushes us toward better translation, greater transliteracy, and 
deeper collaboration through which we may develop critical theoretical and 
methodological tools that will be relevant to all scholars within and across gen-
der studies.

This book is organized into three parts based on three thematics that are 
central to feminist, gender, queer, and trans studies: Part I, “‘Th is Much 

Knowledge’: Flexible Epistemologies,” considers the sources, proliferations, and 
contingencies of knowledge and authority; Part II, “Categorical Insuffi  ciencies 
and ‘Impossible People,’” tracks border crossings and somatic and defi nitional 
excesses as they become particularly concrete in the classroom and university 
infrastructures, public health, and even national border patrols; Part III, “Valu-
ing Subjects: Toward Unexpected Alliances,” considers the practical economies, 
violences, and desires that discipline gender and invites surprising—what we 
might call transfeminist—alliances in our academic and social-movement prac-
tices. Th e pedagogical logic of this ordering follows historical developments of 
feminist and trans theories and also transfeminist commitments to connect 
classrooms, social movements, and the world beyond. However, those for whom 
transgender is a relatively new arena might prefer an order that introduces trans 
issues. An introductory pedagogical ordering could start with Clark A. Pomer-
leau, who provides perspective on college policies generally, and Pat Griffi  n, 
who focuses specifi cally on athletics. Th e reader might then continue with Julia 
Serano’s refl ections on misogyny and trans-misogyny and Christoph Hanss-
mann’s work on transgender trainings off ered to health-care providers.
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Gender and women’s studies scholars regularly request glossaries of trans 
terminologies and “Trans 101” lessons. Th e request refl ects the non-integration 
of transgender in gender studies thus far, but, perhaps equally, the fact that no 
standard lexicon exists; vocabularies and uses are invented and just as quickly 
challenged as we discover their unintended implications, exclusions, and limi-
tations. It would be fair to characterize trans studies as a fi eld peopled by those 
who will not rest content with the disciplining behaviors of language, and thus, 
intentionally or not, we nurture that other quality of language to be prolifi c and 
unruly. Some people even prefer the ensuing grammatical disasters, because 
they sometimes signify something profoundly accurate. In many locales, for 
example, “they” is a common third-person singular pronoun that some people 
feel is more fl exible and “roomy” than the (over)determined and singular “he,” 
“she,” or even “ze.” No single individual can keep up with the situational gen-
eration of new words across all communities, and published works are always 
already behind the curve: Glossary defi nitions in excellent trans studies articles 
published just one year ago may now seem (to some) to be mischaracterizations. 
Th e truth is, even within generally agreed upon lexicons, we discover that every 
term carries diff erent implications for diff erent communities.

Th at said, given the general unfamiliarity with trans studies, it is worth 
providing some trans social-movement perspective, addressing some common 
misconceptions, and off ering some linguistic practices. A limited and provi-
sional glossary, along with notes on usage, follows this introduction. Readers 
unfamiliar with trans lexicons may wish to read the “Note on Terms and Con-
cepts” now or before delving into the chapters.

“Transgender” was coined in its contemporary sense in the early 1990s, 
when trans activist Leslie Feinberg used it to name a budding movement uniting 
all possible oppressed gender minorities. Although they did so in sometimes 
very diff erent ways and in diff erent communities, transsexuals, drag queens, 
butch lesbians, cross-dressers, feminine men, and masculine women all in some 
senses crossed, or transed, gender, and most modern “Western” societies took 
punitive measures to keep such crossings invisible or in check.4 Transgender 
was thus fi rst a social-movement organizing principle and came also to be the 
name of an identity that many people adopt to describe themselves. Th e ever-
evolving list of trans-ing identities that now fi t under the “transgender umbrella” 
may also include FTM, MTF, gender queer, trans woman, trans man, butch 
queen, fem queen, tranny, transy, drag king, bi-gender, pan-gender, femme, 
butch, stud, two spirit, people with intersex conditions, androgynous, gender-
fl uid, gender euphoric, third gender, and man and woman—and that list barely 
scratches the surface.

But the power of transgender does not depend on how many named cate-
gories we develop. Far more importantly, transgender is powerful because it 
names a politics stemming from a tri-fold awareness: First, binary gender norms 
and gender hierarchies are established and maintained through violence against 
those who visibly deviate from them; second, many humans—in their gender 
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identities and/or gender expressions—do not conform to conventional gender 
expectations or moral judgments about what kinds of gender “go with” what 
kind of body; and third, this gender variation itself is intensely valuable as one 
facet of the creative diversities essential to wise and fl ourishing societies. Th is 
tri-fold awareness is the foundation of trans alliances that ideally cut across 
nuanced identity labels to make life more livable for people who trans gender, 
particularly those who are most vulnerable to institutionalized punitive systems, 
such as incarcerated people, homeless people, poor people, unemployed and 
underemployed people, undocumented people, youth, and people of color.

In keeping with trans’s work as a prefi x meaning “to cross,” the most expan-
sive defi nitions of transgender emphasize movement away from the culturally 
specifi c expectations associated with the sex one is assigned at birth and a move-
ment toward gender self-determination.5 By this expansive defi nition, most 
feminists should be seeing feminism as a transgender phenomenon: Some ver-
sion of gender self-determination and resistance to binary gender norms and 
oppressions has always been central to feminism. Transgender phenomena are 
also created through the accusation of gender deviance, and this accusation is 
part and parcel of what maintains social hierarchies and the appearance of binary 
gender. Historically, not only feminism but also lesbian and gay desires and 
embodiments have been regarded as transgender phenomena: In a sexist and 
homophobic culture, feminist claims and gay and lesbian desires are all gender-
crossing, gender-variant, and gender-deviant. Trans-gender policing has been 
one node of racialization and the maintenance of class hierarchy, refl ected in the 
practice of calling a grown man “boy” or pretty or fairy, or deeming any woman 
too masculine or too sexual, too strong or fast, domineering, emasculating, or 
“castrating” of men. Transgender perspective thus includes political awareness 
of the ways that social institutions and built environments train all people to 
pass as a single, consistent, legible, and acceptable gender; simultaneously, that 
we speak at all is owed to recognition of the ubiquity of gender variance.

In practice, transgender is usually used less expansively and is oft en reserved 
for people with signifi cant cross-gender identifi cation, including people who 
were assigned female at birth and visibly identify and/or live as men (people on 
a female-to-male spectrum, trans men, and people on a trans-masculine spec-
trum) and people who were assigned male at birth and visibly identify and/or 
live as women (people on a male-to-female spectrum, trans women, and people 
on a trans-feminine spectrum). Reserving transgender for this kind of gender 
crossing recognizes the particularities of the experience of signifi cant cross-
gender identifi cation; it also acknowledges that legal, medical, and social insti-
tutions specifi cally target gender transition and transsexuality with extreme 
forms of gender oppression that make it diffi  cult to use public accommodations, 
public services, and many public spaces, and to do anything that requires legal 
identifi cation documents.

At the same time, limiting the defi nition of transgender this way may per-
petuate the marginalization of trans by reinforcing the misconception that 
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“trans” describes a very small number of visible people who (by defi nition) are 
not everywhere. It may constrict trans itself by requiring certain conformities of 
people who would take up the name. And, most dangerously, restricting trans 
to its MTF and FTM manifestations may inhibit alliances by signaling invest-
ments in the relative normativities and privileges accorded to “less” gender-
transgressive phenomena (e.g., being a feminist, being a lesbian, being a mascu-
line woman); such investments avoid and sometimes actively refuse the 
possibility that trans issues are feminist issues and are within, not beyond, the 
scope of feminism.

Th e belief that trans is rare comes in part from the common misconception 
that transgender and transsexuality will be visible and obvious (i.e., “You can tell 
by looking”); therefore, if someone appears to be a woman or man, that person 
surely is not trans. In truth, the vast majority of people with signifi cant cross-
gender identifi cation are not visible as such, and they are not likely to come out 
as trans whether or not they are living in their gender identity. Many trans 
people do not have any connection to, and are thus not even known to, trans- or 
LGBT or queer organizations; this includes many trans students even on cam-
puses that do have trans activist and support groups. It is therefore accurate to 
assume that we know nothing about other people’s gender histories and iden-
tifi cations. We are meeting, working with, learning from, and teaching trans 
people all the time.

Th e other common misconception that shrinks awareness of trans presence 
is that transsexual identifi cations are based on surgery. For some people, sur-
geries are one deeply important aspect of gender self-determination, but it is 
not surgical status that defi nes people as transsexual. In fact, the vast majority 
of transsexual people and people with signifi cant cross-gender identifi cation 
will have no genital surgeries: Many trans people have no access to medical 
care, surgery may not be appropriate for many, and many do not want it.6 Th e 
transgender-liberation movement seeks to improve access to all forms of health 
care and recognizes that body modifi cations are vital to many people’s gender 
self-determination. With health care and gender self-determination as core 
goals, the movement resists being defi ned by the medical establishment that 
actively excludes the majority of people and pathologizes transsexuality and 
gender variance. Departing from surgical defi nitions, a recent study by the Uni-
versity of California found that .3 percent of people (1 in 333) in the United 
States experience signifi cant cross-gender identifi cation. Many more experience 
a degree of gender fl uidity or gender nonconformity that makes the expectations 
associated with a binary gender structure profoundly alienating. Along with 
feminist, queer, disability, and critical-race theories, trans studies recognizes 
that all bodies are made, one kind of body no more or less technologically pro-
duced than the other.

Feminist and trans pedagogies begin by honoring this variation regardless 
of whether it is visible to everyone. Learning not to impose gendered assump-
tions on others and learning to use language that resists binary gender whenever 
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possible helps. (For examples, see the glossary and usage guide.) “Getting the 
pronouns right” is not always central to people’s life chances, but it might be a 
barometer that measures the extent to which an environment is respectful and 
inclusive.7 It should be no more diffi  cult to address people by their preferred 
names and pronouns than it is to comply with the name changes that some 
people adopt when they marry. However, many people—even people who oth-
erwise work to deconstruct gender binaries—feel uncomfortable calling some-
one “he” unless that person conforms to cultural expectations of what a “he” 
looks like. Closely related, some people may assume that he should use the 
women’s bathroom because he “still looks like a woman,” and therefore that is 
where he belongs. At the very same time, people on a trans-feminine spectrum 
(for example, a person who is assumed by others to have a penis and who wears 
women’s clothing and may identify as a woman or as trans) are oft en pointedly 
unwelcome in the women’s room.8 Th ese cultural habits continue to structure 
campus and classroom climate; they also prevent the majority of trans people 
from making their trans identities visible. When eff orts are not made to break 
these habits, it signals disbelief in gender variance; it also suggests that there is 
no place for trans people. Not least, it tells us precisely where feminist ethics and 
gender and women’s studies draw lines in the extent to which they can tolerate 
nonbinary sex/gender, and it suggests that trans identities cross that line into 
some other inscrutable or impossible form of existence.

In the unruly generation of new language, it is no accident that people are 
discovering such terms as trans*, Tiresian, and so forth to name new possibili-
ties and to rename the binary-resistant ontologies that exist within and beyond 
our grasp. Not surprisingly, many authors in this collection take a moment to 
refl ect on how they are each making trans, or trans-, or trans* work. Bobby 
Noble writes of trans “not [as] transgression through gender and/or national, 
cultural crossings, necessarily, but trans as a modality for reformulating institu-
tionalized and bounded disciplinarities.  .  .  .” Many reiterate the queer-activist 
and queer-theory call for an anti-identitarian politics. Aren Aizura, for example, 
argues that we need “a trans theory that not only acknowledges its debts to 
feminist theory and incorporates feminist critiques of heteronormativity but 
turns ‘trans’ in an anti-identitarian direction.” Trans- emphasizes its work as a 
prefi x. It is possible that the asterisk in trans* functions as a truncation symbol 
the way that putting an asterisk aft er a word or fragment works in many library 
search systems. Th e tension here is that we cannot be claiming to signal literally 
all possible things that could follow trans-: We do not always or equally mean, 
for example, transpire, transverse, Transylvania, transform, transduct, and 
transport (although sometimes we might). Once, in an impulse to connect and 
to leave open simultaneously, I attempted to type *trans*feminist*. As I typed, I 
discovered that my computer reads these asterisks as commands to bold what-
ever they surround; thus, what my computer types is not *trans*feminist* but 
rather transfeminist*. Th is would carry its own set of implications—not what I 
had in mind, but possibly worth considering. Th e prefi x dash and the asterisk 
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each force us to know trans as modifi cation and motion across time and space. 
It is not simply a noun. With its mobilities, it modifi es; it is a motion anticipat-
ing a second; it enacts, it continues with a question, and a star.

“This Much Knowledge”: 
Flexible Epistemologies

In a 1991 article oft en credited with helping launch the fi eld of transgender stud-
ies, Sandy Stone asked whether and how it is possible for the transsexual to 
speak: “To attempt to occupy a place as a speaking subject within the traditional 
gender frame is to become complicit in the discourse which one wishes to 
deconstruct.”9 Feminist theory and trans theory have each concerned them-
selves with ways of knowing, and they have elaborated critiques of the ways that 
universalizing discourses become authoritative by making other ways of speak-
ing and knowing impossible. Central to this critique is consideration of the site 
of knowledge production. What counts as “knowledge,” and how are legitimacy 
and authority dependent on the location of its production? What is “experi-
ence,” and what role does it play in the production of authoritative and margin-
alized knowledges? Who can speak, and from what subject position?10 Th ese 
questions have infused feminist theory with anti-identitarian, transgender poten-
tial, as realized in the work of such philosophers as Monique Wittig and Judith 
Butler. Transgender studies historian Susan Stryker draws on these and also 
Michel Foucault’s concept of subjugated knowledges to assert that “experiential 
knowledge is as legitimate as other, supposedly more “objective” forms of 
knowledge, and is in fact necessary for understanding the political dynamics of 
the situation.”11

Transgender studies could emerge as an academic fi eld only when transsexu-
als began to produce themselves through counter-discourses and those dis-
courses began to fi nd slender footholds in the academy. Prior to this emergence 
in the 1990s, experts in various medical specialties, such as endocrinology, psy-
chiatry, and surgery, had produced “the transsexual” and written volumes on 
transsexuality, and a few feminist scholars had advanced their own gender theo-
rizations on the backs of transsexuals. Sandy Stone’s pathbreaking “Th e Empire 
Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” produced in 1991 with the encour-
agement of her adviser, Donna Haraway, is one of transgender studies’ fi rst 
anchors. Stone’s arrival in the academy interrupted a discourse on transsexuality 
produced entirely by people who had little or no connection to trans lives. More 
specifi cally, her arrival as the author of her own story and “posttranssexual” 
theorizations off ered a transfeminist alternative to the explicitly transphobic 
attacks (against Stone and others) that was then passing as feminist theory.12

Feminist and trans studies depend partly on “experiential knowledge,” 
because social hierarchies keep certain knowledges marginal to the academy. 
Until recently, the overwhelming majority of scholarship building the fi eld of 
transgender studies was produced by people who worked outside, or in mar-



Introduction 9

ginal positions within, the academy: activists, graduate students, and people in 
temporary positions. Th e balance is only beginning to shift  (but not yet tip), 
with an increasing number of scholars who have secure (tenure-track and ten-
ured) positions in academic institutions, and a number of scholars just complet-
ing advanced degrees, some of whom will—we hope—remain in the academic 
labor force. Even as a sizable handful of colleges off ers postdocs and temporary 
teaching positions that include trans studies as a sought-aft er specialization, 
every year universities deny tenure to trans* scholars for reasons that are not 
evidently based on quality of scholarship, teaching, and service. Th e regulatory 
mechanisms of academia are part of what makes it necessary for transfeminist 
studies to continue to fuel the vital connections between academics and the 
larger world of justice activism.

Th e title of Part I, “Th is Much Knowledge,” comes from a documentary 
interview with Christopher Majors, an African American man who is refl ecting 
on growing up as the child of Miss Major. “It’s wonderful having her as my dad. 
.  .  .” Smiling, Christopher holds his arms wide apart and, his voice soft  with 
emotion, says, “with my dad, I got this* much* knowledge*.”13 Miss Major, as 
people oft en say, “has been there longer than any of us can imagine.”14 By this, 
they mean that she was transgender in the 1950s, before transgender had a 
name; she was among the “street queens” who fought back against police harass-
ment in the 1960s; and, in the complete absence of public resources and organi-
zations, she helped keep trans youth and trans people of color sheltered and as 
safe as possible. In Bobbie Jean Baker’s words, “she has so much knowledge,” 
and the community (loosely defi ned) depends on precisely this.15

Th e academy, slow to pick up on the knowledge produced by the most mar-
ginalized members of society, knew nothing of Miss Major until recently. But 
transgender studies has never been far from named and unnamed organizations 
serving marginalized populations. Now, Miss Major is searchable on the Web, a 
public-health activist who has worked for countless resource and justice centers 
in California; she currently serves as the community organizing director for the 
Transgender, Gender Variant and Intersex Justice Project, which seeks to end 
human-rights abuses committed against transgender, gender-variant, gender-
queer, and intersex people in prisons. Among the most excluded from dominant 
social institutions, such as medicine, academics, and law, she is simultaneously 
among the most articulate critics of the medical, legal, and criminal-punishment 
systems. Trans-produced documentaries, such as Th e Believers and Diagnosing 
Diff erence, now make Miss Major’s acumen accessible to a wider audience.16 
Transfeminist studies needs “this much knowledge,” and more, if it is to work 
from what Dean Spade and others have called “trickle-up” models of justice and 
education that start with the most vulnerable among us.

Th e epistemological fl exibility of transgender studies is refl ected in the 
breakneck pace with which we adapt and adopt new vocabularies and linguistic 
practices. But Transfeminist Perspectives situates naming in a much broader 
context of imperial power and anticolonial politics. Th e collection opens with 
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Vic Muñoz’s refl ections on “transing pedagogies.” As a Boricua/Puerto Rican 
professor-activist-blogger “trapped in the wrong classroom” at an American 
college built on still-contested Cayuga Nation Territory, Muñoz confronts the 
“racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, transphobia, and language 
structure that constrain everything I do as an educator” and imagines a “gender 
sovereignty” grounded in larger decolonizing projects. Chapter 1, “Gender/
Sovereignty,” opens with a consideration of naming, quoting Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith: “What happens to research when the researched become the research-
ers?” Th is is necessary, but it is also a power that bears terrible responsibility. 
Continuing with Paulo Freire, “To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to 
change it.” Th ese two quotes frame the heart of our epistemological challenge. 
As Muñoz asks, “What happens to feminist pedagogy when feminist trans- 
people of color name the world?” To imagine gender/sovereignty requires not 
simply a critique of dominant institutions, such as the medico-legal system that 
named transsexuality; it requires placing the production of gender identities 
within a “broader framework of antiracist and decolonial struggles.” Along with 
Muñoz, Transfeminist Perspectives begins by asking how the site of knowledge 
production itself actively contributes to assumptions about what knowledges 
matter, how they matter, and to whom they matter.

In Chapter 2, “‘Do Th ese Earrings Make Me Look Dumb?’ Diversity, Privi-
lege, and Heteronormative Perceptions of Competence within the Academy,” 
Kate Forbes addresses feminist epistemological confl icts head on. Because she 
is trained and teaches as an ecologist and environmental biologist, lay people 
grant Forbes excessive authority to answer questions not only in her own area 
of specialization (ladybugs) but also about birds, weather, and virtually every-
thing imagined to be “science.” Within the still male-dominated worlds of the 
sciences, however, Forbes (along with probably most feminine people in higher 
education) is aware that “looking like” an authority rarely entails femininity. 
And fi nally, in gender studies, Forbes is not the researcher, but the researched. 
As a trans woman, she is “a primary source” in a world that privileges secondary-
source knowledges. Transfeminist Perspectives critiques the extent to which cre-
dentialing (including tokenizing) continues to be gendered in every possible 
way and joins Forbes in her call for a more ecological model of “diversity” in 
the academy.

Just as we may ask how we know, since its inception, women’s studies has 
rightly asked what we should know: What is our subject and appropriate pur-
view? Th e category “women” has been challenged from multiple sources, begin-
ning with de Beauvoir and Wittig, who questioned the effi  cacy of organizing 
under the name “women” when abjection is inscribed into the category itself. 
Women’s studies has also struggled with and against the question of whether 
“women” is the foundation and universally defi ned subject of women’s studies. 
If this “women” is a subject produced through colonizations, racializations, class 
hierarchies, homophobias, ableisms, and transphobias, then who gets to be a 
woman? In conditions of compulsory heterosexuality, Adrienne Rich suggested 
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that all women exist on a lesbian continuum, while Wittig suggested that lesbi-
ans are not, in fact, women. Although Joan Nestle tackled the problem of being 
(not quite) woman from a working-class femme perspective, Gayle Rubin 
explicitly addressed the historical contingency of any “line” between butch and 
trans and—by extension—between woman and man.17 Transfeminist Perspec-
tives highlights these tensions and insecurities by, as Bobby Noble puts it, “criti-
cally trans-ing” women’s studies at the level of its epistemologies, disciplinari-
ties, methodologies, and even its institutionalizations. In Chapter 3, “Trans. 
Panic. Some Th oughts toward a Th eory of Feminist Fundamentalism,” Noble 
considers the ambivalent presence of trans entities in women’s studies. Th is 
proximity itself tweaks at the longstanding contratrajectories inherent to gender 
studies between stabilizing the fi elds and subjects (such as “woman” and even 
“women’s studies”) that maintain our own institutionalizations on one hand 
and “undoing” these very same fi elds and subjects on the other. Perhaps we 
open gender studies by “undoing” ourselves and—as Butler suggested—letting 
ourselves be undone, even as we may never fully escape the capitalist structures 
of our own production.

If naming is a productive action, it is so always in relation to place. In Chap-
ter 4, “Th e Education of Little Cis: Cisgender and the Discipline of Opposing 
Bodies,” A. Finn Enke elucidates the passage of the neologism “cisgender” from 
a social-movement context to a campus context, where it politicizes and con-
fi rms most identities as “not-trans.” As a disciplinary tool, “cis-” erases gender 
variance among all people while dangerously extending the practical reach and 
power of multiple normativities. What investments may account for the appeal 
of cis- in our classrooms, and what happens to trans* in the process? Resisting 
the regulatory function of this binary, Transfeminist Perspectives picks up on 
Sandy Stone’s suggestion that we see gender as genre and on Wendy Brown’s 
suggestion that gender studies should function as a “genre of inquiry” that sus-
tains gender as “a critical self-refl ective category rather than as a normative or 
nominal one.”18 Only in this way can we reorient away from identity- and 
oppression-based politics toward a broader transfeminist vision of education 
and justice.

Categorical Insuffi ciencies and 
“Impossible People”

If we can become speaking subjects only by occupying legible nodes within 
institutional structures—that is, by having a name, performing a recognized 
demographic category, and so forth—we also reckon with the fact that we 
exceed every possible legible node . . . sometimes so much so that the institution 
literally has no place for, or violently mis-places, such subjectivities. We may be, 
in Dean Spade’s words, “impossible people.”19 Most social institutions make 
medico-legal defi nitions and genital status the criteria for spatial and social 
organization: Restrooms are the most ubiquitous example, but also shelters, 
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prisons, crisis centers, treatment programs, and dorms. Th e structure of most 
colleges and universities makes this all too concrete. As Clark A. Pomerleau 
explains in Chapter 5, “College Transitions: Recommended Policies for Trans 
Students and Employees,” application forms, e-mail addresses, dorm assign-
ments, and even class rosters may only permit potential students to identify 
according to their “legal sex,” which may have nothing to do with how they 
perceive themselves or how others perceive them; athletic facilities and rest-
rooms that are sex segregated may be completely inaccessible to students, fac-
ulty, and staff  who do not conform to conventional gender expectations or who 
do not identify with the gender that others might assume them to be; curricu-
lum and instruction may proceed as though sex and gender are binary, static, 
and obviously legible; emergency support services, health services, and rape 
crisis services may only acknowledge clients by their legal or genital status and 
may even explicitly discriminate against those who do not conform to common 
gender expectations. Academic institutions thereby discipline gender for all 
participants, and those who will not be disciplined very likely will not be partici-
pants at all unless these institutions change.

Arenas such as bathrooms, dorms, and athletics that sex segregate based on 
the (presumed) physical body make most obvious many people’s investments in 
binary sex/gender habits and biases. Although feminist theory has long engaged 
in deconstructing gender, it has oft en done so by preserving sex as a more stable 
and knowable foundation (the insights of Butler and others notwithstanding). 
Th is habit of thought presumes that there is a knowable diff erence between male 
and female bodies, and that is why (for example) athletics are sex segregated; it 
presumes that patterns of socialization (aggression, sexualized objectifi cation, 
and so forth) are built on these physical diff erences, and that is why (for example) 
restrooms and dorms must be segregated. In North America, restroom segre-
gation is legitimated by both ideologies together: Many people see urinals and 
stalls not as cultural structures built to facilitate two diff erent styles of urinating 
but actually as mimetic representations of bodies with penises and bodies with 
vaginas. (It should be very confusing, then, to be in countries in which rest-
rooms consist simply of rooms with drains in the fl oor. Curiously, most North 
Americans visiting such countries are able to make the adjustment without fac-
ing an ontological crisis; curiouser, that making such an adjustment is all but 
unthinkable once we have urinals and stalls to organize gender.) In truth, even 
as various sciences authorize the appearance of binary sex, they could not simul-
taneously make it more clear that there is no defi nitive measure of maleness and 
femaleness; human bodies and psyches are all over the map. Moreover, all bod-
ies and psyches are subject to technical engineering and social manipulation. As 
Susan Stryker puts it, “Sex, it turns out, is not the foundation of gender.  .  .  . 
‘[S]ex’ is a mash-up, a story we mix about how the body means, which parts 
matter most, and how they register in our consciousness or fi eld of vision.”20

Athletics is an arena heavily invested in eff orts to keep male and female bod-
ies distinct while continually confronting the impossibility of doing so. Athletics 
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is one of the most common examples used by lay people to “prove” that males 
and females are “really” (materially and therefore truly, unquestionably, and 
consistently) diff erent. Enter transgender and gender-nonconforming athletes 
and athletes with intersex conditions. Title VII, Title IX, and the principles of 
educational equity require that all students have the opportunity to participate 
in school sports. Investments in binary sex/gender foreclose this opportunity for 
many and belie the multiple factors that contribute to varying abilities within 
as well as across sexes. Pat Griffi  n’s essay “‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ Transgender and 
Intersex Student-Athletes in Women’s Collegiate Sports” (Chapter 6) addresses 
epistemological and philosophical barriers to full participation and suggests 
models to optimize fairness, feminist, and transfeminist principles.

While gender and trans studies have maintained a strong sense of connec-
tion between the academy and the world outside the academy, health care is 
an arena in which these connections are most vital and also most obviously 
strained. Trans health provision and provider trainings geared at improving the 
quality of care available to trans and gender-nonconforming people off er a criti-
cal lens into the competing epistemological frameworks guiding institutional 
practices. In Chapter 7, “Training Disservice: Th e Productive Potential and 
Structural Limitations of Health as a Terrain for Trans Activism,” Christoph 
Hanssmann details the challenges of off ering trans-health education to medical 
institutions that shape curricula before trans enters the picture. “Trainers 
[Hanssmann among them] struggle to teach information and strategies that 
are relevant, useful, and legible to providers, while simultaneously feeling quite 
troubled by the ways ‘trans health’ is not teachable in the ways that are most 
broadly available for us to teach it.” Specifi cally—as will be familiar to many in 
undergraduate gender studies classrooms—“cultural competence” models fre-
quently deploy “community members” or trainers to sit on LGBT panels for one 
class out of an entire semester. Th is common curriculum suggests that simply 
becoming aware that “diverse” (i.e., marginalized) people exist and are human 
will somehow translate into better, more-accessible, and less-discriminatory 
service provision. Th e training structure leaves no possibility of understanding 
that “trans”—if it might be considered a demographic at all—is vast, complex, 
and infi nitely diverse across every other possible demographic; much less does 
it permit educating about the structural factors themselves—including the 
reproduction of the institution—that contribute to marginalization and lack of 
access to basic health care.

Transfeminist Perspectives participates in anti-identitarian theorizations by 
noting that educational curricula may follow liberal political strategies that view 
“rights” as something to be earned by naming, gaining successive recognition 
for, and belonging to marginalized or “left -out” populations. We see identity-
based categorizations reinforced also at national borders, where people are 
made to perform as a passing (and documented) demographic, as Aren Z. 
Aizura forcefully argues in his essay “Transnational Transgender Rights and 
Immigration Law” (Chapter 8). While acknowledging that “transgender is an 
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identity category whose subjects’ access to freedom will be divided along the 
cuts of affl  uence, racialization, gender, and citizenship, we also need to look at 
where and how bodies escape or act clandestinely outside of those categories—
and at moments in which the categories of immigrant, transgender person, 
man, woman become incoherent and inconsistent.” When gender, along with 
so many other signifi ers, is a central feature of identity documentation, its legi-
bility must be seen to be contingent on and produced by global movement and 
border control.

Valuing Subjects: 
Toward Unexpected Alliances

Th e many examples of institutional eff orts to spatially organize bodies (rest-
rooms, identity verifi cation, national borders, and so forth) provide lenses into 
the ways that bodies are not self-evident material, and they also serve as remind-
ers that so-called “cultural” and “material” realms are inextricable. Although 
this idea is not new to feminist, queer, or trans theory, Dan Irving points out 
that our pedagogies and epistemologies oft en continue to be based in systemic 
logics that “create distance between . . . the purview of political economy and 
the construction of recognized trans identities and political organizing.” In 
Chapter 9, “Elusive Subjects: Notes on the Relationship between Critical Polit-
ical Economy and Trans Studies,” Irving critiques strategies used by Canadian 
trans activists to gain access to provincial health insurance plans. Making polit-
ical claims based on the “fi tness” and entrepreneurial potential of trans people 
may bolster the very structures that create the conditions of oppression. Irving 
asks, for example, “How does the marketing of trans workers to potential 
employers contribute to the formation of ‘proper’ or ‘deserving’ trans subjects? 
What are the implications of such knowledge for sex/gender-variant people 
who remain chronically unemployed or employed in criminalized sectors of the 
economy?” Liberal logics present some bodies—masculine, white, educated, 
and/or legal bodies—as having greater intrinsic value and potential than others, 
simultaneously maintaining the marginalization of feminine, poor, criminal, 
and/or undocumented bodies.

Although most dominant political economies continue to prioritize and to 
privilege masculinities, even feminist economies may participate in misogynies. 
In Chapter 10, “Reclaiming Femininity,” Julia Serano provides greater nuance 
to the misogyny that judges all expressions of femininity as artifi cial, frivolous, 
manipulative, and less valuable. Trans-misogyny, more specifi cally, delegiti-
mates trans people who are on the trans-female/feminine spectrum of gender 
identity and expression. In feminist and many queer contexts ranging from 
alt femme conferences to privileged institutions, such as the Association for 
Women in Psychology, trans women are shunned as “doubly artifi cial, because 
we are trans and because we are feminine.” Serano suggests that all femme- 
and femininely identifi ed and feminist people need to develop alliances around 
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the value and power of femininity even while challenging the compulsory 
femininity that confronts virtually all people assigned female at birth. Trans-
misogyny is an essential element of misogyny in general; by the same token, 
trans-misogyny is not specifi cally a “trans” issue but, more broadly, a feminist 
issue. Rather than being outsiders, people on trans-feminine spectra are inher-
ent and necessary to the “community” invoked in the name feminist.

Feminist, queer, and trans scholars and activists have long charged that the 
distinction between political issues and personal issues is a false one. Th e deci-
sion by lawmakers, states, and other institutions to frame certain issues as “per-
sonal” is itself a political act intended to obscure what are actually organized 
violences and injuries against marginalized groups. Nevertheless, many activist 
organizations continue to organize through “rights” discourses that reify the 
belief that justice can be served by gaining privatized or individualized entitle-
ments. In “What’s Wrong with Trans Rights?” (Chapter 11), Dean Spade ana-
lyzes the common twin prongs of trans rights (law reform) and hate-crimes 
legislation and details the structural reasons why neither improves the life 
chances of those they purport to protect. Neither model eliminates bias, pre-
vents discrimination and marginalization, or deters violence. We need, there-
fore, to shift  our framework away from a trans-rights model. Instead, Spade calls 
for “critical trans resistance” that will center our social movement strategies in 
mobilization against sites of violence and prioritize “those living under the most 
severe forms of coercive violence.” Th is is not easy, and Spade acknowledges 
that it requires every bit of creativity, humility, bravery, self-refl ection, and per-
severance we can muster.

Activists (and, probably even more so, academics) are not always known for 
our humility; nor is self-refl ection always held up as a powerful tool of resistance 
and social transformation. And yet, without these, as Ryka Aoki points out in 
her essay, “When Something Is Not Right” (Chapter 12), we are destined to keep 
making the same mistakes over and over. “Once,” Aoki admits, “I imagined art 
was my savior.” But she learned otherwise through two encounters she had 
while touring with the Tranny Road Show in North Carolina and Colorado—
each terrifying in its own way. It turns out that art—and I would say also 
academics—can only heal when we are open to the most surprising and unex-
pected alliances: the connections that shatter our preconceptions about each 
other, and also about ourselves. It is in this spirit that the authors of this collec-
tion share our transfeminist perspectives.



 A. FINN ENKE

Note on Terms and Concepts

The terms and concepts here supplement this volume. Th is is not a glossary 
of all terms relevant to transgender studies, trans histories, and trans lives. 
It would be impossible to be exhaustive here, as the list of terms related to 

cultural and community-based gender practices is literally infi nite. Neither is it 
defi nitive: Meanings and uses change across time and place.

Language itself is a social activity; words, phrases, and uses eff ectively com-
municate only within a community that grants rough consensus to that particu-
lar expression. At the same time, language adapts around cultural changes and 
may be open to new words and new grammars; in the same measure, commu-
nities and individuals do learn new languages all the time. Since the 1960s, the 
concept of “gender-inclusive” language has gone from referring to the once-
radical practice of saying “people” instead of “men,” “person” instead of “man,” 
and “he and she” instead of just “he” to today, when “gender-inclusive” might 
refer to language that does not impose binary gender and honors the actual 
gender diversity of human lives.

Th e English language imposes binary gender, and, in many cases, it requires 
work to circumvent this imposition. In contrast to many languages, English 
does not gender all nouns or attach gender to the fi rst person singular (“I”). 
However, most singular pronouns (“he,” “she”) are gendered, as are some famil-
ial terms (e.g., “aunt,” “uncle”). In many cases, English provides a neutral choice 
(one can say “child” rather than “son” or “daughter”), but speech customs may 
make certain options feel awkward. Workers in many service-sector jobs are 
taught to greet customers as “ma’am,” “sir,” or “ladies”; this is an entirely gratu-
itous gender imposition that may feel polite and even friendly to some people, 
but to others it may feel irritating if not violent.

Transliteracy suggests the following:

• Become more aware of when the language, culture, or simply one’s 
own habits of speech are imposing gender.



Note on Terms and Concepts 17

• Consider one’s own attachments or intentions with such speech.
• Learn to use alternatives.

Th ese are ways to begin to change cultural consensus in language. Th is does 
not mean doing away with gender-specifi c language; it means developing addi-
tional fl uencies to respect the complexity of gender.

Gender-Inclusive Pronouns (often called gender-neutral): ze/hir/hir; they/them/
theirs (subject/object/possessive, respectively). Gender-inclusive pronouns are 
not associated with a specifi c gender and thereby do not ascribe gender. In En-
glish, the plural “they” is an example. Th e singular “they” dates back to the 
fi ft eenth century and is common in some parts of the English-speaking world, 
but in most places in North America, the singular “they” is less familiar. For the 
singular, our most common options (“he” and “she”) are specifi cally gendered. 
Trans-aware communities developed the use of ze/hir/hir as gender-inclusive 
alternatives. In more recent years, they/them/their is becoming even more pop-
ular as a singular pronoun.

Usage considerations: For many trans people who identify as men or women, 
use of inclusive pronouns can feel like an off ensive refusal to recognize their 
gender identity. At the same time, the fact that many people identify with one 
of the binary pronouns does not preclude using inclusive pronouns as a general 
practice for all people, conveying that we do not know how other people identify 
their own gender and also that some people do not identify with either of the 
binary options. In some communities and classrooms, “ze” and/or “they” are 
used universally and with complete fl uency. However, these options have yet to 
circulate through mainstream culture, and thus their use must be considered 
political and pedagogical.

Sex: From the perspective of evolutionary biology, human sex is convention-
ally classifi ed in two categories (female and male) according to whether a body 
produces eggs or sperm. Associated with this characteristic are others, such as 
genital morphology, chromosomal makeup, and genetic factors that aff ect 
secondary sex characteristics (body hair, breasts, and so forth). Th e variety of 
factors involved and the natural variation in all of them have led to greater 
acknowledgment of the fact that humans exceed sexual dimorphism (that is to 
say, male and female are not neatly distinct) and also that it would be theoreti-
cally possible to group humans into more than two sex categories.

Legally Recognized Sex Status: People’s legal existence in the United States is 
accompanied by the requirement to have a legally recognized sex status, but in 
practice, sex status is indicated by multiple and at times competing factors. 
Legal sex is designated on such documents as birth certifi cates, passports, 
Social Security cards, and state IDs. Because such documents are purportedly 
used for identifi cation, institutions place great weight on whether a person 
“looks like” the sex indicated on the document. In the absence of federal law, 
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the ease with which identity documents may be changed varies according to 
laws established at the state and/or local level and according to bureaucratic 
idiosyncrasies. For these reasons, a person’s identity documents may not all 
have the same sex designation, and the concept of “legal sex” itself is a bit of 
an oxymoron.

Intersex Conditions: More than thirty variations in sexual development fall 
under the category of intersex conditions. Some of these lead to ambiguity in 
genital morphology, others to secondary sex characteristics less commonly asso-
ciated with genetic sex, and so forth.

Usage considerations: In recent years, medical institutions have come to 
favor the term “Disorders of Sexual Development” (DSD). Some people with 
intersex conditions prefer this term over “intersex”; others identify as intersex, 
or as persons with intersex conditions, and many feel that DSD is pathologizing 
and depoliticizing.

Gender: Gender results from cultural practices of ordering or organizing diff er-
ent types of people according to bodies and behaviors. Social gender has mainly 
to do with a combination of the expectations assigned to one’s sex and the role 
one plays in one’s society. Because each culture establishes its own categoriza-
tions of norms for genders, gender conformity and gender crossing are neces-
sarily culturally specifi c. In many societies, production, reproduction, consump-
tion, and distribution are infused with and constitute gender.

Gender Identity: One’s sense of one’s self as a gendered person (e.g., as man, 
woman, both, neither, or some other confi guration of gender). A person’s gen-
der identity may or may not match the sex assigned at birth or current legal sex 
as indicated on any of the several documents indicating sex, and it may or may 
not conform to conventional expectations of maleness or femaleness, including 
expectations of what a man’s or woman’s body looks like.

Gender Expression: How people express, wear, enact, and perform gender 
through behavior, mannerism, clothing, speech, physicality, and selective body 
modifi cation.

Transgender: Th e term “transgender” incorporates three distinct but overlap-
ping arenas of social organization. “Transgender” may be used as:

• Th e name of a social movement that insists on the right of all people 
to determine for themselves their own personal and legal gender 
statuses (gender self-determination), freedom of gender identity and 
gender expression for all people, and civil and social rights for all 
people regardless of gender identity, gender expression, and body type.

• An ever-expanding social category that incorporates the broadest pos-
sible range of gender nonconformity for the purposes of movement 
building, organizing, and social-service recognition. In the United 
States and Canada, this may include transsexuals, transvestites, cross-
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dressers, female and male impersonators, persons with intersex con-
ditions, butches, studs, femmes, fem queens, drag queens, drag kings, 
feminine-identifi ed men, masculine-identifi ed women, MTF, FTM, 
trannies, gender variants, genderqueers, boi dykes, trans men, trans 
guys, trans women, bigender, two spirit, intergender, neutrois, pan 
gender, third gender, gender fl uid, and so forth. People who place 
themselves in any of the above categories may or may not identify with 
the collective term “transgender.”

• An identity that some people embrace for themselves. Transgender 
identity may include a gender identity that diff ers from the sex assigned 
at birth; a gender expression that diff ers from that conventionally 
expected of people according to their bodily sex; and/or a desire for 
alteration of the body’s sex/gender characteristics.

Usage consideration: Many people who do trans or have transed their cul-
ture’s gender expectations do not identify with the term “transgender.” 

Transsexual: Medical and popular term describing persons with signifi cant 
cross-gender identity. Due to varying life circumstances, transsexuals may or 
may not live in their gender identity some of or all the time; depending on 
medical access, legal options or restrictions, fi nancial means, physical appro-
priateness, and desire, transsexuals may or may not change bodily character-
istics and/or achieve legal sex reassignment through hormonal and surgical 
means.

MTF (Male to Female, also MtF, M2F): A trans spectrum indicating movement 
from male (assignment at birth based on perceived physical sex) to female (gen-
der identity); it includes personal and sometimes social recognition of feminine 
and/or female identity; MTF may or may not include hormonal and/or surgical 
modifi cations and/or sex reassignment.

FTM (Female to Male, also FtM, F2M): A trans spectrum indicating movement 
from female (assignment at birth based on perceived physical sex) to male 
(gender identity); it includes personal and sometimes also social recognition 
of masculine and/or male identity; FTM may or may not include hormonal 
and/or surgical modifi cations and/or sex reassignment.

Usage consideration: MTF and FTM are oft en preferred as adjectives modi-
fying a noun, such as “person” or “spectrum,” rather than as a noun substitute. 
For example, just as one is a “transgender person” rather than “a transgender,” 
one might prefer to be considered an “MtF person” or “person on an MtF spec-
trum” rather than “an MtF.”

Trans (trans-, trans*) and Trans People: At this time, “trans” is an inclusive 
and respectful term available for use by people outside trans communities as 
well as by those who identify with or as trans; as a general term, it avoids the 
subcultural specifi cities and alliances that require specialized knowledge for 
appropriate use.
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Usage considerations: “Transgender,” “transsexual,” and “trans” are words 
that have institutional recognition in many English-speaking countries, but 
many people who would be included under the “transgender umbrella” do not 
identify with them. For example, some people with trans histories reject being 
considered trans-(anything) but instead are men or women, period. Further-
more, identities are generally community-specifi c and thus may also be specifi c 
to class, race, nationality, location, age, and so forth. For example, a person who 
has a penis, wears feminine clothing, and has a feminine name may consider 
herself a queen or gay or bakla and not identify with the term “transgender.” It 
should also be noted that “transgender” is part of a universalizing dominant 
discourse; gender-variant people in many parts of the world may not identify 
with the concept or with the political regimes that disseminate its logics.

Cisgender, Cissexual: From the Latin prefi x “cis,” meaning on the same side or 
staying with the same orientation, “cisgender” and “cissexual” name the charac-
teristic of staying with or being perceived to stay with the gender and/or sex one 
was assigned at birth.

Cis- privilege: Th e privilege and power accorded to people who are perceived 
to follow the norms associated with the sex they are perceived to be and assumed 
to have been assigned at birth. People who trans gender as well as people who 
do not may receive cis-privileges, and people who do not intentionally trans 
gender as well as people who do are denied cis- privileges if they fail to pass (or 
pass enough) in the sex/gender they are expected to be.

Sexual Preference (or Identity or Orientation): Sexual identity and gender iden-
tity are two diff erent things. Sexual identity (or preference) has to do with sex-
ual, erotic, and/or emotional attractions, interests, and orientations. For each 
person, sexual identity may have nothing or everything to do with gender iden-
tity and body type. Like all people, trans people may be gay, bi, lesbian, straight, 
asexual, pansexual, queer, and so forth; similarly, people across all sexual identi-
ties may or may not be trans.

A Note on Transgender and Intersex: Th ese two categories are distinct but may 
overlap and form alliance. As with the general population, some people who 
have intersex conditions are trans-identifi ed; in addition, some trans people 
may consider their trans-ness itself to be one form of intersex condition. Polit-
ically, distinct movements have formed around dramatically distinct histories 
that transgender and intersex have with medical and other powerful social 
institutions. Trans and intersex movements achieve alliance based on the over-
lap (some people occupy both categories), especially on the shared goal of sex/
gender self-determination and the right to respectful medical care.
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Gender/Sovereignty

What happens to research when the researched become 
the researchers?

—Linda Tuhiwai Smith

To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it.
—Paulo Freire

What happens to feminist pedagogy when feminist trans-people 

of color name the world?

In an earlier work, “Trapped in the Wrong Classroom: Making Decolonial 
Trans-Cultural Spaces in Women’s Studies,”1 I began to think about relation-
ships between pedagogies of critical consciousness2 and transing3 as a praxis 
for decolonization.4 I took the master narrative about trans-people “being 
trapped in the wrong body”5 and thought about the classroom as a colonized 
and colonizing space, for trans-students and trans-educators, which needed to 
be transformed to become a place of dialogical practice.6 I began to imagine a 
space for dialogue that did not trap—colonize—my body and experiences as 
a trans- Boricua7 professor of psychology and gender studies. Diff erent from 
the metaphor of being trapped in the wrong body, what I felt was that I was 
trapped in the wrong classroom in my displaced/diasporic body.

To be “trapped in the wrong classroom,” for me, is to be aware of but not to 
take action against how colonization, racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, 
ableism, transphobia, and language structure and constrain everything I do as 
an educator. It is to be dehumanized through a process of forgetting, denying, 
and being made invisible.

In this chapter, I attempt to narrate a decolonizing pedagogy of transing 
that might create spaces for trans-, for sovereignty, and for gender: what I think 
of as gender/sovereignty spaces. Th is involves a process of remembering, criti-
cal refl ection on where I am located, and a desire for and praxis of education 
as a process of humanization, social justice, and liberation. Th is chapter is an 
account of my pedagogical transitioning.

All learning, in this country, takes place on Indigenous lands that were 
stolen through the removal, destruction, and colonization—the systematic 
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genocide—of Indigenous peoples. Against this continuing colonialism, Indige-
nous peoples struggle on a daily basis to recover, to heal, and to create peace and 
justice. Th e Indigenous people of the land where I teach are the Haudenosaunee. 
Specifi cally, the college where I teach is situated in Cayuga Nation Territory.

When I write that pedagogy must be grounded, I do not mean that as a 
metaphor. What I mean is that non-Indigenous educators, scholars, academics, 
and activists have to educate ourselves in the history and present struggles of 
the lands with Indigenous peoples who are hosting our visits. From this point 
of view, I teach as a long-time guest in Cayuga Nation Territory. As a guest on 
stolen and contested lands (see the Onondaga Land Rights statement8) and 
as an educator, I have the obligation to make connections between the denials 
of rights to Indigenous people, trans- and queer people, and those who are all 
the above.

Transing pedagogy, for me, is grounded in a struggle for decolonization and 
transformation that starts by remembering and honoring where I am located.

Th is project frames trans- and feminist classrooms as historical spaces where 
simultaneous realities are generated, contested, and lived within the past, pres-
ent, and future against the continuing processes of colonization and imperial-
ism. Th is means, for me, that pedagogy must be grounded in place, past, present, 
and future in addition to race, class, gender, sexuality, dis/abilities, language, 
and ethnicities. To create trans- cultural decolonial spaces for social diversity 
and justice, all the above (and more) are needed.

Gender/sovereignty is an approach that contests the Eurocentric medi-
calized model of trans- identities by placing gender identities within a broader 
framework of antiracist and decolonial struggles. It is an attempt to create 
spaces for gender that are self-determined and that can negotiate the inter-
minable tensions that exist between heterosexism, Christianity, colonialism, 
and homophobia for Native LGBT people and trans- people of color.

But fi rst, I need to locate myself within this project.

A t the 2008 American Educational Research Association annual conference, 
I attended symposia sponsored by the Indigenous Peoples of the Pacifi c 

Special Interest Group (IPP-SIG). I immediately saw relationships between the 
ideas presented and my own Boricua history.

One was the idea presented by Laiana Wong9 that to speak Hawaiian was 
not enough to support anticolonial Native Hawaiian education if the language 
was learned as a translation of thinking in English. Rather, Wong proposed that 
it is crucial to, in his words, “Speak Hawaiian in Hawaiian.” Th is argument is 
one that runs deeply through my history as a Boricua. My grandmother, Inés 
María Mendoza, a school teacher, testifi ed in English before the Commission of 
Inquiry on Civil Rights in Puerto Rico (the Hays Commission). Th e commission 
was investigating la massacre de Ponce.10 My grandmother requested a chance 
to testify in these hearings on behalf of what she called “the massacre of the 
mind of Puerto Rican children”11 that would occur through the imposition of 
teaching all Puerto Rican children in English.
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She was granted a hearing on Friday, May 21, 1937. Excerpts of her testi-
mony follow:

Mr. Arthur Garfi eld Hays: Can you explain any connection between this 
language question in Puerto Rico and civil liberties?

Answer: Education serves politics in all countries of the world. It 
serves it in Germany, in Russia, in the United States. Th e same thing 
happens also in Puerto Rico, but as we are not a people with the 
sovereign responsibilities of its government, as we are a colony, we 
face the tragedy of our people whose education is at the service of 
a colonial policy imposed on us by force, the result being that our 
schools do not exist to promote the interests of our own culture and 
our nationality but to serve the purposes and interests of a very 
indefi nite colonial policy.

Mr. Hays: What point of civil liberties is involved in this language 
question?

Answer: When a people is free to constitute its government, it is free to 
determine what education it wants for its children. Th e root of this 
question lies in our own system of government. Under the colony, 
education will always be defi cient. You, Mr. Hays, you have been 
able to witness at these hearings how men behave themselves in a 
colony. Th e Attorney General in person declared he was two per-
sons in one: a general prosecutor on the one hand and a man on the 
other. Th is is a painful disintegration of man’s higher values of char-
acter and spirit and the result is a clear duplicity in ideas, concepts, 
attitudes, criteria—that can easily be explained by the fact of our 
centuries of colonial life.

Mr. Hays: Th at also happens in free countries.
Mrs. Palacios [married name]: Yes. Th is is true, but chances are greater 

in the colony.12

Alison Jones presented another idea based on the work that she and co-
researcher Kuni Jenkins have been collaborating on: a book project that inves-
tigates Maori-as-Maori13 and Pakeha14 relationships. Jones projected on the 
screen the famous rendering of Samuel Marsden’s sermon on the beach in 1814 
at Rangihoua in the Bay of Islands.15 Th e quotation under the image reads, 
“Behold I Bring You Good Things of Great Joy.” In her presentation, she 
focused on the Marsden sermon and raised the possibility that events “did 
take place and that they did not,”16 depending upon whether one is Maori or 
Pakeha. Th is reading of history unsettles temporality (when something was said 
to happen) and meaning (what exactly happened?). In the paper upon which the 
presentation was based, Jones writes:

Th ere was no sermon. Th ere was a political meeting, again organized and 
choreographed by the leading chiefs of the area, within which Ruatara 
got to speak about the strangers now coming to live permanently—at his 
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behest—in this place. Remember, Marsden, preaching from St. Luke, 
did not speak te reo Maori, and the people aside from Ruatara, and one 
or two others, did not understand English.17

A contemporary example of something taking place and not taking place is 
discussed in the article by Kuni Jenkins and Leonie Pihama18 in Feminism and 
Psychology titled “Matauranga Wahine: Teaching Maori Women’s Knowledge 
alongside Feminism.” Th e piece was initially invited to be written as a “response” 
to an article by Jones19 titled “Cross-cultural Pedagogy and the Passion for Igno-
rance,” which appears in the same issue and addresses power dynamics and 
tensions that occurred in a course that all three had co-taught.

Jenkins and Pihama disrupt the meaning of what a “response” to an article 
should be by discussing their own experiences as Maori women teaching about 
Maori women. In other words, Jenkins and Pihama rewrite the event—in this 
case the course that was co-taught—not as a response to Jones but as an inves-
tigation of their own experiences as Maori women. Th ere was not, in fact, one 
course taught, but many courses. Or, perhaps, there was no course at all for the 
Maori women students; instead there were displays of Pakeha power dynamics 
in a classroom.

Jenkins, Pihama, and Wong off er positions from which Indigenous knowl-
edge not only unsettles colonizing histories but revises what really happened 
through Indigenous points of view. Th is is not multicultural education, a place 
where each culture supposedly takes an equal place at the pedagogical table.20 It 
is not where each culture has its place on a continuum of diff erence and a week 
or a month to celebrate each. Decolonizing approaches revision and rewrite 
Western history through Indigenous thinking and lived experience.

Continuing with Jones:21

If we are to abandon the idea that we can fi nd the “truth” here about what 
was actually happening in December 1814, and if we cannot place the 
two contrary realities alongside each other in a “rich bicultural under-
standing,” or “a celebration of diversity,” what becomes possible?

All that becomes possible is tension. Contradictory and irreconcilable 
realities sit in interminable tension with each other. And in the tension 
between contradictory realities is the ake ake ake, the endless struggle—
to know, to read, to understand, to work with, to engage with, others.

Places of Interminable Tension
What are the colonial encounters taking place today that are 

called “education”? How are these colonial encounters 

possible sites for trans- formation?

If you drive along Route 90 in Cayuga County in central New York in Hau-
denosaunee lands, you will see big signs that say, in red, white, and blue, “No 
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Sovereign Nation. No Reservation!” Th ese signs, printed, paid for, and placed 
along what is offi  cially a “Scenic Byway” in central New York State, are the result 
of the group United Citizens for Equality. Th e signs make their views plain 
regarding the Cayuga Indian Nation Land Claim. Refl ecting the legal battles 
that have been ongoing since 1980, these signs are so common that they have 
become part of the landscape.

A few years ago, the signs were upgraded from handmade ones—spray paint 
on barns and cardboard—to printed ones nailed to pressure-treated wood and 
dug into the ground. Th ey are now permanent signs. Because Route 90 is a des-
ignated “Scenic Byway,” these signs should not be placed along the road, but 
that is the political climate in Cayuga County with regard to sovereignty for the 
Cayuga Nation. Th is is where I teach.

As a Boricua living in diaspora in the United States, I look at these signs 
every day on my drive to work. I think about how lands are taken and people are 
forced to leave, sent to school to learn a history that never happened that way, 
and taught to forget. Central to the colonial project globally is the process of 
forgetting and in its place remembering a history that never happened that way.

In Boriken, we are taught that we are descendants of the Taíno, African, 
and European. We are a blend of cultures and histories. We were the ones who 
greeted the Spaniards. We thought that the Spaniards were gods until a Taíno 
drowned one to see whether it were true. Aft er that, it was a more Earthbound 
battle, although still unfair, with the Spaniards having fi rearms. Later, anthro-
pologists would declare that no Taínos were left ; “decimated” and “extinct” were 
and still are the terms used to describe what happened aft er Agüeybana greeted 
Ponce de León.

Today, as Boricuas continue to remember and to investigate our own history 
from our own historical perspectives—that is, from decolonial perspectives—
we are beginning to document that, although the brutal decimation carried out 
on the Indigenous peoples of the Caribbean is irrefutable, the anthropologist 
master narrative of Taíno extinction is a myth.

Th e popular (white colonial) imagination contains within it a Caribe of 
cruise ships, beaches, surfers, hotels, and golfi ng in gorgeous tropical climates 
where everyone can wear shorts and fl ip-fl ops all day and, because it is so hot, 
not think about much at all. Th e stark contrast of the tourist in Boriken, Cule-
bra, and Bieke with the experiences of Boricuas who do think in hot weather and 
do wear shoes repeats the earliest of colonial encounters on a daily basis.

Issues of sovereignty run deeply through the psyches of Boricuas, who, aft er 
so many years of colonialism, have as an identity marker which political party 
they belong to and the status of sovereignty or lack thereof for which they vote: 
Commonwealth, Statehood, or Independence. But these designations of iden-
tity, literally along party lines, obscure a more complicated history; indeed, they 
pull economic resources and time away from daily grinding issues of poverty 
and lack of health care. It is a kind of delusion that keeps the mind away from 
remembering how we, as a people, got here.



28 Vic Muñoz

I want to remember.
Every academic semester begins with my resistance to containing learn-

ing within a syllabus. I worry about what should be taught. It is not a case of 
being “prepared” as a teacher or of feeling as if I am “in control” of the material. 
It is an ambivalent feeling of not knowing what will be learned—no matter what 
or how I present “the materials.”

What did I learn as a Boricua that now is being undone?

My own life experiences tell me that I have rarely been prepared to learn some-
thing new. It has usually taken me by surprise. I have not been poised with the 
pen, expectant, listening, knowing I will learn something. I think about what to 
teach, what I should say, what materials to present, what to put forward, in rela-
tion to what might be remembered.

What did my Abuela not tell me so as to create a story 

of progress even as she knew better?

What is of value to know, and to whom? For me, these are moral and ethical 
questions that elicit complicated responses, responses complicated further by 
my position as a visitor displaced from home and now standing on someone 
else’s stolen lands.

If I cannot remember my own history, how can I 

remember someone else’s?

Abuela, help me remember. You grew up a Jíbara but didn’t want any of us to 
be Jíbaros.

You were my best teacher.

Decolonial Transing
What does it mean to disappear a people and then act like it 

never happened? What connections can be made between 

colonization and trans- and feminist pedagogies?

Gender is also a site of colonization. Th rough alliances with land rights and Indig-
enous rights, trans- becomes more than just another area of white studies.

Reading evaluations for a psychology course, I see that several students 
wrote that adolescent development involved more than race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexuality, and class and that they wanted to learn psychology. Th is is an interest-
ing position to consider; social identities and intersectional approaches in psy-
chology22 are not, in white students’ minds, a psychological study. Th e reference 
point is Western (white) psychology, so in that way they are right; this is not 
Western psychology.

Another student wrote that a “textbook approach” was what was expected 
in a psychology class. Clearly, I am a disappointment. I refuse to use racist, class-
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ist, sexist, Eurocentric textbooks, the same textbooks that forget on whose land 
we teach, textbooks that teach to forget what happened here.

As a follow-up to feeling that there was too much emphasis on young people 
of color, several more comments were off ered:

• Why is everything about race, class, and gender?
• Th ere is nothing about white adolescents. We have problems, too; 

it should be equal.

Th ere were, in fact, many readings focused on white adolescents. But this 
white student felt forgotten in the process of learning about adolescence through 
the social identities of race, class, sexuality, and gender. Th e two statements 
stand in contradiction to each other. On the one hand, “everything [is] about 
race”; on the other hand, “there is nothing about white adolescents.”

One student wrote, “Th e class was not structured around adolescent devel-
opment!” Th is student went on to advise, “Professor M, I really liked your 
class—when we actually learned about adolescents, it was great. Please focus in 
on more or off er a class about minorities instead.”

To go into memory and to fi nd diff erent truths from what we have been 
colonized to think is confl ictive and unsettling space; it is tense and conten-
tious. What kinds of dialogue can take place here, at what Gloria Anzaldúa23 
conceptualized as la frontera? At these contested places, the borderlands, 
accessing knowledges in their wholeness and allowing worldviews and word-
views to emerge is a struggle for land, a border struggle. 

Contradictory and irreconcilable realities sit in interminable tension with 
each other. And in the tension between contradictory realities is the ake ake ake, 
the endless struggle—to know, to read, to understand, to work with, to engage 
with, others.24

Claiming space for education as a practice of freedom25 rather than a prac-
tice of forgetting “sit[s] in interminable tension with each other.”

Maybe there was a course on adolescent development. Maybe there was 
not. Maybe there was a trans- feminist course on youth.

Greetings.
I try to teach within the possibilities of psychology, women’s and gender 

studies, and trans- studies without closing my eyes to the uncomfortable truths 
that emerge when one truly starts to learn what a free mind might actually bring 
one to think about.

I take heart from anticolonial educators,26 Maori educators,27 and Pakeha 
educators28 in Aotearoa/New Zealand, who have taken on the project of center-
ing Maori education and creating schools that are for Maori following Kaupapa 
Maori.

I take heart from the work and research of Stephanie Waterman (Onon-
daga) and her sister, Freida Jacques (Onondaga), who are educators working 
with Native students at the elementary and higher education levels.
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I take heart from the writings of Troy Richardson (Tuscarora) on Indige-
nous diplomacy and the possibilities of Indigenous philosophy and education.

I take heart from the many students of color, LGBTQ students, and allies 
who courageously participate in antiracist and antiheterosexist dialogue and 
examine white and heterosexual privilege.

I remember.
Women’s, gender, trans-, and feminist studies demand this kind of inves-

tigation into what has been covered over by colonization all over the United 
States and all over the world, not just in places where there are clear land claims 
and open struggles for sovereignty, as is the case here in what is called central 
New York State but is really Haudenosaunee land. Th e map should read, from 
east to west, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Tuscarora, Cayuga, Seneca.

What are the colonial encounters taking place today 

that we call “education”?

Th e route that the Sullivan/Clinton Campaign29 followed to reach Goi-O-Gouen 
(Cayuga Castle) was the Great Iroquois Trail, which runs north-south along 
Cayuga Lake. Renamed the “Gansevoort-Trail” in honor of Colonel Peter Gan-
sevoor, who was part of the Sullivan/Clinton Campaign, this is the route they 
took to destroy the Cayuga villages, to burn the fall harvest, and to destroy the 
Cayuga and Tuscarora territories in 1779. Th is same route, today called State 
Route 90, is not just a scenic byway but also a place of murder.

Look at the signs by United Citizens for Equality and the monuments 
erected by the State of New York and the New York Education Department. 
Th ey each tell the lies about when the Cayuga and Tuscarora—the word carved 
in the monument is—“departed.”

Th e struggle for land continues today by the Cayuga Indian Nation, but this 
time there are no crops to burn. Th ere is a gas station owned by the Cayuga just 
a few miles from where Goi-O-Gouen was destroyed. Th e lines of cars are oft en 
long, just off  Route 90, just off  the old Great Iroquois Trail.

Th e Sullivan/Clinton Campaign helped defeat the English and bring about 
the creation of the United States and freedom from the British colonizers. It is 
through the genocide of Indigenous peoples that the United States came into 
being.

What do you see?

I would like to conclude this section with two quotes that speak with each other 
across time about decolonial education and freedom. Here is testimony from 
my maternal grandmother on the importance of the vernacular and not teach-
ing in a foreign language and writing on the dialectic of freedom by Maxine 
Greene. First, my grandmother:

When learning is carried out in a language foreign to the child, it con-
fuses his mind. If the Department of Education imposes teaching in the 
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schools in a language foreign to the child, it will bring about the dete-
rioration of the child’s mind and will destroy and render impossible the 
integrated formation of his character—and hence the integrated forma-
tion of our people.30

Maxine Greene:

I want to explore some other ways of seeing, alternative modes of being 
in the world; and I want to explore implications for educating at this 
moment of “reform.” My focal interest is in human freedom, the capac-
ity to look at things as if they could be otherwise.31

Gender/Sovereignty
Karina Walters et al.32 write:

Th e term two-spirit is used currently to reconnect with tribal tradi-
tions related to sexuality and gender identity: to transcend the Euro-
centric binary categorizations of homosexual vs. heterosexual or male 
vs. female; to signal the fl uidity and non-linearity of identity processes; 
and, to counteract heterosexism in Native communities and racism in 
LGBT communities.

Th e Maori word “takatapui”33 is similar to the term “two-spirit” in the ways 
it makes space within the Maori Nation for diverse sexualities, gender identities, 
and connecting culturally with being Maori. At the same time, the word distin-
guishes Maori from the Pakeha LGBT communities in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Both terms, takatapui and two-spirit, are decolonial approaches to sexual 
and gender identities for Indigenous people in the United States and Aotearoa/
New Zealand. Th ere are many other examples of terms that work in similar ways 
in Cree, Osage, Dakota, Blackfeet, Anishinaabe, Dine, and Zapotec.34 Th ese 
words make cultural spaces for negotiating sexualities and gender identities 
within Native communities as well as create spaces for gender sovereignty for 
Indigenous people against the prevalent racism of white and Eurocentric LGBT 
communities.

For examples of Indigenist LGBT research—that is, research done by Indig-
enous researchers with Indigenous people—that engage decolonizing approaches 
with Native LGBT people, we can go to the work of Wesley Th omas and Sue-
Ellen Jacobs35 in their co-authored piece, “. . . And We Are Still Here: From Ber-
dache to Two-Spirit People.” We can also read Sabine Lang’s collection of writ-
ings in the text Two-Spirit People: Native American Gender Identity, Sexuality, 
and Spirituality.36

We can learn from Walters et al.37 in the piece, “My Spirit in My Heart: Iden-
tity Experiences and Challenges among American Indian Two-Spirit Women.” 
Walters’s work with her co-authors importantly highlights the lack of research 
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with American Indian women who identify as two-spirit. Th e majority of writ-
ings on two-spirit people are actually about two-spirit men.

We can read the writing by artist Adrian Stimson, “Two Spirited for You: 
Th e Absence of ‘Two Spirit’ People in Western Culture and Media”:

With the recognition and reclaiming of Two Spirit people comes the op-
portunity to further explore aboriginal ideology or ways of being. Inte-
grated connections that once existed for aboriginal people may again 
be acknowledged and valued. Two Spirit people are playing a role in 
changing paradigms.38

What the words “takatapui” and “two-spirit”—among many others—do is 
claim the right to frame one’s self in relation to histories, cultures, languages, 
spiritualities, gender, sexuality, and ways of being within the traumatic experi-
ence of colonization. Th ese words are negotiations with cultures and histories, 
families and communities, psychology and society. Th ese are ways of being that 
change the paradigm of gender needing a cure and move forward in new ways 
to consider what it means to recover from colonization.

Th ese are forms of gender/sovereignty, approaches that describe and refl ect 
upon the lives of trans- people as processes of psychological self-determination, as 
processes of gender self-determination within historical and cultural contexts.

Embedded in all these stories and research are the historical and contempo-
rary experiences of colonization. Language recovery as a response to the colo-
nial attempts at annihilation has also been crucial to recovering ways of being 
trans-, to becoming two-spirit. Traditional Indigenous Knowledges take con-
temporary shapes and blended practices,39 creating new negotiations of gender 
identities and roles as well as sexualities.

Th ese are approaches that decolonize trans- and feminism40 through a fi erce 
devotion to sovereignty in all its forms. Decolonial negotiations of gender iden-
tities and sexualities counter the Christian/Western project of reducing the 
multiple ways of being gendered and having sex to single letters in the English 
alphabet (i.e., LGBTQ).

What happens when transing as a culturally grounded and 

decolonizing approach is included in feminist and 

trans- pedagogies?

Overlapping places, for me, are in the ways Indigenist terms support decolonial 
negotiations that make space for antiracist and decolonizing pedagogies for 
Native LGBT people as well as trans-people of color. Th ese negotiations of 
identities, culture, desire, gender, sexuality, family, communities, language, and 
spirituality compose what I think of as a process of gender/sovereignty.

Gender/sovereignty, for me, is a way of transing feminist pedagogies, gender 
and LGTBQ studies, and psychology as part of the ongoing struggle for decolo-
nization and trans- formation.
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What happens to feminist pedagogy when feminist trans-people 

of color name the world?

Th e capacity to look at things as if they could be otherwise.
Th e integrated formation of our people.

Places of interminable tensions.
Learning to remember. Th is is Indian Country.
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“Do These Earrings Make Me 

Look Dumb?”

Diversity, Privilege, and Heteronormative 
Perceptions of Competence within the Academy

 P ower and credibility are not evenly distributed in societies, and this in-
cludes the academy. I am a transsexual woman, an academic, and a scien-
tist; the disconnect between many of my personal and professional expe-

riences is jarring. On the one hand, I’m a scientist—people are very willing to 
trust me as an expert on many topics. On the other, I don’t have the academic 
credentials to speak as an “expert” on gender, even when that gender is my own. 
Th e fi elds of women’s and gender studies are not universally open to trans per-
spectives on gender. However, cissexual gender theorists are not even the ulti-
mate keepers of the gender orthodoxy. In many respects, that honor goes to 
medical professionals and, ironically for me, scientists. It is important to 
remember that not all scientists are equal; in my experience in the academy, 
there is an idealized vision of what a scientist should look like. Although this 
vision potentially puts me at a professional disadvantage, transsexuality is not 
necessarily the lone, or even largest, strike against me. Rather, like people in 
most professions, scientists perceive various personal traits (such as masculinity, 
to name one example) as signs of competence. Although the academy needs to 
progress in how it treats trans- and gender-nonconforming (henceforth, simply 
“trans*”) people, it simultaneously needs to address how it views feminine peo-
ple and all individuals who do not mirror the dominant paradigm. Th at is, the 
academy needs to develop a critical lens into the ways that culturally grounded 
perceptions of competence create pressures to “cover.” My fellow ecologists 
spend a great deal of time addressing diversity as it applies to fl ora and fauna. 
I suggest that were the academy to devote similar amounts of thoughtful con-
sideration to human diversity, it would be a diff erent and better place.

Gender in the Academy
Like many trans* scholars, I have plenty to say about how the academy deals 
with gender. However, unlike many (perhaps most) of this volume’s contribu-
tors and readers, I am not trained as a social scientist or a humanist. For the past 
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decade, I have been a student and now a faculty member in the natural sciences. 
I even had a lab coat in my last offi  ce (although I have no idea how it got there). 
Knowledge of gender is not part of my professional credentials but a byproduct 
of my life. Because I am not a “gender professional,” I worry that, much like 
people outside higher education, I have very little say about how the academy 
deals with me and many of my friends.

Mainstream social arenas extend a certain amount of privilege to me and 
other members of the academy, and we are glad to accept it. Professors get to 
lead discussions related to their expertise and, in some cases, indulge in telling 
the world “the way things are.” However, talent and motivation are not the only 
determinants of who accesses, completes, and facilitates higher education.

Although it is hardly revolutionary to contemplate the connection between 
the academy and power, as an insecure thirty-something faculty member who 
just completed her Ph.D. dissertation, I fi nd society’s sudden deference to my 
shiny new credentials disconcerting. I work at a diff use, unorthodox institution 
where most students seek degrees in areas that have nothing to do with theoreti-
cal ecology, population biology, agriculture, entomology, or any other subject 
tangentially related to my thesis. I am the only faculty member in my building 
with credentials in science. Although my colleagues (many of whom are in simi-
lar situations) understand that I do not possess knowledge equivalent to dozens 
of departments at land-grant universities, the experience can still be a bit unnerv-
ing. Colleagues turn to me as someone with expertise in “science.” Students look 
to me as someone with an advanced degree, a professorship, and all the answers. 
Certainly, I do know something, just not as much as others might assume.

Th e social life of a young scientist can be just as bizarre. Casual acquain-
tances expect me to be able to identify bird species I have never seen. Life-long 
gardeners ask for my advice on how to improve their harvests. I suppose I 
could make them a model, but I don’t think that’s what they are going for. In 
short, like many young faculty (particularly, I suspect, women), I struggle with 
“imposter syndrome.”

Sometimes U.S. society turns to the academy for guidance. Yes, there are 
times (say, during discussions of global warming) when the public may not want 
to hear what we have to say. Still, people look to us as professors (and, further-
more, as scientists), for solutions. It’s not the stupidest thing society could do. 
I spent seven years studying ladybugs, something that in most universes qual-
ifi es me as something of an expert. My concern is not that lay people consult 
professionals who have devoted their careers to understanding and expanding 
upon specifi c sets of knowledge but that society can misplace this reverence. 
Have a question about ladybugs? Try me. Need help identifying an unusual 
bird? You would do better to talk with a retired bus driver with a passion for 
bird-watching.

Colleges and universities are, to some extent, aware of the value of knowl-
edge gained outside the academy. My college is a leader in the assessment of 
prior learning, whereby academic institutions award credit to students who can 
demonstrate that they have learned “college-level” material outside the confi nes 
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of a classroom. Assessment of prior learning is a burgeoning fi eld within a subset 
of the academy. However, this assessment still takes place within the context of 
institutions run by trained experts in the business of conferring merit upon 
individuals’ experiences. Useful as such nontraditional credentialing programs 
are, they work in opposition to the premise that individuals’ experiences are 
valid in and of themselves and do not require approval from external “experts.”

I am a transsexual lesbian woman; I’ve learned a great deal about gender and 
sexuality during my life. Regardless of my credentials, I have been gathering 
information on the subject for as long as I can remember. In my early twenties, 
when I fi nally learned that trans* people existed outside the narrow confi nes of 
talk-show narratives, I found myself doing a lot of thinking about who I was and 
what gender meant in the very specifi c context of my life. Being an academic, 
once I began to actively contemplate gender transition, I did a ton of reading, a 
ton of listening, and even a bit of talking. Aft er most people began to recognize 
me as a woman, I had to reconcile the small changes I had made with the small 
and jarring changes in the ways people interacted with me. Again, this involved 
more reading and more listening.

Being a femme lesbian has provided me another set of opportunities to 
gather anthropological data. Th e amount of information on gender and sexual-
ity that I have taken in, coupled with the amount of time I have spent processing 
it (and, yes, my personal experience), makes me something of an expert on the 
subjects, regardless of my lack of formal training.

Th us, the primary tension I see between my personal life and the academy 
hinges on the distinction between theory and primary data. I am the primary 
data. As such, my experiences do not really care for theory. Although it is nice 
to see my life put into a larger context, it is not my job to fi t my life to theory, 
but rather the other way around.

My relationship with the fi eld of gender and women’s studies is strikingly 
like that of many of the adult college students I work with. Just as they have 
often accumulated vast arrays of knowledge throughout their lives, I have 
learned all sorts of things about gender—but not in the classroom. To the extent 
that I have not been wholly immersed in the reading canon (although to some 
extent, I have), I lack a sense of the vocabulary of gender studies and of the 
formalization of theories that I live with on a daily basis. As a result, I’m not in 
a position to routinely be an active participant in academic discussions on 
gender—and this means that I cannot easily contest the exclusion of my life 
from a club I’m not necessarily qualifi ed to join.

Now, as always, is a good time to consider who is part of women’s studies 
and the like. I am reminded of Judith Halberstam’s concept of “queer time.”1 I 
fi nd it intriguing to consider whether queer people’s priorities cause them to live 
their lives in spatial and temporal spaces that are less marked by or that resist 
heteronormative accounts of social structure. However, to me, it is as troubling 
as it is obvious to note that the academy does not run on queer time. Th e acad-
emy runs on a fi ctive middle-class trajectory in which a high school graduate 
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leaves home for college, soldiers through graduate school (with no more than a 
minimal interruption between the two), writes a thesis, takes some sort of aca-
demic apprenticeship, becomes an assistant professor, and then goes on to a 
clearly marked seat of authority, that of tenured professor. Any number of 
things can break this chain, making one a less-desirable candidate (for example, 
children and/or economic realities have a notable habit of throwing one off  
course2). I don’t see many signs of queer input in the construction of this map.

Being trans* makes the path to tenure harder to walk. Queer youth are at 
risk of bullying by peers, parents, and teachers, with poor (or non-) perfor-
mance in school as a possible result.3 Being in the closet or coming out brings 
great stress. Undergoing gender transition takes time away from studying and 
research.

Putting aside issues of stress and diminished effi  ciency, transition may 
involve a great deal of time out of the offi  ce. For instance, for some trans* 
women, facial hair removal may involve hundreds of hours of electrolysis. 
Th erapy takes a good deal of time, and standards of care may force trans* people 
to endure more than they would like. Because of systemic prejudices within the 
medical community, the nearest medical providers may be hours from one’s 
home and work, even for trans* people residing in large cities. Th e cost of all this 
medical care may make it necessary to take on additional employment (if one 
can fi nd an employer willing to hire a visibly trans* person). Although scholars 
have written about the constraint that parenting (notably, mothering) places on 
academics’ career trajectories, the academy has not yet acknowledged the diffi  -
culties associated with queer personal matters. Th is failure precludes the possi-
bility of actually rectifying the inequality trans* scholars face.

A design insensitive to the aspirations of queer young people is not the only 
impediment to the inclusion of trans* voices in academic discussions of trans* 
lives. Early in graduate school (oft en age early- to mid-twenties), one chooses 
a career path. Although coming out prior to this point may largely take tenure 
off  the table, scholars who come out aft er this stage may have already made 
themselves eff ectively ineligible to become part of women’s studies writ large. 
Although not all trans* academics wish to be part of gender studies, I worry 
that personal and professional timelines hinder greater collaboration between 
those who study gender and those of us who have the greatest stake in the 
discussions.

I’m not here to pick a fi ght with academics who study gender. Th ere are 
scholars who, given the appropriate opportunity, would likely be willing to lis-
ten to and to value my perspective. Th ese scholars may have access to additional 
narratives that are unavailable to me. Th ey are in positions to use their profes-
sional training to sift  through all this information and use any number of lenses 
to make sense of it. Like all people, social scientists and others may treat me as 
a research subject. Th is is not necessarily a bad thing.

Unfortunately, as a research subject without proper credentials, I find 
myself in the bizarre position of being a primary source in a secondary-source 
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world. I have my own lens, through which my life makes perfect sense. It is fool-
ish to ignore this perspective. Th e world outside the academy trusts gender 
professionals more than it trusts fi rst-hand accounts when it comes to explain-
ing transsexual people like me. However, I am the ultimate authority on me. 
Degree or not, I am in a position to point out when others’ theories fail to 
explain my experience.

Many cultures do not place trans* people in a position to claim and to 
defend their own identities. Th is is a tragedy for all of us but is particularly 
surreal to someone who, like me, is privileged enough to be taken seriously in 
professional endeavors. While I was teaching a course in behavioral evolution 
at the University of Wisconsin, a medical professional at an academic institution 
eight hundred miles away confi ded to my in-laws that I was likely a gay man. To 
my students, I was an expert on how mating systems have evolved, yet else-
where, I was merely a subject, unable to defend myself against charges that I 
knew neither my gender identity nor sexual orientation. I also work with several 
colleagues with credentials in gender-related fi elds. As far as social hierarchies 
are concerned, I am not even the biggest expert on my identity in my own hall-
way: When the State of New York needed “proof” that I was a woman, I had to 
go two doors down from my offi  ce to get a credible opinion.

I am sure many of my readers in women’s studies and related fi elds notice a 
certain inharmoniousness in my analysis. I am arguing that trans* voices are 
relatively underrepresented in relevant academic departments and that trans* 
people oft en fi nd other people speaking for us in academic circles. Th is is not 
the same as arguing that Women’s Studies departments are at the root of trans* 
people’s problems, regardless of the existence of past and present tension. 
Women’s and gender studies professors are not society’s fi nal arbiters of what 
“gender” means. On the contrary, as I understand it, women’s studies arose in 
part as a result of society and the academy’s prejudices against women.

To the extent that trans* people are marginalized in the academy, they are 
within the context of other marginalized groups. To the extent that mainstream 
society privileges learned professionals’ narratives of trans* people, scientists 
and doctors write the book. More oft en than not, that book is the American 
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM),4 much to the consternation of the majority of trans* people.5

I do not have the space to discuss all the fl awed work on trans* people that 
researchers have put forth as science. However, as a practicing scientist, I feel 
compelled to echo other authors’ critiques. Scientists are quick to search for 
explanations of traits that they deem abhorrent while leaving traits that they 
accept as normal unmarked and unexamined. Researchers create taxonomies 
a priori and ignore or dismiss phenomena that do not meet these predeter-
mined criteria. Th e discredited theory of “autogynephilia”6 presents an extreme 
version of this and is discussed by other writers elsewhere.7

Trans* people feel compelled to conform to cissexual narratives of trans* lives 
for treatment, falsely confi rming researchers’ biases. Indeed, the modern history 
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of trans* women obtaining medical treatment is replete with stories of women 
forced to tell versions of the same story as a prerequisite of receiving medical care.8

Researchers in all fi elds have a wonderful way of fi nding exactly what they 
are looking for at the expense of alternate possibilities. Particularly in medical 
settings, practitioners frame trans* as pathological without examining the mul-
tiple assumptions required to reach that conclusion. Studies of gender and 
sexuality in nonhuman animals are not exceptions in this regard.9 Despite the 
plethora of critiques from other scientists and scholars (sadly, these criticisms 
almost invariably come from scholars who share the cultural trait that scholars 
have erroneously superimposed onto their subjects), the scientifi c establishment 
and, in turn, broader society oft en accept the work of the “experts” who refl ect 
societal prejudices.10

When it comes to gender, sexuality, or other normalized traits, I honestly do 
not think that most scientists are aware of the biases in others’ works (let alone 
their own)—willful ignorance creates and reinforces privilege. Most of us don’t 
get out much. Certainly, scientists tend to be selective in what we read and what 
we comment on. My former professional society, the Ecological Society of 
America, has more than ten thousand members, and, as the name implies, it 
mostly comprises American ecologists. Any one person can only read a fraction 
of this body’s work, much less the work of all American scientists or all ecolo-
gists or scholars worldwide. Scientists (and, I suspect, other academics) tend not 
to contest work far from scholarly backyards lest they fi nd themselves in over 
their heads or, worse yet, fi nd themselves with an unnecessary number of new 
critics. Th us, when a psychologist says something troubling, most other physi-
ologists are not rushing to comment.

Although it is somewhat understandable, the isolation of many academics is 
a problem twice over. First, wearing blinders is a huge luxury. For example, I 
spent the time devoted to my Ph.D. thesis examining the population dynamics 
of two ladybug species. I fi nd the subject fascinating, but whatever other ecolo-
gists might say about this work, most of it admittedly is not that central to 
society. For me to completely ignore the world outside ecology and entomology 
in favor of highly specialized research would mean ignoring key issues in social 
justice. I am a femme lesbian transsexual woman, partner, and mother living 
in a racially diverse, environmentally degraded, mixed-income neighborhood in 
an economically depressed region. Devoting my life to “pure science” seems 
foolish (if not impossible) when other issues arise that demand my personal 
and, in some cases, professional attention. Of course, I can do “pure science,” 
but I should not be expected to do exclusively “pure” (i.e., supposedly apoliti-
cal) research to the exclusion of other personal and profession endeavors. I am 
one of many people who cannot simply blow off  issues of bigotry, inequality, 
and injustice as someone else’s problem—the structure of the world around us 
requires us to fi ght these battles daily.

Second, scholars need to speak up when they see something that is askew: 
in a just world, there’s no such thing as “not my problem.” Many scientists are 
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loathe to take “activist” stances, as if doing so would compromise their positions 
as unbiased discovers of “truth.” Th is attitude is (1) based on false assumptions 
about how impartial science is,11 (2) based on being privileged enough to fi nd 
one’s self in a position where one need not worry about defending one’s self 
against unjust attacks, and (3) irresponsible. Regardless of your professional 
affi  liation, if you hear someone claiming that fi sh of certain genders are “sneaky” 
and “mimics,”12 that bisexual men do not exist,13 that women are innately bad 
at math,14 that trans* people are mentally ill,15 or that a certain gender or sexual-
ity is “alternative,”16 you should speak up. Th ese phrases are all too common. 
Given mainstream culture’s (and particularly corporate media’s) tendency to 
embrace “expert” opinions that confi rm existing biases, it is vital for other 
“experts” to step forward to challenge fl awed and frequently bigoted research. 
Part of being a member of the academy involves having confi dence in your own 
mental capacities. We should all be able to recognize the diff erence between 
technical mistakes in each other’s fi elds and inexcusable personal biases. Failing 
to speak out and, yes, to listen to “other people’s” complaints is not acceptable—
it is nothing short of enabling injustice.

I think the biggest reason that so much fl awed work on transgenderism and 
transsexuality goes relatively unchallenged is the same problem that compro-
mises the ability of the academy to reach its full potential—the startling lack of 
diversity in colleges and universities, particularly in the ranks of faculty. Whereas 
questionable research on transsexuality may contribute to my inability to receive 
adequate medical care, to fi nd a job, or even to live safely, non-trans* faculty 
oft en have the privilege of not needing to think about issues surrounding trans* 
lives. To the extent that the composition of the academy is skewed toward het-
erosexual people, white people, affl  uent people (or at least not the economically 
disadvantaged), men, or other demographics, one can predict holes in the acad-
emy’s ability to work in the public’s interest.

Perhaps the biggest diffi  culty in criticizing the academy for having a dearth 
of meaningful diversity or misplaced priorities is that the academy has been a 
traditional ally of the center-left . More than once, trans* and/or lesbian acquain-
tances have reminded me that, as a queer person, the academy represents one of 
my best opportunities for meaningful employment. Being better than bad is not 
necessarily good, however. Which queer people does the academy accept, and 
in which contexts?

Additionally, it is quite possible that being enlightened when it comes to 
some oppressed groups does not preclude having deep-seated biases against 
others. Horizontal oppression is a Saturday-morning sport in social-justice 
circles. Participants in movements for gender or racial justice frequently forget 
about (or minimize) the realities of women of color.17 Gay and lesbian people 
have been known to forget about the existence of bisexual and trans*18 people, 
and so on. Likewise, being a progressive academic does not guarantee that one 
is fi ghting for social justice. Th is is an important point, because one person’s 
sport is another’s fi ght for survival.
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Re-viewing the Search Image
Although I can only speak to my own disciplines (primarily ecology), academics 
are no diff erent than other people in their tendency to confl ate a set of personal 
traits with professional competence. In ecology-speak, this is the idea of a 
“search image.”19 In other words, just as an eagle looking to fi nd a mouse might 
be looking for oblong shapes with long tails, ecologists tend to have something 
particular in mind when they are looking to fi nd another ecologist. Just as I 
imagine that most people imagine a middle-age or older white man when they 
hear the terms “lawyer,” “doctor,” or “senator,” some personal traits appear to 
be more “ecological” than others. Th is is not a secret—I have joked with more 
than one colleague about this.

A proper ecologist should be wearing sandals (preferably dirty ones) cou-
pled with tangled hair and a cheap T-shirt. Admittedly, this is a glib and rather 
sarcastic way of putting it. Th e bottom line is that, for obvious reasons, ecolo-
gists frequently look and act like people who like to spend large amounts of time 
working outside, large amounts of time inside and alone at a computer, or both. 
Th ere is nothing particularly wrong with this image, except for the implications 
that people who like to do to any of those things should look or “be” one way 
and that this is somehow correlated with job performance. Do people of color 
enjoy camping? Do people who wear makeup enjoy computers? What hobbies 
does a “good” ecologist enjoy? Th ese are all (hopefully) off ensive questions, and 
I sincerely doubt that any academic would ask them, except perhaps to make 
a point.

“Covering” is a succinct way to describe the act of hiding traits related to 
disadvantaged groups in order to appear more acceptable to a dominant cul-
ture. As Kenji Yoshino points out, people do not necessarily consider covering 
when they think of discrimination.20 Requiring trans* people to play the “good 
queer” to be taken seriously is discrimination, even if equality of opportunity 
theoretically exists for all people willing to conform to an oppressive standard. 
In other words, many people recognize that it is wrong to treat women, gay 
people, members of religious groups, people of color, or members of other 
groups worse than they would treat some individual with the optimally privi-
leged profi le. However, insisting that individuals hide marginalized traits is a 
form of discrimination. It is still discrimination to insist that women not be 
feminine or that people of color not be so “ethnic.” People are, in fact, diff erent 
from each other, yet this diff erence does not justify the creation of a pecking 
order. Viewing people who possess certain irrelevant traits as better, more natu-
ral, or more competent than others creates a demand to cover, and it is wrong.

Th e major biases that I see in the academy are not as overt, and, as such, 
many scholars refuse to take them seriously. Academia is fi lled with unequal 
relationships, cliques, and the like. Such dynamics seem inherent in an insti-
tution built on the premise of experts teaching students, who, under the right 
circumstances, go on to become fully credentialed scholars in their own right. 
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People studying the same topics may come from the same labs and may well 
fi nd themselves evaluating the work of friends. Th ese academic cliques reinforce 
the need to cover and the failure to properly evaluate work for bias with negative 
implications for diversity.

Th e lack of (and/or disregard for) appropriate practices in human relations 
reinforces the academy’s insularity. Experience tells me that this is the case—not 
because of malice on the part of scientists but rather due to indiff erence and 
obliviousness. I have seen countless job interviews during which, in the name of 
being welcoming (oft en to old friends), dinner and wine have been served. I can 
recall scientists dismissing the work of visiting scientists (including at least one 
job candidate) not because of its quality but rather because of the mannerisms 
of the speaker. How is it that in a discipline where some practitioners view social 
ineptitude as a virtue, failure to strike up an appropriately jovial conversation 
over pizza is considered a fatal fl aw? How is it that I have found myself as an 
overnight guest in the house of a potential employer rather than, as is the 
expected practice, being put up in a hotel? Presumably, my host did not con-
sider that a woman in my circumstance (or any circumstance, for that matter) 
might fi nd it unsettling to fi nd herself as a guest of a strange man. Looking back, 
many of my personal experiences as well as those of colleagues on the job circuit 
read more like bad dates than job interviews.

All this is emblematic of a systemic failure. Oft en, as part of our devotion to 
our craft , we blur the lines between our work and our social lives. Professionally, 
we spend long hours together, and we want to fi nd colleagues that we can get 
along with. We are nice people, and we want to be hospitable to people in our 
fi eld we have not yet met and spend time catching up with old friends whenever 
the opportunity arises. Unintentionally, this leads to a world where some people 
may be more welcome than others. When I say that some people may be “more 
welcome,” I am also implying that certain people are more likely to suff er dis-
crimination than others.

Based on my experience, I am inclined to agree with Julia Serano’s assess-
ment that it is oft en hard to diff erentiate between the dismissal of trans* women 
and the dismissal of femininity.21 When a potential employer spent an extended 
period of time questioning my ability to perform fieldwork (owing to, well, 
I’m not sure what exactly), I did not know what to make of it. At the time, I was 
clearly a nonpassing transsexual woman. Was he subconsciously (or con-
sciously) giving me a hard time because I was trans*, because I was feminine, 
or because I was a woman? Is there a diff erence? If I were a tomboy, would I 
have encountered a similar problem? What can those of us who stand out due 
to our “activist” stances on issues, our physical or personality traits, or incor-
rect and arbitrary paperwork do to gain equal access to the academy?

I worry about how stereotypes of trans* women and tokenism may impact 
my career as a scientist. However, the albatross in the room is still the treatment 
of feminine women in science. A lot of writers have addressed the issues facing 
women scientists—namely, that our colleagues are much less likely to take our 
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work (and our lives) seriously than that of our male colleagues.22 However, it is 
important to note that not all women (or members of any demographic) are the 
same, and, certainly in the sciences, femininity itself is oft en a liability.

For me, one of the more jarring lessons of gender transition is that, as a 
woman, I still have to put a lot of thought into how I dress and how I carry 
myself. Sadly, this is not so much a “trans* thing,” as it is a “woman thing.” 
More to the point, in the sciences, it is a “covering thing.” I recall a colleague 
asking a bunch of my fellow graduate students, “Do these earrings make me 
look dumb?” It was before an important committee meeting for her, and she 
followed her (female) adviser’s advice and replaced the off ending hoops with 
something of a “more-intelligent” size. What is telling is the number of women 
I have run across who have admitted to thinking twice before daring to don 
makeup, skirts, or (shudder) heels at their science-related jobs. It is simply 
not healthy for any professional endeavor that such a large pool of potential 
employees is made to feel unwelcome. Who knows how many potential scien-
tists have chosen diff erent career paths because they did not see places for peo-
ple “like them” in the academy? Without diverse role models, members of 
younger generations may come to depressing conclusions about which career 
paths are truly open to them.

As a rule, most of U.S. society does not deal well with diversity, and the 
academy does little better. Rather than thinking about what diversity might 
truly mean and why it might matter, we resort to measuring it the only way we 
know how—with crude categorizations and numbers. Although this sorting 
satisfi es the logic of the law, this census approach to diversity strikes me as 
academically dishonest.

Within ecology, we debate the meanings of various measures of diversity.23 
For ecologists to address diversity, we need to know why diversity is important 
in a given situation. To ecologists, diversity has two primary components. Rich-
ness tells us how many types of organisms we have present (e.g., how many 
categories exist). Evenness tells us about the relative commonness of these types 
(e.g., how individuals are distributed between the categories). Th ere is no uni-
versal way to measure either richness or evenness. A measure of richness may 
lump together all trees as interchangeable, or it may set the boundary at all 
maple trees, all members of the same species of maple tree, or all trees with the 
same genetic makeup. Besides, what is a species, anyway?24 Diff erent measure-
ments have diff erent implications; a tree fi lled with fi ve diff erent species of 
warblers is the same as and diff erent than a tree fi lled with warblers. Th e issue is 
that in creating a category, we are designating all members of the category as 
equivalent. Th is is a necessary evil, but it is important to consider which approx-
imations are reasonable in which situations.

Diff erent measurements of diversity give diff erent weight to species’ even-
ness. A stand of trees containing lone spruce, oak, and maple trees among acres 
of pine trees is identically rich to a stand containing equal amounts of all four 
types of tree. However, the second stand is much more even, and as such, more 
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diverse. How much more diverse is it? How important are rare species? Does the 
presence of a couple of honeysuckle bushes change everything? Nothing? Obvi-
ously, the answer depends on why one is asking the question.

We need to apply the lessons of ecology to discussions of human diversity. 
Counting the number of people who belong to various federally protected 
groups is easy, somewhat informative, and legal to boot. However, this method 
builds tokenism right into the measurement. It is safe to say that not all women 
are interchangeable, nor are all people of color, nor are all people of a certain 
age. Th is method of accounting allows us to maintain the fallacy that the most 
competent academics should share the same basic traits. In other words, it does 
nothing to prevent the pressure to “cover” rare or exceptional traits. If all the 
faculty in a Women’s Studies department have similar backgrounds, do they 
really represent all women? What happened to intersectionality? Is it fair to view 
race or gender as trivialities when, in reality, scholars may be bringing some-
thing to the table precisely because of who they are rather than in spite of it? 
Ultimately, we need to address why diversity matters. Diverse groups of scholars 
are likely to consider a broader range of ideas and, in short, to facilitate engaging 
and critical dialog about a wider range of issues.

If we (the academy, social institutions, the culture at large) were to truly 
embrace diversity, we could come closer to realizing some of the things that I 
dream of for future generations. I want to see a world where trans* people are 
not pathologized. Ideally, an increasing number and range of role models would 
be available to young trans* people. Medical support would be readily available 
and obtainable by all people wishing to transition. Discrimination and violence 
against trans* and all LGBTQ people would stop, along with violence and dis-
crimination against all people. No person, regardless of economic status, sex, 
race, gender, gender identity, ability, or anything else, would feel limited in what 
could be achieved.

It may not be scientists’ fi rst job to champion the fi ght for such a future, but 
this does not mean that trans* people should be dismissed as yet another iden-
tity group with its own special issues. Th e very things that will strengthen the 
academy are those that will promote its diversity and, in turn, the state of the 
larger world around us. Trans* people’s issues are not other people’s issues, 
because there are no such things. A world where everyone is allowed to reach 
their full potential is a world that reaches its own full potential.
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Trans. Panic.

Some Th oughts toward a Th eory of 
Feminist Fundamentalism

While women’s studies once served to legitimate and support, in a 
positive way, feminist scholarship across the academy, it would now 
seem to legitimate it negatively by allowing feminist scholars in other 
disciplines to tacitly defi ne themselves and their work against women’s 
studies. Women’s studies has come to be perversely useful to some aca-
demic feminists as “the other” against which respectable feminist schol-
arship is defi ned.1

As I sat down over the fi rst few months of writing this chapter, some of those 
months overlapped with one of the longest, most devastating academic strikes 
taking place at my university. One of York University’s largest unions represent-
ing casualized academic labor—graduate teaching assistants, contract faculty, 
and research assistants—held a strike that lasted almost three months. It is now 
a substantial period of time past the day that local union CUPE3903 was legis-
lated back to work and we all resumed something of the extended academic 
session to complete that school year. Th e university senate suspended all classes 
for the duration of the event, meaning that all instruction at York had come to 
a complete standstill. Given that CUPE3903 is a large union representing more 
than 3,400 research assistants, teaching assistants, and contract/sessional faculty 
members who, as ghostly workers, do more than 50 percent of the teaching 
work at my school, full-time tenured and tenure-stream faculty members like 
myself, it must be noted, continue to perform research in an increasingly class-
based corporate climate deeply embedded within haunted capitalist corporacies 
(a form of late capitalism governed by the corporatization of labor, among 
other things) and their imagined relations as meritorious, egalitarian, and (vis-
à-vis national location) democratic.

In memoriam—Sharon Michelle Rosenberg (1964–2010); in honor of JD, CK, and TL; and in recogni-
tion of the labor of love and remembering.
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Such a reconceptualization of the university as imagined academic and 
knowledge inside an “ivory tower” to a site of haunted academic and epistemo-
logical labors, with their attendant gender, race, class, politics, and corporatiza-
tion, is vital to the argument and questions I ask here. Th ese questions seek to 
elaborate the stakes of reconceptualizing women’s studies through transfemi-
nism inside what we might now think of, through the work of Andrea Smith, as 
an academic-industrial complex:2

If we understand epistemology as rooted in the commodifi cation of 
knowledge, then it is apparent that the academy becomes the site where 
knowledge is bought and sold in the academic marketplace. In this sense, 
we can identify the existence of an “academic-industrial complex,” a 
synergistic relationship between capitalist accumulation and academic 
knowledge production and dissemination. Th e academic-industrial com-
plex is the site where intellectual labour is alienated from peoples and 
communities, and is thus constitutive of capitalism.3

It is clear to me as a result of the strike that such practices of capitalism certainly 
structure and saturate the kind of work accomplished by what Smith identifi es 
as the academic-industrial complex. In a chapter in the same book as Smith’s, 
I deploy the term “educational-corporate complex” to resonate with Smith’s 
argument but to out the increasing corporatization of academic institutions as 
a form of corporate capitalism. As such, then, I situate this argument about the 
necessity for transfeminist epistemologies within the growing critique over the 
last thirty years of the category “woman” within liberal capitalist democracies. 
Feminism and its work through such categories is equally embedded within, not 
transcendent of, the manufacturing, indeed, active, labor of producing identity 
and identity politics within modernity itself.

One of the many things students asked me about the labor disruption in our 
school, beyond a very real concern for their tuition monies and the protracted 
nature of “make-up classes,” was the “appropriateness” of such an action in the 
fi rst place. If campuses were unionized, so their logic argued, then that means 
there are workers, bosses, and products to be carried to the market place. “Are 
we the product?” they asked, attempting to discern exactly what was the product 
of such labors inside this institution.4 Th e act of conceptualizing universities in 
the context of labor relations, workers, markets, alienation, products, and strikes 
produced, aft er a while, an interesting kind of dysphoria (defi ned by the Oxford 
English Dictionary as “a state of unease or mental discomfort”) for many of my 
students who could not reconcile (some never did) the breakdown of conceptual 
paradigms that such a strike initiated. Although not “trans”—if by this term we 
mean a minoritized reduction to identity-based practices of transsexual and 
transgender—such conceptual dissonance certainly is transed if we rethink the 
term as the critical crossings and mobilities of previously categorically fi xed ter-
ritories. Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore pose what I frame 
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here as a fundamental question about trans so reconfi gured in what has for-
merly been identifi ed as women’s studies: “What kinds of intellectual labor can 
we begin to perform through the critical deployment of ‘trans-’ operations and 
movements? Th ose of us schooled in the humanities and social sciences have 
become familiar, over the past twenty years or so, with queering things: how 
might we likewise begin to critically trans- our world?”5 In particular, how 
might we begin to critically trans our women’s studies worlds? With Stryker, 
Currah, and Moore, this article seeks to retrace the shape of women’s studies by 
transing its epistemologies, disciplinarities, and methodologies.

To elaborate such a trans reshaping, I must fi rst posit several conceptual, 
pedagogical, and epistemological axioms. One major conceptual truism has to 
be that there is always much more to a university campus/corporate site, its 
disciplines, and its byproducts—what we imagine to be self-evident knowl-
edges based on equally imagined self-evident experiences of “women”—than 
what we can see (or not see, as it were) on the surface. My second premise, by 
inference, then must be that by the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century, 
we now need to assume that “women’s studies” is a vastly diff erent signifi er 
across its reiterations if not, by now, a completely empty one. My university has 
a School of Women’s Studies with dozens of lines (both 100 percent and cross-
appointed across two campuses, one French, one English). Ask any random ten 
or so of these academics what “women’s studies” means, and you will hear at the 
very least answers, narratives, histories, methodologies, and so forth; this is the 
case at the women’s studies council that governs the school (made up of a press, 
a library, an undergrad and grad program, a bridging program, sexuality stud-
ies, and so forth). Th ere is intense acrimony over what these words do, should, 
can, and might mean. We must presume, then, that women’s studies will mean 
diff erent (?) things to universities and colleges across any province, across the 
country, and then comparatively, again to schools and states in the United 
States, England, and so on.

To stay with this example, I want to append a context-specifi c hypothesis: 
If I were to ask any ten feminist academics in and across my home university 
whether trans bodies are present, or should be, as trans bodies in women’s 
studies—that is, bodies not reducible to the sex binarized hegemonic and clini-
cal imperatives of “male” or “female” (that is, in this clinical grammar, as bodies 
that cannot possibly have histories as both and neither, exclusively)—I cannot 
help but worry that the answer will be a quiet or completely dumbfounded no, 
even in the face of my hire. Wars have been happening inside feminism for a 
very long time; these have survived the shift  from “activism” to “institutional 
location.” As large-scale global-political shift s occur, such shift s recalibrate what 
we have in the past called “radical” feminism. Th is is no longer what it imagines 
itself to be, especially if we are measuring by consequences and not intentional-
ities, and, again, its consequences do violence. One small example: an insistence 
on using female pronouns in all documents regarding grad students (documents 
all faculty members see but students do not) even as the same program (but not 
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the same people) regularly and rightly accepts trans men and cisgendered men. 
Curious though is the reality that there have been almost no MtF trans women 
who have applied for admission to our graduate program. One further example: 
Th e undergraduate introductory course I teach is still called “On Women,” even 
as I step up to the podium to teach it, very much not a “woman” and not teach-
ing “on women” in any disciplinary sense. Th ere is a level of intransigence that 
generates very high stakes, oft en quite unwittingly. At the very least, such 
intransigence places undergraduate and graduate students in structurally manu-
factured trans and race panics, oft en with faculty members who have also put 
their own minds, bodies, and intellectual labor on the line building “women’s 
studies” programs in the fi rst place. What seems abundantly evident, then, is the 
need for a conceptual mechanism with which such labors of epistemological 
“innocence” (the kind that sounds like “we are just trying to protect women” or 
“whatever happened to the ‘women’ of women’s studies?”) might be discerned, 
acknowledged, theorized, contemplated, and reckoned with.

I write “innocence” in premise number two to secure the work of premise 
number three. Trans bodies have always been present in feminism as a social 
movement, even as those bodies have been ghosted by a belief that such bodies 
have never been a part of feminism or women’s studies. Sandy Stone’s broken 
tenure at Olivia Records, producing the “sound” and “feel” of feminism 
through the 1970s and 1980s, is a case in point. Th is spawned one of the most 
visible of the early wars over trans inside feminism. Stone’s response, “Th e 
Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” (1987), is oft en hailed as 
launching transgender studies but is rarely considered integral to women’s 
studies.6 We might historicize the current incarnation of trans wars as feminist 
history repeating itself, because it did not reckon with the issues as an identity-
based (and deeply invested) practice. Th ese debates are happening in women’s 
studies, and they have always happened in feminism. But the fact of their 
occurrences and reiterations cannot and should not be read as their “success,” 
given such easily forgotten histories. Instead, their reiteration suggests that the 
fi eld is haunted, forever grappling with the exclusions it self-generates. Such 
exclusions, as hauntings, support the argument made by Avery Gordon that 
epistemological ghosts return because they are what we relegate to the outside 
even as they are deeply central.7 Th is chapter seeks to name the violence of 
these occlusions, disavowals, and denials as part of a disciplinary but also his-
torical and ideological imaginary. Th ey have, in other words, normalized what 
Raymond Williams identifi ed as a “structure of feeling” in women’s studies 
where such challenges from within are met with the same acrimony as anti-
feminist misogyny.8

A transfeminist reconceptualization of women’s studies seems vital. To that 
end, I off er the term “trans entities,” borrowing from two queer-identifi ed trans 
FtMs of color—Wil and Papì—who are the subjects of one of the most interest-
ing docu-porn fi lms of late, Trans Entities: Th e Nasty Love of Papì and Wil.9 Wil 
and Papì coin the term “trans entities” as a way to describe themselves, noting 
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the need for such descriptions given the oft en binarized options made available 
through such language as female-to-male, male-to-female, transsexual, and so 
forth. Arguing that such binarized options are themselves products of clinically 
regulated medical-diagnostic technologies, Wil and Papì—both of whom, at the 
time of fi lming were also nonoperative (for these same reasons but also as an 
intervention in the class politics of sex reassignment) and identifi ed as “tranny-
dudes” who had gay sex with each other—also carefully note the way that such 
languages, their clinical grammars, and their practices of identity formation are 
inherently racialized at best (and most likely racist in consequence) and cer-
tainly function to colonialize the space of trans as white in the service of white-
supremacist scientifi c racism. Th eir use of the term “entities” instead of “-gender,” 
“-sexual,” or “-national,” for that matter, signals one reconfi guration of the labor 
it takes to live on a day-to-day basis with the undoing accomplished by clinical 
and binarized language systems not one’s own and that create little possibility 
for practices less discursively overdetermined.

But my use here of trans reconceptualizations also attempts to signal the 
conceptual and disciplinary limitations—indeed, intransigent failed labors—
of women’s studies as an institutional project. One of this paper’s questions: 
Where in such an epistemological or institutional deployment of the term 
“women” is there space to theorize the work that subjects like Wil and Papì 
accomplish undoing racially gendered capitalist categories? To frame this ques-
tion diff erently, in Undoing Gender, Judith Butler rigorously reads the complexi-
ties of “trans-gender” when she argues that “to fl ourish as a bodily being . . . not 
only does one need the social world to be a certain way in order to lay claim to 
what is one’s own, but it [also] turns out that what is one’s own is always from 
the start dependent upon what is not one’s own, the social conditions by which 
autonomy is, strangely, dispossessed and undone. In this sense, we must be 
undone in order to be ourselves.”10 Th e specifi city of Butler’s “we” notwith-
standing, this is a map to the territories that trans entities must labor to undo 
even as that same map guides their unmapping.11 Th is is all the more so when 
such undoings occur inside institutional spaces that have as their raison d’être 
the securing, fi xing, stabilizing—indeed, the very labor of doing—one version 
of what has been done: documenting the experiences of “women” (meaning a 
shared demographic with enough commonality based upon biological female-
ness to function as such an empirical demographic in the fi rst place). Th ese 
contratrajectories—between stabilizing (and the active labor of “doing”) fi elds 
and the labor of “undoing” foundations—seem permanently caught in a tension 
that cannot be resolved. Hence, my interest here is as much what has been done? 
as what to do? when competing forces such as these collide on trans bodies, all 
the more so in a women’s studies department and/or program. What occurs, 
I suggest as part of an answer, is a sometimes productive and other times vio-
lent dislocation where the labors of such disparate dislocationing and their 
outcomes are unequally shared across bodies subject to “women’s studies” as 
an academic discipline and day-to-day practice.
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Although a rhetoric of openness and inclusivity has always saturated wom-
en’s studies as an institutional practice—indeed, so much so that a quiet lament 
over the changing face of women’s studies is audible within corridor conver-
sations—the opposite is true as epistemological and methodological practices 
where some women’s studies scholars and practitioners remain trans illiterate 
and deeply fearful of the remarkably productive work that trans entities can 
accomplish. “Integration” of the trans body—presuming such a thing becomes 
possible and deemed valuable—necessitates the productive structural and con-
ceptual shift ing of the ground of the women’s studies project as it has func-
tioned in many places to date. Practices of trans illiteracy condition folding that 
trans entity into a noncritical binarized sex system in which that body can only 
make sense as either a male or female body. For that body to access the insti-
tutionalized program qua transed would mean that the conceptual ground of 
gender in women’s studies would need to be rethought as radically interdisci-
plinary, indeed, trans disciplinary. As such, a trans feminist reconceptualization 
is oft en met with a series of complex but contradictory disavowals: On one 
hand, the rhetoric and historical practice of women’s studies as a discipline self-
mandates—in the form of a gender-panicked, sometimes tearful plea over “what’s 
happening to the women of women’s studies”—an unproblematic and unmedi-
ated focus on the lives of women where we understand “women” to mean bio-
logically born women.

On the other hand, a trans feminist logic necessitates a profound challenge 
to the ease with which that “woman” is conceptualized and exchanged as an 
essential truth. Critical trans perspectives should be making it much harder to 
make truth claims about the universalizability of “women”—experientially or 
otherwise—without at least using it with much more precision to identify a rela-
tion to “woman” no longer reducible to the female body or the nefarious “wom-
en’s experiences.” If trans as critical mobilities across or as undoing of categori-
cal terrain (again, not to be reduced to the clinical transsexual body) accomplishes 
its work, especially in women’s studies, then the universality and territorializa-
tion of the term “woman” should be problematized somehow, beyond the addi-
tive and tokenistic practice that includes writing “women and trans people” but 
making no consequential conceptual, curricular, epistemological nomenclatures 
or modifi cations day-to-day modus operandi transformations of practice (such 
as the exclusive use of female pronouns to refer to faculty and students). Doesn’t 
the gender-panicked imperative to “remember the women” mark an unequivo-
cal gender fundamentalism, where such fundamentalisms themselves—not unlike 
those of nationalism, military-state, white-supremacist, or Christian, to name 
only a few—function to ground a feminist imaginary and its methodology 
of social, moral, and biological coercive normalization? By “fundamentalist 
methodology,” I borrow from Contesting Fundamentalisms: “Th e fundamentalist 
methodology involves re-imaging the past and invoking an authentic commu-
nity with deterministic social characteristics. In doing so, it produces a paradox—
the fundamentalist simultaneously engages in nostalgia for the past while dis-
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playing historical amnesia about a system of living that never existed.”12 Trans 
entities have always been present inside feminist spaces; to make a claim to the 
contrary would be to fl y in the face of at least thirty years of writing and debate 
about the presence of trans bodies “on the front line.” Th e degree to which those 
trans entities remain located within or dislocated from actively renarrated pasts 
as well as academic and disciplinary communities and their nomenclatures is 
precisely the stake to be won or lost.13

Such a stake, between the knowledge-producing fi eld of women’s studies as 
a fi eld always concerned about the truths and experiences of women and the 
contradictory place of trans bodies in that fi eld, is, as Robyn Wiegman points 
out in her introduction to the collection Women’s Studies on Its Own, symptom-
atic of a self-generating, discipline-sustaining, and disciplining epistemological 
practice (2002). With the ironic title Women’s Studies on Its Own, this impor-
tant collection outs the circularity with which such fi eld mapping and narrating 
oft en functions. If my own premises here are correct, then so is Wiegman when 
she suggests that not only does “feminism’s own self-narration as an agent of 
liberating women” need to come into critical view, but so too must the stakes of 
its own temporalities within modernity. Such an examination of feminism’s 
boundedness with the hegemonic privileges of modernity, she argues, marks 
feminism “itself [as] historical (and not, as our own celebratory narratives oft en 
have it, as a revolutionary agent of history’s making), with all its complicit and 
resistant ties to modernity, capitalism and various forms of patriarchy.”14

Self-authorizing practices of storytelling are themselves the eff ect of moder-
nity and humanism, all the more so given the hegemonic dominance of posi-
tivist, antitheoretical, and social-science methodologies and their open hostility 
toward and dismissal of theoretically complex deconstructions of such method-
ologies in the fi rst place. It behooves one not to register the deep skepticism 
toward critical theory, psychoanalysis, anti-Empire and postcolonial theory, 
poststructuralism, deconstruction, and, sometimes, queer theory, and the 
charges leveled against these forms of knowledge as equally “abstracted” and not 
always immediately “relevant” to “women’s” lived experiences. Wiegman an-
swers these self-generating, self-justifying, and “heroic” narratives with a call for 
radical rethinking of such methods as deeply embedded in humanist histories:

Such a call for making Women’s Studies the institutional domain for 
critiquing the convergences as well as the diff erences between histori-
cally constituted feminist discourses and “woman” has critical eff ects 
that reverberate.  .  .  . Certainly it calls into question the fi eld’s own 
imperative to produce positivist knowledge accounts of the life experi-
ences of diverse women, because it raises as a question the equation of 
humanism’s construction of the self-authorizing subject as feminism’s 
political destination. It also asks us to rethink the imposition of the 
subjective as the critical domain within which feminist scholars can 
know their objects of study, “women.”15
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To move beyond the self-generating subjective and its attendant method-
ological disciplining requires calling into question the very assumption with 
which women’s studies began its disciplinary work: Knowledge production has 
been inadvertently biased and so must be countered with another identity-based 
paradigm—one speaking the “language” of women’s subjectivity instead. But 
Wiegman is uncategorical in her historical evaluation, arguing that the success 
of intersectional critiques of faulty universalisms has produced the need for new 
sets of bodies, identities, political acts, and critical practices—indeed, “new 
objects of study.” I want to hail these new objects of study as trans:

Functioning now as the critical content of the category gender, these 
new objects of study (alternative masculinities, transgender identities and 
identifi cations, transsexuality, intersexuality) and the subjects that might 
be said to mirror them (gay men, straight men, transsexuals, the trans-
gendered) are by defi nition referents for women’s faulty universalism—
that is, they function implicitly to claim identities as women’s other. As 
a collective of new identity claims, their incorporation into feminism’s 
fi eld imaginary displaces onto gender the optimistic hope that a relation-
ship of compatibility, if not consistency, between fi eld formation and its 
object of study can (fi nally) be won.16

Wiegman is not uncritical of the dangers of paradigms shift s from women 
to gender. In fact, she is quite clear to carefully map the troubles with gender 
studies via the trajectories of queer theory and women’s studies. But what she 
off ers instead is a location of the gender studies versus women’s studies debate 
in and as history itself, marking also the shift  from a minoritized fi eld of study 
to one universalized:17

Th e sudden shift  from sexuality to gender that marks the transition 
between Women’s Studies and gender studies demonstrates the end of 
gender’s critical mobility to signify outside and beyond the domain of 
specifi c identities, becoming instead the collaborative term for new iden-
tities that need to be given representational visibility. It is at just such a 
moment that women takes on a most patriarchal signifi cation, becoming 
the referent for the particular in a dynamic that reduces it to the norma-
tively literal domain of sexual diff erence. Why feminism would want to 
author such a reduction of women is perhaps not immediately clear.18

What Wiegman calls “patriarchal signifi cance,” I call “fundamentalism.” 
Hence the full irony of the collection’s title: To parse this out, women’s studies, 
on its own, is embedded inside the capitalist and colonial educational corpo-
rate complex, and without a clear sense of its own historical production, it too 
duplicates the master’s house (the problematic of modernity’s temporalities and 
identity formation as its eff ect). But, moreover, women’s studies on its own fails 
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to mobilize the critical capacities of its own incoherencies when it maps itself as 
imperative onto a construction of a referential and fundamentalist coherency to 
the exclusion of subjects attaching themselves to its criticalities (the problematic 
of fi eld and categorical formations and proper objects). In addition, women’s 
studies on its own enables a fantasy of itself as a fi eld with epistemological and 
methodological coherence, but when clustered with department status and 
disciplinary force segregated from what Wiegman calls “the sexual division of 
knowledge” across the university, it becomes complicit with—but also arrogant 
about—the uneven development of feminist knowledge in the university itself, 
where “women’s studies” is imagined to be the only site of feminist knowledge 
production (the problematic of institutionality).19

Again, it bears reiteration that Wiegman is not making an overly simplistic 
claim to substitute gender for women, nor does she advocate against such shift s. 
Instead, she is doing precisely the kind of work that I suggest trans feminist 
practices can do—that is, trans one categorical territoriality against, across, and 
through the other to produce the “space of connection and circulation between 
the macro- and the micro-political registers through which the lives of bodies 
become enmeshed in the lives of nations, states, and capital-formations.”20 
Wiegman seeks an intervention, one not, as she puts it in an interesting circum-
vention of grammar’s modernist mythologies of temporality, “late enough”:

I want to intervene in a critical moment—a moment of critical analysis—
that seems to me to have come too early, in part because we are not late 
enough in our thinking about how to avoid dyadic rubrics and build 
critical vocabularies that make possible the intersectional imperative that 
we believe we believe in.21

Curiously, then, Wiegman calls not for a new wave; such a construction would 
remain fully compatible with currently existing feminist presentist narratives as 
they already exist. But she is also extremely careful to infer that, although how 
we conceive of feminist knowledge production is a work in progress, feminism 
has neither completed nor quite begun its institutional work. What she calls for, 
without fully articulating this, is a deterritorialization of the temporal sequenc-
ing of feminist self-narrations and a reconciling of those critical territories with 
the rhetorics of what I off er as trans feminist imperatives. In other words, Wieg-
man seeks a critical trans formation; what is this if not a turn to the paradoxical 
crossings induced by trans?

Wiegman’s transing of time across, within, and over feminism’s praxis 
itself does to feminist consciousness and historicities what trans does to bodies 
and to their attendant subjectivities. Th ere is, at the very least, a doubling of 
consciousness where both—indeed, all sides of consciousness—exist in a pro-
found complex relative to time and to what haunts temporal modernities as 
one of the ingredients in subject formation. Where trans subjectivities must be, 
as Butler notes, enabled by “individual choice” proven to be “dependent from 
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the start on conditions that none of us author at will,” so, too, admittedly is 
feminism’s institutional materialization a practice none authors at will.22 Wieg-
man’s argument that critical interventions in feminism are coming too early 
and not late enough similarly identifi es these modernist operations of history 
as the discourse that has produced feminism but also the obstruction that now 
constrains it.

To put this into diff erent terms, any institutional materialization of an 
identity-based practice must also take shape around the mandates as well as the 
limitations of the “truth-telling” disciplinary imperatives of the educational-
corporate complex. Such disciplinary imperatives, as Brown notes in the quota-
tion with which this chapter opens, have not been without their costs as well as 
their very ironic and paradoxical hauntings. Th ere can no denying that the per-
manency and tenaciousness of the wars inside feminism for at least a century, 
and for as long as feminism has been institutionalized as “women’s studies,” 
indicate that “women’s studies” remains a haunted discipline as well as signifi er 
and referent. Such hauntings are, as Gordon tells us, a permanent condition 
overdetermining the epistemologies of modernity wherein that which must be 
excluded for truth and epistemological regimes to function returns as a “seeth-
ing presence” that haunts the present and the presentist.23 “Hauntings,” Gordon 
notes, “are a constituent element of modern social life. It is neither pre-modern 
superstition nor individual psychosis; it is a generalizable social phenomenon of 
great import” demarcating the “zone that somewhere every culture has . . . for 
what it excludes.”24 Such zones of exclusion—to which trans entities have been 
relegated—have always already constituted discourse about “diff erence” in femi-
nism (discourse and diff erence each identifi ed as nefariously as “the sex wars,” 
“the race wars,” “the moral panics about transgender bodies,” or “the porn wars”) 
and so marked feminism’s simultaneous and self-generative hauntings and fail-
ures. Yet despite the siege mentality that seems to be the condition of possibility 
for women’s studies in its institutionalized form, there can no measuring its 
capacities for a diagnostic criticality without a modality for calibrating its own 
embeddedness within the truth regimes of modernity.

Gordon elaborates such a modality by noting a couple of seemingly simple 
axioms that ground a paradigm through which to read and to reckon with what 
I have been identifying as trans ghosts. Th e fi rst states “that life is complicated 
is a fact of great analytic importance . . . and while this may seem like a banal 
expression of the obvious, it remains perhaps the most important theoretical 
statement of our time.”25 Why? Gordon answers, because despite our best schol-
arly and epistemological eff orts, the power relations that characterize any his-
torically embedded society and social formation are never as transparently clear 
as the names we give to them imply. Power, social formations, and something 
Gordon identifi es as complex personhood will always exist in excess of our 
nominalisms. As such, what remains excluded, unnamed, and nonreckoned 
with haunts as a present absence of trans bodies with histories in excess of a 
binarized gender truth regime.
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Gordon’s second axiom: If axiom one is true, not only do ghosts of our 
social formations precede our entry into it, we ourselves, as eff ects of our social 
formations, are always already haunted as women’s studies remains. Ghosts 
exist culturally, historically, and institutionally beyond what our complex or 
sometimes-not-so-complicated methodologies and epistemologies can discern. 
Th ese seething presences remain actively invisibilized even as we fetishize in an 
era of, at the very least, postmodernity, the hypervisible believing that all that 
could ever be seen has already been seen and, therefore, named and known. 
Again, zones of unreality and extremely precarious nonpersonhood are the con-
ditions upon which mechanisms of truth and knowledge production depend.

Gordon’s paradigmatic remedy for reckoning with hauntings is directly 
relevant for the argument I have been making here for the work of trans. 
Although I remain cautious about this argument, it still begs to be asked: In 
what ways might we now begin to talk about a relation between identity-based 
practices of epistemological and methodological disciplinarity and the boundar-
ies it imagines outside itself? To frame this diff erently: Can any formal, coherent 
fi eld of scholarship with a self-delimited proper object, a methodology of 
approach, a body of experts and experts in training, canonical texts, and huge 
corporate publishers claim and aggressively defend a space of “outsider” status 
while building a home inside one site of public authority, credibility, authority 
and legitimacy? If there are complicated hauntings in our practices, then does 
not women’s studies, defi ned as such, not produce the very thing it imagines to 
empirically discover?

If Gordon is right in her argument that more complex social relations and 
formations exist than what we can name, then with what presumptions and 
methods can we begin to name that which cannot be named? Gordon argues, 
and I would agree, that our fi rst caution has to be one decidedly against the 
truth-producing practices of our trans resistant disciplinary imperatives, some-
thing I have been calling disciplinary and methodological fundamentalism (for 
instance, women’s studies deals with “women”; sexuality studies with the body 
and its biological but socially organized impulses; postcolonial studies with 
coloniality; English with fi ction; and the social sciences with truth). And so we 
rightly counter disciplinary fundamentalism with the language of interdiscipli-
narity as one way to calibrate against the disciplining imperatives of our various 
institutions.

As a sociologist, Gordon off ers interdisciplinarity as partial remedy, 
although, as with most remedies, caveats and cautions abound. Th e mistake that 
too many interdisciplinary scholars might make is thinking that one way of 
managing this impossibility is to attempt to make already constituted disciplines 
wiggle over a bit to make room for each other and for our something “new.” 
Citing poststructuralist literary theorist and semiotician Roland Barthes, Gor-
don off ers trans (-disciplinarity): transing modalities that can begin to reckon 
with the ghosted subjectivities and spaces of women’s studies, and also with 
the discursive and social machineries producing subjectivities as fi xed, static, 
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singular, and imagined as immobile in the fi rst place: “‘Interdisciplinary work 
. .  . is not about confronting already constituted disciplines (none of which in 
fact is willing to let itself go).  .  .  . [I]t’s not enough to choose a “subject” (a 
theme) and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists 
in creating a new object that belongs to no one.’”26 In constituting or reckoning 
with such a new slippery object, one then discerns rather than disciplines its 
meaning into existence by tracking its ghosts, not its so-called certainties.27

Th is kind of unmooring—“creating a new object that belongs to no one”—
is precisely what is at stake in a trans practice and methodology unmoored from 
identity.28 Trans (-disciplinary) modalities discern by attempting to see that 
which must be withheld for an identity-based discipline to accomplish its work. 
Th at is, one begins an epistemological and/or methodological practice not sim-
ply with “the vocabularies themselves” (in this case, for instance, with albeit nec-
essary questions, such as what is a woman? Or how is the category racialized?) 
but instead proceeds with “the constellation of historical and institutional eff ects 
that make a vocabulary a social practice of producing knowledge.”29 Perhaps, to 
push this one step further, one no longer debates whether the master’s tools will 
dismantle the master’s house; one learns to reckon with the persistent and trou-
bling trans ghosts in the house instead.

I want to posit that this is where we might begin to elaborate a complex, 
mobile, fl uid, and deeply nuanced object of trans—not transgression through 
gender and/or national, cultural crossings necessarily but trans as a modality for 
reformulating institutionalized and bounded disciplinarities, ways of producing 
truths about the social overlay where history and subjectivity meet. In my 
monograph, Sons of the Movement, I suggest that “trans as a prefi x functions 
most potently when signifying its own discursive histories . . . [a]s well as spaces 
of movement across, through and beyond national affi  liations and identifi ca-
tions as well.  .  .  . Transwork is the work of de-construction.”30 Th is argument 
has company in the work of Susan Stryker and others. As Stryker, Currah, and 
Moore put it, “it is most certainly time to critically trans- our world: to ‘burst 
trans-open’ as a framework with which to interrogate the ghosted, the disci-
plined, the bounded and the policed.”31

Such ghostly circumlocutions of modernity’s categories—temporality, sco-
pophilic, sexed, national, and embodied, to name only a few—against their own 
imperatives of linearity and truth are trans reconfi gurations worked perversely 
also against the feminist generational metaphors frequently passing as the “pesky” 
never-ending debate between “second-wave feminism,” “third-wave feminism,” 
and “post-feminism.” Such wave-frameworks represent extremely problematic 
constructions of history, time, and temporality. Transing temporalities instead 
productively works against such seamless temporal narratives of progress as 
“second wave,” “third wave,” or “post”; at the same time, such circumventions 
are also part of what Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake identify as the lived 
messiness of consciousness in, at the very least, a post-second-wave-feminist 
moment: “Th is is a contradiction that feminism’s third wave has to face: an 
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oft en conscious knowledge of the ways in which we are compelled and con-
structed by the very things that undermine us.”32 Th eir caveat that such knowl-
edge is “oft en conscious” is vital for discerning the imperative to undo history 
and its attendant subjectivities in the fi rst place.

Hence, the absolute necessity for theorizing trans in the imperative feminist 
case and as perhaps a formulation coming, of course, too early but not yet late 
enough. In the fi rst instance, such disproportionate relations of knowingness 
dictating the need to undo feminism with such an intervention are themselves 
the measure and sign of the very instabilities within identity categories that are 
self-evident as a politic, or not. In this case, such a working of trans (-gender) 
has come far too early, especially when erroneously hailed as the downfall or 
end of feminism. But in the second instance, coming not late enough, trans 
(-national) continues to be the central pillar around which critiques of second-
wave feminism have been organized since, at the very least, Th is Bridge Called 
My Back began performatively and theoretically to codify the trans national 
theory and practice that have always constituted feminism, despite white femi-
nism’s occlusions of such trans entities as derivative, minoritized, or not con-
stitutive of feminism proper. Th e latter (race panic) and former (gender panic) 
are telling of the limits of feminism as it has been institutionalized, something 
detailed in all the collections under discussion here and in a profoundly signifi -
cant fi eld of antiracist, postcolonial, decolonizing body of feminist work. How-
ever, remove the panic, and these trans hauntings of feminist theory and knowl-
edge production have been signifi cant and successful. What diff erence, if any, 
might it make to forge a strategic convergence between them? What kinds of 
labor (for white trans subjectivities) and/or utility (for troubling the hegemonic 
fundamentalist female nation) might be extracted from such transings?33

I am aware that the question I am attempting to ask here is one deeply 
embedded within its own histories. As trans entities slowly fi ght their way into 
institutionalized feminist spaces, and as tenure-stream faculty members, several 
interesting questions emerge: First, to what degree is white supremacy opera-
tional as part of the machinery enabling such mobilities? And second, to what 
extent might the categorical imperative of “female at birth” be operational as 
trans men seem to fi nd a way into institutionalized feminist spaces that draw 
far fewer trans women? I off er these as tentative, speculative questions, but they 
are telling of the larger problematic I have been articulating here: To what extent 
has the institutionalized practice of women’s studies enforced the disciplinary 
coherence of “woman” functioning as racialized but also as sex-binarized?

Again, these are not the same thing, nor am I attempting to superimpose 
them onto each other. But if these speculations are at all tenable, then thinking 
feminism through trans bears productive fruit and also, more importantly, 
potent interventions. What would it take to theorize the productive hauntings 
of women’s studies by conceptually linking the trans of trans national and the 
trans of trans gender? I am aware of the pernicious and complex ways that white 
subjectivity can play ethnicity cards, sexuality cards, class cards, age cards, and 
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transsexual cards as ways of declaring clemency from white supremacy and its 
privileging of white-skinned bodies. Still, as I read accounts of the fi eld of 
women’s studies, I see work that stops abruptly short of a elaborating a full trans 
disciplinarity, with some responding instead to what Wiegman calls the apoca-
lyptic narratives of old feminism:

Th at these apocalyptic narratives, as I call them, always fi nd the specter 
of feminism’s political end in the academy is one of the paradoxical 
features of “old feminism” today: it has come to defi ne itself against 
the very project of institutional intervention it inaugurated and hence 
against those women who inherited from it a feminism animated by the 
questions, contradictions, and complicities of academic feminism’s rela-
tionship to both politics and knowledge.34

My draw to such critiques, as well as to the potentialities of transing feminist 
knowledges and disciplinary boundaries, is certainly set into motion by my own 
embodied trans disciplinarity, which itself is in part a response to fundamen-
talisms.35 Holding the possibility that the bodies of trans entities can fold these 
diametrically opposed categories through each other seems a sheer and very 
dangerous impossibility, one not unlike being stuck with one’s arm trapped 
between a rock and hard place. In the best of all possible feminist worlds, the 
day-to-day language and practice of pronouns—in my case, he—off ers a form 
of recognition that, in the best-case scenario, initiates a form of respect in its 
reiteration. At other times, the he is a response of violence to the conceptual 
terror induced by the presence of a body that is he and she at the same moment 
while being neither one nor the other enough to stop the incoherence from 
traumatizing foundations. Welcomed as the he might be, its hauntedness in 
the context of women’s studies is easily likened to leaving a part of one’s fl esh 
unbearably trapped behind a boulder.

Here, Sharon Rosenberg’s arguments in Troubling Women’s Studies about 
the places of trauma are vital: Trauma persists, Rosenberg suggests, in the ines-
capability of its belated impact; as such, the task might be to contemplate rup-
ture and to learn to live with the unbearable.36 Calibrating the traumas of death 
and in particular of violence, of the Montreal massacre, Rosenberg’s words sig-
nal a process of attempting to respond to what seems like an unbearable inter-
ruption of business as usual, the ruptures and tears to the every day that a trans 
body potentially induces. And, in return, such calibrations fi gure the ruptures 
that such an every day does back to the trans body; how do I bring to bear on 
my everyday world a productive haunting, something rendered in excess of the 
visible post-transition—that is, an almost-thirty-year butch-lesbian history that 
I do not disavow across transition but that is now housed invisibly in what is, 
for all intents and purposes, perceived exclusively as a man’s body? What might 
it mean for a “women’s” sociality—academic or otherwise—to attempt to come 
to terms with these trans ghosts in its house? And much like the stories of 
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unioning that I begin this chapter with, how are such academic, social, intel-
lectual, and aff ective labors to be shared across an institutional and identity-
based discipline so haunted by impossibility in the fi rst place?

Th is is ghostly laborious rupture, interruption of the body as trans body, 
as incoherent discontinuity for which few mechanisms of comprehension exist. 
But what is also true is my hope that modalities of trans disciplinarity might also 
want to calibrate ways of conceptualizing and, indeed, practicing trans white-
ness with a similar cognizance of the need for rupture. What kinds of daily 
transing institutional practices are necessary to ensure that such productively 
traumatizing ruptures “succeed” or not as needed, and when? Cathy Caruth 
phrases this much more eloquently when she writes, “In trauma, the greatest 
confrontation with reality may also occur as an absolute numbing to it.”37 
Caruth cites Dori Laub again in yet another attempt to write it—“trauma pre-
cludes its registration”—and as such we might well need to recognize that part 
of the resistance to trans lies perhaps in its tearing at the fabric of certainty 
around the referent of “women’s studies.” But the incessant repetition of panic 
over trans entities in the house of feminism tells another story. Is the turn to 
anxious foundationalism with its embeddedness in fundamentalisms one mech-
anism of disavowing the registration of traumas in the social and, by implica-
tion, epistemological and methodological?

As I am wondering about it here, this is indeed one of the most precarious 
tests of a trans entity—asking it to transition across the “homes” whiteness has 
carved into and as colonial spaces of nation and institutional spaces violently 
traumatizing. At the very least, might this reconceptualization of such trans 
whiteness itself as haunted address a crisis of coherence in practice? Or will 
“women’s studies” itself develop further symptomologies of those hauntings in 
new ways? Th e how of this to me has already been signaled by Rosenberg’s 
conclusion that perhaps what is necessary is a “marker in which to become 
lost rather than a category of knowledge presumed secure.”38 Is the sometimes-
fundamentalist labor of making “women” a home found, one that refuses to be 
productively lost and, in so refusing, takes up a place within the very modernity 
that has produced it? Are such ironic and disavowed losses fundamentalist 
products of an anxious and melancholic self-refl exivity securing a fi eld around 
its insecurities or relocations of a neoliberal discipline correcting itself? Pre-
suming yes to both, might it be time, again, to declare the project permanently 
haunted?



4 A. FINN ENKE

The Education of Little Cis

Cisgender and the Discipline of Opposing Bodies

I am trying to assess campus climates for the transgender com-
munity. . . . Issues of interest are transphobia, hostility, general 
knowledge and understanding, attitudes of the queer commu-
nity and cisgendered people, etc.

—Dana Leland Defosse, 1994

I just kept running into the problem of what to call non-trans 
people in various discussions, and one day it just hit me: non-
trans equals cis. Th erefore, cisgendered.

—Carl Buijs, 1996

In other words, it’s the opposite of transgender. . . . So why are 
y’all tripping, cisgender people? Cisgender isn’t an insult.

—Monica Roberts, TransGriot, 2009

T hings change when a neologism moves from a social movement context to 
a classroom context. On one hand, our ability to keep classrooms relevant 
depends on this movement, this perspectival and practical exchange 

between academic and activist worlds. And theorizations that take place in the 
classroom can provide sustaining energy to social concerns. On the other hand, 
meanings do change when words cross from one medium to another. Academic 
contexts—perhaps a bit slow on the uptake—can simplify, ossify, and discipline 
otherwise queer terminologies while authorizing, legitimating, and institution-
alizing their use.

Th e neologism “cisgender” has long been associated with a kind of stasis, 
based on the Latin root “cis-,” which prefixes things that stay put or do not 
change property. Biologist Dana Leland Defosse is generally credited as the fi rst 
to put the term “cisgender” into public circulation in 1994, using it in a Web-
based call for research on campus climate and transgender subjectivities. At that 
time in Minneapolis, Defosse and I talked a lot about “trans-” as a prefi x, and 
Defosse explained why cis- might serve as a linguistic complement to trans-. 
Within molecular biology, cis- is used as a prefi x (as in cis-acting) to describe 
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something that acts from the same molecule (intramolecular) in contrast to 
trans-acting things that act from diff erent molecules (intermolecular); in 
organic chemistry, cis- refers to substituents or groups that are oriented in the 
same direction, in contrast to trans-, wherein the substituents are oriented in 
opposing directions; also implied in cis- are things that do not change state as 
they contact certain media. Defosse—followed by others—saw the potential of 
cisgender to describe the condition of staying with birth-assigned sex, or congru-
ence between birth-assigned sex and gender identity. Now, in common usage, 
cisgender implies staying within certain gender parameters (however they may 
be defi ned) rather than crossing (or trans-ing) those parameters.

But cisgender does not stay put. It is even now traversing contexts, and—
like genders and many other substituents—it is changing in the crossing. Cis-
gender did not hit the ground running upon its introduction in 1994, and it is 
still only sparsely used in trans* communities across the country.1 Nevertheless, 
the word is seeing new life on college campuses, particularly within student orgs 
and classrooms that critically interrogate the categories of gender. Cisgender’s 
migrations can tell us a great deal about the power of language to transform 
gender politics and queer alliances in and out of the classroom, for better or 
worse. Specifi cally, the term appears to encourage investments in a gender sta-
bility that undermines feminist, trans*, queer, and related movements.

Feminist, queer, and trans studies all pull hard on the seams of conventional 
sex/gender nomenclatures. Between the mid-1990s and around 2008, my under-
graduate courses (at state universities in the United States) were frustrated by 
the problem that “women” and “men” acted as normativizing categories in con-
trast to “trans women” and “trans men”: Once we have “transgender,” the 
unmarked quality of “woman” and “man” reinforces the highly problematic 
conviction that most women and men (those whose female or male medico-
juridical designation and social status have been consistent over a lifetime) are 
naturally women and men. I off ered the terms cisgender and cissexual as con-
ceptual tools, but these had too much of a subcultural “insider” feel to be demo-
cratically adopted in the classroom at that time.

I was surprised, then, around 2008, when an increasing number of queer-
savvy students began to casually toss “cis” (as a noun or adjective as well as a 
prefi x) into their classroom comments. Th ey used such phrases as “she’s cis,” or, 
“the cis man in the fi lm said . . .” or, “as a cis woman, I. . . .” Required to explain 
for the benefi t of the class, they typically defi ned “cis” along these lines: “Cis is 
short for cisgender, which is non-trans.” A more elaborate explanation oft en 
included, “You are cisgender if your gender identity matches your sex, the sex 
you were assigned at birth.”2 Subsequent conversations occasionally problema-
tized such defi nitions but rarely led to doubt about the use of the word. On the 
contrary, even critical conversations about cisgender had the eff ect of educating 
students who had not known the word in how to become disciplined users.

What role is cis playing here, and how can we understand its market value 
in this context? Th is deserves some explanation, not least because the term does 
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have its share of detractors. In 2009, TransGriot blogger Monica Roberts sug-
gested that it is people who are not transgender who object to the word; in her 
analysis, “cisgender people” feel insulted by the word “cisgender” because trans-
gender (i.e., stigmatized minority) people dare to name and to other them.3 It is 
also clear that many people object to being interpellated as cis because cis is 
generally confl ated with normativity, and they do not think of themselves that 
way. More recently, trans* people have become the most vocal critics of cisgen-
der.4 It is all the more pressing, then, to analyze the campus and classroom 
context, because it reveals troubling contradictions behind the adoption of cis.

Although trans activism initiated discourses of cis, the word’s broader 
uptake may be an eff ect not of trans activism in itself but rather a particular 
expression of ally desire. In the classroom, people bring cisgender into being as 
a performative ally-identity, explicitly reserving the term “trans” for others. In 
its association with normativity, cis turns out also to be a racialized status. 
White students who identify themselves as trans allies (some of whom may also 
identify themselves as queer and/or gender-queer) are the most likely to refer to 
themselves with that term through such phrases as “as a cis woman I. . . .” Th e 
use of cis in the classroom allows us to see these other aspects of its discursive 
power, including its paradoxical appeal.

Queer, trans, and feminist theory have not talked about cisgender, but they 
do provide ample basis for skepticism about its ontological nature. Riki Wil-
chins once wrote about trans, “Trans-identity is not a natural fact. Rather, it is 
the political category we are forced to occupy when we do certain things with 
our bodies.”5 I am sure that the very same is true of the categories “woman” and 
“man,” although the manipulations required to produce them are naturalized 
and mystifi ed. Without overlooking the vast social inequities meted out by 
transphobia, we do know from Simone de Beauvoir to Monique Wittig to Judith 
Butler to Riki Wilchins that “woman” and “man” are not natural, that they are 
coercive and compulsory, and that their power is built into institutions that 
structure what we do with our bodies, among other things. Cisgender must fall 
under similar theorization.

Just what kind of category is cisgender? What manipulations are required 
of the body and psyche of the so-called cisgender person? Exactly which signi-
fi ers of gender cannot be “crossed”—and exactly which borders between “male” 
and “female” cannot be “crossed over”—for one to perform cisgender? If cis is 
equated—and it usually is—with gender normativity, in what ways does its 
achievement depend on class status, ability, whiteness, and the maintenance of 
racist and nationalist hierarchies? Given the tendency of all things to change 
across time and place, can anyone be cis- anything? And, most pointedly, what 
happens to trans and everything else through the embrace of cis and the positing 
of cis and trans in binary relation to each other?

In this article, I fi rst elucidate the discursive uptake of cis, emphasizing its 
use within social-movement contexts and the queer-studies classroom.6 I off er 
a critique through the lens of trans, queer, disability, and feminist—what I call 
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transfeminist—theory and politics. Th e performative uptake of cis should invite 
questions about its cultural value not just to classrooms but to the multidisci-
pline of gender and women’s studies as a whole.7 Cisgender may hold appeal for 
maintaining gender and women’s studies as an arena that produces and disci-
plines “women” and “men” as self-evident categories, contrary to gender and 
women’s studies’ more radical potentials. How troubling: Just when queer and 
trans theory remind us that gender and sex are made and have no a priori stabil-
ity (“one is not born a woman”), cisgender arrives to affi  rm not only that it is 
possible for one to stay “a woman” but also that one is “born a woman” aft er all.

The Genealogy of Cis
Th e history of cisgender begins with transgender activism. Transgender and 
transsexual activism has a long history in North America, but in the early 1990s, 
a transgender liberation movement by that name came into its own with a 
groundswell of concerted action that had momentum and staying power. At 
that time, “transgender” was most broadly conceived to encompass “the whole 
spectrum” of gender non-normative practices, communities, and identities.8 
Th e transgender liberation movement was to recognize and to address the con-
nections among many diff erent forms of gender-based oppressions and the 
economic, nationalist, and racist structures that buttress those oppressions; 
simultaneously, it would forge alliance among all the diverse gender-variant 
communities and identities that arise out of such oppressions.9 Transgender 
signaled dissident politics and a positive embrace of new possibilities. As Cur-
rah, Green, and Stryker put it, transgender

was meant to convey the sense that one could live non-pathologically in 
a social gender not typically associated with one’s biological sex, as well 
as the sense that a single individual should be free to combine elements 
of diff erent gender styles and presentations, or diff erent sex/gender 
combinations.  .  .  . [I]t represented a resistance to medicalization, to 
pathologization, and to the many mechanisms whereby the adminis-
trative state and its associated medico-juridical-psychiatric institutions 
sought to contain and delimit the socially disruptive potentials of sex/
gender non-normativity.10

Transgender also emerged as a politicized identity category, as activists sought 
to collectively instantiate social viability for gender variant persons. Transgen-
der furthermore described individuals by what they do, as in Susan Stryker’s 
articulation of transgender as “people who move away from the gender they 
were assigned at birth, people who cross over (trans-) the boundaries con-
structed by their culture to defi ne and contain that gender.”11

Th e term “cisgender” arose in the context of this groundswell, articulated 
most oft en by people who visibly crossed normative gender signifi ers and/or 
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experienced signifi cant cross-gender identifi cation. Th is naming made visceral 
sense, as the world indeed seems divided between trans and non-trans episte-
mologies. Within trans activist circles, non-normative gender variability is 
normalized: Th e array of things we do with our bodies, pronouns, names, and 
histories is a necessary (in measures both joyful and coerced) aspect of being 
human in a gendered society. In the 1990s, collectively attempting to clear a 
wider path while faced with the infl exibilities of most social institutions con-
fi rmed that “the public” was (and still is) an explicitly and oft en violently trans-
exclusive and disenfranchising space. People who reject medico-juridical deter-
minations of sex at birth or who in any other way occupy a less legibly male or 
female sex/gender comportment can attempt to buy access to social arenas: We 
can supply specifi c narratives to garner specifi c diagnoses to attempt to win a 
legal status that will allow the most privileged among us access to sex-segregated 
spaces, jobs, housing, and health care.12 We need the exact right combination of 
visible “diff erence,” passability, and nonvisibility (a combination assisted by 
whiteness, abledness, legal citizenship, employment, and noncriminal status) to 
hope to be granted authenticity, transparency, and belonging within a chosen 
gender.13

Th e distinction between living a life in congruence with static medico-
juridical determinations of one’s sex/gender and living a life in defi ance of that 
congruence is a highly consequential one, because our social institutions are 
structured to uphold and to privilege the former. It is hard to overstate how 
dramatically sex/gender congruence, legibility, and consistency within a binary 
gender system buy a privileged pass to social existence, particularly when accom-
panied by the appearance of normative race, class, ability, and nationality. Th e 
term “cisgender” was to name that privileged pass.

As the name of normative privilege, cisgender characterized the transpho-
bic institutions and the everyday practices of a stunningly trans-ignorant and 
willfully normative public. Simultaneously, it purported to challenge the nat-
uralization of “woman” and “man” by making visible their rootedness in the 
interested achievement of social hierarchies, thereby also exposing the non-
natural privileges and exclusions gained by successfully performing them. Th e 
word “cisgender” spread as a strategy of social critique that resonated with 
feminism, critical race theory, whiteness studies, and dis/ability rights, among 
other arenas of radical politics. This theoretical and political intervention 
allowed cisgender to move outside as well as within trans communities. As Emi 
Koyama, an activist author who works for intersex, trans, disability, race, and 
class justice, put it in 2002:

I learned the words “cissexual,” “cissexist,” and “cisgender,” from trans 
activists who wanted to turn the table and defi ne the words that describe 
non-transsexuals and non-transgenders rather than always being defi ned 
and described by them. By using the term “cissexual” and “cisgender,” 
they de-centralize the dominant group, exposing it as merely one pos-
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sible alternative rather than the “norm” against which trans people are 
defi ned. I don’t expect the word to come into common usage anytime 
soon, but I felt it was an interesting concept—a feminist one, in fact—
which is why I am using it.14

In 2002, Koyama did not expect the “common” adoption of cisgender “any time 
soon.” But by signing the statement, “In Cisterhood,” Koyama invited broader, 
allied use of the terms “cisgender” and “cissexual.”

Related to all the previous factors, cisgender additionally emerged as a cri-
tique of the way that queer and LGBT organizations oft en defi ne “queer” and 
“LGBT” by dissident sexual desires and not also by gender variance. Th e pointed 
use of the acronym “LGB not T” critically makes explicit the actual exclusions 
of purportedly “LGBT” arenas: Although LG(B) and queer groups may fetishize 
gender fl uidity and non-normativity while tokenizing transgender people, very 
few embrace trans politics as an integral and essential priority.15 In this context, 
cisgender became a way of distinguishing queers who do not have trans histo-
ries, identities, and perspectives from trans people who do. Koyama thus joined 
a small but growing movement of people who would make cisgender a political 
act that could be spoken by queer sympaticos of all kinds.

Cisgender (or cis) became a more common enculturated word and identity 
category, particularly among some activist communities that interface with aca-
demics.16 Neoliberal rights discourses that feed on identity politics further pro-
moted the sense that people are either transgender or cisgender; cisgender, that 
is, did not simply name privilege but could be used to describe individuals.

Widely accessible texts, such as Julia Serano’s Whipping Girl: A Transsexual 
Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity (2007), also helped 
authorize cis identifi cations. Foremost a treatise on transsexual politics and the 
misogyny that undergirds transphobia, Whipping Girl is the fi rst book to elabo-
rate cisgender and cissexual privilege. Serano defi nes cissexual as “people who 
are not transsexual and who have only ever experienced their physical and sub-
conscious sexes as being aligned”; cisgender more simply refers to “people who 
are not transgender.”17 If not lost, the distinction Serano implicitly draws 
between cisgender and cissexual allows nuance: People can be cissexual but not 
necessarily cisgender. One could feel congruence with one’s assigned body sex 
and thus consider one’s self cissexual but not identify with the gender that is 
typically associated with that sex and thus not be cisgender. Reading between 
the lines, gender-queer and transgender people who do not strongly identify 
with either part of the gender binary (maleness or femaleness) might not experi-
ence transsex-ness or cisgender-ness, as both cisgender and transsexual suggest 
primary identifi cation with one sex/gender in a binary system (male or female). 
In theory, this suggests variability within cis-ness, just as there is variation 
within trans-ness.18

Serano’s critique of cissexual privilege, much like critiques of race privilege, 
ableism, and heteronormativity, successfully brings attention to the ways that 
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people construct normative hierarchies through everyday behaviors. Her initial 
defi nition of cissexual privilege as “the double standard that promotes the idea 
that transsexual genders are distinct from, and less legitimate than, cissexual 
genders” names one fundamental root of the transphobia that undergirds most 
social institutions. Cissexual privilege is instantiated in part through the activ-
ity of “reading” and assigning male or female sex/gender to others. All people 
make assumptions about other’s sex/gender, “whether we are cissexual or trans-
sexual, straight as an arrow, or queer as a three-dollar bill.”19 But one privilege 
of cissexuality is that it performs as the arbiter of real, true, or natural gender. 
Cissexuality by defi nition is rarely required to but can always legally and so-
cially prove itself; as such, it serves to judge the realness or legitimacy of all 
people’s sex/gender. Cissexual privilege is authorized in part through con-
nected practices: (a) assuming everyone is cissexual (erasure of trans existence), 
(b) demanding that trans men and women come out as trans rather than simply 
as men and women, and, simultaneously, (c) requiring that transsexual men and 
women “pass” or “be believable to others as” the sex/gender they “claim to be” 
to make their trans-sex more palatable to people who feel that birth-assigned 
sex/gender is the only legitimate (true) sex/gender.20 Serano’s discussion eff ec-
tively invites readers to see how the presumption that sex/gender is transparent 
naturalizes binary gender construction and pathologizes transgender existences; 
moreover, sexism and misogyny particularly pathologize all people on a femi-
nine spectrum.

Th is is the kind of “eye-opening” that many students in a gender or sexuality 
course fi nd satisfying: to see and to name systemic oppressions. In my expe-
rience, however, non-trans students assume the book is about someone else 
(transsexuals) who face an entirely foreign set of oppressions, and therefore it 
cannot also be about the very same sexism, misogyny, and binary gender system 
that they learn to analyze in Women’s Studies 101. Neither do readers tend to 
see themselves in the generalizations about how cissexuals think and feel. But 
some—in eff ort to not be the kind of transphobic “cissexual people” critiqued in 
the book—may take up the ally mantle and “own” their privilege as “cis” people.

Th e uptake of cis among students in university contexts is also inspired by 
its use in community educational spaces such as Camp Trans, in part because 
such spaces confi rm the word’s subcultural authenticity. Camp Trans is a week-
long protest staged annually down the road from the Michigan Womyn’s Music 
Festival (MWMF).21 As a physical site comprising workshops, speeches, reports, 
performances, community-building activities, and direct actions, and as a gen-
erator of its own and related Web sites, blogs, and YouTube posts, its infl uence 
extends far beyond its temporal and geographic location.

Among the many productive outcomes of Camp Trans is that it began with 
insistence on self-identifi cation, which was and is a fundamental tenet of trans 
activism; people’s gender identity must be respected, regardless of how they 
may appear.22 Camp Trans also generated some of the earliest articulations of 
the classism and racism embedded in the use of surgical status as a criterion for 
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passable gender status. Emphasis on people’s surgical status has frequently 
accompanied considerations of exclusion/inclusion policies in “women-only” 
community spaces; as the most well-known women-only space, MWMF occa-
sioned some of the fi rst critiques of the relationship among racism, classism, 
and transphobic defi nitions of women.23

Over the last decade, the term “cis” has gained platform at Camp Trans. Th e 
use of cisgender in this context, acting as it does in binary opposition to trans*, 
seems to cause an unfortunate amnesia of prior lessons about the relationship 
between binary gender and race and class hierarchies. Th e term “cis” has not 
generally been subject to race, ability, and class analysis; instead, its use rein-
forces gender as a self-evident, autonomous category.

As do many trans* spaces, Camp Trans makes explicit its intended consti-
tuency. Before elaborating the “Inclusion” and “Exclusion” policies, the Camp 
Trans Web site off ers a “note on wording”:

Used on this page, please consider “trans” to be the broadest possible 
usage of the word, commonly written as “trans*” to include people who 
self-identify as trans, transgender, transsexual, transcending the gender 
binary, transvestite, and gender queer. . . . Similarly, as used here, “cis” 
is to be taken with the broadest possible defi nition, to include anyone 
not identifying under the umbrella usage of “trans.”24

Th e suggestive list following trans* is meant to be elaborated into “the broadest 
possible” range of trans identities. Cis is identically broad, perhaps ironically, as 
seemingly none of the above.

Th e Inclusion/Exclusion policy disciplines by positing cis people as the sole 
agents of cisgender privilege. According to the Inclusion policy (“who is camp 
for?”), “Camp is secondarily a place where trans and genderqueer people are 
centralized. Th is does not mean that cis people are not allowed at Camp at all, 
but it does mean that Camp is not set up to play to the privilege cis people 
experience.”25 Th e Exclusion policy (“who shouldn’t come to camp?”) states, 
“A cis person who wants to learn about trans and genderqueer people. A cis 
person who does not understand concepts of gender privilege and oppression. 
Please note that this applies to cis partners of trans people coming to Camp 
as well.”26 Th ese statements have been important to the preservation of Camp 
Trans as a space for trans organizing. Furthermore, such guidelines instruct 
insiders and outsiders in basic respect for Camp Trans as a trans-centric space 
that gains its vulnerable effi  cacy from its education and outreach mission, its 
proximity to MWMF, and its high profi le to people seeking “real-life” queer 
classrooms.

Such statements contribute to the appeal of cis as an ally-identity in college 
classrooms: Th ey off er a certain cultural capital to those who are close enough 
to trans contexts not only to imbibe vocabularies but also to be able and willing 
to address gender privilege and oppression outside trans-literate contexts. But 
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we must see that the compulsion to name cis (as that which is not trans) dem-
onstrates that the diff erence between trans and non-trans mobilities is far more 
concrete than the rather elastic distance between male and female.

In an eff ort to restore nuance, Defosse generously reentered the fray in 2006: 
“As a biologist, I simply used the prefi x cis as the complement to that of trans. 
In the simplest interpretation, cis means on the same side and trans means 
across. Cis and trans are not just where something is, however; they extend to the 
realms of their respective eff ects.”27 Here, rather than being fi xed in identities, 
cis and trans describe locations and eff ects. Th is is a critical point. Trans studies 
scholars have noted the extent to which trans invokes a person’s (or body’s) 
orientation in space and time.28 Cis theoretically must also be eff ected through 
time and space, despite the presumption of stasis. Furthermore, cisgender’s 
value from a social-movement perspective comes from the recognition and 
denaturalization of its powerful eff ects.

Notwithstanding claims that cis is simply “the opposite of transgender” 
in some neutral way, its eff ects are inextricably associated with transphobia. 
Monica Roberts’s claim in TransGriot that calling people cisgender “is not an 
insult” thus rings rather untrue; it seems that the best cis can hope for is ally 
status. Cautionary reminders about the costs of identity politics have held little 
sway, as cis becomes a subject position in the performance of allyship. In the 
process, cis and trans both shrink, in exactly the way living things do when they 
desiccate and ossify.

Enter the Unmarked Cis-Ally
From its social-movement origins, cisgender and simply cis wound their way 
into gender and women’s studies hallways, where they found audiences eager to 
understand and to confess their places in a world of hierarchies, violences, and 
privileges. Here, further organizing comes in the concept of ally and the practice 
of allyship education that is increasingly popular on college campuses and else-
where. Related to antiracist education, allyship education speaks to the desire of 
some members of “majority communities” (e.g., white, heterosexual) to solve 
rather than to participate in the oppression, stigmatization, and marginalization 
of “minority communities” (e.g., people of color, gays, lesbians). Inherent to the 
concept of allyship is acknowledgment of the relative privilege of being seen as 
part of majority communities and also of the relationship between that privilege 
and the perpetuation or redress of injustice. Ally is a paradoxical identity, how-
ever, claiming simultaneous proximity to and distance from those of whom one 
becomes an ally. Th is is perhaps nowhere more obvious than when it resides in 
the embrace of trans ally.29

Increasingly popular trans-ally trainings depart from antiracist and anti-
oppression education in several respects.30 As Vik DeMarco, Christoph Hanss-
mann, and others have rightly observed, although white antiracist and anti-
oppressive education emphasizes learning about and taking responsibility for 
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one’s racism and racial privilege, trans-ally trainings tend to take the form of 
“Trans 101,” in which participants learn (usually in the space of an hour or 
two) about the plight of the mysterious others we call transgendered and are 
virtually never asked to consider their own transphobia and passing privilege.31 
Defi ning, tokenizing, and fetishizing transgender individuals according to their 
greater oppression, such education suggests absolute and discernable diff erence 
between trans and “everyone else,” the presumptive majority. Trans ally con-
fi rms not-trans identity by investing in a defi nition of trans as someone else, a 
more oppressed other. In just the way that “LGBT ally” eff ectively marks one 
as straight, “trans ally” is a discursive practice that resecures some portion of 
normativity.

With remarkable effi  ciency, the cisgender trans ally campaigns for the excep-
tional ontological stability of non-trans gender in several ways. It reinforces the 
assertion that we can accurately read and assign gender identity, not least by 
presuming that everyone is cis unless they come out as trans. Regardless of the 
gender identity of the observer, this has the paradoxical consequence of simul-
taneously invoking and erasing trans presence. For example, to signal alliance 
with trans people as well as to interrupt what is otherwise a routine lack of 
awareness of trans existence, we might completely replace “man” and “woman” 
with “cis-man” and “cis-woman.” To wit, “the cis-man in the fi lm said . . . ,” “as 
a cis-woman, this author thinks .  .  .  ,” and so forth. Th is marks the speaker as 
trans-literate but removes trans presence and variable gender from view. Th e 
only way to restore this presence is for trans and gender queer people to come 
out as such, thereby reauthorizing the stability of cis.

Th e concept of cisgender privilege provides a necessary critique of struc-
tural hierarchies built around binary sex/gender, and it has the potential to 
intervene in the “Trans 101” model of allyship. However, such phrases as “as 
a gender-queer cis-woman I . . .” or “the cis-man in the fi lm said . . .” don’t so 
much acknowledge as reinforce this privilege by enacting a distinction between 
cis and trans. Such speech invokes trans by its absence; and this absence is pred-
icated on a defi nition of trans as a rare but visible embodiment of “cross-sex” 
identifi cation, or as the most institutionally recognized form of sex-crossing. 
When cis is taken up as an admission of privileged identity, it is cis- privilege 
itself that reifi es trans as most oppressed—so oppressed, in fact, that it cannot 
speak out of character.

And fi nally, one of the most repercussive limitations of the discursive 
production of cisgender is the lack of attention to the multiple hierarchies on 
which cis status depends. Although trans studies increasingly acknowledge the 
extent to which sex/gender is constituted through class hierarchies, racializa-
tions, nationalisms, ableisms, and so forth,32 cisgender has thus far remained 
impervious to theorizations of the multiple dimensions of dominance inherent 
to its privilege. Cisgender privileges are surely most commonly conferred and 
achieved when the appearance of normative race, class, and ability are also 
achieved, along with a host of other normative mobilities. Scholars have shown 
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that gender normativity is all but dependent on and reserved for whiteness, 
legal citizenship, and normative ability. David Valentine, Dean Spade, and oth-
ers have also shown that the institutionalization of the term “transgender” 
inheres a history of race and class hierarchies and violences.33 Cisgender then 
necessarily plays out as a normatively racialized ally status confi rming its privi-
lege through association with whiteness, legality, and ability. Can this be part 
of its appeal, even as people use the term in an attempt to critique systemic 
hierarchy?

Th e coincidence of trans erasure and cis’s enactment of whiteness is no-
where more apparent than in classroom discussions that might otherwise focus 
on racialization and ethnic or racial identities. I off er here an illustrative 
example, only one of many that students and faculty from several universities 
in the United States have shared with me as friends, colleagues in gender stud-
ies, or students seeking support.34 A mid-level course on women and literature 
included a Crow narrative attesting to non-binary gender systems. In this con-
text, the professor saw fi t to talk about Native American “transvestites” and 
“trannies.” A trans-identifi ed student in the class later initiated an e-mail ex-
change with the professor to express discomfort, to explain why those terms are 
considered stigmatizing, and to request that the professor use more respectful 
terms, such as “two spirit” (if appropriate) or, more generically, “trans person.” 
Th e professor responded appreciatively, apologized for the off ense, admitted 
she had not thought about the implications of using words she had heard trans 
people use, and off ered to bring it up in a subsequent class. Th e student then 
requested that the professor also actively teach about being respectful of sub-
cultural or “reclaimed” terms, such as “tranny.” Displeased with the professor’s 
response, the student sent me the entire e-mail exchange with an explanatory 
note:

i also wrote a little bit about reclaimed words. i said that if she was using 
these words in front of a class of people who don’t know much about 
gender studies (as she said), then they wouldn’t know what were appro-
priate words to use for trans people, and that it wouldn’t be ok for cis 
people to be using those words. she sent me a response email and 
seemed kind of mad at me because she thought i was saying that she 
was cis. she said she didn’t identify as cis because it really upset her 
when she felt expected to wear really girly clothes. she kept reiterating 
how much of a trans ally she is.

In this exchange, the cultural complexity of gender in general, as well as the 
diverse gender ideologies within various indigenous nations, completely fell to 
the wayside.35 In its place, cis took center stage and did so as an essential, trans-
phobic, and racially unmarked subject. Th e student, feeling marginalized and 
exposed as the only person willing to speak as a trans person, could see no com-
mon ground in the professor’s own potentially complex history with gender and 
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with race. Th e professor, feeling wrongly associated with cis, objected to the 
assumption and asserted her trans ally intentions.

Th e exchange constituted “cis” and “trans ally” as mutually exclusive. Th is 
is not as paradoxical as it fi rst sounds. Trans* has historically played a “dissi-
dent” fi gure as part of an identity-politics strategy that pushes against normative 
policing systems and hierarchies. In opposition, “cis,” whether it is taken up as 
a self-referential identity or rejected as an interpellation of one’s self, can never 
do the same. But far more dangerously, cis and trans ally—like whiteness—are 
suddenly freed to function independently of ethnic literature, other cultural 
processes, and racializations. In turn, the trans ally can only be so as a nor-
mative, racially unmarked subject, covering the tracks of the racism and trans-
phobia on which its own authority depends.

Identity politics thus authorized, how do we learn to recognize our own 
participation in transphobia, misogyny, and sexism no matter what sex/gender 
identities we may inhabit? And how do we challenge the structures that make 
identity politics seem attractive and even necessary for survival in a neoliberal 
and still transphobic world?36

Will the Real Cis Please Stand Up?
How do we determine the distance between cis and trans, and at what point in 
time should this distance be measured? As someone who peed standing up as a 
child, who spent more than twenty years terrifi ed that someone would discover 
that I was “really” male, and who passes almost consistently as a woman, I would 
hate to rely on the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) to answer that question. For most of my 
lifetime, the DSM has used “rejection of urination in a sitting position” or 
“desire to urinate from a standing position” as one criterion toward the diag-
nosis of Childhood Gender Identity Disorder, but only when it occurs in chil-
dren with vulvas; neither the desire nor the behavior are diagnostic when they 
occur in children with penises, because such children presumably naturally 
urinate standing up.37

In the summer of 2010, out of curiosity, I let my light beard grow in, and 
I was not sorry to fi nd that it has thinned over the years. Writing now, I pause, 
because I know that all parts of that statement can signify a lot of diff erent 
things depending on one’s political persuasions, what one thinks of the rela-
tionship between beards and genders, and, more specifi cally, what is assumed 
about my body and my history. But as a historian, I want to say that history 
making is a highly suspect business. Particularly when it comes to identity 
confi rmation, narratives do their work by selectively collapsing time and place 
into the present through the use of undisrupted signifi ers.38 What must stay the 
same and what must change to determine the distance between cis and trans? 
Or, is it not the fact of changing but rather the method by which one changes 
that distinguishes cis from trans?
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As an adolescent, I secretly began to interfere with my body’s endogenous 
hormonal balance to inhibit certain (gender-laden) body changes and to 
encourage others—and I did so at some cost to my health. Aft er fi ve years, oth-
ers ferreted this out, and I submitted (under duress but not force) to medical 
authority’s technique of using exogenous hormones to “restore” a more stereo-
typical sex/gender endogenous hormonal balance (this, too, at some cost to my 
health). In my late twenties, I dispensed with the conventional medical program. 
I became a lesbian, and, for the fi rst time in my life, I lost most of the fear that 
someone would discover that I was “really” male and thereby forever deny me 
whatever moments of self-determination I had won. Alongside the joys of 
those liberations, I wince whenever I am called “ma’am” or “sir” (which is 
nearly constant, because in most places, gendering others is considered polite 
rather than violent).

Or perhaps the cis/trans distinction depends most on place and privilege.
During my grade school years in Michigan, I imagined myself becoming a 

monk to live and work in a monastery that I loved to visit. In addition to the 
sublime silence, I felt my gender “matched” that of the community, and it was 
one of few places I could imagine being a viable adult self. Forty years later in 
Wisconsin, I work as a tenured professor. Here, I wear a braid and men’s 
clothes, and I pass as locally legible: Th e combination of locale, the deference 
accorded to my race and class status, my job security, and a workplace culture 
formed by a prior generation of feminists all contribute to the common inter-
pretation of my appearance as a white, middle-class, lesbian-woman academic, 
which, aft er all, is a category of person that earlier won a place in this institu-
tion. Such interpretation projects onto me a history that erases uncertainty and 
secures my legitimacy as “woman” rather than as trans-woman, trans-man, 
cross-dressed trans-woman, or “unknown.” My birth certifi cate and passport 
match this interpretation; I pass security checks and cross borders—uneasily 
and oft en under scrutiny, but the law is on my side. Crossing the threshold to 
the women’s room still gives me the willies; I don every item of privilege, entitle-
ment, and history available to me every time I enter.

I off er these selective disclosures with skepticism, not about the veracity of 
the points but about the ends they might serve. I could be coming out as some-
thing or other. I could be asserting my right to belong in some space built 
around politicized identity categories. I could be anticipating interrogation—
who am I, aft er all, to be writing on this topic? I do not seem to be claiming my 
own transparency (relying on the privileges available to me, I can aff ord to 
obscure signifi ers), but might I want self-representation?39 It would be easy to 
narrate a true history of gender consistency across my lifetime, and it would be 
equally easy to narrate a true history in which my expressed and/or perceived 
gender has changed dramatically across time and place. Critically, I could show 
how being read as male or female at various times and places was not about 
gender alone; in fact, it was at least as much my race and class privilege, my 
perceived age, and my perceived mobility and ability that have served as the 
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functional cues leading to people’s interpretations of my sex/gender. What nar-
rative signifi ers are most important to maintaining a cis/trans distinction?

In the summer of 2010, my department of Gender and Women’s Studies 
moved from one building where we had an almost wheelchair-accessible, single-
occupancy restroom to a renovated building with wheelchair-accessible, multi-
stalled restrooms that have mutually exclusive signs on the doors. I go there, 
braided and bearded, and am furious to discover the options. Workplace bath-
rooms acknowledge that workers are biological beings; the signs, on the other 
hand, suggest that some bodies—most pressingly in this moment, mine—some-
how need not be biological. Th e signs provide social messages, too, telling other 
people that they should defend this territory that is clearly marked as theirs. But 
I also know that here, due to my relatively high status in the university’s hier-
archies, I can walk through either door, and I will not be physically or verbally 
assaulted. I enter the one that says “women” and, at a sink that is too high and 
set too far back to use from a wheelchair, I splash my face with cold water. I am 
not using a wheelchair. And I am white, and I am a professor, and, actually, no 
one is looking. I kick the door as hard as I can on my way out. Do I make the 
signs impossible, or do they make me impossible?

Despite the fact that the majority of transsexuals will have no transition-
related surgeries in their lifetimes (due to lack of access or desire), medico-
juridical transition continues to be a defi ning feature in the constitution of trans 
as a category, and never more so than when trans is elicited by cis. By announc-
ing its own sex/gender consistency, cis makes the across (n.) that trans crosses 
over refer to the “line” between “male” and “female,” as though we agree upon 
what and where that line may be as well as on what constitutes male and 
female.40 Doing so eff ectively asserts the naturalness of medico-juridical deter-
minations of and control over trans existence.41 At the same time, cis further 
distances from trans by establishing its own relative normativity.

As trans-studies scholars emphasize, trans theoretically inheres movement 
and change, or space and time. But when we posit cis in binary opposition to 
trans, cis and trans both must erase their temporality and location. At precisely 
what point in time do trans-ness and cis-ness depart from each other? I think a 
lot about Dr. Marci Bowers, a surgeon and gynecologist who off ers sex reassign-
ment surgery (SRS—also known as gender confi rmation surgery) and one of the 
more famous women with a transsexual history. Practicing in Trinidad, Colo-
rado, she is willing to use her status to create publicized platforms for education 
around transgender issues. Dr. Bowers seems to enjoy her notoriety as SRS’s 
“transsexual rockstar.”42 But she tells me to “get the nomenclature right”: She 
does not think of herself as a transsexual or a transsexual woman; “that’s all in 
the past; I am a woman.”43 While not rejecting transsexuality, Bowers marshals 
several entitlements to successfully reject the abjection that neoliberal discourses 
of oppression cast upon transsexuals. Th is strategy is available to few people, 
and it may leave most others (poor and unemployed people, people for whom 
surgeries are not available, people of color, and so forth) disenfranchised.44 But 
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if we take Bowers at her word—and I think we must—her perspective suggests 
that at an earlier time, perhaps but not necessarily including when she was liv-
ing as a boy and later as a man, Bowers was a transsexual woman. Th en—also 
“in the past”—she transitioned: She became a woman and now is a woman. 
One might say she is a cisgender, cissexual woman. Th is suggestion fl ies in the 
face of most assumptions that attend the cis/trans binary, not least of which is 
that a transsexual history makes one forever trans and precludes cissexuality at 
all points in time.45 Cis’s peculiar ontology erases location and eff ects through 
time and space: To preserve the stasis of cis as non-trans, trans must never have 
been or become cis but instead be consistently trans across all time and in all 
spaces.

Bumping into Walls
Trans studies and disability studies together provide compelling insight about 
movement and change. Movement is integral to trans studies, but disability 
studies may do a better job of recognizing that bodies, abilities, and core identi-
ties change. For example, disability studies will not reify ability as a static con-
dition: cis-abled?! Impossible. Although people with disabilities constitute 
20 percent of the population, only 15 percent of people with disabilities (roughly 
3 percent of the whole population) were born with disabilities; the other 97 per-
cent of the population is likely to enter the status of disabled at various times 
and places even though they may presently feel securely abled. Moreover, built 
environments refl ect social normativities and biases, and thus, by design, they 
also constitute dis/ability. Moving from one context to another, an individual 
may be abled then disabled then abled again. Disability and ability, along with 
identity and subjectivity, are situational, temporal, spatial, and culturally con-
structed; barriers are in the same measure social, physical, and psychological—
which is to say, always political.46 Bringing transgender studies and disability 
studies together, we can see that physical movement and habits elicit ableist 
judgments and social gendering simultaneously.47

Trans, queer, and disability movements suggest that we should not assume 
anything about a person’s gender identity, sex, desires, abilities, personal history, 
or future. Trans-ness, for example, more oft en than not is nonvisible to outside 
observers regardless of how queer-savvy those observers may be. But positing the 
existence of the cis-normative subject seems to encourage the assumption that 
the people around us—our peers, coworkers, and students as well as “the man in 
the fi lm”—are cis unless they provide visible and narrative proof of trans-ness.48 
Alternatively, knowing that trans-ness is among us regardless of whether it shows 
itself as such makes it impossible to assume that anyone here is non-trans.

Social spaces that depend on identity categories—as most do—are consti-
tuted through the constant surveillance and policing of those within. Th e pres-
ence of “diff erence” from the operative identity category is simultaneously 
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invoked and erased: Social spaces suggest that all people within them pass as 
really being members of the social category that the space thereby helps pro-
duce.49 Th us, normative social spaces are structured around the presumed 
absence of disabled, queer, trans, and other marginalized subjects, which is to 
say that such spaces inscribe exclusion.50 Disability and trans theories insist that 
we challenge this cultural logic, a logic that believes that “the physical body is 
the site of identic intelligibility.”51 How can we interrupt the erasures enacted 
by normativity? Th e strategy of identity politics believes that if we fi rst get in 
(accept the pass granted by the presumed absence of queer, trans, and/or dis-
abled subjects), we can then perform or make visible our own non-normativity 
by coming out as disabled, and/or queer, and/or trans. However, such solutions 
underwrite visibility politics and attendant discriminatory practices as well as 
hierarchies between those who can pass and those who never will.52

Critiquing visibility politics, disability and queer studies scholar Ellen Samu-
els has argued that dominant social institutions and resistant social movements 
require “diff erence” to be made visible, and most especially visible on the body. 
Th is “focus on specularity and visible diff erence” fuels a culture of surveillance 
and policing. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s notion of the Panopticon, in which 
“the Panopticon’s power is to ‘induce in the inmate a state of conscious and 
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power,’” Samuels 
explains that dominant cultural institutions render nonvisibility—what some 
call “passing”—tantamount to fraud. However, institutions also reify a narrow 
or stereotypical range of recognition: Disability, for example, may be legible to 
outsiders only if performed with a wheelchair or by bumping into walls. Samu-
els states, “Thus many nonvisibly disabled people may feel that our choice is 
between passing and performing the dominant culture’s stereotypes of disabil-
ity.”53 Marginalized communities, too, oft en render nonvisibility as normativity, 
reifying the demand to perform one’s marginalized status and legitimating one’s 
belonging in the marginalized community through scripted disclosures.

For trans* subjects, trans visibility and the achievement of gender legibility 
are vexed, because they invoke the exact nexus of power among medical, legal, 
and other social institutions that confi rm or deny people’s right to occupy vir-
tually every kind of space and cross virtually every kind of metaphoric or geo-
political border. Moreover, as trans scholars and activists have noted, norma-
tivity maintains itself in part by ensuring that only people who do not trans (v.) 
some boundary of sex/gender can be the experts on the trans subject’s sex/
gender.54 Within this hierarchy, the role of the trans subject is to display stereo-
typical physical markers for scrutiny, to supply a scripted narrative of transsexu-
ality or transgendering, and to submit to the most intrusive questions about our 
bodies and what we have done or want to do with them. All this further rein-
forces the outside observer’s sole power to assess the trans subject’s true sex/
gender and confi rms the belief that cissexuality and transsexuality are readable 
and readably distinct.
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Th ese dynamics have clear Foucauldian implications. As Serano points out, 
everyone participates in conferring and benefi ting from cissexual privilege by 
sharing in the assumption that we can accurately assign “sir” and “ma’am” to 
those around us. But any benefi ts come at the price of further submission to the 
hierarchies of normativity even as we rail against them. We do not win the right 
to authorize our own existence by coming out as trans while managing to be 
read as our chosen genders; doing so does not interrupt the assumption of cis-
sexual universality but instead authorizes its hegemony.55

Despite their binary opposition, cis and trans are not functionally equivalent 
or parallel fi gures. Th e presumption of cis as non-trans will continually eff ect 
the marginalization of trans existence, requiring trans to appear through an ever 
narrower set of signifi ers. Cis, meanwhile, never needs to prove itself. To draw 
on Evelynn Hammonds’s metaphor of black (w)holes, we can only know the 
existence of cis by the eff ect that it has on bodies around it.56 It might be tempt-
ing, then, to attempt to disrupt the normativity of cis, to dis-cover the cis sub-
ject, to defi ne its borders and limits, to authorize its distinctive narratives and 
its distinctive specularity, and to force it to prove itself. But to do so is to invest 
in all the policing functions and powers of the Panopticon. Surely we can fi nd 
better friends than that.

Th e eff ects of cis make clear that we cannot simply add trans to the list of 
“diff erences” covered in our classrooms without launching a simultaneous cri-
tique of the impulse to name cis as trans’s absence. Wittingly or not, gender 
and women’s studies derive disciplining security from the embrace of cis: Th is 
occurs in the presumption that “women” is not “trans” and in the presumption 
that “trans” is limited to a relatively small fraction of human existence that does 
not intersect with habituated defi nitions of “gender” in the title “Gender and 
Women’s Studies.”57 As cis circulates, it renders “woman” and “man” more 
stable, normative, and ubiquitous than they ever were. In the very same gesture, 
the cis ally reduces “trans” to the most oppressed and institutionally defi ned 
object fi ghting for recognition within a framework of identity politics and addi-
tive “rights.” Whatever else it may accomplish, cisgender forces transgender to 
“come out” over and over through an ever-narrower set of narrative and visual 
signifi ers. Th is erases gender variance and diversity among everyone while dan-
gerously extending the practical reach and power of normativity. Th at is to say, 
little cis and its step-cister ally can only rediscipline gender.

As so much feminist, queer, and trans theory has suggested, the compul-
sion to identify and even to posit a cis/trans binary in which people are either 
cis or trans is an eff ect of neoliberal politics in which identity categories are 
craft ed to maximize a share of normative privilege. Feminist and queer theory 
and gender and women’s studies as a whole have therefore been challenged to 
develop perspectives on lives, power, and oppression that do not require speak-
ing as or speaking for the next identity category to be “included.” Th is chal-
lenge has helped produce our best resources. Recalling Sandy Stone’s charge 
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that “passing means the denial of mixture,” we might take greater pause at the 
constrictions wrought by cis.58

As a teacher and activist, I am humbled by the extent to which we exceed 
the English language. Words fail utterly, as do all conventions of naming the 
variety of ways we live with gender. In one sense, this underscores how power-
fully most communication reinscribes binary gender. We make up pronouns 
and prefi xes—languages change, aft er all—and then we wrestle with how to use 
them, because they do not escape systemic gender policing. We inevitably cloak 
ourselves in paper suits of biocertifi cation, all the while tearing at the seams.59 
But perhaps it is in this very wrestling that we can fi nd hope and be changed. 
Otherwise, to paraphrase Ryka Aoki, our classrooms may only encourage us to 
make our mistakes more eloquently.60 As a transfeminist teacher and activist, 
I have a vested interest in keeping the categories woman, man, and trans* wide 
open, their fl exible morphologies blending into one another and becoming 
accessible in more ways than we can even imagine.
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College Transitions

Recommended Policies for Trans 
Students and Employees

Overview
During the last two decades, U.S. media have run exposés on anti-LGBT harass-
ment’s devastating consequences, including the murders of Brandon Teena and 
Matthew Shepard and the spate of youths who were bullied to the point of kill-
ing themselves in 2010.1 Aft er twenty years, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Offi  ce for Civil Rights has supported calls to reduce bullying in schools. Th e 
offi  ce asserted that harassment based on perceived gender or sexual orientation 
violates Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, because such harass-
ment includes sex-stereotyping that constitutes sex discrimination.2 Framing 
LGBT harassment as discriminatory sex-stereotyping opens the way for serious 
enforcement, but schools need a clear understanding of what actions and poli-
cies are discriminatory. Th is chapter focuses on constructing best practices to 
prevent sex discrimination against university students and personnel who are 
trans and/or gender diverse.3 A small but growing literature addresses how 
American universities can change policies to support full inclusion. University 
personnel benefi t from the fact that most of this literature is accessible online 
and responsive to changing conditions. Th is essay assesses what trans activists 
and legal advisers consider the best practices in place for (1) safety, (2) access to 
information and resources, (3) people’s ability to control knowledge about 
their own trans status, (4) traditionally single-sex accommodations, and (5) 
programming. It uses the experiences of four white, trans students as an illus-
trative and instructive lens in making this assessment.

Safety

Students Arrive from a Context of Prevalent 

Bias and Harassment

Universities refl ect the diversity of values within our society and are aff ected by 
broader societal trends. Th e prevalence of anti-trans bigotry and harassment 
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due to gender expression in lower education raises concerns about how that 
aff ects college students and employees and how university personnel can diff er-
entiate the college level from rampant gender bias in lower education. Th e Gay, 
Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) has documented discrimi-
nation and violence that students face based on gender expression and sexual 
orientation since 1999. In its 2009 survey, 39.9 percent of the 7,261 lesbian, gay, 
bi, and trans sixth through twelft h graders surveyed “felt unsafe because of how 
they expressed their gender.” Th eir concern was part of a larger problem of 
policing gender expression, in which 62.2 percent had heard negative remarks 
at school that someone was not acting “masculine enough” or “feminine 
enough” oft en or frequently, and 59 percent had “heard teachers or other staff  
make negative comments about a student’s gender expression at school.”4

Students can be harassed for their gender expressions regardless of their 
sexual orientations or gender identities, but rates of harassment have been high-
est for students who identify as trans, genderqueer, or androgynous. In the 2009 
GLSEN survey, 63.7 percent of all the students “had been verbally harassed 
because of their gender expression” in the past year, “and 25.6 percent reported 
that it happened oft en or frequently.” Th e overall rate of physical harassment 
due to gender expression was 27.2 percent, and “12.5 percent were assaulted at 
school because of how they expressed their gender.”5 Th e 2007 GLSEN survey 
reported that more trans students reported “sometimes,” “oft en,” or “frequently” 
experiencing verbal harassment (89.8 percent of them), physical harassment 
(56 percent), and physical assault (37.9 percent) than all other students, includ-
ing racial and religious minorities.6 As a result, 76.3 percent of trans students 
and 52.9 percent of those who chose “Other Gender” felt unsafe because of 
their gender expressions.7 Th ese rates have remained steady over the course of 
the 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007, and 2009 GLSEN surveys.8

Accounts from students who shared their experiences for this chapter 
diverged sharply based on whether they identifi ed early as LGBT and were 
labeled as such by school staff . Julia9 was the only one who had not identifi ed 
with a non-normative gender until partway through college and had no mem-
ory of unsafe conditions for herself or others in high school. Sam, who had 
“expressed the gender non-conformity . . . by combining masculine and femi-
nine fashion statements” at an arts high school had the second-least experience 
with harassment. Th e “very liberal arts” high school had “lots of queerness going 
on and diversity that had to be accepted in order to thrive in your art.” Staff  at 
Sam’s high school enforced respect for diversity by suspending students who 
made fun of Sam’s trans boyfriend in the only incident Sam remembered.

In marked contrast, Mary and Nick were labeled gay and lesbian respectively 
in sixth grade. Mary’s guidance counselor told her parents Mary was “gay” aft er 
she had confi ded to female friends that she was “a girl trapped in a boy’s body.” 
Rumors spread in Nick’s school that he was lesbian aft er he started dating a girl 
he met elsewhere. Both students were aware of being trans in early adolescence. 
Nick rejected lesbian identity and being labeled female. Th e summer before high 
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school, he researched “Gender Identity Disorder” aft er doctors mentioned the 
term. Nick would explain to those who said he was a lesbian woman:

“Yeah, I was biologically female”—and I’m a kid doing this; nobody ever 
told me how to explain it. So I would tell them, “I’m not male because 
physically I’m female. But I’m not a female because I’m just not a 
female.” And they would understand that I wasn’t female because I 
never acted like one of the girls. I was never one of the girls. So I always 
told them I was a slash in between the “fe” and the “male.” And so they 
kinda got it.

Mary and Nick experienced extreme but representative harassment and 
violence due to hostile school climates, and each found a diff erent way to cope 
without having recourse to parental support. Mary remembered:

Junior high is when things started to get really sexually violent. I couldn’t 
walk down the hallways without being called faggot. In the gym room 
they used to grab my head when we were changing and shove it down 
to their crotch and pass me around like a mock gang rape. I was diag-
nosed with post-traumatic stress syndrome this fall of 2008. My parents 
weren’t supportive of me being gay.

In response, at thirteen or fourteen, Mary changed her persona to be a stereo-
typically macho straight guy. She benefi ted from media coverage of the Colum-
bine High School shooting:

Columbine really helped me because I fi t the profi le. . . . At the time it 
was obvious I was suppressed. I was getting made fun of. I made the 
grades. I was in all advanced classes. I was out about being an atheist. 
Th ings that really don’t work well in a conservative Christian environ-
ment. I really used that to my advantage a little, and people just stayed 
the fuck away from me. And you know I had a reason to be angry. No 
one fucked with me.  .  .  . I was [correctly] labeled a suicide risk by my 
middle school.10

Mary and Nick were very aware that their teachers and administrators were 
mostly antigay and unsupportive. Mary recalled incidents where she or other 
students stood up against antigay harassment of other students; the principal 
did nothing, and a teacher claimed the student “[brought] it on himself.” Th is 
reinforced her determination to “play up the straight male part” and actively 
work not to be attracted to men. She characterized herself as “a complete asshole 
. . . the most off ensive person on campus” from 1999 to 2002. At sixteen, Mary 
encountered a Queer Liberation Front table that affi  rmed it could be cool to be 
queer. She also shift ed from the metal music scene to the punk scene’s more 
fl exible male gender presentations. She became an ex-ex-gay and participated 
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in bringing a national student event called “Day of Silence” to her “really conser-
vative high school” to raise awareness about LGBT issues. High school was less 
violent than middle school for Mary, because she “had friends [she] could call 
up to kick your ass.” First she hung out with “meth-head friends,” and then—as 
she started to shed her “[self-]creation out of Spinal Tap” for a combination 
punk scene/debate team identity—she cultivated friendships with female debat-
ers and popular athletes in her advanced classes. She also found one LGBT 
advocate teacher who stood by her when she came out again as gay to her par-
ents in 2004, recommended Kate Bornstein’s Gender Outlaws to help Mary 
understand herself, and also answered her questions about which colleges would 
be safe.

At Nick’s high school, other students who were LGBT or questioning sought 
him out for advice, because he was visibly and vocally queer. He challenged his 
school by complying with his principal’s requirement that he get fi ve thousand 
signatures before students could hold a Day of Silence. Nick and his friends 
went beyond the school’s three thousand students and fulfi lled the petition 
requirements to start the yearly event. He also got “in a lot of fi ghts” on behalf 
of students who told him they were being harassed.

Unlike Mary, Nick was not able to cultivate protective friendships to coun-
ter abuse. Nick related that in his junior year, fi ve members of the varsity foot-
ball team attacked him from behind with a metal baseball bat when he was 
eating lunch alone and hit him in the head. He saw the school varsity jacket as 
he fell to his knees before he lost consciousness due to the beating. A friend 
called authorities and had him helicopter-lift ed to a local hospital, where he says 
he was in a coma and then recovery for six months. Nick claimed that the prin-
cipal covered it up and attributed the motive that the principal “thought it was 
just a permanent solution to the problem that I was. He was really angry when 
I came back to school.” When I asked about his parents’ response, he explained 
that his parents had emancipated him at age fourteen, because they disagreed 
with his “lifestyle.” He had been living in an apartment with an older girlfriend 
and never talked to his parents. He chose to return to the high school to fi nish 
in half a year “to prove that you couldn’t hold me down. I wanted to prove that 
you couldn’t take me down just because I was diff erent. You can’t silence what’s 
diff erent. You have to see it.”

Mary and Nick’s experience of apathetic or hostile teachers and administra-
tors conforms to nationwide fi ndings. Th e frequency of reporting negative 
remarks on gender expression to GLSEN has not changed in eight years of sur-
veying. Although LGBT students were more likely to report biased language 
than the general population of students, 62.4 percent did not report harassment 
or assault to staff , and 54.9 percent did not tell any family member. Of those 
who told family, only 25.5 percent “said that the family members ever addressed 
the issue with school staff .”11 More than a third of students did report an inci-
dent, but 33.8 percent said staff  did not respond.12 Reports of having heard 
homophobic, sexist, racist, and religiously biased remarks or experiencing vic-
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timization—including sexual harassment—were highest from students in the 
South and the Midwest. Southern students reported the lowest rate of teachers 
and staff  intervening against bigoted language and the lowest rate of reporting 
these incidents themselves to authorities compared to students in the West, the 
Midwest, and the Northeast.13 Trans youth and young adults experienced 
higher rates of discrimination and violence than gender-conforming peers and 
were more likely to turn to substance abuse and thoughts of suicide. Th e major-
ity of states have no antibullying, antiharassment, or antidiscrimination laws 
that protect students based on gender expression.14 Compared to the general 
student population, the grade point average of students who experienced severe 
“victimization based on their gender expression” was almost half a grade lower, 
their rate of absenteeism was three times higher, and 13.6 percent of them did 
not plan to go to college, compared to 8.9 percent of students who did not expe-
rience frequent physical harassment.15

Not only do these results indicate that universities are losing otherwise 
capable students due to the trauma they have sustained at school, but they show 
that the other 86.4 percent of highly harassed LGBT high school seniors who do 
intend to go to college come to campuses with reason to fear for their safety and 
assume that school authorities will not help them. Nick put it succinctly:

Honestly, anywhere I go and anything I start, I automatically assume 
there’s going to be problems just because of my high school. . . . It causes 
me severe anxiety because I’m afraid of what’s going to happen, but I’m 
going to do it because it’s what I want to do.

People like Nick and Mary and students who have observed transphobia in 
middle school and high school but have not yet self-identifi ed as trans may enter 
college aff ected by the prevalence of bigotry in their youth in the ways they think 
about themselves, care for themselves, and relate to others.

Being sensitized to transphobia and homophobia also may lead to research-
ing schools with that in mind. Campus Pride, which has developed a Campus 
Climate Index since 2007, reports that “more and more LBGT high school youth 
are making life decisions on the college that not only best fi ts their academic 
needs, but also a college where they can live and learn openly in a safe and wel-
coming environment.”16 Mary and Sam actively researched which colleges 
would be safe and supportive of LGBT students. Mary asked her LGBT-friendly 
teacher. Sam looked at prospective schools’ Web site lists of student organiza-
tions for LGBT and trans-specifi c student groups and attended meetings as soon 
as he came to campus. Nick, who expected problems and did not try to assess 
LGBT climate, started at a trade school so he would have a license and job with 
which to get through a four-year college. He was lucky to be at a trade school 
with understanding employees. A staff  person connected him with another trans 
student, and the registrar issued their identifi cations with their preferred names 
and genders.
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Social Transitions Often Occur in College

For many students, self-acceptance of trans identity will occur aft er matricula-
tion. College is increasingly becoming a key time when people transition. News 
reports of preschool and elementary-school children whose parents advocate for 
them to be able to live in the gender they know themselves to be document that 
the age at which people in the United States fi rst continuously assert their trans 
or gender-diverse identities has decreased substantially since the 1950s.17 How-
ever, it is more oft en the case that students’ parents are not aware or supportive. 
College represents a major increase in autonomy, off ers more information on 
gender variation, and may be a space where gender-questioning students explore 
their gender identities through their presentations.

Nondiscrimination Policy and Hate-Crime Policy

An important fi rst step toward supporting safety for trans students and employ-
ees is implementation of a nondiscrimination policy that includes actual or 
perceived gender identity and expression. Out of more than 4,000 colleges and 
universities with physical campuses, 363 American colleges had such nondis-
crimination policies at the end of 2010. An explicitly trans-inclusive hate-crime 
policy and clear information on how to report and handle a hate crime could be 
a further step in written policy.18 Trans activists and policy makers universally 
recommend trans-awareness training, availability of information, and policies 
that give trans students and employees control over who knows their trans 
status.

Emergency Funding

Given that parents are not always supportive, trans students, like LGB students, 
risk their parents’ disowning them and cutting off  their college funds if the stu-
dents come out. Th is was an issue for three of the four students who spoke with 
me. If universities expanded their emergency-funding programs to include dis-
owned LGBT students, trained staff  to recognize that situation as an acceptable 
reason for needing funds, and let students know that emergency funding is a 
possibility, they could expect to see better retention rates.

Access to Information and Resources

Trans-Awareness Training

More than 220 colleges and universities have formal training sessions to teach 
people how to advocate for LGBT people.19 Safe Zone or Ally Training pro-
grams should give an overview on trans and gender-diverse issues to attending 
staff , faculty, and students and provide written information. It is not uncommon 
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for students to initiate programs on their campus. Trans-awareness training can 
also come from energetic undergraduate LGBT-queer-and-questioning groups. 
For example, Julia, Mary, Nick, and Sam had all participated in a yearly trans 
Q&A panel organized by a non-trans program coordinator for an LGBT group. 
Ally Training or Safe Zone attendance may be voluntary, or it could be compul-
sory for types of front-line staff , such as residence hall advisers and counseling 
staff , or other school employees. Extant literature recommends compulsory 
trans-awareness training for faculty and staff  but has not addressed backlash 
that could occur based on the subject matter and time taken away from employ-
ees’ other duties. Before shift ing LGBT-sensitivity training from voluntary or 
targeted audiences to all faculty and staff , an institution needs support from 
higher administration and a nondiscrimination policy that includes actual and 
perceived gender identity and expression.

Information and Services

Universities have organized their online and hardcopy information about trans 
and gender-diverse policies and programs numerous ways. Th ey have created 
separate Web pages; presented material at on-campus workshops; housed the 
information with already-existing LGBT student groups, Ally Training/Safe 
Zone Programs, Women’s Centers, or Disability Accommodations; or relied 
on an ombudsperson to have trans competency. Th e University of North Tex-
as’s (UNT’s) expanding diversity mission for its Multicultural Center presents a 
unique opportunity to avoid the problems inherent in tying trans to queerness, 
femaleness, or disability. Th e problem with such linkages is embodied by the 
heterosexual male trans man who does not feel affi  nity with LGB people or 
women and who balks at having his route to manhood portrayed as a disability 
that needs a clinician’s disorder diagnosis. UNT could create a “best practice” if 
trans and gender-diverse resources become available through the Multicultural 
Center and programming emanates from the Division of Institutional Equity 
and Diversity. Th e benefi ts of that policy would be buy-in from the highest levels 
of administration and locating trans and gender diversity within broader diver-
sity instead of isolating it.

Ally Training/Safe Zone is important, because students will seek infor-
mation from a variety of campus divisions, depending on how trans or gender-
diverse status relates to the issue at hand. When an offi  ce for Equity and Diver-
sity is known to advocate for LGBT issues, students may call to ask how they can 
change their names aft er they fi nd that the registrar requires legal name changes. 
Sam sought help from four campus services. He asked student legal services 
about a family dispute over the execution of a will that occurred aft er relatives 
learned about his transition. He sought on-campus counseling sessions that are 
prerequisite for hormone supplementation and surgery. He asked whether the 
health center could oversee hormone supplementation. Sam also asked the 
career center’s LGBT specialist about trans-related issues in looking for a job. 
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All the people with whom Sam spoke needed to be knowledgeable about trans 
issues to help him, and when a division did not provide services (e.g., a gender 
counselor and enough counseling sessions or someone qualifi ed to prescribe 
testosterone), they needed to be able to refer Sam.

Too oft en, universities have not gathered the information for referrals. In 
such cases, students turn to individual peers or university employees they know 
or to the Internet. Mary had researched hormone supplementation online but 
rejected advice she got from a peer to buy estrogen illegally. She was unsure 
where to turn to start her process until a student mentioned that her teacher was 
a trans man. Having access to one local person can open the way to information 
about area counselors, doctors, and support groups. When students lack a con-
tact, it can be diffi  cult to wrest the information from online sources. Nick had 
little success until he got a job at a gay bar and learned about the LGBT com-
munity center. Minority students, broadly speaking, benefi t from having role 
models at college. As universities have sought to increase diversity in their stu-
dent bodies and staff , minority faculty frequently fi nd that they need to spend 
time helping students who approach them based on common identities. Al-
though minority professors oft en are happy to help, they can become dispropor-
tionately burdened if they are the token representative of a type of diversity and 
employees across campus are not trained to address diversity-related ques-
tions.20 Th is is why vibrant Safe Zone/Ally Training programs and continuing 
diversity education that relates to specifi c units are crucial to student services.

Self-determination through Preferred Name

Names and Interacting with Students, Faculty, and Staff

Explaining their name was a major issue students discussed. Because legal names 
appear on class rosters, identifi cation cards, and e-mail addresses, faculty, stu-
dents, and staff  can see the legal name of trans people who attend or work for 
universities. Sam recalled:

I’ve had some very awkward situations with other students when roll 
was called. At this point, I’m over that, and if someone doesn’t get it, I’ll 
just be like, “I used to be a girl. Get over it.” But when you don’t have 
that level of self-confi dence in being trans, it’s very distressing.

Julia had the unusual good fortune to have parental support for a legal name 
change and hormone therapy. She has only had to explain her name change to 
one foreign-language professor with whom she continued to study. She says, 
“Everyone I’ve run into seems to be very supportive.” Mary, Nick, and Sam have 
had to approach each new professor or let themselves be misgendered. Th ey 
have generally found faculty supportive. All three students suggested that a key 
reform would be for universities to allow preferred names and genders. Sam 
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noted that this was doubly important for professors who pass around atten-
dance sheets or have online components in their lesson plans. Unless professors 
edit their rosters, the attendance sheets use legal names. Likewise, online com-
ponents require university-issued e-mail addresses that oft en force the use of 
legal names.

Preferred Name and Gender to Prevent “Outing”

Because the names and gender pronouns people use for themselves validate 
their identity, people show disrespect when they intentionally and repeatedly 
call others by names against their will or misapply “he” or “she.” Th e main way 
students and employees can hope to control who knows they are trans is by 
deciding how their names appear on university forms, identifi cation, rosters, 
e-mail accounts, and other online media. Forcing trans students and staff  to 
wait until they have completed costly and time-consuming legal-name and sex-
marker changes before others address them by the names and pronouns they 
know are correct for themselves puts them at risk for discrimination and harass-
ment from unsympathetic teachers, staff , and students. In most cases, the people 
interacting with a trans person do not need to know that someone was given 
a gender marker at birth that is inappropriate to the person’s current gender. 
Forced delays also increase the unease trans people feel in their daily lives.

Applications

Th e need for recognition of a preferred name may occur from the time people 
apply to be affi  liated with the university or may develop as their trans identities 
solidify during their studies or work on campus. Having to write down name 
and gender designations that are antithetical to one’s identity and that will fol-
low one is an impediment. Nick described the process:

It’s like an anti-name barrier because I’m sitting there trying to write it, 
and it’s fi ghting me because I don’t want to write that name.  .  .  . And 
then it gets to that part where it says, “Gender: Male or Female.” And 
here I did what I normally do. I circled Gender because . . . I can’t legally 
say I’m male. Not yet. So I circled Gender because I’m not circling that 
F. Won’t do it. And the school gave me problems when I enrolled 
because [the registrar said], “Well, you’re female right?” And I’m like, 
“No!” “But your transcripts say female.” But I’m like, “No, but I’m 
male!” “You’re female!” And I argued with them, and fi nally I was like, 
“Fine, I’m female. I’m female for now.” . . . It bugged the crap out of me 
with everything saying my female name.

Universities can develop systems that have preferred-name and gender sections 
on applications to study or to work at the universities. Such a system would 
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cover trans people as well as all other people who use nicknames or middle 
names or otherwise do not go by their legal fi rst names. Most universities con-
form to federal legal standards that prioritize concern about fraud and ability 
easily to match applicants’ names with Social Security numbers (Social Security 
records list legal names and sex markers). Universities that choose to prioritize 
applicants’ privacy can create systems that correlate preferred name and gender 
identity with Social Security information and federal fi nancial-aid accounts 
without revealing the federal information to acceptance boards and hiring com-
mittees. Sam noted that being able to put FTM, MTF, intersex, or other on 
applications, housing forms, and health-center forms “automatically” would 
explain “why my name is diff erent and why my presentation is male” and could 
tip off  health-care professionals about specifi c medical issues. Self-identifi cation 
would give students and prospective employees the greatest autonomy. Th e 
University of Michigan and the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, let stu-
dents supply preferred names for course rosters and other systems without 
having their names legally changed.21 As of 2006, seven campuses that had 
nondiscrimination policies allowed self-identifi cation of gender on forms for 
admissions, housing, and/or health care. Th ese forms either specifi ed “Gender: 
Male, Female, Transgender” or “Gender: male, female, self-identify: _____” or 
asked students to write in their genders.22

Legal Vulnerabilities

In most states, legal name change for reasons other than marriage or divorce are 
up to the whim of the judge aft er the petitioner has paid around $300 in fi ling 
fees and fi ngerprinting costs. If successful on the fi rst attempt, the process will 
likely take at least a month or two. Changing the name and sex marker requires 
proof of an “irreversible surgical change” that “permanently changed [the peti-
tioner’s] sex characteristics and should qualify [him or her] to be legally consid-
ered” male or female depending on whether transition was from female to male 
or male to female.23 States frequently leave unclear which and how many surger-
ies applicants must have to “qualify” legally as the opposite gender. Trans people 
do not seek clarity, because genital surgery options are prohibitively expensive, 
receive mixed reviews on their results, and are not desired by all trans people. 
Th e phenomenon of trans identity disproves the idea that the body’s appearance 
determines gender identity. Th ere is a strong history of judges in some states 
being unwilling to accommodate trans petitioners regardless of whether peti-
tioners conform to a legal assumption that genital surgery validates gender 
identity. Cases of changing the sex marker in hostile legal climates have gen-
erally occurred with the intervention of lawyers. Due to the fact that students 
typically have not entered careers to have earned their own savings and, instead, 
oft en are fi nancially dependent on their parents, students rarely are able to 
aff ord surgeries or major court costs, even if they want them.
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Protecting trans students and employees from having their birth names and 
sexing at birth revealed against their will looks out for the well-being of mem-
bers of the college community. Failure to do so could result in harassment and 
legal challenges to university policies. A 1999 Supreme Court ruling interpreted 
Title IX to argue that schools have the responsibility to provide a harassment-
free environment.24 The Department of Education’s 2010 letter specifi cally 
warned that harassment based on sexual orientation and gender expression falls 
under the scope of Title IX. In an example, the letter argued:

Th e fact that the harassment includes anti-LGBT comments or is partly 
based on the target’s actual or perceived sexual orientation does not 
relieve a school of its obligation under Title IX to investigate and rem-
edy overlapping sexual harassment or gender-based harassment. In this 
example, the harassing conduct was based in part on the student’s fail-
ure to act as some of his peers believed a boy should act. Th e harassment 
created a hostile environment that limited the student’s ability to par-
ticipate in the school’s education program. . . .

By responding to individual incidents of misconduct on an ad hoc 
basis only, the school failed to confront and prevent a hostile environ-
ment from continuing.25

A great challenge at the policy level is that, unless those who craft  the policy 
apply constant pressure, policies can get detained for years as they wind through 
upper administration or languish in a university’s legal department. Failure to 
sign off  on inclusive nondiscrimination policies acts similarly to a pocket veto. 
One can hope that the Department of Education’s support will help administra-
tors recognize the liability they face if they do not protect their students.

Preferred Name and Gender Accommodation

A procedure for transitioning students and employees to change their pre-
ferred names and sex markers online is the preferred method for avoiding the 
fi nancial burdens and delays related to the court system. Th e University of 
Vermont, American University, and the University of Illinois, Chicago, allow 
trans students who have not obtained legal name changes to have identifi -
cation cards either with diff erent fi rst names or with the initials of their fi rst 
names and updated, gender-appropriate pictures. Th e University of Maryland 
allows students to change their names and genders on record with letters of 
support from mental-health professionals. A policy like Maryland’s would 
vastly reduce changes and eliminate concerns about students’ changing names 
for fraud or fun, but it has the disadvantage of delaying students by forcing them 
fi nd therapists and to pay for the number of sessions their therapists determine 
is necessary.26
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Single-Sex Accommodations: 
Restrooms, Dorms, Locker Rooms, Health Care

Restrooms and Changing Rooms

In addition to being called by an appropriate name and pronoun, trans, gender-
diverse, and nonconforming people face impediments to their safety and ability 
to attain gender-appropriate accommodations from single-sex design. A daily 
problem is restroom use. The ability to relieve one’s self in peace is crucial. 
Restrooms are a frequent site of violence against gender-diverse people. Julia 
has not had trouble, but Mary stated, “I’m just worried that some person will 
notice and start asking questions when I’m using the restroom, which is kind 
of demeaning. Safety—I just kind of worry about a few things.” Like Julia, Sam 
got to a point in transition where he was not mistaken for the wrong gender. 
Before then, he “just mostly avoided using public restrooms.” Nick, who has 
not yet been able to aff ord hormone supplementation while working two jobs 
to put himself through college, said, “I’ve never really [used the restrooms] on 
campus unless it’s like an absolute emergency. . . . And I still get nervous walk-
ing into the guy’s bathroom, because obviously there are still some feminine 
traits about me that show, and people will just see me as a big old dyke.” Given 
that harassment oft en confl ates a perception of gender deviance with being 
gay or lesbian (“big old dyke”), Nick was nervous about being misgendered 
as a woman in a men’s room and facing a homophobic as well as misogynist 
response.

Trans students who are concerned about restroom safety oft en are more 
aware of the possibility of circumventing single-sex construction. Single-
occupancy unisex restrooms are open to people of any gender and can be used 
by trans people as well as families, people with disabilities who have attendants 
of diff erent genders, and anyone else who wants more privacy. More than 150 
universities provide at least one gender-neutral restroom.27 In a survey of 
twenty-fi ve colleges that had adopted trans-inclusive nondiscrimination poli-
cies before 2005, nearly half had failed to construct any gender-neutral rest-
rooms. Structural changes to buildings may seem more costly than policy and 
programming changes but are absolutely essential. Having one or two indi-
vidual restrooms on a campus with more than one building is inadequate and 
leads people who are concerned about whether others will misrecognize their 
genders either to use a restroom despite their fear or to wait for hours before 
they fi nd a safe restroom. Constructing private changing rooms, locker rooms, 
and shower stalls in student recreation centers would provide safety and com-
fort in ways similar to restrooms. Th ey would also circumvent the possibility 
that a culture of sports-related trash talk and teasing becomes a cover for trans-
phobic, homophobic harassment. In one study of twenty-fi ve four-year insti-
tutions, only seven off ered these privacy options.28
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Housing

Trans and gender-diverse undergraduates who live in residential dorms oft en 
cannot escape tensions around their genders by retreating to their rooms, 
because most dorms assign roommates by gender and may place students on 
specifi c wings or fl oors by gender. At best, this situation increases unease at 
being misassigned. Nick mused:

If I’m dating a girl, and she understands that I’m male but still technically 
female, when we get back to that dorm, and she’s like, “Well, you’re male. 
Shouldn’t you be on a male fl oor?” “Nope, they put me on the female 
fl oor.” It’s just uncomfortable. . . . I couldn’t even live on the female side. 
I can’t imagine what it’s like in the dorms. . . . Th ey all share a bathroom 
[averts and shields his eyes at disrobing]. I couldn’t live with that many 
females. It’s the man in me. I can’t go through your purse. I can’t live in 
the same room as a female, because that would just be awkward.

At worst, students may face hostile roommates. Trans students are becoming 
increasingly savvy about the possibilities, and Nick and Mary suggested the 
policy employed by about a dozen Residence Life departments. Wesleyan Uni-
versity; University of California, Riverside; University of Pennsylvania; and other 
institutions have gender-neutral policies that allow students who agree to be 
assigned to or to choose their roommates regardless of gender.29 Implementing 
a gender-neutral policy reconfi gures existing space instead of requiring new 
construction. Alternately, Residence Life can allow students to be housed by their 
own gender identities and to use the restroom appropriate to their gender iden-
tities if that confl icts with what their Social Security records or birth certifi cates 
say. As a make-shift  solution, universities have given trans students single rooms 
at the same price they would have paid to room with someone. A few universi-
ties have considered constructing a dorm for LGBT, queer, questioning, and ally 
students. Not only do these eff orts tend to garner negative sensationalist national 
media coverage,30 but segregating students based on their sexual orientations or 
support of queerness is a questionable policy. It does accommodate students 
and show institutional support, but it also marks students’ sexual orientation, 
gender identity, or sympathy to gay rights by their physical location. Some trans 
students are heterosexual, and some have normative gender identities as women 
or men. Gender-neutral fl oors or dorms avoid labeling students. Th e National 
Student Genderblind Campaign’s 2008 report lists the housing accommodations 
of thirty-eight universities that have committed to gender-neutral rooming.31

Health Care

Students and employees who are distressed by their gender variances or peo-
ple’s reactions to their gender presentations can benefi t from crisis hotlines and 
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individual counseling. Th ese services are sometimes crucial to preventing or 
alleviating depression, feelings of hopelessness, and suicidal thoughts that 
people are at risk for when they live in a society that claims something is fun-
damentally wrong with them. Counseling also remains a mandatory prerequi-
site for attaining hormone supplementation and access to surgeries some trans 
and gender-diverse people use to make their bodies more recognizable to 
themselves and to others as the genders they know themselves to be. University 
counseling staff  could obtain training from gender therapists in private prac-
tice. Alternately, university mental-health coverage could extend beyond cam-
pus facilities to private practitioners. On-campus counseling would alleviate 
the problem of a scarcity of therapists who specialize in transition and the 
related issue that students who have no vehicles have trouble seeking services 
beyond walking distance.

Physical health care can be perilous for trans and gender-diverse people, 
especially when they have encountered harassment or disrespect from health 
providers. Patients and their providers must recognize the importance for pre-
ventative care of wellness checks on body parts not usually associated with their 
genders. Insurance plans frequently exclude trans-specifi c coverage and may 
balk at covering wellness checks that do not match the patient’s legal gender 
marker. Both issues can lead health problems to reach life-threatening stages 
while people seek providers who will care for them and challenge insurance 
companies that reject the claims. Since 2004, the University of California sys-
tem’s health insurance plan has covered psychotherapy, hormones (and pre-
sumably intramuscular syringes), and surgeries for employees, their spouses or 
domestic partners, and their children.32 Increasingly, universities’ student health 
insurance plans cover hormones and surgeries for transitioning undergraduates. 
Th e pharmacy at the University of California, Santa Barbara, also provides hor-
mones to transitioning undergraduates.33 When patients can make confi dential 
appointments on Web-based programs, ensure that staff  will call them by their 
chosen names and pronouns and use that name on campus-pharmacy pre-
scription labels, use gender-neutral restrooms, and get genital exams outside 
women’s health clinics, they can reduce dreaded questions about whether they 
are in the right place for genitally based health care. Sam related:

I’ve passed this point where I’m okay with telling anybody that I’m 
trans if they see that my name’s weird. But I know that most college-
aged trans people aren’t at that point. And I’ve experienced a little bit 
of awkwardness, and I know other people would experience more awk-
wardness like at the counseling center, the health center, whatever, 
when they call your name to fi gure out who’s coming up there. Because 
how many trans people experience this whole, “I don’t want anyone to 
know that I was something other than I am now.” So if you’re sitting in 
a waiting room with three other people and they call Samantha Who-
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ever, and you’re like, “Uh.” I’ll stand up, and they look at you, “Saman-
tha?” And you’re like, “Yeah [in depressed tone], that’s me.”

It is helpful for campus health centers to include reproductive health care based 
on genital body parts as New York University does rather than subsumed under 
“gynecology,” “women’s health,” or “men’s health.”34

Programming
Universities committed to getting rid of policies and mind-sets that disad-
vantage gender diversity typically revise their nondiscrimination policies and 
increase programming, because these methods of change do not require the 
degrees of monetary investment involved in changing buildings and record-
keeping soft ware. Programming has been a way of assessing how trans-friendly 
campuses are, as with the prevalence of Ally Training/Safe Zone programs and 
the inclusion of trans issues in student LGBT groups, such as Q&A sessions, or 
participation in the Transgender Day of Remembrance to commemorate peo-
ple who have been murdered in the past year due to transphobia. Events that 
address a number of issues simultaneously help normalize and integrate trans. 
For example, UNT hosted former MTV Real World: Brooklyn participant Kate-
lynn Cusanelli. Th is well-attended event drew people interested in media, reality 
shows, and popular culture. Cusanelli talked about a range of issues, including 
her trans-woman identity. Th is event is indicative of how programming can 
extend beyond LGBT groups and capitalize on popular culture to include trans 
and to be multifaceted.35

Two concerns about making programming an indicator stem from what 
students’ needs really are and what is not measurable. Sam gave the opinion that 
“extra programming is failing in general for the most part, because I’ve been to 
maybe four or fi ve extra event things like that, and usually they’re not very well 
attended.” He admitted that as a commuter student, he neither read the con-
stant stream of e-mail announcements for programs nor wanted to hang around 
campus beyond his classes. Nick, who retained apprehension about transphobic 
violence and was also a commuter, avoided whole areas of campus, including 
the student union, because when students pulled away, questioned him, or 
teased him, he said, “It makes me uncomfortable, and it makes me go home and 
question why are they looking at me diff erent? What can I do to change me, so 
they stop looking at me diff erent? And I don’t like that.” He mainly stayed off  
campus. Campuses and opportunities in the surrounding communities vary 
widely, but students may not always want to use their leisure time on school-
sponsored lectures, discussions, movies, and the like.

One of the things programming does not measure is how open groups are 
to trans people; these four students have been involved in groups on and off  
campus. Julia, who also identifi ed as lesbian, considered members of the LGBT 
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group to have a “shared common experience.” Seeing “people in diff erent stages 
of self-confi dence and self-acceptance .  .  . and creating programs” heightened 
her sense that pushing for LGBT rights was important. Mary found all the stu-
dent organizations she joined very supportive of her. She listed the LGBT group 
and the AIDS activism organization as encouraging and got the strongest sup-
port from the feminist group in which she was an offi  cer. As an activist, the 
feminist group merged her interests in reproductive rights and gay rights. Nick 
overcame apprehension about being judged and went to the LGBT group at his 
girlfriend’s prompting. He made friends there and saw it was “easier to be proud 
and to have people around you than it is to not have anyone and stand alone 
and still be proud.”

In addition to fi nding people with common interests and support, member-
ship in groups gives people opportunities to develop leadership skills.36 All four 
enjoyed off ering education about being trans formally or informally. Aft er he 
participated in the trans Q&A panel, Nick related:

I realized that it made me a lot more comfortable, and it made me proud 
and happy and fi lled me with a sense of good, because we all sat down 
there, and they got to ask us questions, and we all got to give our point 
of view, and we got to educate people that otherwise wouldn’t know and 
would keep questioning and would probably never know and be able to 
approach someone and ask those questions. And so it fi lled me with a 
really big sense of pride. . . . And I would be more than happy to educate 
in any way I can to help people understand that we’re just like anybody 
else.

Although Sam felt that groups off  campus infl uenced him more than student 
organizations, he too saw his role in the LGBT group as being a positive, per-
sonal representations of trans: “I think no matter where you are, it’s always good 
for people to see that, ‘Oh, this person’s a transsexual, and he’s a normal friendly 
person. I like him.’ And so they associate that identity, that status, with someone 
they actually like—with a real person.” Mary, who was the most active, took on 
the role of offi  cer and planned and executed such events as a performance of 
Th e Vagina Monologues, a merchandise sale, and passing out of condoms. She 
has appreciated how much the feminist group taught her before transition 
when she worked as a male feminist: “You have to worry about cooptation 
when you’re a guy helping out with the feminist cause. . . . Of course, I probably 
screwed up once or twice. I refl ected, became a better activist.” Inclusion and 
affi  rmation from welcoming non-trans students gave trans students opportuni-
ties to contribute to organizations and to develop their skills.
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Concluding Suggestions
Students advocated for group and one-on-one support in addition to policy and 
physical changes to universities. Julia and Nick suggested that campuses set up 
mentoring systems or small support groups. Julia thought mentoring would 
help alleviate the problem that “there’s a lot of transgendered people that obvi-
ously don’t have the self-confi dence and the support systems that some of us 
have. And I think there’s a lot who are scared and nervous about themselves and 
what’s going to happen to them when they come out—especially living on cam-
pus.” Nick stressed that support needed the options of anonymity and informal-
ity. Rather than a big room with a circle of chairs, he suggested online and in-
person places where students could vent, maintained by volunteers who would 
respect the venters’ privacy.

Structural and procedural changes to traditionally same-sex facilities and 
services and continued trans-inclusive programming can complement less-for-
mal support to provide a superior campus experience. Campus staff  can make 
forms inclusive; name and gender change easier; gender-neutral restrooms, 
locker rooms, and housing an option; and trans counseling and hormone pre-
scriptions on campus to give trans students and employees equitable experi-
ences of school and work.

Ideally, students and university employees in the United States will have 
comprehensive legal protection at the state and federal levels. But with or without 
federal and state laws, universities can and should go much further to implement 
comprehensive diversity statements and antiharassment/antidiscrimination 
policies that include actual and perceived gender expression, gender identity, 
and sexual orientation; clear reporting procedures; and accountability for staff  
response. With accountability comes continued training for employees, which, 
in turn, should foster access to supportive information and resources.
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“Ain’t I a Woman?”

Transgender and Intersex Student Athletes 
in Women’s Collegiate Sports

T he title of this chapter is borrowed from Sojourner Truth’s powerful 
demand that white feminist abolitionists in the nineteenth century expand 
their awareness to include the needs of black women in their fi ght for race 

and sex equality. Her question, “Ain’t I a Woman,” seems fi tting for the twenty-
fi rst century also with regard to the inclusion in women’s sports of transgender 
women and men and women who have intersex conditions. Increasing num-
bers of athletes who are transgender or have intersex conditions are challenging 
gender boundaries in sports as they insist on their right to participate according 
to their self-affi  rmed genders. Recent controversies surrounding the eligibility 
of South African runner Caster Semenya to compete in women’s events and the 
participation of transgender athletes, such as George Washington University 
basketball player Kye Allums and professional golfer Lana Lawson, challenge 
the traditional boundaries of sex and gender in sport.

Th is chapter explores how the gender and sex binary assumptions upon 
which the organization of sports competition is based can create problems when 
people whose gender identities or variations in sexual development do not 
conform to these assumptions assert their right to participate. I discuss how 
transgender and intersex athletes challenge assumptions about the essential 
nature of the category “woman.” At the same time, I show how sexist and het-
erosexist stereotypes converge to aff ect the gender performance of all women in 
sports, with a particularly limiting eff ect on people whose gender identity, gen-
der expression, biological sex, and/or sexual orientation do not conform to 
cultural norms.

After a description of relevant language related to this topic, I review 
selected historical events describing concerns about women athletes’ sex, femi-
ninity, and heterosexuality. I then explore how these concerns and the gender-
binary assumptions undergirding them aff ect policies governing the eligibility 
of transgender and intersex athletes to participate in women’s collegiate athletic 
events. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of current eff orts to provide 
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transgender and intersex athletes with opportunities to participate in school-
based women’s athletic competitions.

A Word about Words
Th e language of sex and gender can be confusing and complicated. Many of the 
concepts feminist scholars and gender activists use challenge conventional 
notions about gender and sex. Moreover, the language is evolving, and many 
feminist scholars and gender activists disagree about how the language should 
be used. For example, the terms “sex” and “gender” are used interchangeably by 
some writers, while others fi nd it useful to provide specifi c and separate defi ni-
tions for each of these terms. I fi nd it helpful, at least on a conceptual level, to 
defi ne these two key terms separately.

According to Gender Spectrum, an education and advocacy organization 
for gender-variant children and teens, “sex” is biological and includes physical 
attributes, such as sex chromosomes, gonads, sex hormones, internal reproduc-
tive structures, and external genitalia. At birth, individuals are typically catego-
rized as male or female based on the appearance of their external genitalia. Th is 
binary categorization ignores the spectrum of biological sex characteristics that 
confound attempts to fi t everyone neatly into either male or female categories. 
Th e term “gender” is similarly complicated. According to Genderspectrum.org, 
“Along with one’s physical traits, it is the complex interrelationship between 
those traits and one’s internal sense of self as male, female, both or neither as 
well as one’s outward presentations and behaviors related to that perception.” 
I fi nd it helpful to make this diff erentiation, especially when discussing these 
terms in relationship to sports, where physical attributes are integral aspects of 
the discussion.

Gender is not inherently related to sex. A person who identifi es as transgen-
der has a gender identity (an internal sense of gender: being male or female, 
trans, or other gender sensibility) that does not match the sex (or gender) they 
were assigned at birth based on an inspection of their physical characteristics. A 
transgender woman or girl may be born with a body identifi ed as male and, on 
the basis of that body, assigned to the gender category “boy,” even though she 
identifi es as a girl. Th e reverse is true for a transgender man or boy. Transgender 
people choose to express their genders in many ways: changing their names 
and self-referencing pronouns to better match their gender identities; choosing 
clothes, hairstyles, or other aspects of self-presentation that refl ect their gender 
identities; and generally living and presenting themselves to others consistently 
with their gender identities. Some, but not all, transgender people take hor-
mones or undergo surgical procedures to change their bodies to better refl ect 
their gender identities. Transgender encompasses a vast range of identities and 
practices; however, for the purposes of this essay, I use the term “transgender” 
more specifi cally to refer to women who have transitioned from their assigned 
male gender at birth to their affi  rmed gender as women and to men who have 



100 Pat Griffin

transitioned from their assigned female gender at birth to their affi  rmed gen-
der as men.

People with intersex conditions may be born with chromosomes, hormones, 
genitalia, or other sex characteristics that do not match the patterns that typify 
biological maleness or femaleness. Many intersex people are not aware of their 
intersex status unless it is revealed as part of a medical examination or treat-
ment. People with intersex conditions are assigned a gender at birth; many live 
and identify with that assigned gender throughout their lives, although many do 
not. In this essay, I use “intersex women” to refer to women with intersex condi-
tions who have always identifi ed as women (for more information about inter-
sex conditions, go to www.accordalliance.org).

Th e participation of transgender and intersex women poses related but 
diff erent challenges to gendered divisions in sports. Transgender women and 
intersex women are viewed by many sports leaders, women competitors, and 
the general public as men or as “not normal” women whose participation in 
women’s sports threatens the notion of a “level playing fi eld.” In the context of 
sex-segregated women’s sports, these athletes’ bodies are viewed as male, and 
they are oft en perceived to have an unfair competitive advantage over non-
intersex or non-transgender women athletes. But trans and intersex visibility 
and participation belies the myth of the level playing fi eld and the myth of 
binary gender on which it rests.

Sports and the Gender Binary
Although some school athletic teams, such as sailing, are composed of men 
and women who compete without regard to the sex or gender of participants, 
mixed-sex competition is the exception at all levels of sports. In most sports that 
women and men play, schools sponsor separate men’s and women’s teams—
basketball, volleyball, swimming, track and fi eld, lacrosse, or soccer, for exam-
ple. Th is sex division is based on the assumption that sex-separate competitive 
opportunities are the best route to equal opportunity and fair competition for 
all. Title IX, the 1972 landmark federal legislation prohibiting sex discrimina-
tion in education, includes guidelines for providing comparable school-based 
athletic opportunities for girls and women and boys and men on sex-separate 
teams to provide equal participation opportunities (Brake 2010; Hogshead-
Makar and Zimbalist 2007).

Dividing participants into sex-separate teams is based on two assumptions: 
(1) Sex and gender are binary and immutable characteristics, and (2) salient 
physical diff erences between males and females substantially aff ect athletic per-
formance to the advantage of males in most sports.

Rather than a binary of athletic performance based on sex, it would be more 
accurate to describe sex diff erences as a spectrum, with females and males occu-
pying overlapping positions. Although it is fair to say that most adult male 
athletes are bigger, taller, and stronger than most adult female athletes, some 
female athletes outperform their male counterparts in sport. So, even among 
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athletes who are not transgender or intersex, sex-separated teams do not always 
adequately accommodate the diversity of skill, motivation, and physical charac-
teristics among female and male athletes. Some boys or men might fi nd a better 
competitive match competing on a girls’ team, and some girls’ athletic perfor-
mances are more comparable to those on a boys’ team.

Some girls and boys have been allowed to participate on teams designated 
for the other sex, particularly if a school only sponsors a team in that sport for 
one sex. For example, girls sometimes compete on boy’s wrestling or football 
teams, and boys sometimes compete on girls’ fi eld hockey or volleyball teams. 
However, cross-sex participation on sports teams is always an exception and is 
oft en greeted with skepticism by other competitors, parents, and fans. Even 
among prepubescent girls and boys where size and strength are similar or where 
girls are oft en taller, stronger, and faster than boys, sports are typically divided 
by sex. Such is the entrenched nature of the belief in a static and immutable 
gender and sex binary in sports.

For most athletes whose gender identity is congruent with their gender 
assigned at birth or whose physical sex anatomy is congruent with their sex 
assigned at birth, the answer to the question of which team to play for is simple. 
However, for athletes whose gender identity does not match the gender they 
were assigned at birth or for athletes with diff erences of sexual development, the 
separation of sports into participation categories based on binary sex has oft en 
resulted in humiliation and discrimination. Transgender and intersex athletes 
challenge the gender binary in sports and force sports leaders to refl ect on how 
and where to draw gender boundaries for the purposes of identifying on which 
teams an athlete is allowed to compete.

Because women athletes have always challenged the hegemonic notion of 
athleticism as a masculine trait and because sports participation has historically 
been a male privilege to which girls and women were not entitled, the fi ght for 
equal sports opportunities for women is ongoing. Gendered expectations for 
girls and women have not comfortably included such characteristics as “com-
petitive,” “athletic,” or “muscular”; as a result, women athletes have always had 
to prove their “normalcy” based on socially constructed assumptions about 
femininity, heterosexuality, and an unquestioned acceptance of a gender binary. 
Women who excel in sports and whose appearance, behavior, and/or identity 
does not conform to traditional notions of who is a woman, how a woman 
should look and act, and who a woman should be sexually attracted to are 
viewed with suspicion and as illegitimate participants in women’s sports com-
petitions (Cahn 1994; Festle 1996; Griffi  n 1998).

History of Gender Anxiety in Women’s Sport
During the early twentieth century, women participating in athletic competi-
tions were subjected to white middle-class criticism from medical doctors, 
media commentators, psychologists, and others who warned of a range of cata-
strophic eff ects of athletic competition they believed would cause physiological 
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and psychological damage. Based on the belief that white women were physi-
cally and psychically frail, sports participation was viewed as dangerous to their 
health and well-being. Th e prevailing medical and social perspective was that 
women who did compete in sports were subjected to a number of “masculiniz-
ing” eff ects on their appearance, behavior, and sexual interests that would pre-
vent them from living as “normal” women whose proper roles were wives and 
mothers. Th us, the early seeds of gender suspicion about women athletes were 
planted. Advocates for women’s sports participation and women athletes them-
selves oft en responded defensively to these criticisms by highlighting their femi-
ninity (according to racially white heteronormative standards) and heterosexual 
interests, and by portraying their sports interest as a complement to their focus 
on motherhood and marriage (Cahn 1994).

Th ese fears are best illustrated in public reaction to Babe Didrikson, a 
multisport athlete who won Olympic medals in track and fi eld and played 
baseball, basketball, and tennis before later focusing on professional golf. Di-
drikson was a well-known cultural icon whose brash manner, quick sense of 
humor, and competitive fi re always made for a good story. Unfortunately, 
Didrikson was treated as a gender freak and ridiculed for her lack of femininity, 
her “masculine” appearance, and her athletic prowess. Called a “muscle moll” 
and worse, it is no wonder that by midcentury, Didrikson initiated an inten-
tional public-relations campaign to reassure the American public that she was a 
“normal” woman aft er all, despite her athletic achievements (Cayleff  1995). She 
began wearing dresses and talking about her love of cooking, and, to seal the 
deal, she married wrestling champion George Zaharias. Th ese eff orts succeeded 
in quieting the concerns of male sports reporters and the general public about 
Didrikson’s femininity and heterosexuality.

As women’s competition in Olympic sports and professional golf and tennis 
became more visible in the 1940s through the 1970s, another wave of suspicion 
about the gender and sexuality of women athletes prompted some women’s 
sports advocates and athletes themselves to take an apologetic stance by focus-
ing on disproving sexist assumptions about the “masculine” lesbian women 
who lived in the sports world. Th ese eff orts included the institution of feminine 
dress codes, instructions about makeup application and hair styling, and direc-
tion of media attention to the “pretty ones,” who served as goodwill ambassa-
dors who contradicted the unsavory image of “masculine” women athletes 
(Gerber, Felshin, and Wyrick 1974).

Th ese fears, coupled with the belief that women are inherently athletically 
inferior to their male counterparts, caused increased gender suspicions about 
outstanding athletic performances by female athletes. Th ese questions were 
raised in the 1964 Olympics by Russian hammer-throwers and shot-putters 
Tamara and Irina Press, whose muscular appearances and medal-winning 
performances provoked suspicion that they were actually men posing as 
women.

In 1976, Renée Richards, a transgender woman, was denied entry in the 
Women’s U.S. Open by the U.S. Tennis Association (USTA) on the basis that 
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she was not a “born woman.” Th e New York Supreme Court ruled against the 
USTA and enabled Richards to compete in the women’s event. Despite this 
court ruling, the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA) maintained a 
“born woman” requirement for membership until 2010; when faced with a law-
suit by transgender woman golfer Lana Lawson, the LPGA dropped its prohibi-
tion against transgender participants. Transgender women, such as Richards 
and Lawson, are viewed by some suspicious tennis players and golfers as illegiti-
mate women who have male bodies that confer an unfair competitive advantage 
when competing against so-called “natural” women.

In 1966, in response to fears of male cheaters competing as women, the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC) instituted mandatory “gender” verifi cation 
testing of all female competitors. (Th e tests were called “sex tests,” and their pur-
pose was to confi rm that competitors were female-bodied and, later, that their 
chromosomal makeup was female.) Th e fi rst such tests required all Olympic 
competitors entered in women’s events to appear naked before a panel of 
“experts,” who, by visual inspection, determined whether the prospective com-
petitors were eligible to compete as female.

Not surprisingly, athletes and other sports observers criticized this humiliat-
ing process. Medical experts also criticized the process, because, in addition to 
the invasive and voyeuristic nature of the “gender test,” it was also a crude and 
ineff ective means of determining whether a competitor was female.

Eventually, more “scientifi c” procedures were developed in which women 
athletes were subjected to buccal smear tests in which mouth swabs yielded cel-
lular samples from which the chromosomal makeup could be identifi ed. Ath-
letes whose chromosomal makeup was other than XX were determined to be 
ineligible to compete as women. Women who “passed” the test were given “cer-
tifi cates of femininity” and allowed to compete.

Th ese supposedly more-scientifi c tests also failed to achieve their intended 
goal. Rather than identifying male imposters, the only competitors who were ever 
disqualifi ed were women with atypical chromosomal makeup who had lived 
their entire lives as women and were not attempting to gain an unfair competi-
tive advantage. Th e resulting traumatic and public shaming that followed their 
identifi cations as “not women” not only terminated their athletic careers but 
damaged their personal lives as well.

Current Policy Governing the Participation of 
Transgender and Intersex Athletes

Th ese “gender” tests revealed the folly of identifying a simple and fair, not to 
mention respectful, means of determining who is a woman. Nonetheless, 
although mandatory “gender verifi cation” testing was discontinued prior to the 
2000 Olympic Games, individual women athletes who trigger suspicions about 
their sex are now tested on a case-by-case basis. Unfortunately, these sex chal-
lenges are typically triggered by such ambiguous and culturally biased gender 
criteria as short hair, small breasts, preferences for “masculine” clothes, deep 
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voices, muscular physiques, and excellence of athletic performance. Th us, the 
challenge of identifying who is and is not a woman for the purpose of determin-
ing eligibility to compete in women’s sports events continues to be controversial.

During the 2009 Track and Field World Championships, South African 
runner Caster Semenya astounded the international track establishment with 
her gold-medal performance in the women’s eight-hundred-meter run, leaving 
her competition far back on the track. Semenya was identifi ed as a female at 
birth, has always identifi ed as a woman, and is accepted as a woman by her fam-
ily and friends. However, unconfi rmed speculations are that she has an intersex 
condition. Immediately following her victory, some of her competitors and race 
offi  cials from other countries fi led challenges to the International Association of 
Athletics Federation (IAAF) under the IAAF’s case-by-case “gender-verifi cation” 
policy. (Mirroring the IOC, the IAAF policy had replaced mandatory “gender” 
verifi cation testing of women athletes in favor of a case-by-case process.)

Aft er months of subjecting Semenya to medical examinations, public spec-
ulation about whether she is a woman, public humiliation, and egregious 
breaches of confi dentiality by the IAAF, she was allowed to keep her gold medal. 
Eleven months later, aft er secretive IAAF deliberations, she was cleared for 
competition in women’s events. Th e IAAF released this decision without an 
explanation of its process, criteria, or reasoning. When Semenya won her fi rst 
two races aft er returning to competition and fi nished third in another, some of 
her competitors again began complaining that they were unfairly forced to com-
pete against a man or, at the very least, a “woman on the fringe of normalcy,” as 
one competitor described Semenya.

Whether being intersex confers any performance advantage is open to specu-
lation. No scientifi c data are available to indicate that it does or does not. How-
ever, Semenya’s competitors assume that she is a man or not a “normal” woman 
and that she has an unfair competitive advantage that should disqualify her 
from competing in women’s events. Th ese objections to Semenya’s eligibility to 
compete as a woman are based on her margin of victory over the other women 
in the 2009 World Championships and on her “masculine” physical appearance, 
clothing, and deep voice. All these characteristics challenge the gender binary 
upon which sports competition is based as well as binary assumptions about 
who is a woman and therefore eligible to compete in women’s events.

In 2004, in a surprisingly proactive decision by a typically conservative orga-
nization, the IOC adopted a policy outlining criteria enabling transgender ath-
letes to compete in IOC-sponsored events:

• Th e athlete’s gender must be legally recognized on offi  cial identity 
documents.

• Th e athlete must have completed genital reconstructive surgery and 
had his or her testes or ovaries removed.

• Th e athlete must complete a minimum two-year postoperative hor-
mone treatment before she or he is allowed to compete.
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Th e IOC policy is the fi rst attempt by a mainstream sports organization to 
identify specifi c criteria governing the participation of transgender athletes. 
However, transgender-rights advocates criticize the policy, noting the class and 
sex bias built into the policy as well as problems related to privacy and medical 
confi dentiality. Moreover, some transgender medical experts have provided 
some data indicating that a one-year waiting period is adequate for the athletes’ 
hormonal levels to be within the range of non-transgender women and men. To 
date, no transgender athlete has competed in the Olympic Games under this 
policy.

Despite its considerable fl aws, USA Track and Field, the U.S. Golf Associa-
tion, and a few state high school athletic governing organizations have adopted 
the IOC policy (for example, those in Colorado, Connecticut, and Rhode 
Island). Th e participation criteria identifi ed in the IOC policy would make it 
virtually impossible for transgender student athletes to compete in high school 
sports. Th e requirements of genital reconstructive surgery, mandatory steril-
ization, and changing the sex indicated on offi  cial identity documents impose 
fi nancial and legal burdens that even many adult transgender athletes cannot 
or choose not to pursue. Th e two-year waiting period is not supported by medi-
cal data and is not practical in school sports, where a student athlete’s eligibility 
is already limited to four or fi ve years.

As of 2011, no national governing organization for high school sports has 
adopted a policy concerning the participation of intersex athletes in school-
based sports events. However, in 2008, the Washington State Interscholastic 
Activity Association (WIAA) adopted the most progressive policy to date gov-
erning the participation of transgender student athletes on high school sports 
teams. Th is policy requires neither surgery nor change of identity documents. 
Transgender students can participate in their affi  rmed genders aft er appealing 
to the state interscholastic activities association and providing written docu-
mentation of the student’s gender from the student and parent/guardian and/or 
a health-care provider. To date, the policy has been used successfully to enable 
transgender students to participate on sex-separate teams.

At the collegiate level, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 
released a statement in 2004 clarifying that the organization does not prohibit 
transgender student athletes from competing in NCAA-sanctioned events but 
that student athletes must compete in the sex identifi ed on their offi  cial identity 
documents. NCAA legal advisers believed that this provision was a simple solu-
tion to addressing the question of transgender participation in NCAA athletic 
programs. Because of signifi cant diff erences among state requirements for 
changing the sex indicated on offi  cial identity documents, however, this require-
ment is discriminatory and creates complications when athletes from diff erent 
states compete against each other. More recently, the NCAA has recognized the 
need for a more nuanced and inclusive policy. In 2011, it adopted the fi rst-ever 
national policy regarding transgender athletes in collegiate athletics; the policy 
allows transgender athletes to compete in sex-segregated sports if, and only if, 
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their hormonal treatment is consistent with current medical standards—stan-
dards that themselves suggest diff erent treatment requirements for trans men 
and trans women (Lawrence 2011).

As of 2010, only two collegiate openly transgender student athletes had 
competed in NCAA-sponsored events. Keelin Godsey competed on the wom-
en’s track and fi eld team at Bates College and in the Olympic trials in the 
women’s hammer throw. Allums currently is a member of the George Washing-
ton University women’s basketball team. Godsey and Allums are female-bodied 
transgender men who are not taking testosterone so they can continue to com-
pete in women’s events. Because they are not taking testosterone, an NCAA-
banned substance, and are competing in the sex identifi ed on their offi  cial 
identity documents as specifi ed by the NCAA and IOC, Godsey and Allums are 
eligible to compete on women’s teams.

Whether the perceived threats to women’s sports are identifi ed as male 
imposters, transgender women, transgender men not taking testosterone, inter-
sex women, butch-looking straight women, or lesbians, protecting the boundar-
ies of women’s sports from these gender transgressors by upholding the gender 
binary has become increasing diffi  cult as the myth of the gender binary and the 
myth of the level playing fi eld have been exposed.

The Myth of the Level Playing Field
Just as some people view lesbians as threats to women’s sports because they fear 
association with the stereotypes of lesbians as unsavory, so, too, do many ath-
letes and the general public view transgender and intersex women athletes with 
particular suspicion. Although lesbians may be viewed as women who look or 
act like men, some people view transgender and intersex women as actually 
being men, in most places making them ineligible to compete in women’s sports. 
Th e most-oft en-cited concern about the participation of transgender or inter-
sex women in women’s sports is that they threaten a “level playing fi eld.” Many 
competitors, coaches, and parents assume that transgender and intersex women, 
because of their male bodies, have an unfair competitive advantage over women 
who are not perceived to be trans or intersex.

Even without the participation of transgender or intersex women in wom-
en’s sports, the playing fi eld is hardly level. Th e entire focus of sports competi-
tion is to gain a competitive advantage, as long as that advantage is defi ned as 
being within the rules. Training hard to gain a competitive advantage is fair. 
Taking performance-enhancing drugs is not fair. Competitive advantages in 
women’s sports come in many diff erent forms: social, economic, environmental, 
psychological, and physiological, to name a few. Some women grow up in cul-
tures where girls’ sports participation is supported by social norms. Th ese girls 
have a competitive advantage over other girls whose cultures restrict female 
athleticism. Girls whose families have the fi nancial resources that enable them 
to train with the best coaches, to use the best equipment, to have access to good 
nutrition and health care, and to compete with the best athletes have a competi-
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tive advantage. Girls who live in places with clean air and water and safe streets 
have a competitive advantage. Girls who have inner resources of mental tough-
ness and competitive drive have a competitive edge over physically talented but 
less mentally tough opponents. Some women have competitive advantages over 
opponents in their sports because of their genetics. Even some genetic condi-
tions, such as Marfan syndrome, which results in unusual height, can be a com-
petitive advantage in some sports where being tall is an advantage. All these 
competitive advantages are viewed in sports as fair and part of the game. All 
these advantages expose the myth of the level playing fi eld even among women 
who are not transgender or intersex.

Why then is it that all these competitive advantages are accepted as fair 
variations among women athletes that can account for athletic-performance 
diff erences, but the competitive advantages that may or may not be enjoyed by 
some transgender or intersex women are viewed as unfair and threats to a level 
playing fi eld warranting banishment from women’s competition?

Competitive advantages assumed to be conferred by perceived maleness or 
masculinity are viewed as unfair competitive advantages. Transgender women, 
intersex women, or any women who do not conform to social expectations of 
femininity and heterosexuality are threats to the image of athletic women as 
gender conformists. As long as women athletes can be cast as feminine, hetero-
sexual women, they do not pose a threat to the dominance of men in sports and 
male privilege in sports. Th is is the price of acceptance that women in sports 
have had to pay since the early twentieth century, when they began participating 
in sports in large numbers.

Gender Binary Meets Transgender and 
Intersex Athletes: What Is the Way Forward?

Women who by their inability or refusal to conform to binary gender norms in 
sports also challenge the mythical gender binary altogether. Given that athletics 
as an institution has been built on sexist assumptions about the natural superi-
ority of men’s sports performance over that of women and that the gender 
binary forms the basis for how sports are structured into sex-separate participa-
tion categories, how should women’s sports address the question of including 
transgender and intersex athletes?

Policy development designed to address this question can take several 
forms: (1) Protect the gender binary by using sex-verifi cation testing to exclude 
“non-women,” (2) address challenges to the gender binary on a case-by-case 
basis, (3) eliminate gender as a sport-participation category, and (4) expand 
gender categories to include participants whose bodies and/or gender identities 
do not conform to the gender binary.

Protect the gender binary with mandatory sex-verifi cation testing of all female 

participants. Th is policy has been discredited as impractical, discriminatory, 
invasive, and ineff ective. Th e IOC abandoned this policy in 1999, and nothing 
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suggests that any improvement of testing procedures will bring it back as a 
mandatory process.

Use sex-verifi cation testing on a case-by-case basis as challenges to individual 

female participants arise. Th is is the IOC/IAAF policy now in eff ect. Th e con-
troversy surrounding the challenge to Semenya’s eligibility to compete in 
women’s events illustrates many of the problems with this policy. Th e criteria 
for challenging an individual athlete’s gender are based on a combination of 
sexist assumptions about female athletic performance and bodies, socially con-
structed gendered expectations for appearance and behavior, and a selective 
belief in the level playing fi eld in sports in which some competitive advantages, 
particularly those based on genetic diff erences, are viewed as fair while others 
are not. Testing on a case-by-case basis eliminates the impracticality of testing 
all competitors entered in women’s events and avoids the mass anxiety inher-
ent in the process. However, the sex testing of individual competitors on a 
case-by-case basis is based on myths about gender and a level playing fi eld 
that subject the athletes who are targeted to an invasive and humiliating, and 
oft en public, process. Th e eff ects of these tests are questionable given the arbi-
trary nature of determining when a woman’s physiological makeup crosses a 
socially constructed line to become “too” male to qualify to compete against 
other women.

Th e IOC policy for determining the eligibility of transgender women ath-
letes on a case-by-case process includes criteria that require surgical interven-
tion and legal documentation of transition that create insurmountable obsta-
cles for most transgender people. Th e policy also requires an excessive waiting 
period once hormone treatment has begun that is not supported by current 
medical research.

Eliminate sex and gender as sports-participation categories. Some LGBT legal 
advocates believe that eliminating men’s and women’s sports in favor of other 
criteria for determining sports participation is the only way to address the com-
plexities and challenges of including transgender and intersex athletes. Th ese 
advocates argue that dividing sports participation on the basis of a sex and gen-
der binary is inherently unfair. Some feminist legal critics of Title IX believe that 
the law, by assuming that sex-separate teams are the best route to equality for 
women in sport, has enshrined sex inequality and relegated women’s sports to 
a permanent second-class status. Th eir assumption is that Title IX establishes a 
“separate but equal” goal even though this legal concept has been discredited in 
lawsuits challenging racial and disability discrimination (McDonagh and Pap-
pano 2008).

Th e logic and goals of such legalistic arguments for the elimination of sex-
separate sports as a way to address the myth of the gender and sex binary, inequal-
ity in women’s sports, and the inclusion of transgender and intersex women 
athletes are appealing in some ways. Dividing sports by such performance-
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related physical criteria as height, jumping ability, or weight might be a reason-
able strategy to eliminate discrimination based on sex and gender identity. 
Using actual performance in sports, such as running or swimming speed, agility, 
balance, points scored, or batting averages, also provides alternatives for divid-
ing competitors into teams to level the playing fi eld.

Although is it true that the gender binary creates a questionable division 
between the athletic interests, talent, and performance of men and women, it is 
also accurate to say that, for adults, most male athletes are bigger and stronger 
than most women athletes. As a result, dividing school teams by such “non-
gendered” criteria as physical characteristics and athletic performance at this 
point in the history of women’s sports would likely result in most athletic teams 
consisting of men and a few select women (including trans and intersex ath-
letes). Second teams, if school chose to fi eld them, would probably consist of 
men and women in more equal numbers (including trans and intersex women). 
Th ird teams, in the unlikely event that schools chose to expand their support 
for more than two teams per sport, would probably consist of mostly women 
(including men and some trans and intersex athletes) and some men.

It is also questionable whether these performance-based criteria are really 
non-gendered. Many of the physiological diff erences between male and female 
bodies do give men a competitive advantage over women, depending on the 
sport. However, gendered social and cultural expectations still encourage and 
reward male athletes more than they do female athletes. Sexism in sports still 
limits women athletes’ access to sports and the resources that support athletic 
teams. Much like the rationale behind affi  rmative action as a way of correcting 
past race and sex discrimination, sex-separate sports enable women to over-
come past sex discrimination in sports. Studies documenting the impressive 
increases in girls’ and women’s participation in sports and the increasing quality 
and quantity of women’s sports experiences since the passage of Title IX dem-
onstrate the law’s undeniable positive eff ects (Carpenter and Acosta 2004). At 
the same time, despite these successes, resistance to Title IX compliance and 
persistent sexism are still obstacles to full women’s equality in sports.

I worry that eliminating women’s sports in favor of “non-gendered” sports 
opportunities will, at this point in the development of women’s sports, relegate 
the majority of women athletes either to the junior varsity or to the sidelines. 
Sport is gendered by social and cultural expectations. Even criteria meant to be 
“gender-free” are still embedded in historical and contemporary societal struc-
tures of sex inequality that disadvantage female athletes while advantaging male 
athletes. I keep imagining an incredibly talented athlete, such as the University 
of Connecticut women’s basketball player Maya Moore, sitting on the bench for 
a varsity college team made up of mostly taller, stronger men or starting on a 
junior varsity team that receives less attention and fewer resources than the 
varsity team. Moreover, Moore is an exceptional athlete. How does the elimina-
tion of women’s teams benefi t the majority of college women athletes (including 
trans women and intersex women) who are not as talented as she is?
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Expand gender categories to include participants whose bodies and/or gender 

identities do not conform to the gender binary. I believe that, despite compel-
ling criticisms of the problems posed by dividing sports participation into sex-
separate participation categories, this structure is the best way, at this point in 
women’s sports history, to achieve sex equality in sports. Sex-separate sports 
teams provide the most participation opportunities for the most girls and 
women. Title IX, although not perfect, has demonstrated that, when opportuni-
ties are available, girls and women come to play in increasingly larger numbers 
with every successive generation. I do not believe that this would be so if girls 
and women were competing not only against each other but also against boys 
and men for these opportunities.

If sex-separate sports are indeed the best route to sex equality, the question 
is how can we expand our criteria to include competitors in women’s sports who 
challenge the rigidity of the gender binary? Can we respect the self-affi  rmed 
gender identities of transgender athletes and the diff erences of sex development 
in intersex women by including them in our defi nitions of “woman” so their 
right to participate on women’s teams is also protected?

Current Efforts to Create Inclusive Collegiate 
Athletic Policy Governing the Participation 

of Transgender and Intersex Athletes
In October 2009, the National Center for Lesbian Rights and the Women’s 
Sports Foundation co-sponsored a national think tank titled “Equal Opportuni-
ties for Transgender Student-Athletes.” Th e attendees were legal, medical, ath-
letic, and advocacy leaders with expertise in transgender issues. Th e think tank’s 
goal was to develop recommended policies for high school and collegiate ath-
letic programs. Th e report from this think tank, On the Team: Equal Opportuni-
ties for Transgender Student-Athletes, includes a comprehensive discussion of 
issues, policy recommendations for high school and college athletics, and a list 
of best practices for sport administrators, coaches, student athletes, and parents 
(Griffi  n and Carroll 2010).

Th e following guiding principles served as a foundation for the think tank’s 
discussions and the policy recommendations included in the report:

 1. Participation in interscholastic and intercollegiate athletics is a valu-
able part of the education experience for all students.

 2. Transgender student athletes should have equal opportunity to par-
ticipate in sports.

 3. Th e integrity of women’s sports should be preserved.
 4. Policies governing sports should be based on sound medical knowl-

edge and scientifi c validity.
 5. Policies governing sports should be objective, workable, and practi-

cable; they should also be written, available, and equitably enforced.
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 6. Policies governing the participation of transgender students in sports 
should be fair in light of the tremendous variation among individu-
als in strength, size, musculature, and ability.

 7. Th e legitimate privacy interests of all student athletes should be 
protected.

 8. Th e medical privacy of transgender students should be preserved.
 9. Athletic administrators, staff , parents of athletes, and student ath-

letes should have access to sound and eff ective educational resources 
and training related to the participation of transgender and gender-
variant students in athletics.

 10. Policies governing the participation of transgender students in ath-
letics should comply with state and federal laws protecting students 
from discrimination based on sex, disability, and gender identity 
and expression.

To maintain the integrity of women’s sports while including transgender and 
intersex women athletes on women’s sports teams requires that sports-governing 
organizations at all levels develop policies enabling women who challenge the 
gender binary to play. Th ese policies must be focused on providing equal oppor-
tunities to a broad spectrum of women and be based on current medical and legal 
information rather than on unchallenged acceptance of the gender binary, female 
athletic inferiority, and a selective view of what constitutes a level playing fi eld. 
Th is endeavor will require confronting our anxieties about blurring gender and 
sexuality boundaries and recognizing the arbitrary manner in which we defi ne 
who is a woman to maintain a comfortable but oppressive understanding of gen-
der and sexuality. We must recognize that the enforcement of exclusionary defi -
nitions of who qualifi es as a woman denies some students the opportunity to 
play on school sports teams. We must understand that enabling transgender 
and intersex students to participate on women’s sports teams is an important 
step toward greater equality for all women and strengthens women’s sports in 
the same way that addressing the needs of lesbians, women with disabilities, and 
women of color strengthens the broader social movement for women’s equality.

Most colleges and universities include as part of their education missions 
commitments to equality and fairness. As refl ected in nondiscrimination state-
ments and educational programming focused on social justice and diversity, 
schools endeavor to invite students and staff  to think more critically about privi-
lege and disadvantage based on social and cultural identities. Policy develop-
ment in collegiate athletics should refl ect the broader goals and values of the 
schools they are part of and not allow competitive goals or fi nancial gain to 
shape policies (Buzuvis 2011). Policies governing the inclusion of transgender 
and intersex student athletes must be based on a commitment to providing all 
students with equal opportunities to participate on school sports teams, while at 
the same time protecting the integrity of women’s sports as the best strategy for 
achieving sex equality in sports.
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Training Disservice

Th e Productive Potential and Structural Limitations 
of Health as a Terrain for Trans Activism

T his essay focuses on health-provider trainings and their relationship to 
activism around transgender health. Sometimes referred to as “Trans 101,” 
“Transgender Health,” or “Transgender Awareness” trainings, these pro-

vider trainings are oft en delivered to health-professional students or as continu-
ing education to health-care providers.1 I aim to show that although transgender 
health activism is a productive and necessary site of activism within transgender 
and gender-nonconforming communities, the over-reliance on provider train-
ings actually limits the potential and reach of the trainings themselves as well as 
of trans health activism and advocacy broadly. I also highlight the opportuni-
ties that transgender health advocates have to expand the eff ectiveness of such 
work, including building conceptual and concrete linkages with feminist health 
advocates.

I write this essay as a health educator who has conducted transgender health 
trainings and as a public health researcher who has studied their eff ectiveness. 
As a trainer, I experienced fi rsthand the sense of which messages resonate (and 
fail to resonate) in an educational setting. As an evaluator, I have traced the 
course of those messages beyond the site of training to gain a sense of how pro-
viders translate these teachings into practice, to encouraging and deeply dis-
turbing ends.

Th e following experience well typifi es the common dilemma. Recently, I 
was invited to present with a colleague to a class of university graduate students 
in various health-professional fi elds (nursing, medicine, dentistry, social work, 
public health, pharmacy, and others) about health care in underserved com-
munities on the topic of LGBT health. Th is was a weekly, student-run class, and 
the organizers were expected to arrange a series of volunteer speakers who could 
lecture to a variety of health-professional students. One week of the quarter 
focused on LGBT health, and we were invited to speak for half the three-hour 
class session. Th e organizer let me know that there simply was not time to 
instead devote one session to LGB health and one to trans health. Prior to the 
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lecture, I asked whether the organizer had a specifi c focus in mind or whether 
the class had any questions that we could speak to. In reply, the organizer said, 
“Maybe just help students understand how LGBT communities are actually 
underserved.” It was a deceptively simple charge.

We could have chosen from among a multitude of possible approaches. We 
needed only to share morbidity and mortality data or data from health providers 
and health-professional students revealing widespread homophobia and trans-
phobia toward patients and clients. Alternatively, we could use fi lm clips or 
stories—exemplaries include Southern Comfort, a documentary that follows a 
trans man who dies of ovarian cancer aft er doctors refuse to treat him; Leslie 
Feinberg’s personal account of a frightening medical encounter published in the 
American Journal of Public Health; and the case of Tyra Hunter, who died as 
a result of injuries sustained in a car accident when paramedics withdrew treat-
ment aft er learning she was trans, is another brutal cautionary tale. We could 
talk about institutional and interpersonal violence in queer and trans communi-
ties and about the relationship of this violence to health and health-care access. 
We could tell students about how trans people in prison, detention, or foster 
care are routinely denied access to appropriate health care, let alone gender-
appropriate clothing or residence. We could discuss intake forms and scripted 
patient interviews and point out the areas where they fail to refl ect many queer 
and trans lives and realities.2

As my colleague and I ruminated over what approach we would take while 
preparing the presentation, I thought about how painfully easy this question is 
yet how inadequate. When I train, one of my goals is to actively engage partici-
pants. I want to focus on issues that are relevant to them, to off er strategies that 
they feel will help them in practice, and to speak directly to their questions. 
I want them to feel motivated to seek out more information, more resources, 
more teachers, more connections with communities. I felt quite confi dent that 
we could speak in the training to the ways in which queer and trans commu-
nities are “underserved” and that we could eff ectively direct students (at least 
some of them) toward a continued engagement with queer and trans health. I 
also felt that we could eff ectively speak to the problematic tendency for “trans 
health” to be collapsed into a corner of LGB health, even as we operated under 
this constraint.

I felt markedly less confi dent that, in the hour and a half we had to speak, 
we could demonstrate how the structure of their education up to this point had 
neglected to answer, or even to pose, this question. I wanted to clearly commu-
nicate that “LGBT” had already been present, although probably unmentioned, 
as an aspect of the lives of people within each of the “populations” that they had 
studied up to that point. For example, homeless health care, adolescent health 
care, and immigrant and refugee health care are also sometimes queer and trans 
health care. Most critically, how these very overlaps and elisions interact to expo-
nentially exacerbate the degree to which individuals, fl attened into members of 
so-called populations, are underserved. I wished to share that, in fact, the term 
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“medically underserved” is historically specifi c and that it carries its own set of 
acronyms, designations, and numerical qualifi cations that may bend and fl ex 
with social, political, geographic, and cultural movements and pressures.3 More 
broadly, I wanted to discuss how population health itself is concerned with the 
management of populations, and how the role of the clinician is inextricably 
tied up in this project.4 I wanted to talk about the ways in which this manifests 
in medicine’s restrictive defi nitions of transgender being taken as authoritative 
in questions of legislation, administrative regulations, and policies that shape 
(and usually damage) trans people’s lives.

My confi dence here fl agged, because I knew that training health profession-
als can be challenging. Our objectives were that students understand that a 
medical model does not and should not defi ne trans or gender identity, which 
is in direct confl ict with the dominant messages of their ongoing socialization. 
According to Mary-Jo DelVecchio-Good et al., physicians in training are 
quickly socialized to be “most caring of patients who are willing to become part 
of the medical story they wish to tell and the therapeutic activities they hope to 
pursue.”5 In addition, DelVecchio-Good and colleagues argue, time, effi  ciency, 
and speed are highly valued. We wanted students to build skills to cope with 
ambiguity and also to understand that, although identity is frequently a poor 
predictor of behavior, it can be a predictor of marginalization. In addition, we 
wanted them to grapple with the ways in which medicine oft en takes an inap-
propriately invasive and authoritative role, and how its authority fl ows into and 
interacts with a variety of other institutions in ways that maintain social and 
economic inequity. None of these messages mesh well with medical models of 
gender and sexuality, and none of them lend themselves particularly to effi  -
ciency or expedience. How would we communicate these messages to students 
who were presumably already steeped in the very medical model that we wanted 
them to question? And how would we be able to accomplish that before our 
ninety minutes were over?

Furthermore, given that providers are hungry for “personal contact” with 
trans people, how would we—myself, a generally passing, white trans man, 
and my colleague, a non-trans woman of color—situate ourselves within the 
training? Th is was a particularly thorny question, because providers tend to 
draw drastically inaccurate, representationalist conclusions about trans people 
in general based on what they perceive about trans or gender-nonconforming 
trainers.6

Th is conundrum illustrates the way that the institution of medical practice 
(or, in this case, health-professional education) shapes a training curriculum 
before trainers may even begin to develop it. It is important, as trainers, to push 
up against these boundaries. To do this with a strong consciousness of main-
taining engagement requires fi nding a set of links to the formulas, scripts, and 
expectations of medical education. Trainers (myself among them) struggle to 
teach information and strategies that are relevant, useful, and legible to provid-
ers, while simultaneously wondering whether the concepts of trans health that 
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we seek to teach will translate in the venues that are available to us. I describe 
some of the specifi c ways that this plays out in a subsequent section. Truly 
engaging with trans health greatly exceeds the narrow space of a single lecture, 
and its reach extends far beyond a single “population.”

Trainings
Provider trainings have been a popular means through which to educate 
providers and to disseminate clinical information about trans and gender-
nonconforming communities. Th e goal of such trainings is to increase the abil-
ity of providers to deliver high-quality care for these individuals as patients. 
Most trainings off er a mixture of information designed to improve clinicians’ 
“clinical competence,” or their aptitude for understanding and delivering clini-
cally appropriate care to patients, and their “cultural competence,” or the behav-
iors, attitudes, and policies that guide them in providing compassionate care to 
trans and gender-nonconforming patients. It is assumed that this combination 
increases trans and gender-nonconforming individuals’ ability to access high-
quality care and minimizes or at least reduces some of the barriers to doing so.

In the past decade, needs-assessment studies have documented the gaps in 
and barriers to accessible health care for trans and gender-nonconforming 
individuals. A frequent recommendation of these studies has been to conduct 
trainings with providers to increase their ability to deliver high-quality care to 
their trans and gender-nonconforming patients. Frequently, these trainings are 
developed and facilitated by members of trans and gender-nonconforming 
communities. Th e growing availability of such trainings refl ects the increased 
demand by organizations and agencies to improve their cultural competence 
and health-care delivery.7

Similar trainings are also widespread outside health-care settings, in student 
organizations, classrooms, nonprofi ts, public agencies, corporations, and so on. 
Although these do not have an emphasis on health-care provision, they share 
many of the same elements of the clinical trainings that I describe here. Gen-
erally, the emphasis is on terminology and defi nitions, and they oft en utilize 
panels comprising a few trans individuals to discuss their experiences. Th e focus 
is usually on tolerance and cultural competence. Most begin with terminology 
and then move into personal narratives and discussions of diff erences between 
sexual orientation and gender identity. By and large, they presume audience 
members to be non-trans.

Cultural-competence training in the context of health-care provision has 
been a point of entry for instigating material changes in biomedical practice and 
education. In many ways, this has been a successful strategy: In some cases, 
members of marginalized and pathologized communities have had the oppor-
tunity to speak for themselves and to take positions of authority and expertise 
in instructing health providers about how best to serve members of their com-
munities. In other ways, the existence of such trainings has underlined the 
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ongoing nonattendance in health-professional education to issues of transgen-
der and gender nonconformity and how they pertain to health.8 Th e conspicu-
ous absence of these topics in health-professional curricula persists,9 and rather 
than include and integrate these topics into regular teaching, institutions instead 
tend to devote a short amount of time to trans health as a “special topic” or to 
include it within a single lecture (oft en in the midst of a session about lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and queer health).10 In addition, the individuals who conduct 
trainings must shape them in such a way that they fi t within the context of medi-
cal education more broadly. Th is may serve to signifi cantly limit the focus, mes-
sage, or goals of the training. It also functions to erroneously cast health care 
and medicine as a neutral (or potentially neutral) practice.

Cultural-competence trainings have gained traction in medical education in 
the past two decades. Th e choice to mold trans-health trainings to such frame-
works has probably enabled them to be integrated as broadly as they have been, 
given the familiarity of the model in clinical-education settings. As a result, 
many more providers have been exposed to topics concerning trans health than 
might have been otherwise. However, the limitations imposed by “fi tting” train-
ings into health-professional education and using cultural competence as a 
foundation for education have shaped content and delivery of trainings in such 
a way that reduces complexity and focuses primarily on a particular transgender 
narrative or experience. Th is strategy has also resulted in a failure to join with 
other health advocacy projects that struggle against sexism and other forms of 
marginalization. Medicine has a long history of authoritatively and problemati-
cally managing not only gender but also disability, poverty, race, age, and so 
forth.11 Scholars have therefore analyzed the detrimental eff ects of the ways in 
which medicine produces and maintains normalizing categories.

Individual health-care providers are not generally ill-intentioned individu-
als who set out to control the lives of marginalized individuals. Nevertheless, as 
part of larger institutional structures, providers act as gatekeepers, repetitively 
producing norms through disciplinary power to enforce gendered conformity 
and compliance.12 Th is also depends on the recirculation of the medical model 
of transsexuality by patients, which is, for some, a strategic choice. To interro-
gate this production of knowledge, we must examine the ways in which the 
medical management of gender nonconformity “has resulted in a governance of 
trans bodies that restricts our ability to make gender transitions which do not 
yield membership in a normative gender role.”13 Although cultural-competence 
training approaches appropriately do not vilify health-care providers, neither do 
they do nearly enough to interrogate the crucial roles that providers play in 
producing and reproducing these harmful norms.

Cultural-Competence Frameworks
Th e concept of cultural competence was originally articulated as a single strat-
egy within a broader systemwide approach. Initially, Cross et al. defi ned it as “a 
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set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come together in a sys-
tem, agency or among professionals and enable that system, agency or those 
professions to work eff ectively in cross-cultural situations.”14 Two decades later, 
the term is much less broad in scope, centering primarily on the clinical encoun-
ter between providers and patients.15 Despite the lack of evidence that cultural 
competence makes a diff erence in practice, it has been incorporated with enthu-
siasm into medical education.16 In some states, continuing medical education 
(CME) in cultural competence or “multicultural health” is required for renewal 
of medical licensure. New Jersey, California, and Washington have introduced 
mandatory legislation. Several other states have introduced but not yet enacted 
similar legislation.17

As the breadth of cultural competence has changed, so has the message. 
Rather than focusing on social and income disparities, it now centers on notions 
of culture based fl atly on race or ethnicity.18 Th e framework was originally 
intended to create a structure to foster institutional shift s that reduce service 
disparities, but in recent years it has tended toward an essentializing “cookbook” 
approach. Although guidelines usually stipulate that individuals do not always 
behave congruently with “their culture,” they tend toward the reductive, with 
chapters that instruct providers (usually tacitly presumed to be white and seen 
as culturally neutral) in how to behave in a clinical setting given the “culture” of 
African Americans, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and so forth.19 Most 
detrimentally, cultural competence is now seen as a suffi  cient strategy to reduce 
disparities on its own; it does not generally include or see itself as working in 
concert with analyses of community embeddedness and social disparities of 
health.20

Critiques of cultural competence argue that it tends to off er a notion of 
culture that is one-dimensional, reifi ed, universal, essential, and static and that 
it oversimplifi es the concept of “culture” by equating it with race and assuming 
fundamental diff erences between ethnicities.21 Sakamoto asserts, “Perhaps the 
greatest limitation of cultural competence is its overwhelmingly apolitical or 
de-political nature,” and he describes the ways in which cultural competence, 
without an analysis of systems of oppression, allows these systems to “disappear 
into the background.”22 Biases and prejudices are seen as personal fl aws for 
members of dominant culture (white people, non-trans men, straight people, 
gender-conforming people, and so forth) to overcome rather than as a repro-
duction of institutional dynamics of power.

G. Pon describes cultural competence as “ossify[ing] culture as absolute” 
and as too infl exible to register the mutability and fl uidity of culture.23 Th e 
cultural-competence framework’s ability to comprehend culture is limited to 
the extent to which it varies from an ostensible (and unarticulated) “center.” In 
the case of cultural competence in health-care delivery, that center is medical 
practice, which is cast as neutral rather than as a complex and multilayered 
culture unto itself.24 In addition, the reductive approach to conveying cul-
ture prevents multiplicity or intersectionality from being made intelligible.25 
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It excludes or glosses over multiple or shift ing notions of political and social 
memberships and identities. Cultural competence can only comprehend one 
vector of “culture” at any given moment, severely limiting its ability to consider 
the compound eff ects of marginalization.26

Medical providers have appropriated cultural-competence frameworks in 
an attempt to improve patient-provider relations, oft en at the encouragement of 
trans and gender-nonconforming advocates. In so doing, they have adopted an 
educational strategy that does not interrogate the sexism and transphobia inher-
ent in the pathologization of gender nonconformity that pervades the culture of 
biomedicine.27 In addition, in its inability to navigate multiplicity, cultural com-
petence is not equipped to advance a concept of gender identity that may be 
shaped by race, ethnicity, disability, religion, geographic location, citizenship, 
class, or other factors that mutually constitute positionality, experience, and 
identity. Nor is it able to capture the ways in which these singular or multiple 
factors may be in perpetual fl ux or the ways in which intersections of member-
ships may generate complex, contradictory, and context-specifi c manifestations 
of gender and identity.

The Consequences of Adopting a 
Cultural Competence Framework for 

Queer and Trans Health
Although cultural-competence frameworks may occasionally allow for trainers 
to scratch the surface of institutional limitations, these do not provide the tools 
and support necessary to take up entrenched inequities at the level of the institu-
tion. For example, many trainings attend to the presumptuous structure of 
intake forms that ask patients to respond to a question about “sex” or “gender” 
without including options for gender-nonconforming or trans individuals who 
do not consider themselves to be simply “male” or “female.” However, trainings 
do not frequently attend to the ways in which politics of gender anxiety, far 
more than ethics of care, inform medical and health establishments’ decisions 
about delivering and covering trans-specifi c medical care.28 Changing an intake 
form is an easier fi x than changing institutional oppression; it is only a singular 
symptom of the longstanding ownership that medicine has taken in managing, 
monitoring, and controlling sex and gender.

Cultural-competence frameworks have little capacity to foreground the 
dispersed and damaging eff ects—in law, policy, and beyond—of medical man-
agement of transgender identity.29 Without a means to attach the underlying 
misappropriation of authority to its eff ects (such as exclusionary intake forms 
or blanket exclusion clauses in insurance coverage), we can expect any resulting 
shift s in medical culture to take place only at a correspondingly superfi cial 
level.30 Th e surface-level changes do make a diff erence in trans and gender-
nonconforming patients’ ability to better access care, but they do not attend to 
some of the central problems of medicine’s role in managing gender and the 
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ways these oft en have deeper and longer-lasting eff ects on trans and gender-
nonconforming people’s lives. Just as importantly, failing to attend to the sexism 
that underpins medical management of sex and gender precludes trans-health 
advocates from creating alliances with feminist health advocates that have long 
advanced such critiques of health care and medicine.

Trainings about transgender health, although by no means uniform, have 
a number of common features. Besides clinical recommendations, these oft en 
include (1) off ering defi nitions for terms used frequently in trans communities, 
(2) distinguishing between sexual orientation and gender identity, and (3) shar-
ing experiences or narratives of trans or gender-nonconforming people. In the 
realm of cultural competence, this is “knowledge-based” pedagogy, or strategies 
to help providers understand what it is, what it means, and what it is like to be 
trans. Th is approach has three major problems.

Th e fi rst problem with this knowledge-based approach is that in off ering up 
defi nitions and specifi c linguistic distinctions, we limit the ability of providers 
to cultivate their skills to establish trust with patients and to elicit important 
information rather than off ering “answers” or concrete metrics by which they 
might categorize their patients (with or without their patients’ participation or 
complicity). Accordingly, we also limit the possibility of trans or gender-non-
conforming patients to describe and to defi ne themselves for providers to the 
extent that doing so may be pertinent to care.31

Th e second problem is that terms, defi nitions, and narratives are all local 
knowledges associated with a vast range of meanings, contradictions, assump-
tions, and sources. Although important to the sustenance and survival of our 
communities, they are not as a whole vital to our health care. Th e attempt on the 
part of providers to understand us can distract from a focus on eliminating bar-
riers, and it can also obscure the ways in which barriers to care for trans people 
are related to barriers to care for many other people as well.32 Further, the ways 
in which these local knowledges are mobilized may tend to prioritize or to cen-
tralize certain members of communities over others, and, in the context of train-
ings, these “most-common” or “loudest” experiences rise to the top.

Th e third problem with the narrative or experiential approach in particular 
is that although “humanizing” the issue may be a powerful and eff ective move, 
it is also a potentially fetishizing one. And although it may be pedagogically 
appealing to present stories “in our own words” to providers, this approach may 
lend itself to a reductive “representational” message: the circulation of a myth 
that a prototypical trans person exists.

Trans people have oft en articulated medicalized narratives in the context of 
clinical care to obtain the interventions they need that may not otherwise be 
available to them because of restrictive medical requirements. For this reason, 
narratives are already perilous territory for trans people in the context of medi-
cal care, and off ering them up within trainings (particularly if the participants 
are resistant to the conventional medical model) could have a variety of conse-
quences.33 Th ese might be positive: Perhaps in registering the extent to which 
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the “trans experience” cannot be reduced to a universal set of psychiatric symp-
toms, providers might argue for a relaxation or removal of the strict criteria for 
access to medical interventions. Th ey might also be damaging: Providers may 
take this as confi rmation of widely held stereotypes that trans people are 
frauds,34 that trans and gender-nonconforming individuals are prone to lie or 
exaggerate in general and about themselves, and therefore require more- rather 
than less-restrictive regulation of treatment.

In either case, without context of how trans people’s experiences are embed-
ded in and materially aff ected by exclusion, lack of access, and other forms of 
marginalization, trans narratives are vulnerable to being universalized, co-
opted, or otherwise used against the interest of trans access to quality health 
care. Even if such context is included, the degree to which dominant trans nar-
ratives35 have been articulated within a category of assimilation and productiv-
ity has exacerbated the marginalization of trans people of color, those with 
disabilities, those who do not pass, queer trans people, undocumented trans 
immigrants, and trans refugees, among others.36 Within cultural-competence 
frameworks, those who vary least from the biomedical “norm” of gender vari-
ance are the most likely to benefi t, because, for this group, the “one-vector” 
approach is not as off  the mark as it may be for many other marginalized trans 
and gender-nonconforming individuals.

I do not intend to imply that training providers about caring for trans and 
gender-nonconforming individuals is a worthless endeavor—quite the con-
trary. In fact, Vivian Namaste notes the great success of trans people having 
moved from a position of being objects of pathologization to subjects of schol-
arly inquiry.37 Continuous with this move toward subjectivity, the fact that 
some trans activists and advocates have taken positions of expertise in educat-
ing health providers is a profound shift , particularly considering the uncon-
tested dominance of medical opinion in shaping the lives of trans people in the 
recent past.38

However, the ways in which this “expertise” has been taken up by trainers 
and curriculum developers has not resulted in an equitable distribution of or 
increased access to quality health care for all trans and gender-nonconforming 
people. Inequitable distribution is in part a function of the cultural competence 
framework and its limited applications. Medical education has allowed only a 
very narrow space for discussion of delivery of care to trans and gender-non-
conforming individuals and little to no room for institutional transformation. 
Lastly, the professionalization of LGBTQ activism and the forces of assimilation 
at work within this have given disproportionate voice and presence to educated, 
professional-class individuals as trainers.39 Th e confl uence of these factors leads 
to a scenario in which providers are informally given the message that knowl-
edge about transgender patients is “special” (and therefore optional or extra-
neous) knowledge, and that trainers, especially when they are themselves trans 
or gender nonconforming, are largely representative of trans and gender-
nonconforming communities as a whole, although this is distinctly not the case.
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Although providers may not wish to damage trans and gender-noncon-
forming individuals, most operate in a biomedical context that rests on a set 
of erroneous assumptions about gender nonconformity. Alternative trans-
affi  rmative models do exist, such as Arlene Istar Lev’s work and others.40 Th ese 
models—those of self-determination, wellness-based medicine, and adminis-
trative policies that do not depend on medical interventions, for example—
would pair much more productively in trainings with information about clini-
cal conduct and guidelines about primary and specialty care than the current 
information about terminology and narrative trans experiences.41

Practicing Training and Evaluating Effects
What happens aft er the training can be surprising and alarming, as it reveals 
some of the profound limitations of the cultural competence–based training 
approach.42 In the course of a community-based evaluation research project I 
completed with community research team members, I conducted a number of 
interviews with health-care providers who had participated in training admin-
istered by a nonprofi t LGBT health organization.43 Some of their comments and 
refl ections were affi  rming and exciting. For example, a number of interview 
participants had without probing or suggestion taken on advocacy roles in their 
clinics and institutions with regard to trans health. However, other refl ections 
were disappointing and unsettling. For example, a number of interview partici-
pants latched on strongly to the aspects of the training that covered terminology 
or that included one or two experience-based narratives from trans trainers or 
panelists. Th ese sections were frequently named as being the most memorable 
or most important part of the training. A number of providers discussed the 
ways in which they felt that the terminology section of the training had helped 
them to more accurately categorize their gender-nonconforming patients. Given 
the rapidly changing and community-specifi c quality of language in trans and 
gender-nonconforming communities, this focus is bound to lead providers to 
apply terms to people who do not necessarily use the same terms to describe 
themselves. Other providers felt that the narrative sections had helped them get 
better pictures of “who trans people are” and “what they look like.”44 Given the 
enormous variation within trans communities, this was a highly reductive and 
potentially harmful eff ect of this strategy.

One of the most disturbing examples of the misappropriation of terminol-
ogy was a provider who not only incorrectly recalled the defi nitions as they were 
discussed in the training but also described how she could now use these terms 
to distinguish between “transgender people” and “transvestites” among her 
patients:

[A transvestite] either identifi es themselves as female or feels female 
sometimes, [but is] a male . .  . has male genitalia. And so then, either 
lives most of their life or part of their life dressed up as a female. Or vice 
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versa. As opposed to a transgender person who I guess I see . . . as some-
one who’s taking more steps by taking hormones or doing surgeries or 
really transforming the physical nature of their body to be like the gen-
der that they think they are.45

Comments such as these are rather chilling. Not only had this individual mis-
understood the trainer’s message, she did so in a way that was likely to harm 
rather than to improve the quality of her delivery of care to some trans and 
gender-nonconforming individuals.

In fact, many trans individuals do nothing to “transform the physical nature 
of their body.” Many of these individuals would not identify as “transvestites” 
and might respond quite strongly to being labeled as such. It should also be 
noted that in the training, the term “transvestite” was introduced alongside the 
term “cross-dresser” and was mentioned as a term that people do not frequently 
apply to themselves. Moreover, the cue that might cause this health provider to 
call upon any “transgender health” skills that she may have gained in the train-
ing is the degree to which a trans patient passes or has sought gender-specifi c 
medical interventions, such as surgery or hormone treatment.46 Because these 
are expensive interventions, it is likely that the patients for whom she will tend 
to draw on these skills will be those who have chosen and who can aff ord these 
interventions. Th is group falls disproportionately along lines of class, race, age, 
and other factors that favor people with greater degrees of privilege.

Even if providers recall terms with more accuracy, the “single-lecture” model 
allows for only very limited discussion and correction of errors and does not 
lend itself to synthesis or to contextualization within a larger frame of health-
care provision to marginalized communities. Furthermore, in off ering concrete, 
specifi c, and bounded words and defi nitions, providers are likely to want to 
use them in practice, even if trainers explain that these are not universally used 
or acceptable within communities. Th is drive likely originates from a well-
intentioned desire to facilitate comfort for patients by demonstrating knowledge 
and expertise. And, indeed, using such bounded terms and defi nitions with 
trans patients who subscribe to a medical model or whose self-defi nitions align 
with the terms put forth in the training may have this result. However, for those 
whose use of words or defi nitions diff ers or departs signifi cantly from taxono-
mies that are promulgated in trainings, it may have the opposite eff ect and may 
close rather than open a space for discussion with providers.47

In his book Imagining Transgender, David Valentine describes the origins 
and uses of the term “transgender” and the ways in which the least enfranchised, 
including low-income people of color, have resisted this as a meaningful term 
and as a category of self-identifi cation. He describes “transgender” as a category 
that hinges on an articulated separation between sexuality and gender that 
“unintentionally reproduce[s] other social realities, in particular, historically 
situated structures of class, racial and gender diff erences.”48 Th e strength of 
the term “transgender”—namely, its malleability—is at the same time a liability: 
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“Th e very fl exibility of transgender, its strength as a tool of political organizing 
. . . makes it possible to use without specifying who is being invoked in particular 
instances.”49 In his ethnographic work, Valentine speaks with a number of infor-
mants who, although recognizing that they are understood by social-service 
providers as “transgender,” do not align themselves with this term. Related to the 
problems I have discussed with circulating bounded terms, Valentine’s work 
demonstrates the ways in which the very categories and conceptual separations 
(as between “sexuality” and “gender”) that are advanced in trainings may not be 
widely accepted, even by those who would benefi t in a variety of ways from the 
competent, quality care trainers attempt to inculcate in providers.

As a trainer, I have struggled with the predicament of building a training 
curriculum that fi ts the constraints imposed by those requesting it while still 
holding to on to the challenges of discussing a “community” that is by no means 
singular, aligned, or uniform in its needs.50 Oft entimes, one must fi t topics into 
an impossible timeframe—sometimes no more than an hour or two. A trainer 
must also strike a balance between using a pedagogical approach that will 
be eff ective for those immersed in medical education with an approach that 
demands a paradigmatic shift  in the manner in which students approach not 
only gender but also the notion of “diff erence” more broadly. It is quite tempt-
ing to use such a convention as off ering a concrete set of terms of defi nitions, 
because this seems to give providers a chance to feel as if they have learned 
something important. It also may give a trainer the sense that they are helping 
providers demystify a set of concepts and better comprehend the existence of 
trans individuals, which seems a logical fi rst step to improvement in quality of 
care. Similarly, when a trainer is transgender or gender nonconforming, it may 
seem to make sense to use one’s self as an example. Th ese moves, however, can 
have unexpected consequences. Many times, some of those teaching strategies 
that seem to be the most eff ective during trainings directly depart from the 
intention or objective of the message when translated in practice.

Health-Care Provider Trainings: 
Potential for Change, Actuality of Limitations

Although it is diffi  cult to ascertain how great a role trainings have played in this, 
it is clear that there has been some movement in medicine and public health to 
improve health-care provision for trans and gender-nonconforming patients 
and communities. Trainings may play signifi cant roles in prompting changes 
to gender markers on intake forms, contesting blanket insurance exclusions, 
and revising some of the harshest and most unreasonable and coercive features 
of the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) 
standards of care, such as the “real-life experience” phase or “real-life test.”51 In 
short, they may aff ord an opportunity to make specifi c and concrete recom-
mendations to providers about how to structure practice that makes substantive 
(if not foundational) changes in the experience of health-care delivery. And 
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once again, they do important work to shift  the position of “expert” with regard 
to knowledge about care provision to transgender and gender-nonconforming 
patients.

Trainings almost certainly serve to foreground a discussion that otherwise 
rarely, if ever, takes place in medical or continuing medical education.52 Th is 
alone can be viewed as a success in raising into relief a set of patient needs that 
is otherwise not attended to. However, although it is understandable that trans 
advocates have utilized cultural-competence frameworks as sites from which to 
mobilize projects to improve the quality of health-care delivery to trans and 
gender-nonconforming individuals, this choice has come at a cost. As men-
tioned, relative privilege among trans individuals has tended to replicate itself 
as a result of using these approaches as a strategy for educating providers. Th is 
is in direct confl ict with the hopes and intentions of trainers and trans activists 
and advocates in general.

Health-care provider trainings off er one example of the ways in which 
transgender-health activism has brought greater benefi t for those trans indi-
viduals who have the greatest access to privilege and/or are most closely aligned 
with medical models of transgender. We should be further analyzing how 
transgender-health activism has at times inadvertently supported the misdistri-
bution of benefi ts. In addition, it will be important to continue the project of 
developing and refi ning theories and frameworks that will facilitate the redistri-
bution of benefi ts such that marginalized trans and gender-nonconforming 
individuals are considered to be primary recipients. Th e goal should be to facili-
tate material changes to people’s lives and life chances; it may also serve aca-
demically to develop a notion of transgender studies that is engaged more 
broadly and deeply with feminist practice and theory.

Th e terrain of health as a site of trans activism continues to gain traction. In 
2004, the National Coalition for LGBT Health published a set of transgender 
health priorities with a focus on eliminating health disparities. In addition to 
the various transition-specifi c standards of care, Vancouver Coastal Health has 
developed guidelines for primary care. Trans-identifi ed individuals now sit on 
the WPATH board and have played roles in modifying the most-restrictive 
aspects of its standards of care. A variety of studies has established (with the 
empirical weight required by federal funding agencies) the preponderance of 
marked health disparities in trans communities. Th e scope of the conversation 
about trans health has grown dramatically in the last decade, and it will likely 
continue to expand.

Many strategies might be undertaken to increase the reach and eff ectiveness 
of trainings. It is fi rst necessary to broaden the existing pool of trainers and to 
decentralize the professional, class, and race privilege within this group. Trans 
and gender-nonconforming people who are most aff ected by multiple vectors of 
marginalization have unique vantage points regarding which issues might be 
most critical to discuss with providers. Leadership in curriculum development 
and training strategies should be shift ed to those who are most aff ected by var-
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ied and overlapping health disparities. Leadership development and “train the 
trainers” sessions could support this and also serve to build skills across the 
entire pool of trainers (who many times do not have teaching or training back-
grounds). Th is change in leadership would serve in part to mitigate some of the 
concentration of privilege among those who develop and administer trainings. 
Th is would also shift  the direction of trainings away from “trying to understand 
the cultural other,” as Izumi Sakamoto put it, and “towards interrogating the 
power-laden contexts in which the process of othering occurs; towards naming 
and subverting the dynamics of power that allow for the culturally diff erent to 
be deemed as ‘other’ in the fi rst place.”53 In general, this requires problematizing 
static notions of culture and politicizing the frameworks through which patient-
provider dynamics occur.

A number of factors make it very diffi  cult to eff ect broad change within the 
practice of medicine, but it is a challenge to which many people and groups have 
risen. Moving forward, it will be critical to take stock of which changes have taken 
hold, the people or groups who are leading these, and how these have aff ected 
our communities as a whole.

Strategies to Bring about a More-Expansive 
and Inclusive Trans-Health Movement

Th us far, I have discussed some of the limitations in the dominant approaches 
within trans-health activism to create changes in medical practice. I would like 
to conclude by mentioning some current innovative approaches that have the 
potential to benefi t trans and gender-nonconforming individuals in a manner 
less disparate than the gains off ered by other, less-inclusive approaches.

Samuel Lurie and Ben Singer are two individuals working within the fi eld of 
public health and health education. Both have conducted extensive trainings 
with health-care providers. Singer has also conducted ethnographic work with 
providers on this topic, and Lurie has conducted educational-needs assessments 
and evaluation. Both individuals compassionately recognize the constraints 
inherent in health-care provision and the socialization that limits providers’ 
ability to engage in supportive, nonpathologizing, and affi  rming ways with trans 
and gender-nonconforming patients. However, they also recognize the poten-
tially productive moment of pushing providers to grapple with the infi nite pos-
sibilities and manifestations of transgender and gender nonconformity, inocu-
lating the providers they train against the “singular representational” model.

Lurie’s trainings move providers from a familiar “Traditional Binary Gen-
der Model” through a “Continuum Gender Model” to what he terms a “Revo-
lutionary Gender Model.”54 Th e latter includes an expansive set of possible 
combinations of sexuality, gender expression, and bodies. Although Lurie uti-
lizes some of the language and structure of cultural-competence frameworks, he 
departs from these in a variety of ways, using terminology as a jumping-off  
point to create what one might call “useful confusion” through positing his 
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“Revolutionary Gender Model.” In addition, instead of using a formulaic 
approach, he works with providers to determine their questions, assumptions, 
and gaps in skills and knowledge to develop useful content and approaches to 
trainings.55 Further, unlike many trainers using a cultural-competence approach, 
he employs regular evaluation of trainings sessions.

Singer, who has also used Lurie’s model in his own trainings, relishes this 
moment of engagement with what he calls the “transgender sublime”:

It is my hope that by seizing the moment of sublime recognition of the 
limitless possible bodies, genders and sexualities in trans worlds, and by 
confi rming the potential terror of being faced with the great unknown, 
that a more ethical way to relate to trans people can emerge in the train-
ing of medical service providers. To deny or try to eliminate the sublime 
aspect of trans-health is to miss an opportunity to create strategies that 
accommodate both the needs of providers and the needs of those access-
ing care. Th e paradigm shift  from a medical pathology to a trans-health 
approach provides us with a context for such ethical relationships to 
emerge.56

Singer’s proposed health-care “paradigm shift ” from a “pathology model” 
to a “trans-health model” is an attempt to shift  from the “medical gaze” of 
pathologization toward a means of self-determination for trans and gender-
nonconforming individuals. He off ers, as a rough model of what such a shift  
might look like, a variety of possible alternatives to the medical model of trans-
gender: Instead of institutional regulation and gatekeeping, he proposes harm 
reduction, advocacy, and informed consent. Instead of medical “experts” and 
providers being in control of decisions, he instead suggests peer expertise and 
community partnering. As an alternative to the Gender Identity Disorder 
(GID) diagnosis, he off ers “Non-disordered Gender Complexity.” It may be 
somewhat diffi  cult to imagine precisely how these would be mobilized within 
the signifi cant constraints of medical education and practice. Nevertheless, it is 
refreshing to think through a possible way to reconceptualize the pathologiza-
tion of gender nonconformity in a way that could benefi t health-care providers 
and trans and gender-nonconforming individuals.

Th e Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP) in New York City off ers a variety of 
trainings, including trainings about health care. Unlike many other organiza-
tions, it off ers trainings for trans and gender-nonconforming community mem-
bers as well as for service providers. Trainings for community members are 
conducted as “know your rights” sessions and are designed to assist low-income 
trans and gender-nonconforming individuals in particular to navigate a com-
plex and at times contradictory health-care system. Trainings for service provid-
ers focus primarily on barriers to trans and gender-nonconforming individuals’ 
accessing a variety of services, including health care, public benefi ts, and other 
social and legal services. In presenting health trainings through a lens of access, 
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SRLP utilizes a variety of training tools to show the links between dispropor-
tionate poverty, homelessness, incarceration, and deportation and illuminates 
the role of inadequate health care, education, and other factors within this broad 
set of social determinants of health. Trainers also facilitate discussion that 
includes developing “strategies for addressing gender identity discrimination 
through [service providers’] work and providing exceptional services to com-
munities in crisis because of gender identity discrimination.”57 Th e breadth of 
this approach allows trainers to advance with the concept of “health” as some-
thing more expansive than the clinical encounter and to implicate providers 
as agents in fi ghting the eff ects of gender-identity discrimination rather than 
simply being responsible for providing “competent” care.” Also notable is the 
choice in language to avoid “competent care” in favor of “exceptional” care, 
sidestepping problematic associations with a cultural-competence framework 
and simultaneously raising the bar in terms of demand for high-quality and 
eff ective care provision.

In addition to utilizing the medium of trainings, a variety of groups and 
organizations have taken up trans health as one aspect of broader, multi-issue 
campaigns or projects to eliminate barriers to survival and well-being for trans 
and gender-nonconforming individuals. TransJustice, a group of trans and 
gender-nonconforming people of color, is part of the Audre Lorde Project 
(ALP) in New York City.58 It works on a multitude of issues, including job 
access, housing, education, health care, HIV services, and resistance to various 
forms of institutionalized and anti-immigrant violence.59 Th is group, along with 
several other organizations, including SRLP, Housing Works, and Queers for 
Economic Justice, formed a committee in the fall of 2008 to fi ght transphobic 
discrimination in New York City’s Human Resources Administration that pre-
vents low-income trans and gender-nonconforming people from accessing 
public benefi ts.60 Th is work is an example of multi-issue, grassroots organiz-
ing–based work that is inclusive of issues of health access but takes a broader 
approach to reducing barriers. Its potential gains are centered among trans and 
gender-nonconforming individuals who encounter the most precipitous bar-
riers to health and survival, which has not generally been the case in cultural 
competence–based training.

Other practitioners, activists, and advocates who work more squarely within 
clinical practice have done work to eff ect broad change for health-care provid-
ers. Recognizing the lack of knowledge as a problem for general and specialty 
providers, and taking into account providers’ anxiety about how much they 
needed to know, the Vancouver Coastal Health’s (VCH’s) Trans Care Project, 
in concert with the now-defunct Transcend Transgender Support and Educa-
tion Society, developed a set of standards for transgender primary and specialty 
care.61 Th is was a particularly signifi cant project, because prior to this, standards 
and guidelines of care were specifi c only to gender-related medical inter-
ventions. Although the Transgender Health Program continues to see trans 
and gender-nonconforming patients, the Trans Care Project is complete. Th e 
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resources it produced are linked on its Web site and are available for order from 
VCH.62 Among these resources are seven sets of clinical guidelines, seventeen 
consumer-information booklets, and several training frameworks. Although the 
specialty guidelines for gender-specifi c medical intervention parallel those of 
the WPATH (previously called Harry Benjamin International Gender Dys-
phoria Association, or HBIGDA), they also focus on the limitations and fl exible 
application of these and emphasize a harm-reduction and informed-consent 
approach to these interventions.

Across the Borders of the Academy
Trans- and genderqueer-identifi ed scholar activists, such as Susan Stryker, Jin 
Haritaworn, Dean Spade, and Namaste, accomplish a critical project in acting 
from their multiple memberships within and outside the academy. In this his-
torical and academic moment, gender and sexuality studies scholars have at 
times used the category of transgender as a vehicle for critical inquiry without 
necessarily engaging with the lived realities of trans and gender-nonconforming 
individuals. In addition, some scholars have approached trans studies by placing 
the onus of a politic of gender transgression on trans and gender-nonconform-
ing individuals, overlooking the ways in which gender-conforming individuals 
also have profound roles to play in the politics of gender transgression and 
obscuring the ways in which some trans and gender-nonconforming individuals 
explicitly do not align themselves with such politics. Th e scholars that I have 
named instead present a set of theories and approaches to looking at the cate-
gory of transgender that lends itself to application and that off ers a nuanced 
critique and political analysis. At the same time, these scholars remain involved, 
active, and rooted in the communities in which they study.

One of the ways that many scholars (trans and non-trans) have accom-
plished this simultaneity of engagement across the borders of the academy is by 
employing such research methods as community-based participatory research 
(CBPR), which has at its center an expectation of community members’ playing 
active roles in shaping, taking part in, and benefi ting from academic research.63 
Th is approach to research serves in part to decrease the separation between 
academic production and dissemination of knowledge and concepts and pro-
vides a means to establish shared agreements about what research has relevance 
and will benefi t the set of communities at the center of research. It demands, or 
at least begins to demand, a redistribution of what counts as valuable knowledge 
and takes up the question of how that knowledge will travel within, through, 
and beyond the context of the academy.64 Health-professional work will con-
tinue to benefi t from taking this approach to research and to building sustain-
able partnerships with trans and gender-nonconforming communities (includ-
ing, but also beyond, organization-based communities).

A number of research projects that have taken this approach use complex 
and multi-issue lenses to examine health disparities within trans, gender-non-
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conforming, and queer communities. Researchers who take into account over-
lapping marginalizations are better equipped to identify, in partnership with 
communities, the range of complexities that aff ect health and social issues in 
these communities.65 In addition, these projects contextualize health problems 
with the eff ects of marginalization, and, instead of fl attening communities into 
a category of “vulnerable populations,” they identify and leverage support for 
community strengths.

One such study in San Francisco was successful in helping gain funding to 
create changes in health- and preventive-care services for trans and gender-
nonconforming individuals, including making changes to gender markers on 
data-collection forms throughout the San Francisco Health Department.66 Cur-
rently, the HONOR project carries forth this strengths-based model among 
urban LGBTQ and Two-Spirit Native Americans and Alaska Natives, as it 
works to develop a model of coping with stress and trauma that incorporates 
cultural resilience and links health outcomes with historical trauma.67 Th e Trans 
PULSE project in Toronto, Ontario, is studying problems identifi ed by local 
trans communities with access to health and social services.68 Th e research team 
is looking specifi cally at the ways in which transphobia, social exclusion, and 
cisnormativity aff ect health.69

In planning projects to improve health and health access in trans and gender-
nonconforming communities, it helps immensely to orient projects toward 
contextual approaches to health (historical and forward-looking), models of 
strength and resiliency, leveraging funds and sharing resources, and formation 
of sustainable partnerships to foster health. Doing so demands that research-
ers and scholars create, against the geometry of inequitable distribution of 
resources shaped by institutions, an increased degree of equitability within 
and between academic and nonacademic communities.70 Distinct from a fet-
ishization or false idealization of communities, this instead calls for a sustained 
engagement over time with the complexities, contradictions, and challenges as 
well as the rich sources of knowledge that exist in nonacademically affi  liated 
community settings.

One of the strengths of CBPR as an approach, in contrast with cultural-
competency work, is its political engagement. Although these approaches are far 
from cohesive, most researchers who bring this orientation to their work seem 
to consider the terrain of health to be an extremely broad one. Th is makes a 
great deal of sense, given researchers’ sustained engagement with the commu-
nities with whom they work, as health issues rarely occur in a vacuum.

Unfortunately, a number of projects that might be much more far-reaching 
and that would directly and immediately aff ect trans and gender-nonconform-
ing people’s lives have been left  to languish while resources have been concen-
trated in cultural competence–based training and in legal-reform strategies. 
For example, a great deal of resources have been used to fi ght for employment 
inclusion, although few have been used to increase trans and gender-noncon-
forming people’s access to health insurance that covers gender-related medical 
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interventions.71 In addition, voices advocating for single-payer or universal 
health care through a lens of access for trans and gender-nonconforming indi-
viduals have been notably absent from town-hall discussions and other dis-
course around health care–reform movements.72 Given the degree to which 
consumerist health care seems to shape the wealth-privileging character of trans 
health care, particularly gender-related surgeries, this is a profound absence. 
Trans voices would complement, overlap with, and enrich a number of the 
arguments that have been issued by proponents of disability rights, women-of-
color feminists, reproductive-rights activists, and others in the course of the 
health care–reform debate over the last two years. Th e same has been true of 
Medicaid reforms and cuts, particularly given that private insurance companies 
tend to follow the lead of public agencies when it comes to decisions about 
health coverage.

Expanding the Scope of Trainings
Utilizing trainings is a potentially useful strategy, when used in concert with 
others, to increase quality and access to health-care services for trans and gen-
der-nonconforming individuals. It is not a strategy that will work alone, how-
ever, nor is it one that will benefi t communities equitably if it fails to expand its 
scope and reach. Writing of her experience in conducting work in an academic 
institution to document racism and to create race-equity policies, Sara Ahmed 
writes, “It is because colonialism, racism, and gender hierarchies continue to 
shape educational as well as social spaces that diversity matters.”73 Working to 
achieve diversity without an articulated connection to these larger contexts fails 
on a variety of levels. Similarly, cultural-competence approaches, in their failure 
to draw links to the variety of hierarchies that operate on and within trans and 
gender-nonconforming communities, will not accomplish what they set out to 
do: to improve health access and health outcomes for all members of these com-
munities. Instead, that project requires a broad engagement with the social, 
political, and economic contexts of various trans and gender-nonconforming 
communities and must emphasize structural and policy change, sustainable 
and ongoing education and resource sharing, and elements of feedback from 
patients and people in these communities.

Although trans and gender-nonconforming individuals may encounter bar-
riers disparately, depending on a variety of factors, it is most useful for trainers 
to focus on those who are most severely aff ected by barriers. As discussed ear-
lier, most trainings tend to focus on those trans and gender-nonconforming 
individuals who align most closely to the medical model and who likely en-
counter relatively fewer barriers to health. More equitable and eff ective would 
be to use an approach of “teaching from the margins”74 or to focus teaching on 
delivery of care to trans and gender-nonconforming individuals who encounter 
barriers that may be more numerous, profound, or constitutive of their daily 
lives.
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In contrast to the standard cultural-competence framework, trainings must 
interrogate the ways in which the process of othering occurs—a critical orienta-
tion toward health and medicine that feminists have well explored. Th e patholo-
gization of gender nonconformity reaches well beyond transgender in the culture 
of medicine, and illuminating these patterns serves to expose the coerciveness 
and normalizing forces of a variety of medical treatments and diagnoses, current 
and historical. Trainings would then have more potential to facilitate productive 
alliances with feminists and other activists struggling for self-determination in 
health care.

It is by no means necessary to abandon trainings as a strategy, but instead 
of focusing time and energy on terminology and background, it would be more 
useful to concentrate on information that will actually make a positive improve-
ment in trans and gender-nonconforming people’s experiences. In a clinical 
sense, this means giving knowledge-based information about clinical needs and 
off ering reliable and less-coercive recommendations for care. It means empha-
sizing the inaccuracy of surgical status or other gender-based medical interven-
tions as a marker for trans identity and discussing the limitations of “male” and 
“female” as gender categories, on forms and in general. In a broader sense, it 
means clarifying the internal discordance of how treatments are excessively 
regulated for gender non-normative treatment in contrast with the minimal 
regulation or ease of coverage for similar treatments when they are gender 
conforming and the direct consequences of submitting patients to violent and 
dangerous “treatments,” such as the “real-life test.” It means giving providers 
tools to care clinically for trans people and to understand the ways that medi-
cal culture creates barriers for trans and gender-nonconforming people within 
the context of accessing health care and outside this direct context, such as in 
the realm of identity documentation or in using or being subjected to sex-
segregated facilities, such as restrooms, shelters, and jails or prisons. Lastly, it 
means giving providers a sense of the inappropriateness of their roles as gate-
keepers and helping them minimize this position in the current context and 
work as agents to transform it as time goes on.

Conclusion
Doing this work is deeply challenging, and trainers are not in a position to easily 
transform the ways in which this information is conveyed to health-care provid-
ers. Trainers have already carried the burden of this work, using few resources 
and great ingenuity to fi ll in gaps that medical education leaves. In addition, the 
medical profession is generally not one that accepts change easily, adding to the 
diffi  culty of moving away from cultural-competence frameworks. Nevertheless, 
if trans-health activism plans to increase access broadly and to distribute its 
wins equitably, it is critical to take a broader approach. Without a change in 
strategy, trans-health activism will continue to benefi t primarily the most-
privileged sectors of trans and gender-nonconforming communities. Scholars 
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and nonacademically affi  liated activists can play important roles in broadening 
trans-health activism’s engagement with social, racial, political, and economic 
justice. Scholars can advance politically and community-engaged scholarship, 
work collaboratively across disciplines, and develop frameworks that are theo-
retically rigorous and practically eff ective. Nonacademically affi  liated activists 
(and, depending on context, scholars as well) can create alliances with people 
and groups that are similarly marginalized within health and medicine. All these 
changes will help us on a larger scale increase access and equity in health care.
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Transnational Transgender Rights 

and Immigration Law

Imagining Rights
On a panel called Queer Necropolitics at the American Anthropological Asso-
ciation meeting in 2009, Sima Shakhsari related the story of Naz, a trans 
woman from Iran who was featured in a number of documentaries about trans-
sexuality in Iran. In the global North, recent media attention to the situation of 
trans people in Iran has anxiously deliberated on the visibility of their “suff er-
ing.” Th e symptoms of this suff ering may include social and familial repudia-
tion, diffi  culty fi nding work, and the seemingly odd juxtaposition of a sympa-
thetic medical establishment and government that, simultaneously, imprison 
gays and lesbians. Such media portrayals explicitly beg a further anxious query 
of whether trans people in Iran are not simply gays and lesbians undergoing 
enforced surgical mutilation to live with their partners.1 As Shakhsari pointed 
out, the rash of documentaries on Iranian trans people generally portray trans-
sexual subjects as stuck in Iran as a repressive “elsewhere,” juxtaposed with the 
ostensible freedom of queer life in the global North. Naz, however, did not 
remain in Iran. Aft er the documentaries were fi lmed, she went to Turkey and 
from there applied successfully for asylum in Canada. A year aft er arriving in 
Canada, Naz committed suicide, alone in state-subsidized housing from which 
she would soon have been evicted.

What happened to Naz is neither uncommon nor unexpected. Immigrants 
to the “developed” regions of North America, Australia, and Europe are subject 
to a host of laws regulating their lives and racializing and criminalizing the 
undocumented. Th e reality of Naz’s suicide acts as a counter-narrative to a 
familiar story in which an oppressed queer or trans person living in a developing 
country, a dictatorship, or a fundamentalist Islamic state immigrates to the 
“West” to encounter freedom, hope, and a better life. Th is narrative is a staple 
of feature fi lms and documentaries about gender-variant and queer people im-
migrating.2 Th is immigration narrative folds into the (oft en-mistaken) assump-
tion that models for transgender rights are generally initiated in “Western” 
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nation-states—the United States, Canada, Australia, the European Union—and 
will later spread to other, less-progressive “corners” of the globe. 

Of course, models for transgender rights and citizenship do move, spread, 
and emerge, and oft en in locations that might seem unlikely. For example, the 
fi rst International Congress on Gender Identity and Human Rights was held in 
Barcelona in 2010; but the agenda was not shaped by European or North Ameri-
can activists as much as by the presence of activists from India, Chile, Argentina, 
Th ailand, the Philippines, Venezuela, South Africa, and a host of other locations. 
As gender-variant life has become more socially visible in particular locations 
around the world, concurrently more struggles are occurring to produce legisla-
tion, regulations, and administrative apparatuses that accord gender-variant 
subjects the privileges of citizenship (i.e., rights specifi c to gender-variant peo-
ple).3 What Paisley Currah calls a “transgender rights imaginary” are the argu-
ments and counter-arguments, rights claims, and forms of law being deployed 
in these struggles.4 Transgender-rights discourses are already contested: Many 
have critiqued the tendency to incorporate medicalized understandings of sur-
gical transsexuality in the law or to enshrine a white, heterosexual, middle-class 
subject of rights as the “ideal” gender-variant subject. Yet the diffi  culty of sur-
vival for gender-variant people in the “developed” nations we champion as 
modern and progressive challenges this transgender-rights imaginary and begs 
a diff erent question: What would happen if we thought about trans and gender-
variant freedom outside and against the framework of the nation-state?

In this chapter, I intervene in emerging imaginaries of transgender rights 
and their usefulness in understanding and combating the global regulation of 
immigration and its eff ects on the lives of gender-variant people. In the realm 
of immigration, a transgender-rights imaginary can be seen emerging in several 
sites. One is a publication called Immigration Law and the Transgender Client 
(hereon referred to as Immigration Law), co-authored by the New York–based 
advocacy group Immigration Equality and the San Francisco–based Transgen-
der Law Center. Th e only handbook available globally that addresses trans-
gender immigration issues in detail, Immigration Law is intended as a prac-
tice manual for attorneys who represent gender-variant clients. Informally, this 
handbook also acts as a primer for gender-variant immigrants (or potential 
immigrants) to the United States on how to navigate diff erent visa categories. 
Although it deals specifi cally with U.S. law, as a policy document it presages 
similar documents that may emerge in nation-states with a similarly high level 
of immigration and an exceptionalist image as the liberatory location in which 
people may live as trans without harm. Th rough a close reading of Immigration 
Law, I interrogate the limits of neoliberal-rights frameworks that produce 
gender-variant people as subjects who must perfectly perform regulatory pro-
cedures to gain access to rights. In this framework, political transformation is 
displaced onto individuals, who are asked to be visible as “transgender subjects” 
(hence also to conform to the nation-state’s idea about what that means) for 
their cases to become part of the precedential law-making machine. In doing so, 
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Immigration Law exemplifi es the limits and inconsistencies of a political prac-
tice oriented exclusively toward “rights.”

Following this reading, I broaden the discussion to ask what work intersec-
tions between transgender studies, queer studies, and feminism can accomplish 
toward generating new strategies to prevent death. I argue that what we need 
is a trans theory that not only acknowledges its debts to feminist theory and 
incorporates a feminist critique of heteronormativity but also that turns “trans” 
in an anti-identitarian direction. Although it is important to acknowledge that 
transgender is an identity category whose subjects’ access to freedom will be 
divided along the cuts of affl  uence, racialization, gender, and citizenship, we also 
need to look at where and how bodies escape or act clandestinely outside those 
categories—and at moments in which the categories of immigrant, transgender 
person, man, and woman become incoherent and inconsistent. Th is means 
taking on the lessons of particular feminist and queer antiracist work on inter-
sectionality, and also challenging some of the limits of intersectional analysis.

It is neither new nor insurrectionary to write about borders in trans theory. 
With few exceptions until very recently, trans theory has examined those fi gural 
“borders” regulating traffi  c between genders rather than watching what hap-
pens to gender-variant people at real borders, appropriating the metaphor of the 
immigrant “without land or nation” to understand transgender experience with-
out considering that many trans people are, in fact, immigrants.5 For example, 
the slogan on the Web page of TransX, an Austrian transgender-activist organi-
zation, reads, “Wir öff nen Geschlechterngrenzen [We open gendered borders].” 
Even as TransX fi ghts against the deportation of its asylum-seeker members 
from the European Union, the “opening-borders” metaphor risks annexing talk 
of the border to gender alone. Existing scholarly accounts of transgender immi-
gration law oft en perform a similar error. Rather than analyzing discrimination 
against transgender immigrants as part of the broader immigration industrial 
complex that recognizes or misrecognizes diff erent immigrant bodies using 
diff erent tactics, case notes and reviews on transgender immigration generally 
begin with a critique of the legal mechanics of fi xing the “truth” of gendered 
bodies (i.e., medico-legal interpretations of corporeal requirements to be recog-
nized as transgender). With few exceptions, this critique is framed as though 
that were an end in itself, culminating in the argument that lawmaking should 
incorporate improved models of recognition.6 

Th is chapter bypasses the task of “fi nding a better model.” Rather, I probe 
how diff erent regimes of gender defi nition regularly collide in a site where such 
collisions remain by-products of a much-more administratively violent bio-
politics aimed at regulating national and racialized borders and directing labor 
fl ows. Th e diff erentiated recognition of gender-variant bodies has become just 
another part of the machinery of institutions that control geographic mobility, 
a new technique of control to modulate enclosure or opportunity.7 Under 
these conditions, we need to look at the bigger picture. For such theorists as 
Dean Spade, this means resisting the move to frame law reform—particularly 
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antidiscrimination and hate-crimes legislation—as the primary political goal of 
trans politics and remaining alert to how trans-political projects are mobilized 
toward neoliberal goals of inclusion, optimization, and incorporation.8 Rather 
than framing queer or transgender as categories that are excluded or invisible 
within the polis, Spade investigates how the emerging inclusion and visibility 
of transgender and gender identity as legal and administrative categories are 
fraught, oft en producing “targeted insecurities and death” for those who are 
unclassifi able or misclassifi ed.9 Spade’s focus on populations most at risk of 
death or lifelong precariousness—such as immigrants, the incarcerated, those 
who engage in informal economies, and people of color—is instructive here: 
Th ese populations are also targeted for increased surveillance and regulation in 
the context of sustained, ongoing wars—on drugs, on terror, on immigration.

Th is chapter contributes to that project by situating the forms of power that 
produce and govern gender-variant bodies within a framework that looks 
beyond the nation-state (and especially beyond the United States). Gender-
variant movement needs to be understood as part of global movement, and 
trans communities need to be understood as composed not of “citizens” but of 
people who are also undocumented, stateless, or constantly on the move. Th is 
commitment is both personal and theoretical. As an Australian citizen living in 
the United States, I encounter immigration systems regularly. However, my 
status as a white academic whose skills are in demand have thus far meant suc-
cessful, if nerve-wracking, visa-application procedures (so long as I avoid pre-
senting my female-assigned birth certifi cate alongside the passport that desig-
nates me as male, and possibly even then). As a scholar of transnationality, it is 
impossible for me to ignore how the majority of writing on queer and transgen-
der studies and transnationality restricts critical attention to one nation-state or 
one diasporic community. Th is is not to say that we should make universalizing 
assumptions of generality at the expense of focusing on the local, acknowledging 
the specifi city of juridical governmentalities, or acknowledging the specifi city of 
diff erently racialized or ethnicized communities. What I sketch out here is a 
tactical commitment to approaching localized struggles as linked transnation-
ally and politically, enabling us to grasp the contact points that bind gender-
variant people into global migratory regulatory regimes regardless of which 
geographical regions they were born in, are traveling to, or are traveling from.

For a Biopolitics of Trans Migration
Despite the recent overuse of biopolitics as a conceptual tool, Michel Foucault’s 
insight that modern politics deploys the optimization and extension of life to 
control its subjects does necessary work here.10 To push against the assumption 
that the nation-state marks the perimeter of politics means tracing the trajecto-
ries of immigrants before they reach “destination” nation-states while recogniz-
ing that vectors of global-migration fl ow are modulated by many national bor-
ders acting as fi lters.11 Not only national governments but international and 
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localized nongovernmental organizations and institutions contribute to global/
local “regimes of mobility control.”12 Th ese regimes deploy a variety of contra-
dictory mechanisms to optimize labor fl ows, to fi lter particular kinds of subjects 
into and out of territories, to secure those populations, and to manage popular 
political discourse around protecting nation-states from, or opening nation-
states to, immigration.

Far from off ering a perspective on immigration that privileges institutional 
calls for better “human rights,” theorizing mobility control this way permits us 
to approach “humanitarian” and “nonhumanitarian” immigration laws as part 
of the same fl exible set of assemblages, aimed at modulating the enclosures just 
in time, case by case. Th ese assemblages include stratifi ed visa categories (such 
as temporary-work visa categories, skilled-worker visa categories, partnership 
or family visa categories, or asylum-seeker visa categories); the detention and 
deportation of undocumented migrants or those who overstay their visas, oft en 
aimed at particular racialized populations; and transnational outsourcing of 
detention camps to nation-states located on migration routes to “developed” 
countries.

From this perspective, borders are not simply about exclusion. Rather, as 
Angela Mitropoulos puts it, “the regulation and transformation of the move-
ments of bodies (become calculable, exchangeable) through space, the habituat-
ing of space as market and movement as commerce.”13 Th e words “calculable” 
and “exchangeable” here alert us to how encountering the border forces us not 
only to become legible subjects in stratifi ed categories (asylum seeker, perma-
nent resident, temporary worker, skilled worker, student, visiting researcher, 
“illegal alien,” citizen) but also to reinvent ourselves as entrepreneurial subjects 
under contract with the nation-state. In exchange for permission to enter a 
territory legally, we agree to comply with visa requirements—to work or to not 
work, to pay the agreed-upon fees, to leave on time, to present ourselves as 
hard-working, responsible, or, in the case of queer or transgender asylum seek-
ers, as the traumatized victims of “barbaric” third-world trans- or homophobia. 
Th e symbolic and material debt incurred in such an exchange ensures the pli-
ability and self-surveillance of the immigrant herself. 

In exchange for not entering legally, undocumented migrants clandestinely 
fi ll a growing need for domestic or unskilled labor in “modernized” nation-
states. Yet the undocumented are also characterized as having broken a contract 
with the state and are thus subject to an illegalized existence at higher risk of 
detention or deportation and the inability to harvest the other contractual ben-
efi ts potentially accorded to “good immigrant” behavior, such as health benefi ts, 
sick leave, or collective bargaining. Like the Schmittian exception that enables 
the sovereign to suspend democracy (thus, for Schmitt, defi ning sovereignty 
itself), the suspension of the contract is built into contractualism: “the failure 
of will to prevail over ‘custom,’ the non-identity of the contracting parties, the 
inability of certain people to ‘control themselves.’”14 At this juncture, racializing 
logics dictate that “those people” were never appropriate multicultural subjects 
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to begin with and may be ejected forthwith. Calls for immigration reform oft en 
follow the same divisive logic, pitting “good” against “bad” immigrants. For 
example the now-demolished DREAM Act would have been the most progres-
sive immigration-reform bill on the agenda in the United States, in that it would 
have entitled undocumented minors to permanent residence on the condition 
that they complete college or serve in the military. Populist support for the 
DREAM Act framed the U.S. government as benevolently excusing “innocent” 
children for the crimes of their undocumented parents.15 Simultaneously, how-
ever, it must be acknowledged that those parents’ low-waged labor is central to 
the survival of millions of American corporations and government bodies, so 
much so that, at least in Indiana, Democrats and Republicans alike condemned 
the undocumented criminalizing SB590 law as counterproductive for Indiana’s 
(crisis-beset) economy.

Within this framework, the legibility or illegibility of subjects is paramount. 
Th us it should not surprise us that, for gender-variant people, negotiating bor-
ders is fi lled with risk and anxiety: the risk that one’s documents will not match 
up with the gender read by strangers or immigration offi  cials on the basis of 
appearance or the risk of being apprehended as being “in disguise” and there-
fore a potential threat. Recall the famous memo sent by the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security in 2005 warning TSA guards to be on the alert for “cross-
dressed” terrorists.16 Th e new generation of airport X-ray body scanners picks 
up “inconsistencies” not by matching appearance with documents but by look-
ing at the body’s surface. Such biometric surveillance techniques complement 
skirmishes taking place at an administrative and legislative level, toward which 
I now turn.

Calculable under What Name?
I can’t fi nd any information or guidance whatsoever, for transgendered 
people wishing to immigrate to the UK to be with their partner. Th ere 
is no mention anywhere that I have found of how a trans person should 
properly apply, or under what visa category.17

Th is plea for assistance, written by a participant on the United Kingdom Lesbian 
and Gay Immigration Group (UKLGIG) online forum, appeared at the begin-
ning of a thread entitled “Transgender visa application no help available.” “It’s 
as if Trans people do not exist,” the post continued. A male citizen of the United 
Kingdom, the forum participant lived in the Philippines with his partner, a Fili-
pina trans woman. Th ey intended to return to the United Kingdom to live. 
Under the United Kingdom’s relatively progressive partnership immigration 
laws, foreign nationals can obtain residency in the United Kingdom if they are 
married heterosexual partners, same-sex civil partners, or unmarried domestic 
partners of U.K. citizens. Unmarried partners must show they have cohabited 
for two years prior to immigrating, while civil partnerships or marriages do not 
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have to provide evidence of prior cohabitation. Th e participant and his partner 
preferred to apply as a heterosexual couple—the author of the post considered 
himself to be a heterosexual male, and his partner identifi ed as a woman. How-
ever, she was unable to obtain documents listing her gender as female in the 
Philippines. Because her documents designated her as male, it seemed that they 
must apply to the U.K. immigration authorities as same-sex civil partners. Once 
in the United Kingdom, she intended to gain legal recognition as a woman 
under the U.K.’s Gender Recognition Act (GRA), a process that would take two 
years of documented living as a woman. Neither party wanted to enter into 
a same-sex civil partnership as men—which would, at any rate, be dissolved 
once she was legally recognized as a woman under the GRA. If they applied as 
unmarried partners, the couple could not meet the requirements, because dur-
ing their fi ve-year long-distance relationship, they had not cohabited for two 
years. Th e forum participant could not decide how to proceed and found no 
helpful information in bureaucratic channels. Hence, he had turned to UKLGIG 
for assistance. “If anyone has a view on this, and can point me at the contact for 
immigration services in U.K. immigration, both myself and my as yet unmar-
ried trans Fiancee would be very grateful,” he wrote.

Th e dilemma in which this forum participant and his partner found them-
selves has all the hallmarks of a classical immigration story: faceless bureaucratic 
institutions, labyrinthine application procedures, a disconnect between the left  
and right hands of the body politic. It is a characteristic example of what trans-
gender immigrants must contend with in nation-states that legally recognize 
either transgender persons’ change of legal gender designation or same-sex 
partnerships but do not consider how one may contradict the other. Because the 
Gender Recognition Act and same-sex civil-partnership laws were passed by the 
U.K. Parliament in the same year, this example seems particularly farcical. Th e 
two forms of legal recognition seem plagued by discontinuity at precisely the 
point where an overlap would assist those who may be most in need of legal 
protection. At any rate, volunteer advisers in the UKLGIG message board 
off ered advice regarding whether the length of time the couple had cohabited 
might “count” toward legitimating their unmarried partnership status but had 
no wisdom regarding the specifi city of transgender immigration procedures. 
One moderator suggested the forum participant write to his member of Parlia-
ment, and there the exchange ended. UKLGIG’s Web site still does not off er any 
advice for transgender immigration or asylum applicants. Th is episode illus-
trates how contradictory and complex immigration law may be for gender-
variant people to negotiate. It also illustrates the need for comprehensive infor-
mation about trans issues and the paucity of that information in purportedly 
T-inclusive LGBT immigration-advocacy work in the United Kingdom. 

By contrast, the United States has quite comprehensive information avail-
able for transgender immigrants and their legal advocates in the form of a 
handbook, Immigration Law and the Transgender Client. Produced by Immi-
gration Equality and the Transgender Law Center, the handbook articulates its 
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target as two major problems that contribute to the increased marginalization, 
detention, and deportation of gender-variant immigrants to the United States: 
the misapplication of the law in cases involving gender-variant applicants, and 
the high prevalence of immigration attorneys off ering transgender immigrants 
inaccurate legal advice.18 It off ers indispensable advice not only for immigrants 
seeking permanent residency but also for advocates acting for undocumented or 
criminalized immigrants in immigration detention. 

However, a close reading of key chapters illustrates that Immigration Law 
requires its transgender “clients” to engage in precisely the form of neoliberal 
contractualism I critique above. Most of the advice off ered deals with petitions 
for U.S. permanent residency through spousal and fi ancée petition or asylum, 
because these are the categories of permanent-residency petition for which 
transgender status is perceived to have defi nite bearing on the outcome. To win 
permanent residency, the handbook insists, one must perform the correct legal 
maneuvers to gain strategic success within a system blatantly structured to fi lter 
entry exclusively to those who already have such skills.

Although Immigration Equality has worked extensively on lobbying for 
the Uniting American Families Bill to pass, which would open up permanent-
residency petitions to binational same-sex partners, here the aim is more limited: 
to prevent the misapplication of the law and to quietly encourage law reform 
through precedent. Both policy initiatives address themselves to people who are 
already living in the United States, whether documented or undocumented. 
Advice is explicitly not provided for refugees—the refugee category under U.S. 
law designates those who apply under a humanitarian convention from outside 
the country, as opposed to asylum, which designates those who apply under 
a humanitarian category from inside the United States). Th ese tactics may be 
the most immediately practical contribution either Immigration Equality or the 
Transgender Law Center can make with the resources at its disposal. Both orga-
nizations retain staff  attorneys who represent trans and LGBT clients pro bono; 
the handbook’s comprehensive “practice tips” demonstrate an ongoing familiar-
ity with the logistics of negotiating lengthy application procedures. However, by 
focusing on how transgender immigrants can strategically negotiate immigration 
regulations with their attorneys through formalized case law, Immigration Law 
renders the struggle for freedom from harassment, discrimination, criminaliza-
tion, and incarceration as an individual task. Although it is commendable that 
someone is doing this work at all, Immigration Law’s format relinquishes the 
opportunity to create connections between immigrants in a more networked or 
collective struggle to transform public policy on immigration or to assist those 
who prefer not to be outed as transgender or have the “correct” documents at all.

Th e key question here is whether changing one’s administrative gender is 
more important than moving through an invasive permanent-residency appli-
cation process with as little diffi  culty as possible. Immigration Law addresses 
itself to an attorney who is not familiar with transgender issues and off ers a 
number of preliminary tips so the attorney can treat their client with respect. 
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Th ese include suggestions that the attorney do the following: “narrow the issues” 
by steering away from discussing the client’s gender identity if it will not aff ect 
the client’s immigration status; permit the client to direct the attorney how to 
address and perceive them; refrain from making assumptions about the client’s 
gender identity based on their appearance; and use the correct name, pronoun, 
and mode of address in all correspondence with the client. Th is should happen, 
the authors write, even if the client self-presents in correspondence or appoint-
ments using their legal name:

Oft en, clients will tell their attorneys their legal name (i.e., their birth 
name) rather than the name they feel comfortable using. If your client’s 
legal name clearly does not match his or her corrected gender, you 
should ask whether there is another name that is preferred.19

Th e authors also counsel that an attorney should see that the client makes 
all possible attempts to change their legal name and gender classifi cation on 
documents. Ideally this should take place before an individual starts an immi-
gration record. Th us, the authors advise attorneys that

it is easier for your client to begin his or her immigration record with 
the name that corresponds to the gender identity. Th erefore, especially 
for immigration clients, it is important to do all that you can to get your 
client’s paperwork in order to fi le the application in the correct name. If 
your client has not legally changed his or her name, however, you will 
generally not be able to fi le in the name your client chooses. Nonethe-
less, it is best to explain in the cover letter to USCIS [U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services] that your client is transgender and generally 
goes by a diff erent name.20

It is clearly admirable to advise non-trans-”friendly” lawyers on how to be 
trans-friendly in their interactions with clients and to pursue whatever will 
make life easier for the client in terms of name and gender-classifi cation 
changes. However, I want to trouble the fi nal advice that an attorney should 
inform USCIS of the client’s transgender status, even when fi ling applications 
under the birth name. Th e assumption here is that social, bodily, and adminis-
trative gender should be consistent. Th e corollary assumption is that a client will 
desire eventually to be administratively legible as the gender she socially identi-
fi es as and that name changes should be made before embarking on an immi-
gration process that may take years. But must a gender-variant person always 
change their administrative gender? Depending on the state, it is not always 
possible or practical. In the United States, where a person might not need to 
change their gender classifi cation on legal documents to access hormone ther-
apy or surgeries, changing a legal name or gender classifi cation may be unnec-
essary. Th is is not to say that the option to change legal identifi ers should not 
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be available—it should. Rather, I question the necessity of being visibly marked 
as transgender in a process that renders immigrants vulnerable to surveillance, 
discrimination, and violence. Being administratively marked as transgender may 
make a gender-variant individual vulnerable to harassment from immigration 
offi  cials. Th is is particularly important, because (as the handbook reminds read-
ers in the same chapter) gender-variant immigrants may think of themselves in 
ways that are not consistent with Euro-American understandings of transgen-
der as exclusively about gender identity rather than sexual orientation.

Th e implicit project animating Immigration Law’s emphasis on transgender 
visibility becomes more clear in the chapter on spousal and fi ancée permanent-
residency petitions. To make clear the stakes of this reading, a brief summary 
of bureaucratic approaches to transgender permanent-residency applications is 
necessary here. In the United States, marriage-based petitions for permanent 
residency involving a transgender person are not offi  cially “legal.” But they can 
and have been approved by a mazelike process that exploits policy inconsis-
tencies between diff erent arms of government. Offi  cially, USCIS’s policy is to 
not recognize marriages between parties where one or both individuals claim 
to be transsexual, “regardless of whether either individual has undergone sex 
reassignment surgery, or is in the process of doing so.”21 (It is unclear whether 
this is because of common garden-variety transphobia or because offi  cially 
allowing transsexual marriages might stray too near a perceived infraction of 
the Defense of Marriage Act, or both.22) Aft er an application is fi rst denied by 
USCIS, however, applicants are free to appeal. Th e Board of Immigration 
Appeals (BIA), administered by the Department of Justice, will oft en reverse 
the original decision and approve the petition. Th is approval dates from a 2005 
case, In re Lovo Lara, what Immigration Law calls a “shockingly favorable prec-
edential decision,” which inaugurated a complex test to ensure the legality of 
a marriage.23 Th e Lovo Lara requirements include the following: that it be 
proven not to contravene the Defense of Marriage Act, which stipulates that a 
marriage be between a man and a woman; that the marriage be legal in the 
jurisdiction in which it occurred; that the transgender individual (or individ-
uals) obtain “complete” surgical gender reassignment prior to making the peti-
tion; and that the applicant’s gender is recognized administratively through a 
corrected birth certifi cate.

In Immigration Law’s chapter on binational marriage petitions, the confl ict 
between performing a legibly proper transgender identity and fl ying under the 
radar becomes even more explicit. Because around 25 percent of successful peti-
tions for U.S. permanent residency each year are marriage-based petitions, 
Immigration Law’s chapter on marriage is deservedly extensive. (Advice on how 
transgender employees might negotiate employer-initiated sponsorship for 
permanent residency warrants two paragraphs, the assumption being that work-
ers skilled enough to attract employer sponsorship do not require human-rights 
advocates). So-called “green-card” marriage is notorious for the resources the 
Immigration and Nationalization Service (INS) devotes to surveillance and 
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interrogation of binational couples in attempt to ensure that these marriages 
are based on romantic love rather than convenience.24 Th e authors off er advice 
on how to negotiate marriage-based petitions for permanent residency through 
all the permutations of transgender embodiment and foreign or national status, 
off ering hypothetical situations to illustrate how the law works. For example, 
they advise that if a couple is married in a state that does not recognize such 
marriages, they should apply to have the marriage declared void and remarry in 
a state that does recognize the marriage. For couples who marry in a state that 
recognizes same-sex marriage, the authors stipulate that they should ensure they 
are marrying as a man and a woman, not as a same-sex couple (because, of 
course, same-sex marriages are not recognized federally).

A short section near the end of the chapter mentions cases involving a 
“Homosexual-Identifi ed Couple but No Surgery.” To quote the section in full:

A lesbian-identifi ed couple is comprised of Bette who was born ana-
tomically female and Tina who was born anatomically male but identi-
fi es as female. Tina has had no surgery and has taken no steps to change 
her gender marker on identity documents. For immigration purposes, 
this couple should be able to marry as an opposite sex couple and suc-
ceed with a marriage-based petition. . . .25

In theory, this strategy might make the petitioning easier, because there may 
be no need to out one’s self as transgendered or transsexual to U.S. immigration 
offi  cials. For a gender-variant person who does not desire to change the gender 
recorded on their documents and is marrying a person recognized to be the 
“opposite” gender, this seems like the most common-sense way to negotiate 
the system. Why be visible as transgender at all if it is possible to fl y under the 
radar? Aft er all, the point of a successful marriage-based petition in this case is 
not to be outed as transgender but to obtain permanent residency for an indi-
vidual who may not even be transgendered at all. In the following paragraph, 
the authors subtly undercut this logic. Many transgender-rights organizations, 
they point out, will not accept cases like this to represent—in particular, Immi-
gration Equality and the Transgender Law Center, Immigration Law’s co-
authors. “We feel uncomfortable,” the authors explain, “advocating with DHS 
[Department of Homeland Security] for the position that a transgender indi-
vidual who self-identifi es as (in this example) female should be legally consid-
ered male simply because she has had no surgery.”26 Th e booklet off ers some 
advice to private legal practitioners who choose to take on cases of this kind, 
however: the decision of whether to “pass” as a normal heterosexual couple or 
whether to disclose that one partner is transgender “but has had no surgery.”

I could make a number of demurrals in response to this curious section. To 
begin with, the question of surgical status seems an incidental, not to mention 
euphemistic, way of putting it. What is being proposed is that a person pass as 
their birth-assigned gender to enter into a marriage that everyone but the state 
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would regard as queer. Because “passing” takes many forms and is rather less 
concerned with embodied “reality” than appearance, the person’s surgical status 
should not matter. Secondly, what “transgender” means is very particular here: 
To the authors, it evidently means an uncomplicated transition from male to 
female or female to male, in which (as I note above) social, administrative, and 
embodied gender all ought to be consistent. Finally, the comment that trans-
gender-rights organizations would “feel uncomfortable” advocating that a 
person is non-trans when they are “really” transgender gestures subtly to a 
subtext of political expediency: If we say you are non-trans, the authors seem 
to be saying, then the Department of Homeland Security will not recognize you 
when you say that you are trans. You cannot have it both ways.

Of course, there may be additional political costs for legal advocates who 
admit they represent clients who pursue this strategy on paper. If it became 
public, it would be easy for INS and the Department of Homeland Security to 
claim transgender-immigration lobbyists were secretly pushing same-sex mar-
riages through the back door, as it were. Given that queer and transgender for-
eigners embody a threat to heterosexuality and to the cohesion of the nation and 
that anxiety about defending marriage from homosexuality hovers spectrally 
about every transgender marriage case, it is unsurprising that lobbyists should 
desire their own cases to present watertight instances of heterosexual transgen-
der people. It could also be argued that providing representation to couples who 
can access heterosexual privilege, however precarious, is not the concern of an 
organization dedicated to GLBT rights. (Th e perennial ressentiment of some gay 
and lesbian community members who perceive trans people to be “lying” about 
their correct genders to claim advantages must surely raise its ugly head here.27) 
However, given Immigration Equality’s other policy focus on bringing about 
legislative recognition of binational same-sex relationships, a refusal of associa-
tion with even the whiff  of same-sex partnership seems odd.

Is this simply another case of Immigration Equality’s investment in a “nor-
mative discourse on belonging,” as Karma Chávez puts it in an incisive critique 
of the Immigration Equality publication Family, Unvalued: Discrimination, 
Denial and the Fate of Binational Same-Sex Couples under U.S. Law?28 Family, 
Unvalued reports on nine hundred interviews with binational same-sex couples 
aff ected by the U.S. government’s refusal to recognize same-sex partnerships 
under immigration law. Chávez argues that Family, Unvalued plays to a per-
ceived middle ground on immigration issues by framing same-sex couples as 
homonationalist good citizens, with the same desires to unite in romantic fusion 
and reproduce the nation as heterosexual couples. Meanwhile, U.S. citizens’ 
claims for rights to reunite their queer families via legal means defl ect attention 
from undocumented immigrants—whose numbers are far higher, and whose 
criminalization and public demonization is far more serious, than legalized 
immigrants. Normative belonging signals a shift  where the proper performance 
of citizenship off ers a justifi cation for legal reform rather than the ideal of uni-
versal rights.29
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Reading Immigration Law and the Transgender Client as another, trans-
gender-focused facet of the discourse on normative belonging seems apt. Yet 
I want to stress another aspect of the “normative” here. Immigration Law 
rewards those who have the capacity to be entrepreneurial and to decide in 
advance on the best legal strategy. One can safely assume that although the 
targeted readers are immigration attorneys, the “smart” gender-variant pro-
spective immigrant to the United States will discover the existence of the hand-
book, pore over it, and arrive in a lawyer’s offi  ce already familiar with the neces-
sary procedures. In this sense, it calls into being a neoliberal entrepreneurial 
subject who is always and forever calculating her exchangeability.30

Intersectional Tactics
What political tactics might refuse the logics of neoliberal calculability? Does a 
theorization of calculability run the risk of evacuating an analysis of racializa-
tion and sexual normativities? For these techniques do, in fact, still perform 
important fi ltering procedures for who counts as a body to be embraced by the 
nation or expunged from it.

Queer, feminist, and pro-immigrant work that deploys intersectionality as a 
critical tool may be instructive here. To illustrate what I mean by this, I want to 
detour into a discussion of theoretical and activist critical work on links between 
queer and immigrant politics. Eithne Luibhéid’s work on the interlinking of 
sexuality and migration in the U.S. nation-state historically frames immigration 
as the locus of control of sexuality and vice versa. In a reading of Family, Unval-
ued, Luibhéid refuses the homonationalist desire to gain queer rights through 
designating queer couples as “family.” Rather than complying with the seem-
ingly static categories of “legal” and “illegal,” Luibhéid reframes these seemingly 
universal categories as processes of legalization and illegalization that are con-
tingent and shift  according to need. Th e inclusion of queer couples as a category 
recognized in permanent residency application, she argues, would mean that 
same-sex couples would be subject to the same surveillance as heterosexual 
couples. Luibhéid questions the biopolitics of intimacy that deploy couple rela-
tionships as strategies to reproduce good citizens through economic and social 
incentives. She concludes by arguing that we should address how “other cross-
cutting social hierarchies also shape the production of il/legal status.”31 “Could 
the campaign be reframed to address the multiple, intersecting bases on which 
legal and illegal statuses are produced?” she asks.

A number of groups working on immigrant and queer issues have released 
statements arguing for an appreciation of the intersections between queer and 
immigrant politics. Th e New York–based group Queers for Economic Justice 
(QEJ) released a statement called Queers and Immigration: A Vision Statement 
in 2008; joint statements addressing measures against queer rights and immi-
gration rights were made by the Arizona-based Coalición de Derechos Huma-
nos (CDH) and Wingspan in the lead-up to and aft er the 2006 Arizona state 
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election that included four anti-immigrant propositions and an antigay amend-
ment to the state constitution. QEJ’s Vision Statement makes a number of calls 
on issues that aff ect not only queer immigrants but also immigrants (in general) 
and queers: for example, repealing the ban on HIV travelers to the United 
States, refuting the proposed building of a U.S.-Mexico border wall, calling for 
an end to the criminalization of harboring undocumented immigrants, and so 
on. Th e statement ends with a resounding call for queer and immigrant-rights 
organizers to “address the intersection where we live and love and struggle.”32

Chávez calls the political work these statements do a form of “diff erential 
belonging,” in contrast to the normative belonging discourse of Family, Unval-
ued. For Chávez, these critiques reject normative inclusion by focusing on the 
connections between queers and immigrants (and other kinds of bodies) as 
threats to the nation and the focus of blame within nationalist discourse, draw-
ing attention to the simultaneous homophobia, racism, and xenophobia of 
government: “At a fundamental level, migrants and queers are scapegoats that 
are easily blamed for a multitude of societal problems.”33 Th us, rather than 
focusing on the family as the mode of immigrant inclusion (which simultane-
ously excludes those who do not participate in recognizable family structures—
i.e., queers), CDH, Wingspan, and QEJ “rhetorically craft  a justifi cation for 
belonging across lines of diff erence.”34

What would an intersectional approach look like in relation to a transgender-
rights imaginary? Such an approach might resist a rights framework that privi-
leges those who already have access to the most economic resources and forms 
of social capital and who fi t best into the dominant medico-legal understanding 
of male and female. Instead, it might address the dilemmas and needs of trans-
gender people who are most vulnerable to violence, death, and discrimination. 
Th is might involve an analysis of how laws stigmatizing apparently unrelated 
populations, such as prisoners, sex workers, and undocumented immigrants, 
impact gender-variant people (who are statistically overrepresented in each of 
these categories). Many groups organizing on such principles already exist in the 
United States: For example, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SLRP) works to 
increase the political participation and visibility of low-income people and peo-
ple of color who are gender variant. Its mission statement states that SLRP begins 
from the premise that “gender self-determination is inextricably intertwined with 
racial, social and economic justice.”35 It is clear that groups such as QEJ, SLRP, 
CDH, Wingspan, and others do very important work—work that is being done 
by no one else in the broader lobbying-focused political arena. 

However, I want to challenge the assumption that an intersectional analysis 
is suffi  cient to harness a political project that desires to improve the lives of 
people who do not count as subjects at all under a national framework and para-
doxically are also integral to that nation’s economic stability. An analysis of 
intersecting oppressions and the corollary that diff erent groups must work 
coalitionally across lines of diff erence assumes the coherence and stability of 
identity categories. As Jasbir Puar puts it, intersectional models of subjectivity 
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“may still limit us if they presume the automatic primacy and singularity of 
the disciplinary subject and its identitarian interpellation.”36 Puar ascribes this 
insight to the aff ective turn within critical theory, citing Brian Massumi’s resis-
tance to positionality as gridlock as well as feminist and queer work on aff ect as 
the feelings or sensations that precede identity categories.37 But we also need to 
challenge intersectional theories of politics that posit those who are excluded 
(strangers) as the groups who must form coalitions. If we accept an analysis of 
capitalist neoliberalism as relentlessly inclusive of bodies as long as they can 
present themselves as calculable (and even when they are not), we must also 
acknowledge that the imaginaries of liberal aspiration exhort us all to become 
calculable as the fi rst step to self-improvement.

An analysis of gender-variant immigration that relies too heavily on inter-
sectional politics risks reinstating terms such as transgender, queer, gay, person 
of color, immigrant, low-income, and family as uncontested or universal. When 
a person migrates through a number of diff erent nation-states in which cur-
rency-exchange rates and what constitutes “poverty” fl uctuate wildly, how does 
she come to know herself as “low-income”? When a feminine-appearing person 
who was assigned male at birth uses female pronouns but characterizes herself 
as bakla, sao praphet sorng, waria, fa’fafi ne, travesti, or hijra (or gay)—all non-
English terms that denote diff erent gender-variant embodiments and identities—
from which U.S. support organization will she seek assistance if she needs it? If 
we assume that “the border” always means the U.S.-Mexico border, what trans-
national networks that see borders as interconnected and coterminous are lost? 
Or, to give an example closer to my personal experience, perspectives on what 
counts as “white” in Australia and the United States diff er entirely: in Australia, 
close Greek and Italian friends are racialized as nonwhite according to the white 
Australia policy’s shift ing historical defi nitions, while in the United States, 
Greek- or Italian-American friends are now considered to be white. Th eir capac-
ity to intervene in particular antiracist political debates thus changes according 
to geographical location (and contradictory racialized interpretations of the 
right to speak collide in transnational e-mail list and Weblog skirmishes). Inter-
sectional political projects risk failure without an assessment of how trans-
national fl ows of people interrupt, transform, and resist these shift ing lines of 
demarcation.

My fi nal note on intersectional politics regards the symbolic burden placed 
on trans women of color, many times immigrants, to represent themselves con-
sistently as victims of the most heinous crimes of transphobic violence. Th e 
Transgender Day of Remembrance (TDOR), which tallies a global list of trans-
gender people murdered each year and commemorates their deaths with vigils 
and memorial services annually on November 21, off ers a salutary example. 
Implicitly or explicitly, the statistics quoted on each nation-state imprint a 
shocking transnational sensibility on proceedings (nothing exemplifi es this 
more ironically than watching mostly white Midwestern college students at a 
2009 TDOR vigil in Indiana struggle to pronounce the “foreign” names of those 
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on the list). Yet TDOR vigils oft en end in calls for nation-bound legislative rec-
ompense, such as national hate-crime laws, which would not help most of the 
people on the list of dead—not to mention that many seem to be vulnerable as 
sex workers or undocumented immigrants who are also subject to criminalizing 
anti-sex-work laws or the violence of numerous security agencies.38 

A similar eff ect can be seen in writing on the global feminization of labor: 
As Neferti Tadiar puts it, writing on feminist critiques of globalization, “immi-
grant female domestic and/or sex workers .  .  . come to embody the material 
consequences of the gendered, racialized, and sexualized aspects of the nor-
mative logics of the capitalist economy.”39 Under this regime of representation, 
the subject “serves as the axiomatic form of human equivalence” who becomes 
the only player in moral-political narratives of dramatic suff ering.40 As with the 
story of Naz, whom I discuss at the beginning of this chapter, narratives about 
dead trans women of color too oft en mobilize suff ering to support the excep-
tionalist lie that life is better in the center—except on those occasions when it is 
proved, aft er all, not to be better. Th e abstraction of these bodies into subjects of 
suff ering also prevents the formation of a political model that might begin by 
understanding precisely how the privileges and freedoms of those who are 
documented, or not sex workers, or not transgender, are cosubstantial with and 
intimately connected to those spoken for, in ways we cannot anticipate in 
advance. Th ese ways may not be about law reform, rights, representation, or 
belonging at all.

Exiting, Imperceptibly
Th roughout this chapter, I off er examples of salutary moments in which legisla-
tive recognition or nongovernmental attempts at negotiating recognition of 
gender-variant people fail. Th e example of the poster on the UKLGIG message 
board illustrates how “gender recognition” and “same-sex partnership recogni-
tion” neither remove the necessity of demonstrating one’s legitimate gender at 
all points nor remove the boundaries between same-sex and heterosexual part-
nerships. When it is impossible to verify gender transition, an unsurpassable 
gulf is created between subjectivation as a “same-sex partner” and a hetero-
sexual “fi ancée.” My discussion of Immigration Law similarly demonstrates how 
even minimal, partial recognition of transgender immigrants within U.S. spou-
sal permanent-residency petitions depends on the willingness of the gender-
variant person to be administratively visible as transgender and to commit to a 
male or female legal identity. Th at discussion also illustrates how nongovern-
mental organizations can be compliant with and supportive of these conditions. 
Finally, I critique the assumptions of intersectional politics as reliant on the 
stability of categories of identity that clearly are not stable geographically.

If we are to take these failures seriously, we also need to acknowledge that 
the bodies we are dealing with in speaking of gender-variant immigration oft en 
do not desire visibility at all. It is a truism of transgender and transsexual com-
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munity advice that the best way to obtain identity documents with the correct 
gender classifi cation is to walk into any given bureaucratic institution and claim 
indignantly that the gender designation on the license or certifi cate is mistaken. 
One then relies on the embarrassment of the “customer service representative” 
one approaches to eff ect a quick, clandestine keystroke transforming one from 
M to F or vice versa. Th e same kinds of advice columns oft en recommend pass-
ing as the gender listed on one’s documents while moving through airport 
security, even if one never does at any other time. Th at is to say, at times it is 
easier not to be visible (and vulnerable) as transgender—and there is no contra-
diction in working around the law to ensure one’s safety. Undocumented immi-
grants, too, have a vested interest in passing under the radar. As theorists of 
migration and gender variance, it is our business to remain fi delitous to that 
need. In that case, it might be salient to reconceive of “the political” as designat-
ing exclusively representational and specular tactics. As post-autonomist theo-
rist Yann Moulier-Boutang writes in an interview on the politics of fl ight, “It is 
the interpretation of the silences that interests me: to seize the silences, the 
refusals, and the fl ight as something active.”41

In this fi nal section, I challenge us to rethink gender-variant immigration as 
a form of fl ight, or exodus: a performance of politics without necessarily privi-
leging visibility. Th is also means acknowledging that the mobility and fl exibility 
of immigrants, and the “spread” of a transgender rights imaginary, may be con-
venient to capitalism. Emerging forms of transgender rights also bring into 
being new disciplinary mechanisms that operate transnationally. Th ey depend 
on the capacity of bodies to be mobile in order to enclose them. Th is is not to 
downplay the eff orts made by gender-variant activists and lobby groups to fi ght 
for transgender rights in an enormous number of jurisdictions across the globe. 
But it is to mark those struggles also as a way to bring gender-variant subjects 
into new networks of circulation that demarcate the political spaces in which 
“freedom” or “tyranny” are said to inhere.

For a forthcoming book, I researched the movements of gender-variant 
people: migrating to access health care if it does not exist in one’s home; moving 
to access diff erent forms of juridical recognition or laws about reassigning gen-
der classifi cation, marriage, work, and so forth; moving to earn more valuable 
currencies in the European Union or North America; and moving to take 
advantage of unfamiliar places as laboratories for tweaking with the intricate 
social interconnections that create, sustain, or shut down passing or identifying 
as any kind of gender. My research subjects lived in a number of locations across 
the globe and responded to my questions about their mobility in wildly diff ering 
ways. Th ey all negotiated risk, danger, a desire for autonomy or mobility, and 
the incapacity to move. Th e desire of my informants to be mobile seemed be 
coterminous with a pragmatic and expert knowledge about how to negotiate 
visa restrictions, currency-exchange value, and transnational diff erences in 
expression of gender variance. Rather than consigning these tactics to the realm 
of the contingent, I regard them as politicized strategies of exodus.
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Exodus gives one name to a political strategy that refuses to invest in the 
constitution of a state or in the aff ective and juridical forms of relation to state-
hood, such as inclusion or recognition. Exodus is an “engaged withdrawal,” a 
refusal to participate, a means of fl ight.42 Exodus is not necessarily passive, 
either: When Moulier-Boutang exhorts readers to view silences, refusals, and 
fl ight as something active, he asks us to reorient our conceptions of the political 
not only as recognition. Another name for similar strategies is imperceptible 
politics: the politics of the every day.43 Imperceptible politics approaches immi-
gration as a “constituent force of the current social transformation”—millions 
of people moving, sustained by networks of solidarity, cooperation, sharing 
resources, and knowledge of how to navigate without identifying one’s self or 
how to best negotiate the fi ltering systems of multiple borders. Th is is a politics 
that is not quietist but quiet, not visible but disidentifying and invisible in the 
specular economies of representation and calculability inhabited by both non-
governmental organizations and the state. Such silences and invisibilities are not 
necessarily apolitical but trace the refusal of an easy dialectic between recogni-
tion and misrecognition, visibility and invisibility, or discipline and escape. 
Read collectively as tactics moving toward a form of exodus, the practices of 
gender-variant mobility might be understood as a desertion of the calculus of 
contractualism, marginalizing categories, classifi catory systems, refusals of ade-
quate health care, discriminatory institutions, and misrecognitions gender-
variant people must contend with almost everywhere. Rather than contributing 
to a transgender-rights imaginary, contributing to this imperceptible politics 
demands the emergence of an unimaginary: not imagined and future-oriented 
but present-minded, oriented to real, everyday, and important tactics; not based 
on identity politics, but on seeing the cosubstantiality and intimacy of all bodies, 
all the time.
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Elusive Subjects

Notes on the Relationship between Critical 
Political Economy and Trans Studies

A s I elaborated a defi nition of neoliberalism to my Transgender Human 
Rights class, a student asked bluntly, “What does the economy have to do 
with trans rights?” Her classmates sat up with rapt attention, anxiously 

awaiting the answer. I responded by uttering a single word: “everything.” I wish 
my tone had been more even to articulate the importance of considering politi-
cal economy when theorizing trans identities and politics. It was not. Instead, 
the word refl ected exasperation and trailed off . If the answer to her question was 
obvious, a single word answer may have been persuasive; however, the question 
begs a more detailed response—how does political economy relate to transgen-
der identities and experiences?

Th at classroom moment indicates that dynamics of socioeconomic rela-
tions are not obvious considerations for students of trans theory and politics. To 
explain this lack of priority, we must problematize late capitalist political eco-
nomic relations and ask: How is contemporary North American society ordered 
to create distance between what is deemed the purview of political economy and 
the construction of recognized trans identities and political organizing?

Th e insidious nature of many political economic relations is a signifi cant 
factor accounting for this chasm. Identifi able economic relations are located 
primarily within sites of commodity production (i.e., “the fi rm or the factory”) 
and consumption. Political economy tends to be reduced to the state, fi nancial 
institutions, and trans/national organizations as well as individuals as managers, 
administrators, workers, and consumers. To move beyond narrow perceptions 
of economic spheres, we need to consider discursive constructions of economic 
relations.

Th e continuation of the split between realms deemed “cultural” and “mate-
rial” within critical theory and among social movements is alarming (Butler 
1998; Read 2009, 7). Issues concerning sex/gender, sexuality, race, and disability 
are classifi ed as belonging to the former category, while the latter is reserved for 
spheres of commodity production, exchange markets, and state relations. What 
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systemic logics produce knowledge of the economic as removed from the most 
intimate features of the self and lived experiences? What underlies the produc-
tion of essentialist knowledge concerning trans identities as opposed to embod-
ied sex and gendered performances commensurate with—but not reducible 
to—capitalist logics of productivity and consumption?

Th is chapter points to the relevance of applying political economy frame-
works to trans and gender studies with the intention of opening space for fur-
ther debate within this underresearched area. Focusing on the formation of 
trans subjectivities rather than individual identities fosters a greater comprehen-
sion of the ways that capitalism shapes trans experiences and politics. Here I 
show that critical approaches to political economy enable students to situate the 
active constructions of trans subjects in historical and contemporary material 
contexts. In so doing, they can explore how socioeconomic logics of capital 
inform the ways that trans identities become knowable and legitimized.

Analyzing subjectivities through a political-economy lens strengthens the 
transformative objectives of trans studies by off ering additional grounds to dis-
rupt homogenizing narratives of trans identities and communities (e.g., all trans 
people experience their sex/gender alterities similarly) and discourses of victim-
ization (e.g., “trans people are the most marginalized and oppressed members 
of society”). Th ese narratives that are present in trans-rights politics obscure the 
agency of trans subjects and the roles we play in the production of sex/gender-
variant subjectivities and the subjugation of others. Focusing on the ways that 
neoliberalism contributes to the shaping of trans subjects fosters a keener under-
standing of the ways that trans individuals and communities are governed. 
Ultimately, I argue that this governing relation is based on specifi c notions of 
the active/proper/worthy/deserving neoliberal citizen, a construction that dis-
rupts and further devastates the lives of trans people for whom the systemic 
barriers to emulating these ideals are insurmountable.

To make this argument, this chapter is divided into three sections. Th e fi rst 
introduces two key arenas of critical political economic analysis—subjectivity 
and neoliberalism. In the next section, I provide examples that make room for 
further explorations of the ways that neoliberalism mediates the formation of 
trans subjectivities. Constructions of trans subjects through employment-rights 
discourses serve as the fi rst example. I critique the educational eff orts of trans-
employment activists to create more opportunities for trans individuals at the 
hiring stage and to improve retention rates of workers who transition on the job. 
How does the marketing of trans workers to potential employers contribute to 
the formation of “proper” or “deserving” trans subjects? What are the implica-
tions of such knowledge for sex/gender-variant people who remain chronically 
unemployed or employed in criminalized sectors of the economy?

Second, I discuss the ways that female-to-male (FTM) transsexual subjects 
are constructed as worthy, valuable, and legitimate through unconscious repro-
ductions of neoliberal socioeconomic and political discourses. Despite a his-
tory of pathologization, vilifi cation, and marginalization, some trans men have 



Elusive Subjects 155

achieved recognition as respectable citizens. How do neoliberal discourses 
mediate masculinities to enable select trans men to be assimilated into society 
while those positioned in the underlayers of the trans demographic remain 
abject?

Th e fi nal section addresses dominant strategies used by trans activists to 
pressure the provincial government to relist sexual-reassignment surgery (SRS) 
within the Ontario Health Insurance Plan (OHIP). Th eir approach reveals the 
prevalence of comprehending access to medicalized transition procedures in 
terms of individual rights to sex/gender self-determination, cost-benefi t analy-
sis, human capital, and free-market competitiveness. Such rationale does not 
translate easily into a challenge of systemic power relations adhering to neolib-
eralism. In the context of neoliberal enterprise society, care of the transsexual self 
as a crucial right risks being eclipsed into a socioeconomic rationale positioning 
self-actualization as an entrepreneurial endeavor. How will such neoliberal logic 
alter the meaning of SRS, making it available to those demonstrating fi nancial 
and moral fi tness while augmenting problematic “at-risk” categories and deny-
ing those within these parameters opportunity to embody sexed identities?

Defi ning Critical Approaches to 
Political Economy

Materialism forms the basis of various critical approaches to political economy. 
Given the debt that progressive political economists owe to Karl Marx, it is fi t-
ting to draw upon historical materialism that prioritizes “human sensuous activ-
ity” or practices to explain the framing of social organization extending to the 
most intimate levels of existence. Marx asserts that “the human essence is no 
abstraction inherent within each single individual. In its reality it is the ensem-
ble of the social relations” (Marx in Tucker 1978, 143–145).

Flexible and/or fl uid boundaries have always been integral to the vitality of 
capitalism as a broad mode of production. Capital’s transgression of borders has 
a long history of migrating “deeper into the social networks that produce and 
reproduce life” (Read 2003, 8). Th erefore, trans/gender scholar activists cannot 
direct all our attention toward structural and visible manifestations of capital-
ism, such as the state and Wall Street or Bay Street, nor can we blame the media 
alone for the transmission of knowledge. We are not governed entirely by top-
down forces that restrict our freedoms; instead, individual subjects play signifi -
cant roles in (re)producing regulatory power relations. Critical political eco-
nomic analysis fosters deeper understandings of the “micro-politics of capital” 
(ibid.).

Th e concept of subjectivity serves as the nexus between the capitalist mode 
of production, state policies, and the governing of our everyday lives. In keeping 
with the need to analyze the seepage of capital into all social arenas, it is impor-
tant to comprehend the ways that individuals become socially intelligible sub-
jects and are governed through such recognition. Subjectivity is derived from 
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socioeconomic processes, such as relations of production, the construction of 
dominant knowledge, and class struggle; however, the formation of the subject is 
complex and multifaceted, because it exceeds these sources (Foucault 2001, 332).

Subjectivity has two defi ning features. First, individuals are located within 
social parameters regardless of their marginality, and individuals are subject to 
ruling relations. External structures and governing knowledge, such as capitalist 
logics of accumulation, play roles in subject formation. External pressures that 
are not of our choosing erect boundaries for our existences and direct our 
desires. Second, subjects are formed through self-knowledge. Power relations 
operate not unidirectionally but through mutual incitement and struggle (343). 
Th e constraints of systemic relations of dominance and individual freedom to 
maneuver contribute to the ways that people form themselves into subjects (327).

Th e relationship between the two defi ning features of subjectivity is compli-
cated. Judith Butler explains that the subject is initiated into existence through 
submitting to power. Power has an internal life within the subject. Th e govern-
able subject is the “eff ect of power in recoil” (Butler 1997, 3) whereby power 
resides in the form of willed self-identifi cation (6).

Th e trans subject relies on systemic power relations to make sense of itself. 
As I demonstrate, the connection to external governing relations must not be 
severed through conceptualizing transgender/transsexual in terms of innate 
identities. It is important not to confl ate the individual with the subject. As 
Butler puts it, the “subject is the linguistic occasion for the individual to achieve 
and reproduce intelligibility, the linguistic condition of its existence and agency” 
(11). Many trans individuals may understand themselves in terms of “neither/
nor” or “both/and” regarding sex/gender; nonetheless, they must refer to domi-
nant characteristics defi ning sex/gender categories to achieve the social recogni-
tion needed for the extension of rights.

It is necessary to defi ne neoliberalism to further comprehend trans subjec-
tivities. Neoliberalism, characterized in terms of the free-market economy, the 
minimalist state, antiwelfarism, and antiunionism, refl ects the specifi c orga-
nization of socioeconomic and political relations that gained ascendancy in 
conjunction with global and national events during the 1970s and early 1980s 
(Saad-Filho and Johnston 2005, 2–3). Th is “regime of wealth accumulation” 
(Harvey 2005) extends beyond philosophy and policy through its functioning 
as a “political rationality” (Brown 2006).

Regarding subjectivity, the problem of neoliberal governance rests on how 
to take principles of the market economy and relate them to the art of govern-
ment (Foucault 2008, 131). Th e logic of wealth accumulation stems from a mode 
of production and state policies exterior to individuals. However, economic 
strategies cannot have genuine eff ects without the cultural dimension of society 
(Butler 1998; du Gay 2001, 113). Linked to the need to remedy the falling rate 
of profi t, economic growth serves as the foundation for social policy (re)shaping 
and regulating individuals: “Economic growth and only economic growth 
should enable all individuals to achieve a level of income that will allow them 
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the individual insurance, access to private property, and individual or familial 
capitalization with which to absorb risks” (Foucault 2008, 144).

Neoliberalism links economic logics to cultural spheres largely through 
the production of the “enterprise society.” It is here that the question of sub-
ject formation emerges, as we witness the shaping of neoliberal subjectivities 
according to enterprise and productivity (147). Naturalized neoliberal market 
relations emphasizing competition, economic growth, and hyperindividual-
ism work to reconstitute a recognizable political subject. Entrepreneurial spirit, 
ingenuity, physical, emotional, and spiritual fortitude as well as independence 
are (re)constructed as personality characteristics, individual aptitudes, and 
qualities of the soul. Th e ideal “economic man” is not one who expects the 
protection and care from the state. A conversion must occur in the soul where 
individuals realize that their salvation rests on their own tireless eff orts that will 
be realized through competitive market relations.

Th e most intimate eff ects of neoliberalism as it shapes subjectivity qua 
entrepreneurialism are observed here. Neoliberal subjects are

incited to live as if making a project of themselves: they are to work on 
their emotional world, their domestic and conjugal arrangements, their 
relations with employment .  .  . to develop a “style” of living that will 
maximize the worth of their existence to themselves (Rose 1992, 149; 
emphasis in original).

Neoliberal discourses operate on intrapersonal levels, requiring individuals to 
become entrepreneurs of themselves (du Gay 2001, 119).

Th ese techniques of the self contribute to the ways that entanglement of 
economic logic within cultural areas remains largely undetected. Th e construc-
tion of the human as entrepreneur ensnarls the individual into the “continual 
business of living” (du Gay 2001, 120). We seize the opportunities to preserve, to 
reproduce, and to reconstruct elements of ourselves as human capital. As CEOs 
of “Me, Inc.,” we are responsible for managing our own advancement. We 
develop our worth through education, self-branding, and promotion.

Th e entrenchment of neoliberalism over three decades has shift ed the mean-
ing of human rights. Rights are not understood as the responsibility of a benevo-
lent state; rather, rights are earned through individuals’ actively demonstrating 
their worth. Th ose who have attained material “success” measured by one’s 
participation in labor and consumer economies and demonstrate fi nancial, 
physical, and spiritual fi tness prove themselves deserving of rights. Success that 
aff ords the individual with increasing human capital is linked to one’s innate 
aptitudes, character, and work ethic.

Th e inseparability between the economic and the cultural becomes increas-
ingly evident when we analyze the devastating implications for subjects deemed 
irresponsible. Th ey are targeted as immoral, criminal, and uncivil for their indi-
vidual failing to measure up to neoliberal standards. Multiple power relations 
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are naturalized through the slippage into the pathological “nature” of some 
(in)human beings, including welfare mothers, queers, prostitutes, and some 
transsexuals. Neoliberal entrepreneurial discourses rooted within competitive 
individualism have serious consequences, such as homelessness and underhous-
ing, un(der)employment, denial of essential social services, and on-going dis-
crimination, harassment, and violence.

Th e relationship between governance and freedom is a key consideration 
when analyzing the constitution of transsexuals as active neoliberal subjects 
deserving of rights. Trans theorists and political organizers stress the impor-
tance of individual autonomy to embody sex and to express one’s gender iden-
tity freely. But sex and gender self-determination does not take place in a vac-
uum; instead, it is framed by neoliberalism and its manifestation within national 
and local contexts. In what ways is transsexuality constructed as an entrepre-
neurial project of the self? How does this particular manifestation of transsexual 
subjectivity facilitate the legitimacy necessary to achieve rights in late capitalist 
societies?

Critical Political Economy and Trans Studies
From its inception in the early 1990s, the objective of trans studies has been to 
engage with sex/gender as a binary system of power contributing to the social 
order. Similar to Critical Political Economy, transgender method exists as a 
three-tiered mode of engagement seeking to encounter, confront, and trans-
form social relations (Halberstam 2005, 61). Th e stress trans studies places on 
boundary crossings supersedes the sex/gender binary. Commentators analyze 
the ways that the dualistic system of sex/gender is mediated by sexual, racialized, 
colonial, and nationalist power relations as well as the profound eff ects these 
systems have on sex/gender-variant communities. Few trans scholars apply a 
political economy analysis of trans identities and politics. (Exceptions include 
Leslie Feinberg [1996, 1998]; Dean Spade [2006a, 2006b]; Aren Aizura [2005]; 
and myself [2008, 2009].)

Most of the scholarship focusing on economic relations tends to emphasize 
the impact of capitalism on trans people’s lives. Important connections are 
drawn between trans identities and race/gender/sexuality/nation as systems of 
power and class location. Th e extraordinarily high rates of poverty and its con-
nection to criminalization, high rates of HIV/AIDS, homelessness and increased 
violence, harassment, and discrimination that includes accessing essential social 
services are stressed (Currah and Spade 2007; Gehi and Arkles 2007; Namaste 
2005).

We need to extend critical analysis to the ontological implications of socio-
economic discourses. How does neoliberalism as the regime of accumulation 
within late capitalism infl uence the constitution of trans subjects? Emphasis on 
subjectivity shift s focus from an understanding of economic relations as an 
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external obstacle to the self-actualization of trans identities toward a fuller com-
prehension of the broad reach of capitalist logics within the subject.

A critique of eff orts to gain trans employment rights that places subjectiv-
ity at the center illustrates the interior reach of neoliberalism. For many sex/
gender-variant individuals, especially those who do not pass, un(der) employ-
ment is a dire issue. Although trans people occupy various class locations, they 
are overrepresented within service industries and other low-paying sectors 
of the economy (Broadus 2006; Hirshman 2001). It goes without saying that in 
neoliberal society, where Marx’s quip that the only choice available to the non-
owning classes is to “work or starve” is increasingly apt, securing access to the 
legal labor force is absolutely necessary. What is of concern, however, are the 
ways that discussions concerning trans employment rights leave unchallenged 
the connections between hyperexploitative labor relations and the reproduc-
tion of trans subjectivities.

Trans activists have addressed un(der)employment as well as on-the-job 
discrimination, which oft en pushes trans people out of the workplace. In addi-
tion to lobbying the state to secure economic rights through inclusion of trans 
people in the Employment Non-Discrimination Act, U.S.-based organizations, 
such as the Centre for Gender Sanity; trans-community publications, such as 
the FTMi newsletter and Transgender Tapestry; as well as scholar activists, such 
as Jillian T. Weiss and Phyllis Frye, seek to educate corporate management 
about transsexual identities, trans-specifi c struggles on the job (e.g., restroom 
accessibility, gender-appropriate uniforms, proper pronoun and name usage, 
and medical leaves and benefi ts regarding medicalized transition procedures).

Educational eff orts aiming to cultivate a nondiscriminatory work environ-
ment for trans employees are not contextualized within class-based politics; 
instead, they appeal to capital’s profi t motive by asserting that adopting trans-
positive human-resource policies makes good business sense. Trans people are 
represented as productive workers who are valuable assets to employers (Cham-
bers 1990; Human Rights Campaign Foundation 2004, 8). Th is understanding 
of non-normative sex/gender identities meshes well with the “management 
diversity strategies” operationalized in the corporate sector. Further, it repre-
sents an entanglement of sex/gender identity and exploitative relations produc-
ing a particular trans subject.

Th e trans laborer as an active neoliberal subject is constructed in two ways. 
First, characteristics aligned with the enterprising neoliberal citizen are sug-
gested to be intrinsic to transsexuals. Responding to the survey results of more 
than one hundred transsexual people who occupied senior management posi-
tions at the time of their transition, U.K.-based trans scholar activist Stephen 
Whittle (2009, 6) muses about their character:

Is it that, predominantly, the bright, articulate and able transsexual peo-
ple undergo gender role transition, rather than those less equipped. . . . 
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[I]t may well be the case that being bright, articulate and able is an 
essential requirement so surviving [the] social stigma that still sur-
rounds transsexualism and gives the best chance of being able to con-
tinue to earn a living.

Th e immense social stigma resulting from visible sex/gender alterity provides 
the backdrop for such engagements between trans-employment advocates and 
management. Western-based fi rms articulate their need to remain competitive 
globally and are explicit about their major concerns regarding trans employees 
being the possible negative correlation between non-normative sex/gender 
identities and their “bottom lines.” To assuage such concerns, businesses have 
to be convinced that trans employees will not threaten the productivity of their 
workforce or off end their client-consumer base.

Judith Halberstam (2005, 18) and Susan Stryker (2008, 146–147) touch 
upon the connections between the fl uidity and fl exibility as character traits 
attributed to trans identities and the governing expectations placed on all mem-
bers of late capitalist societies. Neoliberalism has ushered in increasing arduous 
economic times that have placed escalating pressures on the middle and work-
ing classes in the global North to adjust to the “dismantling of the welfare state” 
(McBride and Shields 1997) and economic restructuring processes that have 
resulted in increasing vulnerability. Th e post-industrial late capitalist economy 
has shift ed the meanings of citizens’ placing demands on individuals (women 
especially) to be fl exible in the wake of economic changes and crisis as well as 
responsible for their individual well-being, the welfare of their families, and the 
vitality of their communities. Similar to fl exibility and fl uidity, attention must 
be given to branding of trans subjects according to the character traits Whittle 
stresses—brightness, being articulate, and ability. Th ese characteristics exist 
alongside the physical, emotional, and spiritual fortitude that enables (some) 
trans people to endure the material consequences of social stigma and to use 
the lessons learned through adversity to render themselves not only valuable 
employees but capable of managing and directing big business. “Success” is a 
theme that runs through public discourses of transsexuality in which nothing 
separates the personal and the socioeconomic contexts that infuse transsexuality 
with meaning (Irving 2008, 2009). Surviving the oft en-brutal existence of living 
as non-normatively sexed/gendered and undergoing the diffi  cult processes of 
medical transition are positioned as individual character traits, components of 
human capital, or property that one possesses. Such skills lend themselves to the 
production of a working transsexual subjectivity in the face of material conse-
quences of neoliberal restructuring.

Th e second way that trans subjectivity is constructed according to exploit-
ative labor relations relates to suggestions of the prospective potential of the 
transsexual employee should they be extended their rights to sex/gender self-
determination. In her book Transsexual Workers: An Employers Guide, Janis 
Walworth (1998) presents medical benefi ts for sexual-reassignment surgeries 



Elusive Subjects 161

and leaves as an investment in worker productivity (52, 54). It is through the 
realization of one’s ‘true self’ through embodied sex and permissible gendered 
performance that transsexuals can be fashioned into loyal and hard-working 
employees (112). According to this rhetoric, transitioning sets sex/gender-
variant individuals at ease, clearing mental, spiritual, and physical space to 
devote their energies to their jobs. Walworth assures management that “once a 
transition is completed, a transsexual employee is likely to become more pro-
ductive than before .  .  . aft er transition transsexuals are less irritable, more 
cheerful, and easier to get along with” (54). Transsexuality becomes a threshold 
to be crossed on the way to normal functioning of the neoliberal citizen. Th is 
logic of latent creative and industrious capacity waiting to be unleashed is also 
evident within the mainstream print media’s representation of select transsexual 
professionals in senior administrative and managerial positions. Th e Toronto 
Star has featured articles on successful transsexual women who may have trans-
gressed the normative sex/gender divide but remain steadfastly tied to socio-
economic principles of competitiveness, industriousness, and individual auton-
omy (Kenna 1990, A1).

Eff orts to raise the profi le of trans people have oft en improved working 
conditions for transsexual employees. Although progress is slow, evidence sug-
gests that an increasing number of corporations are recognizing the legitimate 
place that trans workers have in their workplaces. Trans issues are steadily 
becoming part of corporate diversity models as business concedes that accep-
tance of a plurality of gender-based identities boosts their competitiveness 
within labor and consumer markets. Paul Douglas, the vice president of TD 
Canada Trust, explains the benefi ts of a strengthened commitment to LGBT 
populations: “From a humanistic perspective, adopting a diversity agenda is the 
right thing to do. From a business perspective it’s a necessity . . . [to] . . . avoid 
the fate of the corporate dinosaur. Th e strategic payoff  in the end is business 
sustainability” (2007).

Trans subjectivities do not exist as preformed entities awaiting intelligibility. 
Th ey are constructed through social relations and discourses, such as those 
marketing trans people as valuable employees. Given that power is a productive 
relationship, it becomes evident that trans activists and representatives from the 
business sector are producing meaning within neoliberal contexts. Th e dynam-
ics between trans-employment activists and corporate management reveal 
“hegemonic bargaining” processes where deals are brokered for the advance-
ment of some sex and gender-variant individuals based on trades within power 
relations (Chen 1995). If business is willing to invest in low-cost trans-health 
benefi ts and no-cost antidiscrimination policies, trans employees will demon-
strate their capacities to be invaluable team players. Exploitative labor relations 
based on racialized, national, able-bodied power relations are obscured.

Th e signifi cant role that neoliberal rationalities play in the cultivation of 
trans subjectivities extends beyond narrowly defi ned economic spheres, such 
as the labor market. An exploration of the formation of contemporary FTM 
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subjectivities demonstrates the ways that neoliberalism is integral to construc-
tions of proper trans masculinities. Such analysis challenges the naturalization 
of transsexuality either as a biological condition or as a metaphysical phenom-
enon, both of which are found in autobiographical and other personal accounts 
of transsexual men. Although biocentricity may be an eff ective strategy to gain 
rights, this reifi catory approach does not address systems of power through 
which trans subjects are produced and governed.

Gaining legitimacy as a man depends heavily on physicality, given that 
“gender attribution” largely accounts for how sex is determined (Kessler and 
McKenna 1978). Nevertheless, physical attributes never quite secure one’s posi-
tion as authentic, because sex/gender functions through perpetuating symbolic 
ideals of masculinity and femininity. Sex/gender authenticity is illusive, with no 
fi xed point of stoppage. One must always prove one’s self to be a valid subject. 
Given the state of SRS, analysis of nonphysiological factors governing sex and 
gendered performances is possible. Phalloplasty remains undesirable for most 
FTMs due to aesthetics, lack of full functionality, and its exorbitant fi nancial 
cost. Top surgeries, hormone-replacement therapy, and/or alternative “bottom 
surgeries” produce an alternatively sexed body. How do trans men demonstrate 
their worth within neoliberal enterprise cultures?

Th e prevalent theme of FTMs as self-made men within spaces of transsexual 
cultural production, such as autobiographies, Web sites, community publica-
tions, and mainstream media, reveals the wide reach of neoliberal governance. 
Situated within the perimeters of neoliberal enterprise society, certain FTMs can 
circumvent our sex/gender alterity and make claims to authentic manhood 
through aspiring to and performing hegemonic “business-class” masculinities 
(Connell and Wood 2005). Th e economic man as entrepreneurial subject is not 
contained within the workplace or market place. Th e neoliberal rationale of 
physical, moral, emotional, and fi nancial fi tness traverses all boundaries struc-
turing all levels of society. One of the most insidious areas of its functioning 
occurs within the most intimate of locations—the subject.

Given the crisis of masculinity that has resulted from neoliberal socio-
economic restructuring, especially among middle- and working-class men 
(McDowell 2004; Skeggs 2004), trans and non-trans men face increasing pres-
sures to prove themselves worthy citizens in spite of increasing fi nancial stress 
and vulnerability. It is not coincidental that FTMs rely on dominant narratives 
of the self-made man to establish their validity due to the emphasis neoliberal 
policies and governing rationality place on hyperindividualism and the need for 
the individual to demonstrate autonomous, self-suffi  cient, industrious, innova-
tive, strong, and fl exible characteristics (Irving 2009).

Neoliberalism obscures social inequities produced through racial, colonial, 
imperialist, and sexual systems of dominance. It has become common sense 
for poverty, homelessness, illness, un(der)employment, and criminality, which 
under the welfare state were easier to discern as social perils, to be understood 
as individual character fl aws. FTMs can establish themselves as valid and there-
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fore valuable neoliberal citizens via the care of the self. As Henry Rubin explains 
of his FTM research participants, the need for “intersubjective recognition” 
rooted in the social propels trans men to aspire to societal norms: “Th ough 
FTMs . . . are sympathetic to the types of negative eff ects wrought by normative 
ideals regarding sex, they are also aware of and thankful for the ways such beliefs 
can be marshaled for their own life projects” (Rubin 2003, 156). FTM spokes-
persons stress that in spite of their non-normatively sexed bodies, their charac-
ter traits demonstrate their validity as men.

Similar to the preceding discussion of transsexual employees, the formation 
of trans-male subjectivities occurs through affi  xing trans masculinity to human 
capital. Th e making of the transsexual man and his existence post-transition 
demonstrates that he possesses the inner traits rendering him capable of con-
tributing to the further advancement of late capitalist North American society. 
FTM’s as “self-made men” represent a true entrepreneur of the self. Th ey stood 
steadfast by their knowledge of self, which oft en became evident during their 
early childhoods. Th ey weathered decades of adversity until they could capital-
ize on the opportunity to self-actualize. Th is refl ects patience, intellect, strength, 
and independence while not wrestling into view whiteness (Noble 2006), eco-
nomic locations (Spade 2006), and citizenship status (Aizura 2005), exemplifying 
some of the systemic power relations informing such gender performances.

Many illustrations of FTMs’ entrepreneurial spirit represent them as pro-
ductive workers located in blue- and white-collar professions. Th e autobiogra-
phies of British trans man Paul Hewitt (1996) and American FTM Dhillon 
Kholsa (2006) and the court transcripts of Michael Kantaras (a former guest on 
the Dr. Phil show whose custody case aired on Court TV in 2002) highlight skill 
sets, professional capacities, and earning potentials of transsexual men (Irving 
2009). Th e mainstream media coverage of the pregnancy of Th omas Beattie 
soft ened this gender-bending act through representing Beattie as non-defi ant. 
Situated within post-9/11 U.S. society rooted within late capitalist power rela-
tions mediated by whiteness and nationalism, Beattie may be a pregnant man, 
but he is not to be read as a queer or defi ant fi gure (Puar 2007). Media exclusives 
take care to establish that this heterosexual trans man is only barely racialized 
and is seen as neither a racial other nor a gender terrorist. He is a good citizen 
who contributes to the wealth of the nation through owning and operating a 
small business as well as being a good consumer (Trensniowski 2008).

Th e signifi cant role played by neoliberalism in the formation of FTM sub-
jectivities is mediated by the politics of race and citizenship. Th e early photo-
graphic work of transsexual artist Loren Cameron featured in his book Body 
Alchemy: Transsexual Portraits (1996) illustrates the ways that these systemic 
relations of power are reproduced within trans-cultural production. Body 
Alchemy represents diverse FTM masculinities depicting racial, age, gender, and 
class diff erences. However, these photographic images and accompanying artist 
statements respond to unspoken questions posed within neoliberal society. 
Marked by the shrinking social-welfare system and a dwindling sense of public 
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responsibility for the well-being of others, Cameron presents evidence con-
fi rming that trans men can assimilate into the category of all-American male. 
“Heroes” features Cameron himself gripping a large American fl ag that serves 
as the backdrop of the photo. Th is photo was intended to celebrate the courage 
and strength that trans men demonstrate throughout their daily lives within an 
intolerant society; however, it emerges out of a colonial, imperialist, and late 
capitalist context. During 1996, the United States and its allies were waging war 
on Iraq, while at home President Bill Clinton legislated the Personal Responsi-
bility and Work Opportunity Act that made the receipt of welfare more strin-
gent through workfare programs. Neoliberal American society declared war on 
its enemies within and beyond its national borders. To make a plea for accep-
tance for FTM transsexuality, trans men are presented as patriotic subjects in 
the book. While Cameron poses with national iconography, he presents other 
trans men—such as Chris, who works two jobs in the manufacturing sector—
as extremely industrious family men. Th e viewing and reading audience is 
assured that the discipline demonstrated by Chase, a black body builder, is not 
only limited to his physique: Chase is also a student and proprietor of a small 
business. Th ese representations not only work to placate non-trans audiences 
with assurances of normality but also to infl uence the ways the transsexual sub-
ject becomes intelligible within trans communities. Meanings constructed about 
proper transsexual masculinities exceed embodied sex and gender identity, as 
these are inseparable from expectations of character and behavior fi tting of an 
active citizen as a social and economic actor. Given that Cameron’s work is inter-
nationally renowned, what impact will the FTM as a self-made man have on 
those for whom reaching a close proximity to such an ideal is nearly impossible?

Critical Political Economy and 
Trans Resistance

Struggles by trans activists in Ontario to regain access to publicly funded trans 
health care also demonstrate the ways that transsexual subjectivities are medi-
ated by neoliberalism. Th is section explores the eff orts of grassroots political 
organizers to negotiate state recognition of transsexual subjects through rein-
stating SRS as an insurable procedure. Critical approaches to political economy 
lend themselves to the development of a more nuanced understanding of “trans-
somatechnics,”* or the technopolitics of embodied subjectivities in late capital-
ism. Marking the specifi c instances when neoliberal entrepreneurial spirit gets 
embedded within care of the self adds complexity to debates concerning trans 
body politics and gender performativity. Such instances reveal the ways that 
proper transsexual subjects are re/created on microlevels of community.

* Th is term is borrowed from a conference of the same name organized by Susan Stryker. Transsoma-
technics was held at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, British Columbia, in 2008.
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Trans people’s lack of access to health care is a long-standing problem. 
Within trans scholarship and community-based research, health care is usually 
approached in two ways. First, while it is acknowledged that many transsexual 
individuals face insurmountable barriers to transitioning medically due to dis-
crimination based on racialization, citizenship status, criminalization, impover-
ishment, and/or ill health, a defi nitive component of transsexual identity is 
predicated on the desire to alter their physicality through medicalized transition 
processes to embody their sexed identities. Second, SRS and hormone-replace-
ment therapies are viewed in terms of human rights. It is quite revealing of the 
character of contemporary trans political organizing that the rhetoric concern-
ing trans rights is based mainly on the right to sex/gender self-determination and, 
to a lesser degree, the right to health care. Within neoliberal Canadian society, 
a focus on the latter would foster a wider critique of the increasing privatization 
of essential services that could produce broader relations of solidarity among 
marginalized groups.

Critical analysis of campaigns to reinstate SRS into publicly funded health 
care highlights the “paradox of human rights” (Brown 2002). Approaching 
trans-related health care procedures in terms of individual rights to sex/gender 
self-determination addresses the need to confront the systemic erasure of trans 
identities. Th e fact that transsexuality has been rendered socially unintelligible 
impacts trans people negatively. Recognition of the right to determine one’s 
sexed embodiment as well as the right to gender expression extends life to trans-
sexual subjects. Within liberal democratic contexts where interest groups 
appeal to the state for rights, framing issues of equal access to state-subsidized 
medicine through the inclusion of medical technologies that make sex/gender 
self-determination possible makes sense given that these technologies bring 
(transsexual) women and men into existence.

Th e right to sex/gender self-determination is paradoxical, because it creates 
governable subjects. Freedom in neoliberal democracy is a vexed and slippery 
slope. Trans activists lobby the government, make eff orts to establish alliances 
with medical and psychological professionals, and engage with the judicial sys-
tem to win the right to public coverage for trans-specifi c procedures that will 
enable the freedom to embody one’s sex. Nevertheless, such freedom establishes 
parameters around the very category it ushers into being (Brown 2002; Butler 
1997). Transsexual subjects must establish themselves as more than sexed bod-
ies and gendered performances. Th ey must demonstrate themselves worthy of 
such recognition from the state and society. It is precisely here that we can pin-
point the infl uence of neoliberal socioeconomic discourses on the formation of 
transsexual subjects. As demonstrated through preceding discussions of trans-
sexual employment activism and the formation of FTM masculinities as self-
made men, political activism concerning publicly funded trans-specifi c health 
care reveals the ways that enterprise factors into the production of transsexual 
subjectivities. To demonstrate their humanity and their deservingness of rights, 
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transsexuals are pressured to prove they can assimilate into society and con-
tribute to Canada’s competitiveness in the global economy. Th is is done mainly 
through emphasizing the ways that accessing SRS will lead to the construction 
of productive bodies.

In 1998, the Progressive Conservative party delisted SRS from the Ontario 
Health Insurance Plan, meaning that this component of medicalized transition 
would be removed from Canada’s publicly funded health-care system after 
thirty years of funding. Th is change was made in accordance with “Common 
Sense Revolution,” the party platform that would entrench further neolib-
eralism throughout the province. Th is decision was challenged immediately 
through individual human-rights litigation and tireless lobbying eff orts by com-
munity activists and organizations. In 2008, the Liberal government announced 
the relisting of SRS, stating that transsexual individuals who received an offi  cial 
recommendation from the Gender Identity Clinic at the Centre for Addictions 
and Mental Health (CAMH) would be eligible for funding. Given the decade of 
struggle preceding this favorable decision, the province’s announcement was 
met with an exuberant response.

Nevertheless, trans activists remained wary of this victory given the legiti-
macy this legislation extends to CAMH, which has a long history of pathologiz-
ing transsexuality. Community members pointed to the ways that the gatekeep-
ing role played by medical professionals at CAMH was mediated by morally 
regulatory practices. For example, trans-community members exchanged criti-
cisms of an intake survey form that prospective participants of the gender pro-
gram at CAMH were required to complete. Th is survey inquired repeatedly 
whether the individual used alcohol or other substances, had suff ered depres-
sion, and had ever been arrested. Many members of a province-wide LGBTQ 
healthcare listserv easily identifi ed these techniques of moral regulation as prob-
lematic, given that these stringent criteria for behavior would potentially exclude 
many people from consideration. Trans-community activists are attentive to the 
ways that oppression functions on multiple axes that further marginalize racial-
ized, dis/abled, and impoverished segments of trans demographics (Jackson et 
al. 2006) as well as sex workers and others who are criminalized due to working 
in illegal economic sectors. Th e formation of transsexual subjectivities is medi-
ated by bourgeois standards of morality that reinforce systems of power rooted 
in whiteness, middle-class professionalism, and ableism. Acceptance into the 
Gender Identity Program at CAMH will most likely be granted to individuals 
from privileged social locations who demonstrate, or have the potential to dem-
onstrate, degrees of material success (Trans Health Lobby RHN Digest, 400).

Similar to deals with the corporate sector vis-à-vis trans employment, neo-
liberal entrepreneurial logic is a signifi cant component of the bargains trans 
organizers unintentionally struck with the province of Ontario while trying to 
relist SRS. Neoliberal philosophy and policies have embedded rational choice and 
cost-benefi t analysis within most social arenas. Trans health-care campaigns 
were not exempt from such reasoning, as organizers engaged with the adminis-
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trations of the Conservative government and its Liberal successors. Given the 
complexity of politics and the multiplicity of interests of the diverse groups 
involved, various conceptualizations of health care operate simultaneously. 
Trans activists argue that SRS is a basic and fundamental right that ought to be 
publicly funded in the interest of equality and social justice. In presenting the 
case to the government for relisting SRS, lobby groups, community organiza-
tions, and professional allies emphasized the fi nancial benefi ts to the province.

Many activists walk the tightrope concerning the very moral regulation 
and ability that they problematize in relation to gender identity clinics (GICs) 
by highlighting the ways that denial of such essential rights to health care roots 
many transsexuals fi rmly within “at-risk” or “vulnerable” populations. As 
articulated by such organizations as EGALE (a leading Canadian LGBT human 
rights organization), refusal to grant transsexual people access to medicalized 
transition procedures prolongs and increases the risk of alcohol and substance 
use, psychological trauma, such mental-health issues as anxiety and depression 
stemming from being “trapped in the wrong body,” and high rates of suicide. 
Th ese demands for publicly funded trans health care must be situated within 
neoliberalism and its erosion of social-welfare programs. Which would cost the 
province and taxpayers more—SRS, or hospitalization, treatment facilities, and 
other health-care costs as well as disability insurance, social assistance, and 
employment insurance payments? When analyzed in terms of neoliberalism, 
which locates the realization of freedom and equality through one’s ability to 
participate in the free-market economy, it becomes clear that these nondis-
criminatory rights are not rooted unequivocally in radically democratic or 
social-justice principles of equitable wealth redistribution. Instead, the public 
funding of SRS is marketed as an investment in the productive potential of 
candidates approved for such procedures. Although transitioning is not com-
prehended as the panacea to all struggles trans people must endure, it certainly 
will alleviate much suff ering, freeing up physical, psychic, and social space for 
more creative and constructive pursuits, presumably within legal sectors of the 
economy and society.

When understood as such, it becomes evident that social recognition of trans 
people and our specifi c needs functions as a social contract governing the lives 
of trans people. Expectations of employability and work ethic have been a long-
standing component of the programs run by GICs (Irving 2008). Th e “Real-Life 
Experience” (RLE) exercise (entrenched since the 1970s in the most commonly 
and widely practiced Standards of Care and only recently revised by the World 
Professional Association for Transgender Health) requires prehormonal and 
preoperative transsexuals to work, to attend school, and/or to volunteer as vis-
ible members of the sex with which they identify. Th e RLE makes explicit the 
fact that, following transition, transsexuals will have expectations to meet.

Couching arguments for medical transition in productive logic cannot be 
limited to medical and psychological gatekeepers situated within GICs. Trans 
organizers and allies reproduce the impetus toward productivity informing 
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many contemporary approaches to health and wellness. Th e preoperative trans-
sexual subject is oft en presented to government offi  cials and to members of 
society either in terms of their productive potential or their past and present 
contributions to society. For example, a leading transsexual activist in Toronto 
lamented the government’s decision to cut funding to SRS by stressing that

as a transsexual woman attempting to get an university education and 
lead a productive life, I am saddened that the Ontario government no 
longer deems it necessary to fund the procedure that would complete 
my transition. . . . It imposes hardship and heartache on me and others 
in similar circumstances. (Egale 2003)

Th is sentiment is echoed by health-care professionals situated within alter-
native institutional locations, such as the Sherbourne Health Centre (SHC), that 
have stated commitments to social justice and anti-oppression praxis. Th e 
SHC’s mandate is to treat low-income and street-active people within Toronto’s 
downtown core. It also specializes in health-care provision and advocacy for 
LGBTIQQ communities. In a letter written to Alberta’s Minister of Health and 
Wellness in response to the 2009 delisting of SRS in that province, the chief 
executive offi  cer explains that SRS

is a legitimate and necessary procedure .  .  . which relieves signifi cant 
human suff ering and enables the majority to live fulfi lled and productive 
lives. . . . From a human rights perspective, a health perspective and even 
an economic perspective, many Canadian provinces and Western coun-
tries are recognizing the need to strengthen protections for transgen-
dered communities and to improve their publicly funded health ser-
vices. (Boggild 2009)

Given that subjectivity is formed through productive power relations that 
result from subordination, it is important to comprehend the constructions of 
“proper” transsexual subjects deserving of rights not only in terms of sex and 
gender non-normativity as a result of the binary system of sex/gender but also 
in terms of neoliberal logics of hyperexploitation and entrepreneurialism to 
facilitate an increase in wealth accumulation. When considered in terms of a 
social contract, what impact will relisting SRS as a fundamental right have on 
criminalized, dis/abled, unemployed, racialized, and colonized members of trans 
communities? What social expectations will continue to govern trans people?

Conclusion
Th e above considerations show that my student’s initial question—what does 
the economy have to do with trans identities and organizing?—is daunting 
and should not be taken as rhetorical. Given that critical political economic 
approaches remain relatively underutilized by trans scholars and activists, 
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providing a one-word response—“everything”—to such an inquiry as if it were 
obvious in no way addresses the complexity of the question. Critical approaches 
to political economy root the emergence of transsexual identities within the 
broad capitalist mode of production. Fostering fl exible analytical categories 
to ensure their ability to explain adequately the relationship between non-
normative sex/gender embodiments and expressions is necessary. Trans sub-
jectivities that problematize the notion of personal identity and include relations 
of subordination are mediated by multiple systemic relations of power, which 
include class location, race, ability, and sexuality. Of equal importance, however, 
is the realization that trans subject formation not only is mediated by social rela-
tions of power but is in and of itself a social relation of power. As demonstrated, 
the formation of the proper, worthy, active, and valuable transsexual subject 
within neoliberal society plays a regulatory role. Th e very extension of life to 
transsexual individuals is determined through neoliberal regimes of wealth 
accumulation. It is within the enterprise society based on hyperindividualism, 
competitiveness, and freedom through market relations that contemporary 
transsexual subjects derive meaning. Th e good transsexual is a fl exible, coura-
geous, and physically/mentally and fi nancially fi t individual who displays pro-
ductive potential. Th is is the sex/gender performance that will more than likely 
ensure success in winning human rights. Th e ways that the formation of trans-
sexual subjectivity is intertwined with socioeconomic relations have profound 
impacts on theorizing trans identities, bodies, and resistance. Additionally, this 
oft en-unconscious relation is embedded within political organizing in ways 
that may thwart transgressive, radically democratic, and emancipatory political 
projects. For this reason, much more interdisciplinary research must be con-
ducted in this area.



10 JULIA SERANO

Reclaiming Femininity

 O ver the last few years, my femme identity has very much informed the 
way that I relate to myself as a trans woman, as a queer woman, and as 
a feminist more generally. If you were to ask a hundred diff erent femmes 

to defi ne the word “femme,” you would probably get a hundred diff erent an-
swers. Having said this, most femmes would no doubt agree that an important, 
if not central, aspect of femme identity involves reclaiming feminine gender 
expression, or “femininity.” It is commonplace for people in the straight main-
stream as well as within our queer and feminist circles to presume that femi-
nine gender expression is more frivolous, artifi cial, impractical, and manipula-
tive than masculine gender expression and that those of us who dress or act 
femininely are likely to be more tame, fragile, dependent, and immature than 
our masculine or “gender-neutral” counterparts.1 By reclaiming femininity, 
those of us who are femme are engaged in a constant process of challenging 
these negative assumptions that are routinely projected onto feminine gender 
expression.

Although reclaiming femininity is an important part of our femme iden-
tities, the specifi c ways in which we engage in reclaiming, reappropriating, and 
reconceptualizing femininity diff ers from person to person based on our varied 
experiences, struggles, and histories. I have found that my life history as a trans-
sexual woman has led to my having a somewhat diff erent view of femininity and 
femme identity than that commonly held by the majority of cissexual femme 
women (i.e., femme women who have not had transsexual experience). In this 
piece, I explore some of these diff erences. My hope is that, rather than drawing 
a sharp distinction between trans femmes and cis femmes, what I have to say 
will make clear the many similarities that we share. And rather than disidentify-
ing with my trans experience, it is my hope that cis femmes (and other readers) 
will draw parallels between my struggles and experiences and their own.

Many of my thoughts regarding the similarities and diff erences between cis 
and trans femmes grew out of my experience at the Femme 2006 Conference, 
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which took place in San Francisco in August of that year. At the time, I was 
about three-quarters fi nished writing the book that would eventually become 
Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femi-
ninity.2 My main purpose in writing the book was to debunk many of the myths 
and misconceptions that people have—both in the mainstream and within femi-
nist and queer communities—about trans women and femininity. Focusing 
simultaneously on femininity and trans women was no accident. I had spent fi ve 
years doing trans activism up to that point—conducting transgender 101 work-
shops, writing essays critiquing media depictions of trans people, and working 
to challenge the exclusion of trans women from lesbian and women’s spaces. 
Th e one thing that came up over and over again was the way in which trans 
women and others on the trans-female/feminine spectrum (i.e., those of us who 
were assigned a male sex at birth but gravitate toward femaleness or femininity) 
receive the bulk of society’s fascination, consternation, and demonization with 
regard to transgenderism. In contrast, people on the trans-male/masculine spec-
trum (i.e., people who were assigned a female sex at birth but gravitate toward 
maleness or masculinity) have remained relatively invisible. Th is disparity in 
attention suggests that those of us on the trans-female/feminine spectrum are 
culturally marked, not for failing to conform to gender norms, per se, but 
because of the specifi c direction of our gender transgression—that is, because 
of our feminine gender expression and/or our female gender identities. And 
although it has become common for people to use the word “transphobia” as a 
catch-all phrase to describe anti-trans sentiment, it is more accurate to view the 
discrimination and stigma faced by trans people on the trans-female/feminine 
spectrum in terms of trans-misogyny.

I have found that many people who have not had a trans-female or trans-
feminine experience oft en have trouble wrapping their brains around the con-
cept of trans-misogyny, so I off er the following two anecdotes to help illustrate 
what I mean by the term. Once, about two years ago, I was walking down the 
street in San Francisco, and a trans woman happened to be walking just ahead 
of me. She was dressed femininely, but not any more femininely than a typical 
cis woman. Two people, a man and a woman, were sitting on a door step, and as 
the trans woman walked by, the man turned to the woman he was sitting next to 
and said, “Look at all the shit he’s wearing,” and the woman he was with nodded 
in agreement. Now presumably the word “shit” was a reference to femininity—
specifi cally, the feminine clothing and cosmetics the trans woman wore. I found 
this particular comment to be quite telling. Aft er all, although cis women oft en 
receive harassing comments from strange men on the street, it is rather rare for 
those men to address those remarks to female acquaintances and for them to 
apparently approve of the remarks. Furthermore, if this same man were to have 
harassed a cis woman, it is unlikely that he would do so by referring to her 
feminine clothing and makeup as “shit.” Similarly, someone who is on the 
trans-masculine spectrum could potentially be harassed, but it is unlikely that 
his masculine clothing would be referred to as “shit.” Th us, trans-misogyny is 
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informed by, yet distinct from, transphobia and misogyny, in that it specifi cally 
targets transgender expressions of femaleness and femininity.

Th e second example of trans-misogyny that I would like to share occurred 
at an Association for Women in Psychology conference I attended in 2007 (for 
those unfamiliar with that organization, it is essentially a feminist psychology 
conference). One psychologist gave a presentation on the ways in which femi-
nism has informed her approach to therapy. During the course of her talk, she 
discussed two transgender clients of hers, one on the trans-masculine spectrum, 
the other on the trans-feminine spectrum. Th eir stories were very similar in that 
both had begun the process of physically transitioning but were having second 
thoughts about it. First, the therapist discussed the trans-masculine spectrum 
person, whose gender presentation she described simply as being very butch. 
She discussed this individual’s transgender expressions and issues in a respectful 
and serious manner, and the audience listened attentively. However, when she 
turned her attention to the trans-feminine client, she went into a very graphic 
and animated description of the trans person’s appearance, detailing how the 
trans woman’s hair was styled, the type of outfi t and shoes she was wearing, the 
way her makeup was done, and so on. Th is description elicited a signifi cant 
amount of giggling from the audience, which I found to be particularly disturb-
ing given the fact that this was an explicitly feminist conference. Clearly, if a 
male psychologist gave a talk at this meeting in which he went into such explicit 
detail regarding what one of his cis female clients was wearing, most of these 
same audience members as well as the presenter would surely (and rightfully) 
be appalled and would view such remarks to be blatantly objectifying. In fact, 
in both of these incidents I have described, comments that would typically be 
considered extraordinarily misogynistic if they were directed at cis women 
were not considered categorically inappropriate and off ensive when directed at 
trans women.

As these anecdotes demonstrate, expressions of trans-misogyny do not 
merely focus on trans women’s female gender identities, but, more oft en than 
not, they specifi cally target her feminine gender expression. Trans-misogyny is 
driven by the fact that in most U.S. contexts, feminine appearances are more 
blatantly and routinely judged than masculine ones. It is also driven by the fact 
that connotations such as “artifi cial,” “contrived,” and “frivolous” are practically 
built into our cultural understanding of femininity, and these same connota-
tions allow masculinity to come off  as invariably “natural,” “sincere,” and “prac-
tical” in comparison.

For example, when a woman wishes to charm or impress someone, she is 
oft en described as using her “feminine wiles.” But when a man tries to charm 
or impress someone, nobody ever accuses him of using his “masculine wiles.” 
Instead, he is simply seen as being himself. Most dictionaries defi ne “wiles” as 
artifi ce, a device, trick, or stratagem meant to fool, trap, ensnare or entice. Th is 
is how people typically view feminine gender expression: as manipulative, insin-
cere, and artifi cial.
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Th ere is a common, yet false, assumption that those feminists and queer 
women who favor trans-woman exclusion are primarily concerned with the fact 
that trans women were born male, that we have experienced male privilege, that 
we had or may still have penises, or that we may still have residual “male energy” 
(whatever the fuck that is). I would argue that the growing acceptance, and even 
celebration, of trans-male and trans-masculine folks within queer women’s 
communities over the last decade demonstrates that this supposed fear of male-
ness and masculinity is largely a red herring. Rather, in my many encounters 
with cis feminists who are hesitant or resistant about including trans women’s 
voices and issues within the feminist movement, almost invariably, the fi rst 
thing they mention is what they consider to be our “over the top” or “exagger-
ated” feminine gender expression: the way we supposedly dress hyperfemi-
ninely, wear way too much makeup, and turn ourselves into “caricatures” of 
“real” women. Janice Raymond chided trans women for the fact that we sup-
posedly “conform more to the feminine role than even the most feminine of 
natural-born women,” and Robin Morgan claimed that by doing so, we “parody 
female oppression and suff ering.”3

Anyone who knows multiple actual trans women knows that this mono-
lithic image of trans women as “hyperfeminine” is nothing more than a ruse, 
one that typically grows out of an uncritical acceptance of media depictions of 
trans women or out of stereotyping based on one or two trans women the per-
son may have seen or met (and who were obvious as trans precisely because of 
their especially high femme presentation). Actual trans women vary greatly in 
their personal styles and gender expressions. Some are rather conventional in 
their femininity, while others are understated, and still others strive to be fabu-
lously feminine. Some identify as femme dykes or femme tomboys. Other trans 
women are very androgynous in their manner of dress and gender expression, 
and still others dress and identify as butch. So what purpose does this mono-
lithic image of trans women as hyperfeminine serve? Well, in a world where 
femininity is regularly disparaged as being manipulative and insincere, such 
images reinforce the popular cissexist assumption that our female gender identi-
ties are “fake” or “contrived” and therefore not to be taken seriously. Indeed, in 
the eyes of society, trans women are seen as doubly artifi cial, because we are 
trans and because we are feminine.

As I became more and more aware of the ways in which anti-feminine senti-
ment is used to undermine and to delegitimize trans women, the more I began 
to realize the ways in which I had unconsciously (and sometimes consciously) 
distanced myself from femininity in order to gain acceptance in the queer com-
munity. When I fi rst began attending and performing spoken word at queer and 
feminist events back in 2002 and 2003, I defi nitely played down my femme side 
and played up my tomboy side. And you know what? It worked. I became rela-
tively accepted in those circles. I honestly do not think that I would have been 
accepted so readily within San Francisco’s queer and feminist communities if 
I had attended those fi rst events dressed in an especially feminine manner.
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Th is, of course, is not just a trans-woman issue; it is a femme issue. It is not 
just the heterosexist mainstream that promotes the idea that masculinity is 
strong and natural while femininity remains weak and artifi cial. In today’s gay-
male communities, masculinity is praised while femininity remains suspect. In 
today’s queer-women’s communities, masculinity is praised while femininity 
remains suspect. If people want to be taken seriously in these communities, then 
they will inevitably feel a certain pressure to conform to the communities’ 
masculine-centric ideals. I cannot tell you how many of my cis queer female 
friends have shared with me stories similar to my own, of how they really tried 
to butch it up when they fi rst came out as lesbians or as dykes, because they 
really wanted to be accepted and to be taken seriously.

As a trans woman, my attempt to distance myself from my own feminine 
expression was particularly poignant. Aft er all, I had spent most of my life com-
ing to terms with my feminine inclinations. As a kid, I repressed my feminine 
tendencies for fear of being called out as a sissy or fairy. As a young adult, I 
began to reclaim them, to feel empowered by them, and I lived openly as an 
unabashedly feminine boy for several years before my decision to transition. So 
it is sadly ironic that, aft er my transition, I felt the need to play down femininity 
once again to be taken seriously as a queer woman and a feminist.

It was through conversations with my femme-identifi ed friends—some who 
were trans, but many of whom were cis—and their sharing with me their own 
struggles grappling with being feminine in a queer culture that is so masculine-
centric that I began to embrace my femme identity around 2005. So when the 
Femme Conference came to San Francisco in 2006, and when I was invited to do 
spoken word at one of the performance events, I was ecstatic. For me, it repre-
sented a sort of publicly coming-out-as-femme moment. It was also important 
for me, because I was confi dent that trans women and femmes were natural 
allies. I believed this not only because of the overlap between these two commu-
nities (for example, such individuals as myself who identify as both trans women 
and femmes), but because of both groups’ shared history of being considered 
suspect in lesbian communities because of our feminine gender expression. My 
belief that trans women and femmes were natural allies also stemmed from my 
own experiences in the San Francisco Bay Area, where I generally found that the 
cis queer women who were most willing to stand up for their trans sisters and 
to call their peers out on trans-misogyny were almost always femmes.

However, when I attended the conference, I found that my belief that trans 
women and femmes were natural allies was not shared by all the attendees, not 
by a long shot. So for me, the conference was a bit of an emotional roller-coaster 
ride. I want to share some of these moments, the good and the bad. My purpose 
for doing so is not to call anyone out or to make people feel defensive. Neither 
is this a critique of the conference itself, because I feel the organizers sincerely 
intended the space to be inclusive and welcoming of trans-feminine voices. 
Rather, I am sharing these moments with you in the hope that they might off er 
some insight into where trans women such as myself are coming from.
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First, I felt love and appreciation among the artists with whom I shared the 
stage at the performance—especially my friends Meliza and Celestina, with 
whom I performed. Th eir love gave me the strength to do something that I had 
never done before: to perform for a predominantly queer women’s audience 
while wearing makeup, heels, and a dress (and a rather slinky dress at that). I’m 
sure this may not sound like such a big deal to many femmes, but anyone who 
has been on the receiving end of as many trans-women-are-caricatures-of-real-
women comments as I have would surely understand.

Aft er we performed our piece, I was on cloud nine, excited by how well it 
went and how well it was received. But I was brought back down to Earth by a 
well-meaning audience member who stopped me to tell me that she enjoyed the 
piece. And before I could thank her, she added, “And you look so real. I never 
would have guessed.” On the outside I smiled, but on the inside, all I wanted to 
do was cry.

Th en, there were the events that occurred during a Femininities, Feminism, 
and Femmes panel that followed a fi lm screening of the movie FtF: Female to 
Femme (and a number of other short fi lms).4 Many of the conference attendees 
seemed to love FtF, and I myself enjoyed much of the fi lm—it included some 
excellent interviews, and I especially appreciated the fact that it depicted 
“femme” without automatically pairing it with “butch.” But personally, I found 
it diffi  cult to get around a recurring scene in the fi lm (that was apparently meant 
to provide comic relief) that depicted a femme support group that was obviously 
meant to be parody of trans support groups. Having attended trans support 
groups myself, and having seen grown adults emotionally break down because 
for the fi rst time in their lives they were sharing their cross-gender feelings with 
other people or because they had lost their jobs or families aft er deciding to 
transition, I found those scenes to be disturbing. To draw what I feel is an apt 
analogy, as someone who has survived an attempted date rape, I would be 
off ended if someone were to parody a rape survivors’ support group. Similarly, 
as someone who for much of my life would have rather been dead than have 
anyone else know about my transgender feelings, I found the parody of trans 
support groups to be off ensive (despite the fact that it was surely not the fi lm-
makers’ purpose to off end trans people).

Th ankfully, the panel that followed the fi lm was designed to present diff er-
ent perspectives within the femme community, and it included trans woman, 
artist, and activist Shawna Virago. Shawna brought up her similar feelings 
about the fi lm, and how she felt that it invisibilized the cis privilege most of the 
conference attendees enjoyed. I was grateful that this perspective (which I 
shared) was voiced. It made me feel as though my own voice were included in 
the conversation.

But then, the fi rst question immediately following the panelists’ opening 
statements came from a cis woman who suggested that Shawna “didn’t get” the 
fi lm, that it was “just a spoof.” She then added that she felt that Shawna’s com-
ments were “divisive.” Th e word “divisive” is a red fl ag for me. I cannot begin to 
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tell you how many times I have heard trans women, or allies of trans women, 
called “divisive” when we call out people on their transphobia or trans-misogyny. 
In contrast, cis queer women who make trans-misogynistic comments or who 
organize or attend queer women’s spaces that exclude trans women are never 
called “divisive.” Th e fact that acts that marginalize trans women are not typi-
cally described as being “divisive” implies that a presumed and unspoken “one-
ness” exists in queer women’s communities that implicitly precludes trans 
women.

Anyway, the most diffi  cult moment for me at Femme 2006 occurred during 
a keynote talk that I attended in which the speaker made three separate dispar-
aging remarks about trans women. Th e fi rst comment came out of the blue (as 
she was not discussing trans people or trans issues) when she referred to herself 
as a “bio-dyke” and defi ned that as someone who is born female and who is 
attracted to other women who are born female. (And by the way, can we please 
get over the word “bio”? I may be a trans woman, but the last time I checked, 
I was not inorganic or nonbiological in any way.) Anyway, I tried my best to 
ignore that remark. But then, a little later on in her talk, she made two more 
comments. Th e fi rst was a rather confusing comment that seemed to legitimize 
queer women’s fears of “accidentally” becoming attracted to a trans dyke—
a sort of lesbian version of The Crying Game syndrome, I suppose. Shortly 
thereaft er, she dusted off  the thirty-year-old stereotype of the trans woman who 
“takes up too much space” at a lesbian meeting. Th is last comment was particu-
larly triggering for me given the fact that (like virtually all queer women’s events 
these days) this conference had a signifi cant turnout of trans-male/masculine-
spectrum folks (despite the fact that it was a femme-themed conference) and 
hardly any trans women in attendance. So for the speaker to suggest that trans 
women “take up too much space” in a community where we have almost no 
voice and are oft en explicitly unwelcomed was illogical and off ensive.

My immediate impulse aft er hearing that comment—being the rebel-
rouser that I am—was to begin to craft  a biting response for the question-and-
answer session that was to follow. But then I realized how pointless that would 
be, as I would be playing right into her stereotype of me as “taking up too much 
space.” She had placed me in a double-bind. So, upset and without any other 
obvious recourse, I walked out of the session. I was not trying to make a state-
ment or anything. I honestly just wanted to get as far away as possible. I wanted 
to go home.

During that long walk out of that large conference room, a couple things 
were going through my mind. First, I felt very alone. Th ere was no evidence that 
the audience at large was bothered at all by these comments (although, aft er the 
fact, I found out that others were also disturbed). Second, the phrase “trans-
woman exclusion”—which I had used countless times in my activism to change 
the policy at the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival and other women’s events 
and spaces—suddenly popped into my head.5 For all my work rallying against 
“exclusion,” here I was, leaving a queer women’s event that I was explicitly 
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invited to. In a sense, I was excluding myself, not because of any policy but 
because I found the atmosphere and rhetoric in that room to be intolerable. I 
was leaving because I was made to feel as though I did not belong.

Th is latter form of trans-woman exclusion, driven not by any formal policy 
but by a more general sense of disregard or disrespect for trans women, typifi es 
many queer women’s events and spaces. Oft en, when trans women ask me when 
I am performing next and I tell them that it is at a queer women’s event, they 
will tell me that they would rather not go, because they do not feel comfortable 
or safe in those spaces, or because they have been harassed or belittled at similar 
events before. In most cases, these women are sexually oriented toward women 
and identify as lesbian or bisexual themselves. But they want no part of queer 
women’s events because of the unchecked trans-misogyny that is oft en perva-
sive there.

Anyway, I walked out of that talk, and it is very likely that I would not have 
come back to the conference had it not been for an amazing cis woman named 
Tara who followed me out. She stopped me in the lobby to tell me that she was 
embarrassed and disturbed by the speaker’s comments, and she showed me 
much love and support in a discussion we shared just outside the session. She 
let me rant for a couple minutes about how upset I was over those comments, 
and she listened. And that was really what I needed right then: to be listened to. 
To be reminded that my voice, my thoughts, my feelings still counted, at least 
to somebody.

In a way, what happened at that keynote talk and at the panel aft er the FtF 
fi lm screening, while frustrating and diffi  cult for me, also had a silver lining. 
Th ese events provoked discussions about trans-woman irrelevancy within queer 
women’s communities—discussions that were long overdue. I do not think that 
such dialogue would have occurred at any other predominantly queer women’s 
event. I believe it happened then and there precisely because it was a femme 
conference—because many femmes recognize trans women as being a vital part 
of the femme community.

Two years later, I was invited to give one of the keynote talks at the Femme 
2008 Conference.6 Because of my experience at the previous conference, I 
attended Femme 2008 with somewhat diff erent expectations than I had before. 
For one thing, I no longer believed that femmes and trans women are “natural” 
allies. In fact, in retrospect, the very phrase “natural allies” strikes me as rather 
oxymoronic. Being an ally is not something that comes naturally. It requires 
work. To be an ally, you have to listen. You have to be willing to stand by your 
ally’s side, even when it is not directly in your interest to do so.

I still believe that trans women and femmes make good potential allies, as 
we both face discrimination (in the straight mainstream and within our own 
LGBT communities) because of our feminine gender expression. And in similar 
(and sometimes diff erent) ways, we are both working to reclaim femininity, to 
be empowered by our own feminine gender expression, despite the negative and 
inferior connotations the rest of the world projects onto us for it. And trans 
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women and femmes share another important attribute: We are survivors. Th e 
rest of the world may assume we are weak and fragile because of our feminine 
inclinations, but in reality, living with other people’s relentless misogynistic 
bullshit has made us tenacious bad-asses.

Although I feel that these shared experiences provide fertile ground upon 
which we can build an alliance, I also must recognize that many femme-
identifi ed folks do not view trans women as potential allies and do not see us 
as a part of their communities. Many femmes are indiff erent toward trans 
women and our issues, and still others are downright antagonistic (as was evi-
dent at Femme 2006).

I have come to realize (and have written in Whipping Girl) that there tend 
to be two prevalent and very diff erent attitudes regarding what queer communi-
ties should look like and whom they should include. Th e fi rst—which is the one 
I favor—views queer community in terms of alliances built on shared experi-
ences and interests. As a kinky femme-identifi ed trans woman who just so hap-
pens to get it on with the ladies, I seek alliances with other women, with other 
femmes, with other transgender-spectrum folks, with others who engage in 
same-sex relationships or BDSM, and with fat, diff erently abled, and intersex 
folks who share the experience of being made to feel that their bodies are 
unworthy and inferior to those of other people. Furthermore, as someone who 
experiences marginalization because of my queerness and trans-ness, I also 
recognize the importance of creating and fostering alliances with people who are 
marginalized in other ways (for example, because of racism, classism, and so 
on). For me, community is not so much about surrounding myself with people 
who are “just like me” but about learning from and supporting others who share 
issues and experiences that are similar (yet somewhat diff erent) from my own.

Th is alliance model exists in sharp contrast to the second view of queer com-
munities, which is centered on sameness rather than diff erence and on insular-
ity rather than openness. Many lesbian and gay communities are built according 
to this model, as are those segments of the queer community in which people 
must constantly tout their über-queer credentials less they be accused of being 
assimilationist or simply passé. Insular-focused queers typically insist that their 
own ideologies, values, expressions, and norms are not merely diff erent from 
but superior to those who have more conventional genders and sexualities. And 
those gender and sexual minorities who do not quite conform to those com-
munity standards are typically seen as having no place within the community.

When I was fi rst coming out as a dyke, I really wanted to fi t in, to be 
accepted. I was really hoping that the dyke community would become a home 
for me. Unfortunately, it has not. Although I have met a lot of really great, 
amazing supportive women in those spaces, I have also had a lot of really sucky 
interactions with people who are either apathetic or antagonistic toward trans 
women. I have come to realize that I will never be fully accepted within lesbian 
or dyke circles because of the ways in which I diff er from the majority: I am 
a trans woman, I am a femme, and I have recently come out as bisexual. In a 
world where many women defi ne “lesbian” as being in opposition to maleness, 
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in opposition to heterosexuality, and in opposition to femininity, I realize that 
I literally have three strikes against me. So I have instead decided to embrace 
the fact that I am lesbian kryptonite, as my existence blurs all those distinctions 
and calls into question all those oppositions. I no longer have any desire to try 
to gain inclusion or “acceptance” within lesbian or dyke-centric spaces. Fuck 
insular communities that are centered around any identity. I am no longer 
looking for a home; I am looking to make alliances.

Although many of us may call ourselves “femme,” it is important for us to 
acknowledge that we are all socially situated in diff erent ways, and this oft en 
results in each of us having our own perspectives on femininity and femme 
identity. Sometimes I fi nd it diffi  cult to talk about my very diff erent history—
specifi cally, the fact that I was socialized male (or, as I put it, forced against my 
will into boyhood)—because it is so oft en cited by trans-misogynistic women 
as evidence that I do not belong in lesbian or women’s spaces, because I am not 
a “real” woman. But at the same time, I also feel that the most important con-
versations to engage in are oft en the ones that leave you most vulnerable. So in 
the last part of this essay, I throw all caution to the wind and talk about how my 
very diff erent trans history has led to my having a very diff erent perspective on 
femininity and femme identity than that held by many of my cis femme sisters.

It seems to me that for many cis femme dykes, a major issue that they must 
reconcile in their lives is the way their feminine expression seems to be at odds 
with their queer identity. Th is can lead to invisibility—that is, because they are 
feminine, they are oft en not read by others as queer. It can also result in having 
their queer and feminist credentials constantly called into question by those 
who view femininity as an artifact of compulsory heterosexuality and, there-
fore, inherently conformist. In an apparent attempt to challenge accusations 
that they are assimilationist or that they reinforce sexist stereotypes, many 
femmes have instead argued that their gender expression is transgressive, be-
cause it is employed toward queer ends, thus challenging heterosexism. Or they 
might argue that their gender expression is performative, or merely a perfor-
mance, one that makes visible the ways in which gender itself is constructed. 
As Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha put it in her Femme 2008 keynote talk, 
this is the idea that femme gender expression is “ironic and campy.”

Now I can certainly relate to the notion of feminine expression as perfor-
mance. As someone who has to “dress down” for my day job, I know that when 
I do get the chance to dress up for an occasion, I have a defi nite sense of doing 
something diff erent, of putting on a diff erent exterior than I normally do. Hav-
ing said that, even when I am at my most outwardly feminine, the feeling that 
my gender expression is a “performance” does not even come close to how con-
trived and self-conscious I felt back before my transition, when I had to wear 
male-specifi c clothing (e.g., putting on a suit and tie when attending a wedding). 
So although you can make the case that masculinity and femininity are “perfor-
mances,” for me, feminine expression feels way more natural. It resonates with 
my sense of self in a way that I do not really have words to describe. It just feels 
right to me, whereas masculine expression always felt wrong.



180 Julia Serano

What also strikes me is the fact that, although being dressed up as a guy felt 
very artifi cial and contrived to me, other people tended to read my masculine 
presentation as natural. In contrast, when I am wearing feminine clothing, it 
may feel natural to me, but other people tend to see me as being “all dolled up.” 
Th is touches on what I say earlier about “feminine wiles” and femininity’s being 
seen as inherently artifi cial. In our culture, masculine expression seems to arise 
out of who one simply is, whereas feminine expression is always viewed as an 
act or a performance.

Th is is why I recoil from this idea of femme gender expression as “ironic and 
campy,” as a form of drag or performance, because it plays into the popular 
assumption that femininity is artifi cial. I am particularly sensitive about this 
subject, because, as I mention earlier, others oft en view me as doubly artifi cial 
because I am trans and because I am feminine. Th e assumption that my gender 
is artifi cial or a performance is regularly cited by those who wish to undermine 
or to dismiss my female identity. I refuse to let anyone get away with the cissex-
ist presumption that my gender must be a “performance” simply because I am 
a transsexual. And I similarly refuse to let anyone get away with the masculine-
centric presumption that my gender must be a “performance” simply because I 
am feminine.

I also fi nd the notion of femininity as performance to be somewhat disin-
genuous and oversimplistic. I mean, I can “perform” femininity. I can put on 
makeup, skirts, and heels. I can curtsy, throw like a girl, or bat my eyelashes if 
I want to. But performance does not explain why certain behaviors and ways 
of being come to me more naturally than others. Th e idea that femininity is just 
a construct or merely a performance is incompatible with the countless young 
feminine boys who are not self-conscious about their gender expressions, who 
become confused regarding why their parents become outraged at their behav-
ior, or who do not understand why other children relentlessly tease them for 
being who they are. Many such children fi nd their gender expression to be irre-
pressible, and they remain outwardly feminine throughout their lives despite all 
the stigmatization and male socialization to the contrary. Other femininely ori-
ented male children learn to hide their feminine gender expressions to survive, 
but at a great cost.

I was one of the latter children. I know that for many cis queer women, 
femininity is something that others foist upon them, an unwanted burden, an 
expectation that they are unable or unwilling to meet. Th is is perhaps why so 
many cis lesbian feminists have gone to such great lengths to argue that femi-
ninity is artifi cial, a mere artifact of patriarchy. But for me, femininity was like 
ether or air—it was always there, just waiting for the chance to leak out of me. 
When I think about gender expression as being a “performance,” I think about 
myself as a kid, watching my pronunciation of the letter “S” when I spoke to 
make sure it did not linger. “Performance” was fi ghting back the urge to be more 
animated with my hands when I talked, and learning never to use words like 
“adorable” or “cute” nonsarcastically. “Performance” was going to the barber to 
get my hair cut short like my parents wanted it, when what I really wanted was 
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to let my hair grow long. Like I said, for me, masculinity always felt artifi cial, 
while femininity felt natural.

Natural. Th e word “natural” has become super-fucking-taboo in queer and 
feminist circles. Usually when I utter the word “natural” in such settings, I feel 
as though the queer-theory police will bust into the room at any minute and 
arrest me for being an essentialist. People are quick to toss around accusations 
of “essentialism” without really giving much thought to what that word actually 
means. An essentialist is someone who believes that all women are the same: We 
are all naturally feminine, we are all naturally attracted to men, and so forth. 
Essentialists view women who are not feminine or not exclusively attracted to 
men as unnatural, artifi cial.

I am not an essentialist (despite the fact that some have accused me of that). 
I do not believe that all women are the same; I believe that all women are diff er-
ent. I believe that women naturally fall all over the map with regard to gender 
expression and sexual orientation. I believe that there are no wholly “artifi cial” 
genders or sexualities. I believe that many of us experience natural inclinations 
or predispositions toward certain gendered and sexual behaviors. But these incli-
nations do not exist in a vacuum—rather they arise in a culture where gender and 
sexuality are heavily policed; where they are defi ned according to hetero sexist, 
cissexist, transphobic, and misogynistic assumptions; and where they intersect 
with racism, classism, ableism, ageism, and other forms of oppression. I would 
argue that this view of gender and sexuality is not essentialist but holistic.

As I alluded earlier, it is common for people to have somewhat varied opin-
ions regarding what the word “femme” actually means. For me, having a holistic 
view of gender and sexuality, I suggest that most of us who are femme share two 
things in common. First, we fi nd that, for whatever reason, feminine gender 
expression resonates with us on deep, profound levels in inexplicable ways that 
are not easy to put into words. Th e second thing that we share is a sense of being 
diff erent, perhaps because we are dykes or bisexual; perhaps because we are 
trans women or feminine men or fall somewhere else along the transgender 
spectrum; or perhaps because our bodies fall outside the norm in some way, 
because we are fat, diff erently abled, or intersex. Or perhaps we experience some 
combination of these or are diff erent in some other way. Because of our diff er-
ences, we each have to make sense of what it means to be feminine in a world 
where we can never achieve the conventional feminine ideal and where femi-
nine gender expression and sexualities are plagued by misogynistic connota-
tions. For me, that’s what femme is: It’s a puzzle we each have to solve. And 
because we are all diff erent, we will each come up with a diff erent solution, a 
diff erent way of making sense of and expressing our femme selves.

One reason why I forward holistic views of gender and sexuality is because 
they allow us to fi nally put to rest “the femme question.”7 People who dismiss 
femininity—who consider it frivolous, vain, a patriarchal trap, a product of 
socialization, an artifact of the gender binary, or whatever—have been fucking 
with femmes for far too long. Th eir attempts to try to artifi cialize or to artifac-
tualize our feminine gender expression (rather than accepting it as natural and 
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legitimate) is the same sort of tactic that occurs when homophobes assume gay 
people are looking for an “alternative lifestyle” or just have not met the “right 
person” yet. It is the same bullshit that occurs when bisexuals are accused of 
being “confused” or of still having one foot in the closet, or when people assume 
that trans men transition to obtain male privilege or assume that trans women 
transition to fulfi ll some sort of bizarre sex fantasy. We should not have to 
explain why we are trans or why we are queer, and, by the same reasoning, we 
should not have to explain why we are feminine!

Once we accept that on some level feminine expression is natural, that for 
some of us—whether female, male, both, or neither—it resonates on a deeply 
profound level, then we can tackle the real problem: the fact that femininity is 
seen as inferior to masculinity both in straight settings and in queer and femi-
nist circles. Once we accept the fact that femininity exists and needs no explana-
tion, then we can focus on debunking the countless double standards, such as 
that masculinity is strong while femininity is weak, that masculinity is tough 
while femininity is fragile, that masculinity is practical while femininity is frivo-
lous, that masculinity is active while femininity is passive, that masculinity is 
rational while femininity is overly emotional, and, of course, that masculinity is 
natural while femininity is artifi cial. Once we get beyond having to account for 
why we are feminine, then we can fi nally make the case that all the dismissive 
connotations and meanings that other people associate with feminine expres-
sion are merely misogynistic presumptions on their parts.

Th is is why I also take issue with the notion of framing “femme” as transgres-
sive or subversive, because, unlike conventional femininity, it occurs within a 
queer context. Th is argument seems to buy into the assumption that expressions 
of femininity that do not occur in a queer context somehow reinforce the gender 
binary, heterosexism, the patriarchy, or what have you. And I think that is really 
fucked up! My mother is a heterosexual cis woman. My sisters are heterosexual 
cis women. As heterosexual cis women, they experience some privileges that I do 
not experience. Th ey are accepted in the straight, mainstream more readily than 
I will ever be. But they are marginalized in their day-to-day lives because they 
are feminine. To argue that they are reinforcing the binary, or the patriarchy, 
or the hegemonic gender system, because they are conventionally feminine (as 
opposed to subversively feminine), essentially implies that they are enabling 
their own oppression. Th is is just another variation of the claim that rapists make 
when they insinuate that the women in question were “asking for it” because of 
what they were wearing or how they behaved. I understand why male rapists try 
to blame the victims in this way, but for the life of me, I cannot understand why 
we as feminists and queers buy into this same sort of mentality.

I’ll be the fi rst to admit that the expectation that all girls and women are, 
or should be, conventionally feminine marginalizes and injures many people. 
Th ose who are androgynous, or tomboys, or butches, or on the trans-masculine 
spectrum face disdain for their gender nonconformity. And many women who 
perhaps are naturally feminine are routinely made to feel embarrassed, ashamed, 
unworthy, and disempowered, because they do not quite meet society’s practi-
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cally unattainable standards of beauty. But the problem here is not femininity, 
but expectations. What we as feminists should be challenging is compulsory 
femininity rather than femininity itself.

If all we femmes have one thing in common, it is that we have had to learn 
to embrace our own feminine expressions while simultaneously rejecting other 
people’s expectations of us. What makes femininity “femme” is not the fact 
that it is queer, transgressive, ironic, performative, or the complement of 
butch. No, what makes our femininity “femme” is the fact that we do it for 
ourselves. It is for that reason that it is so empowering. And that is what makes 
us so powerful.

As femmes, we can do one of two things with our power: We can celebrate 
it in secret within our own insular queer communities, patting ourselves on the 
back for being so much smarter and more subversive than our straight femi-
nine sisters. Or we can share that power with them. We can teach them that 
there is more than one way to be feminine and that no style or expression of 
femininity is necessarily any better than anyone else’s. We can teach them that 
the only thing fucked up about femininity is the dismissive connotations that 
other people project on it. But to do that, we have to give up the self-comfort of 
believing that our rendition of femme is more righteous, more cool, or more 
subversive than anyone else’s.

Although I do not think that my femme expression or anyone else’s femme 
expressions are in and of themselves subversive, I do believe that the ideas that 
femmes have been forwarding for decades: ideas about reclaiming femininity, 
about each person’s taking the parts of femininity that resonate with her and 
leaving the rest, about being femme for ourselves rather than for other people, 
about the ways in which feminine expression can be tough and active and bad-
ass and so on. Th ese ideas are powerful and transformative and can truly change 
the world.

I think that it is great to celebrate femmes within our own queer communi-
ties, but we should not merely stop there. We need to share the idea of self-
determined and self-empowered feminine expression, and the idea that femi-
nine expression is just as legitimate and powerful as masculine expression, with 
the rest of the world. Th e idea that femininity is inferior and subservient to 
masculinity intersects with all forms of oppression and is (I feel) the single-
most-overlooked issue in feminism. We need to change that, not only for those 
of use who are queer femmes but for our straight cis sisters who have been dis-
empowered by society’s unrealistic feminine ideals, for our gender-variant and 
gender-nonconforming siblings who face disdain for defying feminine expecta-
tions and/or who are victims of trans-misogyny, and also for our straight cis 
brothers, who have been socialized to avoid femininity like the plague and 
whose misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, and so on are driven primarily by 
their fear of being seen as feminine. Although I do not think that my femme 
expression is subversive, I do believe that, together as femmes, we have the 
power to truly change the world.
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What’s Wrong with 

Trans Rights?

Rights discourse in liberal capitalist culture casts as private poten-
tially political contests about distribution of resources and about 
relevant parties to decision making. It converts social problems 
into matters of individualized, dehistoricized injury and entitle-
ment, into matters in which there is no harm if there is no agent 
and no tangibly violated subject.

—Wendy Brown, States of Injury

A s the concept of trans rights has gained more currency in the last two 
decades, a seeming consensus has emerged about which law reforms 
should be sought to better the lives of trans people.1 Advocates of trans 

equality have primarily pursued two law-reform interventions: antidiscrimi-
nation laws that list gender identity and/or expression as a category of nondis-
crimination, and hate-crime laws that include crimes motivated by the gender 
identity and/or expression of the victim as triggering the application of a juris-
diction’s hate-crime statute. Organizations like the National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force (NGLTF) have supported state and local organizations around the 
country in legislative campaigns to pass such laws. Th irteen states (California, 
Colorado, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Washington) and the District of Colum-
bia currently have laws that include gender identity and/or expression as a cat-
egory of antidiscrimination, and 108 counties and cities have such laws. NGLTF 
estimates that 39 percent of people in the United States live in a jurisdiction 
where such laws are on the books.2 Seven states now have hate-crime laws that 
include gender identity and/or expression.3 In 2009, a federal law, the Matthew 
Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act, added gender iden-
tity and/or expression to federal hate-crime law. An ongoing battle regarding 
whether and how gender identity and/or expression will be included in the 
Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA), a federal law that would pro-
hibit discrimination the basis of sexual orientation, continues to be fought 
between the conservative national gay and lesbian organization, the Human 
Rights Campaign (HRC), legislators, and a variety of organizations and activists 
seeking to push an inclusive bill through Congress. Antidiscrimination bills and 
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hate-crime laws have come to defi ne the idea of “trans rights” in the United 
States and are presently the most visible eff orts made by nonprofi t organizations 
and activists working under this rubric.

Th e logic behind this law-reform strategy is not mysterious. Proponents 
argue that passing these laws does a number of important things. First, the pas-
sage of antidiscrimination laws can create a basis for legal claims against dis-
criminating employers, housing providers, restaurants, hotels, stores, and the 
like. Trans people’s legal claims when facing exclusion in such contexts have 
oft en failed in the past, with courts saying that the exclusion is a legitimate pref-
erence on the part of the employer, landlord, or business owner.4 Laws that 
make gender identity/expression–based exclusion illegal have the potential to 
infl uence courts to punish discriminators and to provide certain remedies (e.g., 
back pay or damages) to injured trans people. Th ere is also a hope that such laws 
and their enforcement by courts would send a preventative message to potential 
discriminators, letting them know that such exclusions will not be tolerated; 
these laws would ultimately increase access to jobs, housing, and other necessi-
ties for trans people.

Hate-crime laws are promoted under a related logic. Proponents point out 
that trans people have a very high murder rate and are subject to a great deal of 
violence.5 In many instances, trans people’s lives are so devalued by police and 
prosecutors that trans murders are not investigated or trans people’s murderers 
are given shorter punishments than are typical in murder sentencing. Propo-
nents believe that hate-crime laws will intervene in these situations, making law 
enforcement take this violence seriously. Th ere is also a symbolic element to the 
passage of these laws: a statement that trans lives are meaningful, oft en described 
by proponents as an assertion that trans people are human. Additionally, pro-
ponents of antidiscrimination laws and hate-crime laws argue that the processes 
of advocating the passage of such laws, including media advocacy representing 
the lives and concerns of trans people and meetings with legislators to tell them 
about trans people’s experiences, increase positive trans visibility and advance 
the struggle for trans equality. Th e data-collection element of hate-crime stat-
utes, through which certain government agencies keep count of crimes that fall 
into this category, is touted by proponents as a chance to make the quantity and 
severity of trans people’s struggles more visible.

Th e logic of visibility and inclusion surrounding antidiscrimination and 
hate-crime law campaigns is very popular, yet there are many troubling limita-
tions to the idea that these two reforms compose a proper approach to problems 
trans people face in both criminal- and civil-law contexts. One concern is 
whether these laws actually improve the life chances of those who are pur-
portedly protected by them. Looking at categories of identity that have been 
included in these kinds of laws over the last several decades indicates that these 
kinds of reforms have not eliminated bias, exclusion, or marginalization. Dis-
crimination and violence against people of color have persisted despite law 
changes that declared it illegal. Th e persistent and growing racial wealth divide 
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in the United States suggests that these law changes have not had their promised 
eff ects and that the structure of systemic racism is not addressed by the work 
of these laws.6 Similarly, the twenty-year history of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) demonstrates disappointing results. Courts have limited 
the enforcement potential of this law with narrow interpretations of its impact, 
and people with disabilities remain economically and politically marginalized 
by systemic ableism. Similar arguments can be made about the persistence of 
national origin discrimination, sex discrimination, and other forms of pervasive 
discrimination despite decades of offi  cial prohibitions of such behavior. Th e 
persistence of wage gaps, illegal terminations, hostile work environments, 
hiring/fi ring disparities, and bias-motivated violence for groups whose strug-
gles have supposedly been addressed by antidiscrimination and hate-crime 
laws invites caution when assuming the eff ectiveness of these measures.

Hate-crime laws do not have a deterrent eff ect. Th ey focus on punishment 
and cannot be argued to actually prevent bias-motivated violence. In addition 
to their failure to prevent harm, they must be considered in the context of the 
failures of our legal system and, specifi cally, the violence of our criminal punish-
ment system. Antidiscrimination laws are not adequately enforced. Most people 
who experience discrimination cannot aff ord to access legal help, so their expe-
riences never make it to court. Additionally, the Supreme Court has severely 
narrowed the enforceability of these laws over the last thirty years, making it 
extremely diffi  cult to prove discrimination short of a signed letter from a boss 
or landlord stating, “I am taking this negative action against you because of your 
[insert characteristic].” Even in cases that seem as obvious as that, people expe-
riencing discrimination oft en lose. Proving discriminatory intent has become 
central, making it almost impossible to win these cases when they are brought 
to court. Th ese laws also have such narrow scopes that they oft en do not include 
action taken by some of the most common discriminators against marginalized 
people: prison guards, welfare bureaucrats, workfare supervisors, immigration 
offi  cers, child-welfare workers, and others who have signifi cant control over the 
lives of marginalized people in the United States. In a neoliberal era character-
ized by abandonment (reduction of social safety nets and infrastructure, espe-
cially in poor and people-of-color communities) and imprisonment (increased 
immigration- and criminal-law enforcement), antidiscrimination laws provide 
little relief to the most vulnerable people.

In addition to these general problems with law reforms that add gender 
identity/expression to the list of prohibited characteristics, trans litigants have 
run into specifi c challenges when seeking redress from discrimination under 
these laws. Even in jurisdictions where these laws have been put in place, trans 
litigants have lost discrimination cases about being denied access to sex-
segregated facilities.7 In the employment context, this oft en means that even 
when a worker lives in a jurisdiction where discriminating against trans people 
is supposedly illegal, denying a trans person access to a restroom that comports 
with their gender identity at work is not interpreted as a violation of the law. Of 
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course, given the staggering unemployment of trans populations emerging from 
conditions of homelessness, lack of family support,8 violence-related trauma, 
discrimination by potential employers, eff ects of unmet health needs, and many 
other factors,9 even if the legal interpretations of trans people’s restroom-access 
demands were better, they would not scratch the surface of trans poverty.10 
However, these interpretations in employment cases involving restrooms are 
particularly dangerous, because they can be applied by courts to other high-
stakes settings where trans people struggle in systems that rely on sex segre-
gation. Because trans people frequently face violence and discrimination in the 
context of sex-segregated spaces, such as shelters, prisons, and group homes, 
and because restroom access is oft en the most contentious issue between trans 
workers and their employers, these anti-trans legal interpretations take the teeth 
out of trans-inclusive laws and are examples of the limitations of seeking equal-
ity through courts and legislatures.

Critical race theorists have developed analyses about the limitations of anti-
discrimination laws that are useful in understanding the ways these law reforms 
have and will continue to fail to deliver meaningful change to trans people. Alan 
Freeman’s critique of what he terms the “perpetrator perspective” in discrimina-
tion law is particularly helpful in conceptualizing the limits of common trans-
rights strategies.11 Freeman’s work looks at laws that prohibit discrimination 
based on race. He exposes how and why antidiscrimination and hate-crime 
statutes do not achieve their promises of equality and freedom for people tar-
geted by discrimination and violence. Freeman argues that discrimination law 
misunderstands how racism works, which makes it fail to eff ectively address it.

Discrimination law primarily conceptualizes the harm of racism through 
the perpetrator/victim dyad, imagining that the fundamental scene is that of a 
perpetrator who irrationally hates people on the basis of their race and fi res or 
denies service to or beats or kills the victim based on that hatred. Th e law’s 
adoption of this conception of racism does several things that make it ineff ective 
at eradicating racism and help it contribute to obscuring the actual operations 
of racism. First, it individualizes racism. It says that racism is about bad indi-
viduals who intentionally make discriminatory choices and must be punished. 
In this (mis)understanding, structural or systemic racism is rendered invisible. 
Th rough this function, the law can only attend to disparities that come from the 
behavior of a perpetrator who intentionally considered the category that must 
not be considered (e.g., race, gender, disability) in the decision he or she was 
making (e.g., hiring, fi ring, admission, expulsion). Conditions like living in a 
district with underfunded schools that “happen to be” 96 percent students of 
color,12 having to take an admissions test that has been proven to predict race 
better than academic success,13 or experiencing any of a number of disparities 
in life conditions (access to adequate food, health care, employment, housing, 
clean air and water) that we know stem from and refl ect long-term patterns of 
exclusion and exploitation cannot be understood as “violations” under the dis-
crimination principle, and thus remedies cannot be won. Th is narrow reading 
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of what constitutes a violation and can be recognized as discrimination serves 
to naturalize and affi  rm the status quo of maldistribution. Antidiscrimination 
law seeks out aberrant individuals with overtly biased intentions.14 Meanwhile, 
all the daily disparities in life chances that shape our world along lines of race, 
class, indigeneity, disability, national origin, sex, and gender remain untouch-
able and affi  rmed as nondiscriminatory or even as fair.

Th e perpetrator perspective also obscures the historical context of racism. 
Discrimination is understood as the act of taking into account the identity that 
discrimination law forbids us to take into account (e.g., race, sex, disability) 
when making a decision, and it does not regard whether the decision maker is 
favoring or harming a traditionally excluded group. In this way, the discrimina-
tion principle has been used to eviscerate affi  rmative action and desegregation 
programs.15 Th is erroneously conceptualized “colorblindness” undermines the 
possibility of remedying the severe racial disparities in the United States that are 
rooted in slavery, genocide, land theft , internment, and immigration exclusion 
as well as racially explicit policies that historically and presently exclude people 
of color from the benefi ts of wealth-building programs for U.S. citizens, such as 
Social Security, land grants, and credit and other homeownership support.16 Th e 
conditions that created and continue to reproduce such immense disparities are 
made invisible by the perpetrator perspective’s insistence that any consideration 
of the prohibited category is equally damaging. Th is model pretends the playing 
fi eld is equal, and thus any loss or gain in opportunity based on the category is 
harmful and creates inequality, again serving to declare the racial status quo 
neutral. Th is justifi cation for systemic racism masquerading as a logic of equal 
opportunity gives rise to the myth of “reverse racism,” a concept that misunder-
stands racism to suggest parallel meanings when white people lose opportunities 
or access through programs aiming to ameliorate impacts of racism and when 
people of color lose opportunities due to racism.

Discrimination law’s reliance on the perpetrator perspective also creates the 
false impression that the previously excluded or marginalized group is now 
equal, that fairness has been imposed, and the legitimacy of the distribution of 
life chances restored. Th is declaration of equality and fairness papers over the 
inequalities and disparities that constitute business as usual and allows them to 
continue. Narrowing political-resistance strategies to seeking inclusion in anti-
discrimination law makes the mistaken assumption that gaining recognition 
and inclusion in this way will equalize our life chances and allow us to compete 
in the (assumed fair) system. Th is oft en constitutes a forfeiture of other cri-
tiques, as if the economic system is fair but for the fact that bad discriminators 
are sometimes allowed to fi re trans people for being trans.17 Constituting the 
problem of oppression so narrowly that an antidiscrimination law could “solve” 
it erases the complexity and breadth of the systemic, life-threatening harm that 
trans resistance seeks to end. 

Not surprisingly, the rhetoric accompanying these quests for inclusion oft en 
casts “deserving workers”—people whose other characteristics (race, ability, 
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education, class) would have entitled them to a good chance in the workforce 
were it not for the illegitimate exclusion that happened.18 Using as examples the 
least marginalized of the marginalized, so to speak, becomes necessary when 
issues are framed so narrowly that a person who faces intersecting vectors of 
harm would be unlikely to benefi t from antidiscrimination law. Th is framing 
permits—and even necessitates—that eff orts for inclusion in the discrimination 
regime rely on rhetoric that affi  rms the legitimacy and fairness of the status quo. 

Th e inclusion focus of antidiscrimination law and hate-crime law cam-
paigns relies on a strategy of simile, essentially arguing that “we are just like you; 
we do not deserve this diff erent treatment because of this one characteristic.” To 
make that argument, advocates cling to the imagined norms of the U.S. social 
body and choose poster people who are symbolic of U.S. standards of normalcy, 
whose lives are easily framed by sound bites that resound in shared notions of 
injustice. “Perfect plaintiff s” for these cases are white people with high-level jobs 
and lawful immigration status. Th e thorny issues facing undocumented immi-
grants; people experiencing simultaneous discrimination through, for example, 
race, disability and gender identity; or people in low-wage jobs where it is par-
ticularly hard to prove discrimination, are not addressed by antidiscrimination 
law. Laws created from such strategies, not surprisingly, routinely fail to protect 
people with more complicated relationships to marginality. Th ese people, who 
face the worst economic vulnerability, are not lift ed up as the “deserving work-
ers” that antidiscrimination law advocates rally to protect.

Hate-crime laws are an even more direct example of the limitations of the 
perpetrator perspective’s conception of oppression. Hate-crime laws frame vio-
lence in terms of individual wrongdoers. Th ese laws and their advocates portray 
violence through a lens that oversimplifi es its operation and suggests that the 
criminal-punishment system is the proper way to solve it. Th e violence targeted 
by hate-crime laws is that of purportedly aberrant individuals who have com-
mitted acts of violence motivated by bias. Hate-crime advocacy advances the 
fallacy that such violence is especially reprehensible in the eyes of an equality-
minded state and thus must be punished with enhanced force. Although it is no 
doubt true that violence of this kind is frequent and devastating, critics of hate-
crime legislation argue that hate-crime laws are not the answer. First, as men-
tioned above, hate-crime laws have no deterrent eff ect: People do not read 
law books before committing acts of violence and then choose against bias-
motivated violence because it carries a harsher sentence. Hate-crime laws do 
not and cannot actually increase the life chances of the people they purportedly 
protect.

Second, hate-crime laws strengthen and legitimize the criminal-punishment 
system, a system that targets the very people these laws are supposedly passed 
to protect. Th e criminal-punishment system was founded on and constantly 
reproduces the same biases (racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, able-
ism, xenophobia) that advocates of these laws want to eliminate. Th is is no 
small point, given the rapid growth of the U.S. criminal-punishment system in 
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the last few decades and the gender, race, and ability disparities in whom it 
targets. Th e United States now imprisons 25 percent of the world’s prisoners, 
although it has only 5 percent of the world’s population.19 Imprisonment in 
the United States has quadrupled since the 1980s and continues to increase, 
despite the fact that violent crime and property crime have declined since the 
1990s.20 Th e United States has the highest documented rate of imprisonment 
per capita of any country.21 A 2008 report declared that the United States now 
imprisons one in every one hundred adults.22 Signifi cant racial, gender, ability, 
and national-origin disparities exist in this imprisonment system. One in nine 
black men between the ages of twenty and thirty-four are imprisoned. Although 
men still vastly outnumber women in prisons, the rate of imprisonment for 
women is growing far faster, largely the result of sentencing changes created as 
part of the War on Drugs, including the advent of mandatory minimum sen-
tences for drug convictions. An estimated 27 percent of federal prisoners are 
noncitizens.23 Although accurate estimates of rates of imprisonment for people 
with disabilities are diffi  cult to obtain, it is clear that the combination of severe 
medical neglect of prisoners, deinstitutionalization of people with psychiatric 
disabilities without the provision of adequate community services, and the role 
of drug use in self-medicating account for high rates.24

In a context of mass imprisonment and rapid prison growth targeting tra-
ditionally marginalized groups, what does it mean to use criminal punishment–
enhancing laws to purportedly address violence against those groups? Th is point 
has been especially forcefully made by critics who note the origins of the con-
temporary lesbian and gay rights formation in antipolice activism of the 1960s 
and 1970s and who question how current lesbian and gay rights work has come 
to be aligned with a neoliberal “law and order” approach.25 Could the veterans 
of the Stonewall and Compton’s Cafeteria uprisings against police violence have 
guessed that a few decades later LGBT law reformers would be supporting pas-
sage of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act, 
a law that provides millions of dollars to enhance police and prosecutorial 
resources? Could they have imagined that anyone would claim the police as 
protectors of queer and trans people against violence, while imprisonment and 
police brutality are skyrocketing? Th e neoliberal reframing of discrimination 
and violence that have drastically shift ed and undermined strategies of resis-
tance to economic exploitation and state violence produce this narrow law-
reform agenda that ignores and colludes in the harm and violence faced every 
day by queer and trans people struggling against racism, ableism, xenophobia, 
transphobia, homophobia, and poverty.

Th ese concerns are particularly relevant for trans people given our ongoing 
struggles with police profi ling, harassment, violence, and high rates of youth and 
adult imprisonment. Trans populations are disproportionately poor because of 
employment discrimination, family rejection, and diffi  culty accessing school, 
medical care, and social services.26 Th ese factors increase our rate of partici-
pation in criminalized work to survive, which, combined with police profi ling, 
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produces high levels of criminalization.27 Trans people in prisons face severe 
harassment, medical neglect, and violence in both men’s and women’s facilities. 
Violence against trans women in men’s prisons is consistently reported by pris-
oners as well as by researchers, and court cases and testimony from advocates 
and formerly imprisoned people reveals trends of forced prostitution, sexual 
slavery, sexual assault, and other violence. Trans people, like all people locked 
up in women’s prisons, are targets of gender-based violence, including sexual 
assault and rape, most frequently at the hands of correctional staff . Prisoners 
who are perceived as “too masculine” by prison staff  at women’s facilities are 
oft en at signifi cantly increased risk of harassment and enhanced punishment, 
including psychologically damaging isolation, for alleged violations of rules 
against homosexual contact. Th ese prisoners also face a greater risk of assault 
motivated by an adverse reaction to gender nonconformity.28

Because the criminal-punishment system itself is a signifi cant source of 
racialized-gendered violence, increasing its resources and punishment capacity 
will not reduce violence against trans people. When advocates of hate-crime 
laws frame the criminal-punishment systems as a solution to the violence trans 
people face, they participate in the false logic that criminal punishment pro-
duces safety, when it is clear that it is actually a site of enormous violence. 
Criminal punishment cannot be the method we use to stop transphobia when 
the criminal punishment system is the most signifi cant perpetrator of violence 
against trans people. Many commentators have used this support of the expan-
sion of punishment regimes through the advent of hate-crime advocacy as an 
example of cooptation, where resistance struggles that have named certain con-
ditions or types of violence come to be used to prop up the very arrangements 
that are harming the people who are resisting. A new mandate to punish trans-
phobic people is added to the arsenal of justifi cations for a system that primarily 
locks up and destroys the lives of poor people, people of color, indigenous people, 
people with disabilities, and immigrants and that uses gender-based sexual vio-
lence as one of its daily tools of discipline against people of all genders.29

Much of the thinking behind the need for hate-crime and antidiscrimina-
tion legislation, including by advocates who recognize how limited these inter-
ventions are as avenues for increasing the life chances of trans people, is about 
the signifi cance of having our experiences of discrimination and violence named 
in law. Th e belief that being named in this way has a benefi t for the well-being 
of trans people has to be reexamined with an understanding that the alleged 
benefi ts of such naming provides even greater opportunity for harmful systems 
to claim fairness and equality while continuing to kill us. Hate-crime and anti-
discrimination laws declare that punishment systems and economic arrange-
ments are now non-transphobic, yet these laws not only fail to eradicate trans-
phobia but also strengthen systems that perpetrate it.

Th is analysis illuminates how law-reform work that merely tinkers with 
systems to make them look more inclusive while leaving their most violent 
operations intact must be a concern of many social movements today. For 
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example, prison abolitionists in the United States argue that the project of 
prison reform, which is usually aimed at reducing certain kinds of violence or 
unfairness in the prison system, has always functioned to maintain and to 
expand imprisonment.30 Prison-reform eff orts aimed at a reducing a variety of 
harms, such as gender and sexual violence, medical neglect and abuse, and over-
crowding, to name but a few, have oft en been made by well-meaning people 
who wanted to address the horrors of prison life. But these reform eff orts have 
been incorporated into the project of prison expansion, mobilized as rationales 
for building and fi lling more and more prisons. Abolitionists caution that a 
system designed from its inception as a technology of racialized control through 
exile and punishment will use any rationale necessary to achieve that purpose. 

A recent example of particular interest to feminism and trans politics is the 
2003 National Prison Rape Elimination Act (NPREA). Although it was passed 
in the name of preventing sexual assault, the NPREA has been used to further 
enforce and to increase penalties against prisoners for consensual sexual activ-
ity, including such activities as handholding. Abolitionist activists doing pris-
oner support work have pointed out that because some of the main tools the 
NPREA uses are punishment tools, those tools have become just another part of 
the arsenal used by punishment systems to increase sentences, to target prison-
ers of color and queer and trans prisoners, and to expand imprisonment. It is 
unclear whether the new rules have reduced sexual violence, but it is clear that 
they have increased punishment.31 Activists considering using law reform as 
a tool, then, have to be extraordinarily vigilant to determine whether they are 
actually strengthening and expanding various systems’ capacities to harm or 
whether our work is part of dismantling those capacities.32

In prison- and immigration-reform contexts, trans activists are raising con-
cerns about the danger of dividing aff ected populations by mobilizing ideas 
about who constitutes a “deserving” or “undeserving” subject. Campaigns that 
focus on immigrants portrayed as “hard working” (racist, antipoor code for 
those who do not need support like public benefi ts or housing) and “law abid-
ing” (not caught up in the criminal punishment system) or that frame immi-
gration issues in terms of family unity relying on heteropatriarchal constructs, 
further stigmatize those who do not fi t the “deserving” frame and create poli-
cies that only benefi t a narrow swath of aff ected people. Similarly, campaigns 
about imprisonment that only focus on people convicted of nonviolent crimes, 
“political” prisoners, or people exonerated by the introduction of new evidence, 
risk refi ning the system in ways that justify and legitimize the bulk of its contin-
ued operation by eliminating its most obvious contradictions. Th ree concerns 
about law-reform projects permeate many sites of resistance. First, these proj-
ects change only what the law says about what a system is doing but not its 
actual impact. Second, they refi ne a system in ways that help it continue to target 
the most-vulnerable people while only partially or temporarily removing a few 
of the less vulnerable from its path. And fi nally, law-reform projects oft en pro-
vide rationales and justifi cations for the expansion of harmful systems.
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Freeman’s critique of the perpetrator perspective helps us understand how 
a discrimination-focused law-reform strategy that aims to prohibit the consid-
eration of certain categories of identity in the context of certain decisions (who 
to hire, fi re, evict, house, or assault) misconceives how the violences of racism, 
ableism, xenophobia, transphobia, sexism, and homophobia operate. Freeman’s 
work shows how discrimination law fails to remedy the harms it claims to 
attend to and actually can empower systems that maldistribute life chances. 
Reconceptualizing the theory of power and struggle that underlies such law 
reforms allows us to turn our attention to other systems in law that produce 
structured insecurity and shortened life spans for trans people and consider 
alternative avenues of intervention.

Examining the operation of legal systems that administer life chances at the 
population level, such as welfare systems, punishment systems, health-care sys-
tems, and immigration systems, can expose how law operates to sort people into 
subpopulations facing diff erent exposures to security and insecurity. Looking at 
sites of the legal administration of societal norms, we can see how certain popu-
lations come to have such pervasive experiences with both abandonment and 
imprisonment. From that vantage point, we can strategize about how to use 
legal reform tools as part of a broader strategy to dismantle capitalism’s murder-
ous structures while we build alternative methods of meeting human needs and 
organizing political participation. Because of the obvious failures of the most-
popular contemporary law-reform strategies to address harms trans people are 
facing, trans experience can off er a location from which to consider the broader 
questions of the neoliberal cooptation of social movements through law reform 
and the institutionalization of resistance and from which to reframe the prob-
lems of violence and poverty that impact marginalized populations in ways that 
give us new inroads to intervention.

If we shift  our framework from trans rights to critical trans resistance, we 
fi nd ourselves with new analysis of the harms that people who defy gender 
norms face and new ideas for how we might dismantle systems that produce and 
enforce gender norms. Such a shift  means that we move from demands for rec-
ognition and inclusion in law to demands for material changes to our lives. We 
recognize formal legal equality as a window dressing for harmful and violent 
political and economic arrangements (settler colonialism, white supremacy, 
capitalism, heteropatriarchy), and we come to understand that what we want 
and need will never be won through a legal system founded in and dedicated to 
preserving racialized-gendered property statuses. Our social movement strate-
gies, then, become centered in mobilization, and our targets become the sites of 
violence we see producing trans death.

Th e demands for wealth redistribution, prison abolition, and an end to 
immigration enforcement that are emerging from trans communities suggest a 
critical trans politics guided by the urgent circumstances we face and a desire to 
center those living under the most severe forms of coercive violence as a guide 
for prioritization. Th e social-movement infrastructure we need to win these 
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demands is far more participatory, democratic, and decentralized than what has 
emerged in law reform–centered rights-seeking formations. Th e loud concerns 
raised within social movements in the last decade about the roles nonprofi tiza-
tion and professionalization have played in containing and undermining trans-
formative social change are useful to trans politics: We perceive the current 
push to institutionalize our work in those same hierarchical, elitist, undemo-
cratic, and unaccountable forms to support the same narrow status-quo affi  rm-
ing agenda.33 Across the United States, local communities are proposing and 
creating diff erent tools, forms, and agendas to address these concerns and to 
innovate infrastructure for trans resistance. Th is resistance refuses to make itself 
legible in a neoliberal framework; to articulate demands for rights that repro-
duce racist, ableist, antipoor, xenophobic frameworks of deservingness and 
undeservingness; to sell off  transformative goals for funding opportunities; or to 
endorse violent institutions for a chance at being nominally invited to be part of 
them. Co-developing this critical trans politics requires all of us to tap our cre-
ativity, imagination, bravery, compassion, humility, self-refl ection, patience, 
generosity, and perseverance as we seek change deep enough to dismantle the 
violences that are foundational to our current conditions.



12 RYKA AOKI

When Something Is Not Right

“Hold on, hold—hold on! Something is not right here. Something is not 
right!”

It’s March 2008, and I am in Greensboro, North Carolina, on tour 
with the Tranny Roadshow, a barnstorming transsexualgenderqueer 
vaudeville show/gender studies symposium coming soon to a liberal arts 
college near you.

It’s past midnight, and we are returning to our hotel aft er preaching 
the Gospel of Gender Awareness, which for me essentially means con-
vincing anyone who will listen that transwomen do more than inject 
ourselves with industrial silicone, blow wannabe frat boys in alleys for 
twenty bucks, and get beaten to death when a wannabe frat boy claims 
he was fooled by a chick with a dick—all while keeping the audience 
entertained and wanting more.

Anyone can be trans, or an activist, but to be on the Roadshow, you had better 
do a good Elvis. Jamez is an ex-Alaskan dog-musher/current Harvard Divinity 
student who plays the violin and recites poetry in a shaggy lion costume with 
fl oppy yarn mane. Kelly is a social worker and zine librarian who resembles 
nothing so much as a four-foot-ten Chuck Norris–channeling Hunter S. 
Th ompson. When Red’s not singing to straight hipsters about how irritating 
they are, she’s a professional chef who rhapsodizes about the perfect gravy, 
homemade mayonnaise. Oh, and she has about a million viewers who follow 
her Weblog on YouTube. And then there’s me, an Asian American English 
professor with an Ivy League MFA, who sings, “We’re Off  to See the Wizard!” 
while waving a fl oppy blue dildo with Styrofoam Muppet eyes.

Tonight we rocked the house. Th e queer kids seemed queerer—they ap-
plauded louder, fl irted harder. Best of all, they bought more of our CDs and 
zines, which means I have enough money to pay the parking lot attendant 
when I get back to LAX. Even the faculty were cute, like that professor who tried 
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to make small talk but was so nervous, as if unsure whether hitting on me made 
him gay. So it’s all good as we enter the hotel. And then, suddenly, it’s Another 
World.

Th e mid-city Clarion or Red Roof or Ramada is not like its brethren in New 
Orleans or Las Vegas, where you dump your bags in the your room and bust out 
into the night. Oft en, the local business hotel is the destination, where the lights 
are brightest, the music loudest, the prime rib primest, and where both traveler 
and local can count on air conditioning, clean restrooms, and a drink served in 
a tall, thin glass. If you live in the area, you can hook up with an interesting out-
of-towner who will seduce you with sweet nothings and margaritas and then 
leave before you have the chance to forget his name.

Heck, even the local boys are trying to be just as anonymous as you, so as 
long as you understand this is a no-tell situation and you don’t catch any icky 
diseases, having a place to dance, drink, fl irt, and get a room at one convenient 
location sure as hell beats another night of watching Th e Biggest Loser.

Here in North Carolina, this hotel seems to be working perfectly, for as we 
exit the elevator and turn down the hallway, we encounter a blonde. Gloriously 
primped, hairsprayed, and a little old for that halter top, she’s like that faded 
VHS of Xanadu I have somewhere in my closet. At her side is her friend, bru-
nette, dressed similarly, but with decidedly less splendor. Together, they have 
bagged two big young bucks, with their obligatory baseball caps and baby-fat 
muscles that roll from their arms to their backs all the way up their necks. Back 
in high school, when I was a boy and on the wrestling team, I knew a couple of 
guys like this. Th ey ate a lot of meat and would break things when they started 
swinging—think carnivorous wrecking balls.

Usually, a scene like this means Armageddon for a group of queers, but the 
women seem to be happy with their boys and the boys with their women, and 
all of them with their drinks. Besides, we’re still goofy and glowing from our 
night. So we leave the couples to their breeding and continue down the hallway.

And it’s just as we pass them that we hear, “Hold on, hold—hold on! Some-
thing is not right here. Something is not right!”

It’s the blonde.
Shit. Like deer in headlights, we freeze. Bad move. In that moment, the 

blonde reaches out and grabs my arm.
“Hold on, hold on!” Now she’s on the verge of yelling. “Let me look at you.”
I try to pull away, but she tightens her grip. Th is is not good. Not good at all. 

Now I’m scared—I am in the South in a town I don’t know, and someone has 
grabbed my arm. How could I have been so careless? I’m the only one wearing 
a skirt and makeup. Jamez and Kelly are in their typical sweater/sweatshirt and 
jeans, and Red, even onstage, is much more of an outdoorsy down vest–type girl. 
What’s more, I’m the only Asian in the group, and probably the entire hotel.

“No, No No. Let me look at you.”
She moves up close to me, so close I smell the rum on her breath and see 

the smudges in her eyeliner. It’s taking everything I have to hold myself steady, 
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to try to focus. What to do? I can probably break her grip, but that will probably 
piss her off , and then the guys would jump in. . . . Th ere’s no way to escape with-
out guaranteeing a scene. Crap. I try to breathe, to tell myself I can’t faint now.

I look at her, at her electric-blue eye shadow, and try to think of something 
smart to say, something to help us get away, because we are about to be clocked 
as trans people, or at least I am, and with those big guys who are really big, and 
drinking, and in mating mode. . . . I need to think of something right now. But 
no words come. Th ere’s too much fear in me, and too much alcohol and phero-
mones in them. I am about to become a statistic. I swear if she calls me a drag 
queen, I’m going down fi ghting and say, “Look who’s talking, bitch!”

I just hope I can make enough of a racket that my friends can get away . . . 
and that whatever they do, it won’t hurt too much.

But then, her expression changes to a strange little smile and she says, “You 
are so beautiful.” And her friend with the brown hair walks next to her and 
nods, and her eyes are caring and—why do they seem so . . . sad?

OK, this is weird. But it’s not violent, and I’ll take weird over violent any 
day.

I can even feel my hair relax. Blood rushes back to my arms and legs and 
I wobble, but the blonde holds me steady, and her grip is strong. I smile, ready 
to say thank you and continue on my way.

But then the blonde squeezes my arm even harder. She glares at my friends.
“What are you are gonna to do with her?”
Jamez and Kelly look like they’ve been punched in the gut. Each of them 

has worked for women’s and queer rights. Now they’ve just been pegged as 
scraggly white guys coercing a lone woman, obviously not from around here, 
to their room.

Now we’re fucked, not because they think we’re transgender or queer but 
because they think we’re straight. Th ere is no way my friends can explain the 
mistake, because those guys are really big, and during this whole time they 
haven’t stopped drinking.

“I said, what are you gonna do with her!?”
Louder this time. Th e blonde wants an answer. She lurches at the tallest 

person in our group, who happens to be Red. “Who are you?”
“I’m Red.”
“I know you are.” [Red’s got red hair.] “But who are you?”
She’s not talking to Red as a woman, but as yet another man. Red goes 

blank. I wince. It hurts when a trans woman is read as a man—it’s happened 
to all of us. But here, for safety’s sake, we were locked in our identities. Red’s 
grungy fl annel shirt is saving her right now. If she had been in a dress and not 
passed, that would have been ugly. So we leave it alone. Just as passing is saving 
me, not passing is saving her. All I can do is remember that Red, just as Jamez 
and Kelly and I have, has endured much worse.

Th e blonde turns to me. “Honey, you stay right here.” As she says this, one 
of the wrecking balls sways over at Kelly, all just under fi ve feet of him.
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“You her boyfriend? Huh? Huh? Dude, they’re trying to hit on your 
girlfriend.”

In his big slow way, I think he’s doing some sort of guy honor thing. 
Although now there’s the prospect of another woman joining them, instead of 
punching his friend in the arm, he’s warning Kelly that he is about to lose his 
girl. It’s kind of sweet.

But the big guy, bless him, is wrong. Because the women aren’t hitting on 
me. Th e brunette puts her hand on my shoulder, “Honey, you are so beautiful, 
you do not have to go through with this. You don’t have to do this.” She says 
the last sentence as if I were a lost child at a Walmart.

Th e blonde nods. “You can stay with us. You can stay in our room tonight.”
It’s generous and terrifying at the same time, because during this whole 

encounter, she has not let go of my arm. Th e big guys wink and nudge. Jamez and 
Red make noises to leave. Suddenly, the blonde loses her patience and screams.

“What are y’all going to do to her? Y’all gonna gang bang her?” She is drunk 
and pissed and dangerous. Th e big guys spin around, literally heads to the wall.

“Uh, let’s let the girls handle this,” one of them mumbles.
Red and Jamez take this chance to dash down the hallway. Good move. 

Although I don’t want to be left  alone, I can’t blame them.
Kelly, thank goodness, stays with me, as I tell the two women that we’re just 

friends really, just friends, and we’re so tired, please, we just need to sleep now. 
I am not sure of exactly what I babble, but eventually the blonde looks deeply 
into my eyes and says, “Honey, if you need anything, we’re here for you. We’re 
right here in this room and if you need us, you just come over here and we’ll 
take care of you.”

Finally, she releases my arm. I hug her, say thank you, and nod. Kelly waves. 
We walk down the hallway, and once we turn the corner, we giggle like idiots 
and dash to our room and bolt the door.

“Okay, now how many ways did they get that wrong!?”
Kelly and I are screaming. “Oh my God! We fucking almost died!” Fuck. I 

think need a drink. Shitfuckshitfuckshitfuck—
Slow down, breathe. . . .
I fl op on my bed and stare at the ceiling. What the hell? And as I fi nally catch 

my breath, an even weirder thought comes to mind: In Greensboro, North 
Carolina, some straight white women, who obviously had other things going on, 
noticed what they thought was a vulnerable Asian girl from out of town and 
decided they were going to help.

How many people would let a moment like that go? I didn’t look like them. 
I’m not white. I obviously wasn’t a local. Th ey could have just let me pass and 
kept the party going. Lots of us hip, enlightened, rainbow-fearing queers would 
have done just that.

Th ey misread the situation about as completely as one can imagine, but at 
least they tried. Th ey saw that something was not right, and they got involved, 
to help someone they did not know, simply because they thought I was in need. 
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Perhaps as they had been in need before—not only trans and queer women get 
abused. Would I have done the same for them? I’d like to think so. I hope I 
would have the compassion to say something.

Kelly’s done with the bathroom, and as I fi nally wash off  my makeup and 
pop out my contacts, I think of how perception can bring familiarity, antipathy, 
or violence. To be transgender means never quite knowing which reaction 
you’re going to get, where, or from whom. You can be a sister one moment, 
then have a security guard stop you in the bathroom the next. In one store, the 
salesperson will smile and say welcome. In another, you’ll get ugly stares and 
giggles.

Because they perceived me to be female, the women treated me with kind-
ness. Had I really been in trouble, they might have saved my life. But if they had 
seen me as male, I’d have been dismissed as another potential threat. Does this 
make how they acted toward me any less remarkable?

I don’t know. But I do know that it’s really late and I am in Greensboro, 
North Carolina, preaching the gospel of gender awareness and there’s another 
show tomorrow. And I need to sleep, and sleep comes best with a story where I 
can believe that even as race, gender, or culture, can seem insurmountable—that 
on some nights, one human can see another human, perceive that she is in need 
and, despite their diff erences, decide to be fi erce and brave.

For now, that’s good enough. No violence, no hate. Just weird. And I’ll take 
weird over violent any day, or any night.

I hop into my bed, have one last laugh with Kelly, and fi nally turn off  the 
lights.

A few weeks later, Jamez, Kelly, and I are touring with a diff erent group of 
artists in Colorado. One of them is Linda, a seventy-eight-year-old har-

monica player who transitioned from male to female at seventy-two. She needs 
someone to talk to. She needs to talk to me. And she needs to talk to me about 
transition.

Th is is the last thing I want. I don’t want to hear about the fi ve of her six 
now-grown children who don’t talk to her. I don’t want to hear about the grand-
children she may never see again, or the line-dance instructor at the senior 
center who said she was unwelcome because she is transgender. I don’t want to 
hear that her closest companion is her dog, but that it’s all “still worth it.”

So when it comes time to drive from Denver to our show in Fort Collins, 
I pull Jamez aside and ask that I not ride with her. Some of my concern is valid; 
I don’t like deep conversations, especially trans conversations, before a show. 
It gets rough hearing stories of senseless cruelty and injustice while rushing jet-
lagged and jittery to a show that’s happening in two hours. It can be diffi  cult 
hearing about the sales clerk at the mall who kicks a trans woman out of her 
store, or, god forbid, another friend dying—all while hoping for a sound check, 
adjusting a set list, rehearsing lines, and preserving enough energy for a great 
performance.
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But that’s far from the whole story. In all my time with the Roadshow, I have 
never asked to not ride with someone before.

It’s Linda. In Linda, I see a wobbly old trans woman who seems too much 
like someone I am terrifi ed to become. Like many trans women, her speech 
seems both overbearing and tentative. Do I converse this way? She hadn’t 
started hormones until later life; her hairline had receded. I touch my own hair, 
worried. She’s still awkward with her makeup, and her thin body makes her 
hands look way too large; should I be wearing gloves? Her skin is crinkly and 
paper thin. My father’s skin is like that. . . .

Th e irony is terrible. I am on tour specifi cally to tell auditoriums full of 
people that we need to be more accepting of everyone, regardless of how non-
conforming they seem. I am here to tell audiences that trans people, and trans 
women in particular, should be treated as women, and no matter what their 
appearance, should be treated with dignity, acceptance, and respect. Yet here 
I am, unable to put my prejudices aside to ride with someone who simply 
wants a friend.

So I’m riding in the other car with Kelly. He’s relating a funny story about 
the Denver Zine Library, and I am trying to smile, but I can’t get past the fact 
that I totally, totally suck.

Th e trip to Fort Collins goes smoothly, as does the sound check. I scope out 
the stage, check the acoustics, and thank the performance gods that the sound 
person knows the diff erence between a quarter-inch cable and an XLR. How-
ever, as I go over my set list, I notice that Linda is sitting by herself on a little 
stool, looking fragile and nervous in a pink cowboy hat, with two shiny har-
monicas and a bottle of water.

I don’t know where it comes from, but somehow I retrieve enough sense to 
remember what it feels like to be alone, especially before a show. Somehow 
I shake some sense into my head, remember that she does not deserve to be 
treated poorly and that even if I can’t be a decent human being, at least I should 
act like one. So I take a deep breath, walk over, and I ask how she’s feeling. 
I listen, as closely as I can, and tell her it’s okay to be nervous, and that this au-
dience is going to love her. I tell her, thank you for being so brave and how 
important it was for her to be part of the tour.

Of course, Fort Collins loves Linda’s harmonica music. And they love Linda. 
Yes, it sounds like a cliché, but when you’re queer, and especially trans, clichés 
where people are listening and clapping, instead of raping and killing . . . well, 
those are clichés that you keep.

Once the show is over, the Roadshow decides to cut loose at a gay cowboy 
bar in Denver. From Fort Collins to Denver, Linda and I compare harmonica 
styles. We share songs as well as stories. She tells me about her lives as a dancer, 
a dirt biker, a veteran. She builds custom dune buggies and says we should ride 
one day.

At the bar, Linda teaches me some dance where you kick or something, and 
I quickly realize in Los Angeles, I do too much driving and not enough walking. 
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Aft er I bow out, totally winded, she outdances not only me but Kelly and a 
couple of pretty muscle boys as well. Watching her, I can’t help but think that 
being true to one’s self is a lot like navigating the dance fl oor. It’s awkward and 
clumsy at fi rst. But if you can keep going, one day your shoes break in, your legs 
stop shaking, you stop sweating like a pig, and a good song can refl ect the beauty 
of your soul.

I am to leave the tour early for a speaking engagement in Chicago. When we 
return to our rooms, Linda says that she probably won’t be able to wake up to 
see me leave for my morning fl ight. She looks like she’s about to cry.

Th e next morning, as I pack my last items, harmonica music comes through 
my door. I peek into the hallway, and Linda is standing there, in her pink fl an-
nel nightgown. Her eyes are red, and she says that song was for you. Th en she 
breaks down. Just sobbing. Deep shoulder-heaving sobs.

And when I hold her, all she can get say is, “Thank you for being my 
friend.”

 Once, I imagined my art was my savior. I hoped and believed my words could 
heal and elevate everything they touched. Poetry and music were sacred 

dialects through which I spoke to my ancestors and what kept me alive as I was 
growing up in an abusive home. My stage name, “de la Cruz,” is both a tribute 
to art as an ideal vehicle to ask why the world is as it is, and a dedication that I 
will use my life to share the answers I fi nd.

But poetry does not deliver salvation. When I think of my reaction when I 
fi rst met Linda, I feel awful. I’d like to say that there was some misunderstand-
ing, or that this superfi cial person wasn’t really me. But it was.

I failed. I did exactly what I am trying to eliminate. I judged on appearance. 
I presumed. I was prejudiced. And I know that there is always that chance that 
I will get a little too high on my horse and fail again. I’ll screw up. Again.

For me, this encounter and others like it keep me from vilifying people for 
slip-ups and ignorance. Whether someone misspeaks to me or misjudges me, if 
that person honestly is trying, I need to remember my own weakness, be hum-
ble, and forgive.

I can talk about being a dyke or being trans or being a POC, but no identity 
is enough. And no matter how transcendent a story or composition may seem, 
it is foolish to believe that I can separate my work from my prejudices and 
phobias.

It scares me that I might be so wrong about so many things . . . that all the 
patience, study, and lessons I acquire only guarantee that I shall make ever-
more-thoughtful and eloquent mistakes.

Yet I am even more determined to listen, learn, and continue performing 
and writing. For as naive as it is to believe that transcendent art comes from 
transcendent people, it is unforgivable to let fear of failure stop work that, 
imperfect as it is, may on a good night reach out to others like a cussing, yet 
caring voice in a Greensboro hotel.
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And, maybe some people will laugh at me, others will get pissed off  with 
me, and others will whisper I must be drunk. But just like the blonde in the 
hallway, all haltered and hairsprayed and maybe a little more afraid and fucked 
up than she lets on, at least I am going to try to do the right thing. And even if 
I’m slurring my words and wearing way too much electric-blue eye shadow, 
when something is not right, I plan to write something, say something, to hold 
an arm tightly and try helping as best as I can.
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identity-based social movements, the coherency that marks their offi  cial narratives is one 
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Studies.
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CHAPTER 4

Epigraphs: Dana Leland Defosse, original call posted on http://groups.google.com/group/
alt.transgendered/browse_thread/thread/69c04e35666a9a1b/69ebde0bf2af8dc6?lnk=st&q
=cisgendered+dana+defosse&rnum=1&hl=en#69ebde0bf2af8dc6. Carl Buijs, “A new per-
spective on an old topic” (04/16/1996), posted on http://groups.google.com/group/soc
.support.transgendered/msg/184850df15e48963?hl=en. Monica Roberts, “Cisgender Isn’t 
an Insult,” posted July 10, 2009, http://transgriot.blogspot.com/2009/07/cisgender-isn’t
-insult.html.

1. Across the United States and Canada, use of the terms “cisgender” and “cis” varies 
by location and the political orientation of any given community. Born within social-
activist contexts, cisgender is not necessarily familiar to the majority of trans* people; 
moreover, the term is rarely used in the work of changing institutional policies.
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2. Recorded quotes from students in the courses “Lesbian(?) Contexts,” “Trans/
Gender in Historical Perspective,” and “Advanced Seminar in LGBT Studies,” 2008, 2009, 
2010.

3. Monica Roberts is one of very few people to bring up issues of race in connection 
to the term “cisgender,” and she does so as an African American trans woman to make an 
analogy rather than to question whether cisgender itself may carry racist hierarchies: “I 
believe the people having a problem with the word are wailing in unacknowledged cisgen-
der privilege. Th ey are taken aback that there is a trans community term coined by trans 
people to describe them. [It’s like] how many [white] peeps get upset and call me ‘racist’ 
over the ‘vanilla fl avored privileged’ term I used to describe white privilege. . . . [T]hey call 
me ‘racist’ anytime I criticize the underlying structural assumptions that buttress white-
ness” (from “Cisgender Isn’t an Insult,” posted July 10, 2009, http://transgriot.blogspot
.com/2009/07/cisgender-isn’t-insult.html).

4. Trans and gender-queer critique of cis has grown in the last two years, all in infor-
mal and unpublished venues. Th e term became the subject of Kate Bornstein’s Twitter 
account for several days during and following my talk on cisgender at the Postposttrans-
sexual Conference, in Bloomington, Indiana, in April 2011. From May 16 to 19, 2011, 
a member of the Trans-Academics listserv brought up the term and elicited more than 
sixty elaborate submissions in what became a conversation among twenty-eight diff erent 
people.

5. Riki Anne Wilchins, Read My Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of Gender (New 
York: Firebrand Books, 1997), 25.

6. By “Queer-Studies classroom,” I mean environments in which gender, sex, and/or 
sexuality are explicitly engaged, regardless of discipline and not limited to university 
settings.

7. Holly Boswell, “Th e Transgender Alternative,” Chrysalis Quarterly 1, no. 2 (Winter 
1991–1992): 29–31.

8. We oft en ask what is being brought into or excluded from purview in (or despite) 
such titles as Gender and Women’s Studies, LGBT Studies, Sexuality Studies, Gender Stud-
ies, and Queer Studies. Th e burgeoning fi eld of Transgender Studies does not fi nd a “natu-
ral” home in either Women’s Studies or LGBT Studies. Wendy Brown, “Th e Impossibility 
of Women’s Studies,” in Edgework: Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 116–135; Susan Stryker, “Transgender Studies: 
Queer Th eory’s Evil Twin,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 10, no. 2 (2004): 
212–215; Gayle Salamon, Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of Materiality (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 95–130.

9. Leslie Feinberg’s extraordinarily infl uential 1992 pamphlet “Transgender Libera-
tion: A Movement Whose Time Has Come” (New York: World View Forum) off ers a 
Marxist and feminist analysis of (trans)gender oppression as the basis for forging a move-
ment that linked, rather than separated, all manifestations of gender oppression and all 
marginalized communities and identities that are born of such oppression.

10. Paisley Currah, Jamison Green, and Susan Stryker, “Th e State of Transgender 
Rights in the United States of America” (paper prepared for the National Sexuality Resource 
Center, San Francisco, CA, 2008).

11. Susan Stryker, Transgender History (Berkeley, CA: Seal Press, 2008), 1.
12. Th e list of institutions that typically require sex/gender legibility and consistency 

is infi nite. To mention a few here: social services, such as rape crisis centers, homeless 
shelters, and medical clinics; educational and job-training services; housing; employment; 
public accommodations, including restrooms; marriage; rights to custody of children; 
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inheritance; health insurance; incarceration in gender-appropriate facilities; and identity 
records (passport, driver’s license, and so forth), all of which use legal gender for purposes 
of identifi cation. See Paisley Currah, Richard Juang, and Shannon Minter, eds., Trans-
gender Rights (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2006); Dean Spade, “Documenting 
Gender,” Hastings Law Journal 59, no. 4 (2007–2008): 731–841; Dean Spade, Normal Life: 
Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of Law (Boston: South End, 
2011); Currah, Green, and Stryker, “Th e State of Transgender Rights in the United States 
of America”; Viviane Namaste, Sex Change, Social Change: Refl ections on Identity, Insti-
tutions, and Imperialism (Toronto, Ontario: Women’s Press, 2005).

13. Wilchins, Read My Lips, 33–40; Joanne Meyerowitz, How Sex Changed: A History 
of Transsexuality in the United States (London: Harvard University Press, 2002); Nikki 
Sullivan, “Th e Role of Medicine in the (Trans)Formation of ‘Wrong’ Bodies,” Body and 
Society 14 (2008): 105–116; Dean Spade, “Mutilating Gender,” in Th e Transgender Studies 
Reader, ed. Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle (New York: Routledge, 2006), 315–332; 
Elizabeth Loeb, “Cutting It Off : Bodily Integrity, Identity Disorders, and the Sovereign 
Stakes of Corporeal Desire in U.S. Law,” WSQ: Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, nos. 3–4 
(Fall–Winter 2008): 44–63.

14. Emi Koyama (06/07/2002), posted on Koyama’s blog site, http://eminism.org/
interchange/2002/20020607-wmstl.html.

15. Th is is true in academic contexts as well, as programs integrate gay and lesbian 
and queer studies but fail to integrate trans and bi studies. Robert McRuer has observed, 
“Queer theory and LGBT studies have arguably come together with disability studies more 
than many other ‘identity’-based fi elds.” And yet his version of “queer/disabled” history 
excises trans when he suggests that “gay liberation distanced from disability” by winning 
the removal of homosexuality from the DSM III. McRuer’s formulation erases trans, but 
from a trans-conscious queer/disability perspective, there is no institution more conse-
quential (not liberating) to trans lives than the DSM ’s inclusion of Gender Identity Dis-
order as a mental illness. Robert McRuer, “Shameful Sites: Locating Queerness and 
Disability,” in Gay Shame, ed. David Halperin and Valerie Traub (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2009), 181–187. Cf. Shannon Price Minter, “Do Transsexuals Dream of 
Gay Rights? Getting Real about Transgender Inclusion,” in Transgender Rights, 141–170; 
Sylvia Rivera, “Queens in Exile, the Forgotten Ones,” in Genderqueer: Voices from beyond 
the Binary, ed. Joan Nestle, Riki Wilchins, and Clare Howell (Los Angeles: Alyson Books, 
2002), 67–85; David Valentine, Imagining Transgender: An Ethnography of a Category 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); Aaron H. Devor and Nicholas Matte, “ONE 
Inc. and Reed Erickson: The Uneasy Collaboration of Gay and Trans Activism, 1964–
2003,” in The Transgender Studies Reader, 387–405.

16. S. Bear Bergman and J. Wallace, “Open Log: IM on Identity,” Women and Envi-
ronments (Fall–Winter 2009): 5–8; Julia Serano, Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on 
Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity (Emeryville, CA: Seal Press, 2007).

17. Serano, 12 and 33, respectively. Serano’s defi nition of cisgender depends on the 
defi nition of transgender, but Serano does not off er a defi nition of transgender. Trans-
sexual has more distinct parameters, as experiencing one’s self as one of the sex/genders of 
the male/female binary: specifi cally, the sex/gender that one was not assigned to be at birth. 
It is worth emphasizing that transsexuality does not depend on “living full time in” or 
transitioning to one’s “subconscious sex,” nor on surgical procedures, nor on social or legal 
confi rmation of a status change; all those stereotypical markers of transsexuality require 
fi nancial means and external circumstances that are not available to or chosen by many, if 
not most, people whose “physical and subconscious sex” is not “aligned.”
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18. Serano does not elaborate on the cisgender/cissexual distinction in her book as 
much as she has in personal conversation. Whipping Girl is not concerned with transgen-
der, but, uniquely, its purpose is to see transsexuals “develop our own language and con-
cepts that accurately articulate our unique experiences and perspectives and to fi ll in the 
many gaps that exist in both gatekeeper and transgender activist language” (162). Serano 
and others rightly critique the academic and social movements’ prioritizing and privileging 
of transgender, gender queer, and gender fl uidity at the expense of transsexual politics and 
existence. See also Jay Prosser, Second Skins (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998); 
Bobby Noble, Sons of the Movement: FTMs Risking Incoherence on a Post-Queer Cultural 
Landscape (Toronto, Ontario: Women’s Press, 2006). Author interview, Julia Serano, 
Berkeley, CA, February 18, 2009.

19. Serano, Whipping Girl, 162–163.
20. One of Serano’s interventions is to challenge naturalizing vocabularies, such as 

the very common tendency to refer to non-trans people as “biological” or “genetic” males 
and females. As Serano explains, “I usually interject that, despite the fact that I am a trans-
sexual, I am not inorganic or nonbiological in any way. . . .When you break it down . . . 
it becomes obvious that the words ‘biological’ and ‘genetic’ are merely stand-ins for the 
word that people want to use: ‘natural’” (174–175, and 161–193 passim). Serano and oth-
ers critique the concept of “passing” for the way it implies that the trans person is doing 
the action while masking the fact that passing is about what other people—observers and 
interpreters—do. S. Bear Bergman, Th e Nearest Exit May Be behind You (Vancouver, 
British Columbia: Arsenal Press, 2009); Talia Mae Bettcher, “Evil Deceivers and Make-
Believers: On Transphobic Violence and the Politics of Illusion,” Hypatia 22, no. 3 (Sum-
mer 2007): 43–65.

21. People began protesting MWMF’s anti-trans policies in 1992. Since then, Camp 
Trans has experienced major transformations in mission, demographics, and strategy.

22. Leslie Feinberg most forcefully articulated this in a speech delivered at Camp 
Trans in 1993 (“Building Bridges”) and in an interview with Davina Anne Gabriel, “Th e 
Life and Times of a Gender Outlaw: Leslie Feinberg,” TransSisters: Th e Journal of Trans-
sexual Feminism (September–October 1993): 4–13.

23. Cf. Emi Koyama, “Whose Feminism Is It Anyway? Th e Unspoken Racism of the 
Trans Inclusion Debate” (fi rst on http://eminism.org, now available in a collection of 
Koyama’s transfeminist essays under same title); reprinted in Th e Transgender Studies 
Reader, 698–704.

24. Camp Trans Web site, www.camp-trans.org.
25. “Camp is fi rst and foremost a place for people who wish to actively oppose poli-

cies which exclude trans women from ‘women’s-only’ spaces, most specifi cally, Michigan 
Womyn’s Music Festival.”

26. First and last in the Exclusion list, respectively: “ANY person, no matter their 
gender, orientation, identity, or partnership status, who does not oppose (who either sup-
ports or does not have an opinion on) policies which exclude trans women from women’s 
spaces, specifi cally Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival”; and “Any person not dedicated to 
building a week-long community space where trans people are as free as possible from the 
repression and constraints placed upon them by the larger society.”

27. Defo0008 04:40, 6 July 2006 (UTC), posted on http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk
:Cisgender; emphasis added.

28. “Transgenderism is constituted as a paradox made up of equal parts of visibility 
and temporality.” Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, 
Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2005), 77. “We invite our readers 
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to recognize that ‘trans-’ likewise names the body’s orientation in space and time; we ask 
them to .  .  . begin imagining these phenomena according to diff erent spatio-temporal 
metaphors.” Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore, “Introduction: Trans-, 
Trans, or Transgender,” WSQ: Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, nos. 3–4 (Fall–Winter 2008): 
11–22; 13; emphasis added.

29. Th e emergence of the term “trans ally” as distinct from “LGBT ally” refl ects the 
failure of “LGBT” organizations as well as most academic institutions to function as trans-
inclusive entities; trans allyship specifi cally recognizes trans issues.

30. In response to growing social-movement visibility, trans-ally trainings are now 
off ered in a host of educational contexts, including to social- and medical-service providers 
as well as student organizations and outreach groups on college campuses.

31. Vik DeMarco, “Ally Exceptionalism: Problems in Approaches to Allyship Train-
ings” (B.A. Honors Th esis, Gender and Women’s Studies, University of Wisconsin Madi-
son, 2010); Christoph Hanssmann, “Training Disservice: Th e Productive Potential and 
Structural Limitations of Health as a Terrain for Trans Activism,” this volume, 112–132. 
On anti-oppressive education, cf. Kevin Kumashiro, “Toward a Th eory of Anti-oppressive 
Education,” Review of Educational Research 70, no. 1 (2000): 25–53.

32. See, e.g., Eli Clare, Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness, and Liberation (Boston: 
South End Press, 1999); Susan Stryker, “We Who Are Sexy: Christine Jorgensen’s Trans-
sexual Whiteness in the Postcolonial Philippines,” Social Semiotics 19 (2009): 79–91; Kenji 
Tokawa, “Why You Don’t Have to Choose a White Boy Name to Be a Man in Th is World,” 
in Gender Outlaws: Th e Next Generation, ed. Kate Bornstein and S. Bear Bergman (Ber-
keley, CA: Seal Press, 2010), 207–212; Zev Al-Walid, “Pilgrimage,” in Gender Outlaws, 
261–267; Dean Spade, “Compliance Is Gendered: Struggling for Gender Self-Determination 
in a Hostile Economy,” in Transgender Rights, 217–240; Richard M. Juang, “Transgender-
ing the Politics of Recognition,” in Transgender Rights, 242–261; Koyama, “Whose Femi-
nism Is It Anyway?”

33. Valentine, Imagining Transgender; Dean Spade, “Trans Law and Politics on a Neo-
liberal Landscape,” Temple Political and Civil Rights Law Review 18, no. 2 (2009): 353–373; 
Spade, “Documenting Gender.” Also cf. Cathy Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare 
Queens: Th e Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” in Black Queer Studies, ed. E. Patrick 
Johnson and Mae Henderson (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 21–51.

34. In the interest of protecting people’s anonymity, I do not cite the place, year, or 
names of people involved in this exchange. E-mail text used with its author’s permission.

35. On the problems with such glosses, cf. Evan B. Towle and Lynn M. Morgan, 
“Romancing the Transgender Native: Rethinking the Use of the ‘Th ird Gender’ Concept,” 
in Th e Transgender Studies Reader, 666–684.

36. Queer critique of neoliberal homonormativities off ered by Lisa Duggan, Twilight 
of Equality: Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2003); Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalisms in Queer Times 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007).

37. Th e exact language is “in girls, rejection of urination in a sitting position,” with no 
discussion of “boys’” urination preferences. Th e DSM III was the fi rst to include Gender 
Identity Disorder (GID); subsequent editions include the same diagnostic criteria for 
childhood GID, although the DSM IV expanded the criteria. American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, “Gender Identity Disorder in Children, 302.6,” in Diagnostic and Statistical Man-
ual of Mental Disorders, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association, 
1980). In the late 1950s, physicians used “urinating in the standing position” as diagnostic 
proof that the sex of a gender-ambiguous subject under scrutiny was male. Harold Gar-
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fi nkel, ed., “Passing and the Managed Achievement of Sex Status in an ‘Intersexed’ Per-
son,” in Studies in Ethnomethodology (Oxford, UK: Polity, 1967).

38. See, for example, Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place; Prosser, Second Skins; 
Noble, Sons of the Movement; Kath Weston, Render Me, Gender Me: Lesbians Talk Sex, 
Class, Color, Nation, Studmuffi  ns (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).

39. On compulsory narrative and resistance to such, see Rachel Pollack, “Archetypal 
Transsexuality,” TransSisters: Th e Journal of Transsexual Feminism, no. 9 (Summer 1995): 
39–41; Sandy Stone, “Th e Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” in Body 
Guards: Th e Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity, ed. Julia Epstein and Kristina Straub 
(London, UK: Routledge, 1991): 280–304; Lucas Cassidy Crawford, “Transgender without 
Organs? Mobilizing a Geo-aff ective Th eory of Gender Modifi cation,” WSQ: Women’s 
Studies Quarterly 36, nos. 3–4 (Fall–Winter 2008): 127–143; Nikki Sullivan, “Transmog-
rifi cation: (Un)Becoming Other(s),” in Th e Transgender Studies Reader, 552–563; Judith 
Butler, “Doing Justice to Someone: Sex Reassignment and Allegories of Transsexuality,” in 
Th e Transgender Studies Reader, 183–192; Wilchins, Read My Lips.

40. Defosse’s entry goes on, “I think the use of cisgender also captures a subtle and 
nondualistic aspect of the issue at hand; cisgender reinforces and refl ects itself, while trans-
gender originates where cisgender begins but extends into a greater dimension by ‘crossing 
over.’” Defo0008 04:40, 6 July 2006 (UTC), posted on http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk
:Cisgender. Other subtle renderings of cisgender failed to take hold as well. For example, 
unsigned added to Defosse’s comments, “I also coined cisgendered as a term around 1994 
in publicity for the GLQSOC-L, the Gay, Lesbian, Queer Social Science listserv, to describe 
those who move from one mode of masculinity or femininity to another. Th is usage never 
caught on.” Unsigned 68.162.116.127 (talk) 00:12, 15 October 2007 (UTC), posted on 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk:Cisgender.

41. Diagnosing Diff erence critiques this medico-juridical hegemony. Dir. Annalise 
Ophelian (Floating Ophelia Productions, San Francisco, 2010).

42. Countless mainstream and trans* community news articles have conferred this 
title on Bowers.

43. Author interview with Dr. Marci Bowers, July 25, 2009, Trinidad, Colorado. Bow-
ers has insisted on this point in numerous public interviews and documentaries as well.

44. Since the 1960s, trans* communities have debated umbrella categories, such as 
transgender. Inherent to the debate are strong feelings about activism and whether one 
should be “out” about one’s trans* history. Stone, “Th e Empire Strikes Back”; Jamison 
Green, “Look! No, Don’t! Th e Visibility Dilemma for Transsexual Men,” in Th e Transgen-
der Studies Reader, 499–508. Other aspects of the debate include boundary policing and 
the challenge of forming alliances among people with disparate proximities to the privi-
leges accorded to normativity. As I write this article, this boundary policing has reached a 
pitch in some circles, even as it solidifi es hierarchies and divisions. Critical of this trend, 
Jennifer Finney Boylan asked on Facebook whether people are really serious about doing 
away with the category transgender and whether the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against 
Defamation (GLAAD) should therefore reconsider its recommendations to the Associated 
Press Style Guide regarding use of “transgender” as a blanket term; in response, Boylan 
received 103 comments (May 25, 2011). See also Mercedes Allen, “Th e Death of the ‘Trans-
gender’ Umbrella,” The Bilerico Project, June 1, 2011, www.bilerico.com/2011/06/the
_death_of_transgender.php?sms_ss=facebook&at_xt=4de7025e1a73766d,1.

45. Serano rightly notes that many people whose gender identity is in congruence 
with the sex they were assigned at birth object to the suggestion that SRS, transition, and 
MTF identity can turn a male-bodied person into a woman. I am also aware that many 
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trans-identifi ed people object to the erasure of transsexuality implied by the claim that 
Bowers is now a cisgender/cissexual women, because it buys into cis privilege. Both objec-
tions invest in a cis/trans binary that ultimately supports cis privilege. I prefer a trans* 
politics that does not reject trans identity but that also does not depend on possession and 
retention of ur-trans identity.

46. One of the best articulations of this, including a critique of the imperialism 
embedded in concepts of disability, is Michael Davidson, Concerto for the Left  Hand: Dis-
ability and the Defamiliar Body (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008).

47. Cf. Tobin Siebers, Disability Th eory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2008); Terry Galloway, “Tough,” in Gay Shame, 196–200; Dominique Bednarska, “Passing 
Last Summer,” in Nobody Passes: Rejecting the Rules of Gender and Conformity, ed. Mat-
tilda Bernstein Sycamore (New York: Avalon, 2006), 71–82; Clare, Exile and Pride; Rose-
mary Garland-Th omson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability (New York: 
Routledge, 1996).

48. If, as Serano points out, all people engage in assumptions about others’ sex/
gender, it is also the case that most people, regardless of identity, assume that most other 
people are cis.

49. Anne Enke, Finding the Movement: Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist 
Activism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007).

50. Ellen Samuels, “My Body, My Closet: Invisible Disability and the Limits of 
Coming-Out Discourse,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 9, nos. 1–2 (2003): 
233–255.

51. Th is phrase comes from Elaine Ginsburg, ed., Passing and the Fictions of Identity 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996), 4.

52. Trans and disability studies engage “masquerade” and the many meanings of 
“passing.” Cf. Siebers, Disability Th eory.

53. Samuels, 247. Samuels quotes Megan Jones, “‘Gee, You Don’t Look Handicapped 
. . .’: Why I Use a White Cane to Tell People I’m Deaf,” Electric EDGE (July–August 1997): 
“Many people are more comfortable relating to me and accommodating me if they can be 
absolutely certain that I am who I say I am, a deaf-blind person. And they are not abso-
lutely certain that I am that person until I bump into a wall or shape my hands into what 
is to them an incomprehensible language. In other words, I must make myself completely 
alien to these people in order for them to feel that they understand me” (www.ragged
-edge-mag.com/archive/look.htm). 

54. Benjamin Singer, “From the Medical Gaze to Sublime Mutations: Th e Ethics of 
(Re)Viewing Non-normative Body Images,” in Th e Transgender Studies Reader, 601–620; 
Sullivan, “Th e Role of Medicine in the (Trans)Formation of ‘Wrong’ Bodies.”

55. A foundation of feminist, queer, and trans theory, Michel Foucault, A History of 
Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (New York: Vintage, 1990); Michel Foucault, Discipline 
and Punish: Th e Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage, 1995); Judith Butler, Gender 
Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990).

56. Evelynn Hammonds, “Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sex-
uality,” diff erences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 6, nos. 2–3 (1994): 126–145.

57. LGBT Studies is not exempt from this tendency, although it is perhaps more com-
mon in conventional disciplines whose methodological, theoretical, and pedagogical prac-
tices depend on binary gender stability and normativity.

58. Stone, “Th e Empire Strikes Back,” 231.
59. Th anks to Ellen Samuels for this image of paper suits. Carrie Sandahl makes paper 

suits of biocertifi cation graphic in her performance piece “Th e Reciprocal Gaze,” which she 
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discusses in “Ahh, Freak Out! Metaphors of Disability and Femaleness in Performance,” 
Th eatre Topics 9, no. 1 (1999): 11–30. Samuels discusses biocertifi cation at length in Fan-
tasies of Identifi cation: Disability, Gender, Race (book manuscript in process).

60. Ryka Aoki, “When Something Is Not Right,” this volume, 195–202.

CHAPTER 5

1. Paul Gibson, “Gay Male and Lesbian Youth Suicide,” in Report of the Secretary’s 
Task Force on Youth Suicide, Vol. 3, ed. Marcia R. Feinleib (Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, January 1989). Th e George H. W. Bush administration 
attempted to suppress this report, but media leaked HHS’s recommendations that mental 
health and youth services train their staff  to be supportive on “gay issues,” that schools 
protect gay youth from peer abuse and provide accurate information about homosexual-
ity, and that families accept their children. For commentary on media amnesia about a 
hostile climate toward LGBT people, see Warren J. Blumenfeld, “Th e Media, Suicide, and 
Homophobia,” October 2010, at www.campusprideblog.org/blog/warren-j-blumenfeld
-media-suicide-and-homophobia. A media frenzy in Laramie, Wyoming, followed the mur-
der of Matthew Shepard (1976–1998). In 1999, the award-winning movie Boys Don’t Cry 
brought national attention to transphobia by depicting the 1993 rape and murder of Bran-
don Teena (1972–1993) in Humboldt, Nebraska, aft er a male acquaintance realized Teena 
was born labeled female. Th e Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Preven-
tion Act passed into law in October 2009 over the objections of Focus on the Family leader 
James Dobson, who incorrectly claimed that the federal hate-crime law’s unprecedented 
inclusion of LGBT people would bar religious people from speaking against homosexual-
ity. A provision within the law protects homophobic and transphobic religious speech. 
Joseph Boven, “Matthew Shepard Hate Crimes Act Passes Despite GOP Opposition,” Colo-
rado Independent, October 9, 2009, http://coloradoindependent.com/39849/matthew
-shepard-hate-crimes-act-passes-despite-gop-opposition. Social conservatives continue 
to propagate the lie that anti-harassment enforcement prevents freedom of religious belief 
in their eff orts to prevent equal treatment in the military or anti-bullying education.

2. Russlynn Ali, “Dear Colleagues Letter,” U.S. Department of Education Offi  ce for 
Civil Rights, October 26, 2010, www2.ed.gov/about/offi  ces/list/ocr/letters/colleague-201010
.html.

3. Th is work uses “trans” as an adjective instead of transsexual or transgender to 
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