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“This provocative and perceptive book argues that the current ‘trans mo-
ment’ pres ents an unparalleled opportunity for exploring vernacular 
classifi cation systems and po liti cal claims about identities. Transposing 
and generalizing to the arena of race and ethnicity insights developed by 
transgender and feminist analysts, Trans reveals the paradoxical deploy-
ment of social construction, contingency, and biology.”
 — Ann Shola Orloff , Northwestern University

“Taking up Caitlyn Jenner’s gender transition and Rachel Dolezal’s status 
as a self- proclaimed black person, Brubaker sheds light on the paradox  es 
of choice and constraint that swirl around conceptions of identity at a 
time when our cultural understandings of gender and race are very much 
in fl ux. This is a timely, judicious, and tremendously thoughtful and learned 
investigation into pres ent- day debates. Every one  will want to read this 
book.”
 — Steven Epstein, author of Inclusion: The Politics of Diff erence in 
Medical Research

“Trans provides an exceptionally lucid, insightful account of the con tem-
porary discussion on ‘trans’ and an extremely useful investigation of the 
directions that ‘transgenderism’ and ‘transracialism’ might take. Off ering 
original thinking about gender to prod us to consider race in new ways, 
this dauntingly good book  will garner a  great deal of attention.”
 — Ann Morning, author of The Nature of Race: How Scientists Think and 
Teach about  Human Diff erence

“Trans provides a strong, nuanced perspective on the rapidly shift ing cul-
tural imaginary of transgender identities and the emerging questions 
about possibilities for transracial identifi cation. In its analy sis of how 
popu lar thinking on race aligns and diverges from beliefs about gender, 
this timely book  will engender much discussion and perhaps some con-
troversy— but it  will defi nitely be read.”
 — Kristen Schilt, University of Chicago





trans
Gender and Race

in an Age of

Unsettled Identities

Rogers Brubaker

Princeton University Press
Princeton and Oxford



Copyright © 2016 by Princeton University Press
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street, 

Princeton, New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 6 Oxford Street, 

Woodstock, Oxfordshire OX20 1TR

press.princeton.edu

All Rights Reserved

ISBN 978- 0- 691- 17235- 4
Library of Congress Control Number:  2016936750

British Library Cataloging- in- Publication Data is available

This book has been composed in Sabon Next LT Pro
Printed on acid- free paper. ∞

Printed in the United States of America
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

http://press.princeton.edu


In memory of
Allan Silver





Contents

Preface ix
Acknowledgments xv

Introduction 1

Part One: The Trans Moment

1 Transgender, Transracial? 15
“Transgender ” and “Transracial” before the 
Dolezal Aff air 17
The Field of Argument 21
“If Jenner, Then Dolezal”: The Argument 
from Similarity 22
Boundary Work: The Argument from Diff erence 31

2 Categories in Flux 40
Unsettled Identities 41
The Empire of Choice 50
The Policing of Identity Claims 56
The New Objectivism 64

Part Two: Thinking with Trans

3 The Trans of Migration 71
Unidirectional Transgender Trajectories 74
Reconsidering “Transracial” 80
Transracial Trajectories, Past and Present 82



viii Contents

4 The Trans of Between 92
Transgender Betweenness: Oscillation, Recombination,
Gradation 94
Racial and Gender Betweenness 101
Recombinatory Racial Betweenness: Classifi cation 
and Identifi cation 104
Performing Betweenness 108

5 The Trans of Beyond 113
Beyond Gender? 114
Beyond Race? 122

Conclusion 131

Notes 153
Bibliography 183
Index 229



Preface

This is a book that took me by surprise. In June 2015, as 
UCLA’s spring quarter was drawing to a close, I was settling 
in for a summer’s work on a longstanding book project on 
the politics of religious and linguistic pluralism when my 
attention was drawn to the pairing of “transgender ” and 
“transracial” in debates about whether Caitlyn Jenner could 
legitimately identify as a woman and Rachel Dolezal as 
black. The provocative pairing generated an unusual mo-
ment of vernacular sociology: a contentious, sprawling, multi-
stranded public seminar about the contemporary mean-
ings and workings of gender and racial identities. For a 
week, until the fi ckle spotlight of public attention moved 
on, the mainstream media, the blogosphere, and social media 
were abuzz with discussions not only about Jenner and 
Dolezal but about the similarities and diff erences between 
gender and race, the ways in which gender and racial iden-
tities were naturally given or socially constructed, and the 
possibilities for choosing and changing gender and racial 
identities.

I found these debates interesting, revealing, and— 
surprisingly oft en— moving (though of course much of the 
online commentary was crude, narrow- minded, and riddled 
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with sarcasm and invective). Contributors brought a wide 
range of personal experience to bear, sometimes in fresh and 
unexpected ways, on larger social and political questions. 
Still, discussion was fundamentally limited by what Loïc 
Wacquant, in a diff erent context, has called the “logic of the 
trial,” oriented to adjudication rather than understanding.1 
Analysis was largely subordinated to eff orts to validate or in-
validate the identities claimed by Jenner and Dolezal.

Refl ecting on the initial round of commentary, Susan 
Stryker, a leading fi gure in transgender studies, urged schol-
ars to “hold open a space for real intellectual curiosity, for 
investigations that deepen our understanding of how iden-
tity claims and processes function, rather than rushing to 
off er well- formed opinions based on what we already think we 
know. ”2 It is in this spirit that I have written this book. The 
controversy that swirled around Jenner and Dolezal serves as a 
useful point of entry into my subject. But I step back from that 
controversy in order to analyze the deep tensions— between 
chosenness and givenness, self- transformation and social 
constraint— that structure contemporary understandings of 
gender and race.

This is an essay, not a monograph, and it has (I hope) some 
of the virtues as well as the limitations of that genre. An essay 
is by defi nition exploratory, tentative, and incomplete. It is a 
“means of thinking on paper, of trying things out in writ-
ing,” as Carl Klaus has observed. Even when it is more disci-
plined than Samuel Johnson’s “loose sally of the mind, an 
irregular indigested piece,” the essay remains— as suggested 
by the original meaning of the word, a “process of trying or 
testing ”— an open- ended experiment, a means of trying out 
new ideas and exploring new territory.3 The essay off ers a de-
gree of freedom that the monograph does not.

The limitations of the essay form— limitations of depth, 
systematicity, and defi nitiveness— are evident enough. To 
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these must be added the limitations of the author. The book 
is not just an essay; it is an “essay in trespassing,” to borrow 
Albert Hirschman’s wonderful title. My previous work has 
touched only glancingly on gender and not at all on trans-
gender issues. And while I have written at length on ethnic-
ity, argued for an integrated analysis of race, ethnicity, and 
nationalism, and analyzed the “return of biology ” in the the-
ory and practice of race and ethnicity, my work has not 
been centrally concerned with race per se.

An outsider who wades into conceptual and political 
thickets as densely controversial as these can scarcely hope 
to emerge unscathed. Yet writing as an outsider may off er 
certain advantages. As a comparativist with broad interests 
in the workings of identity categories and the politics of dif-
ference, I hope that the intellectual friction generated by 
thinking about sex and gender in relation to race and eth-
nicity may prove productive rather than reductive: I hope that 
it may suggest ways of going beyond misleading equivalen-
cies and ready- at- hand analogies to a richer and more nuanced 
understanding of both similarities and diff erences.

I am an outsider not only to the fi elds of gender and trans-
gender studies but also to the experience of crossing gender 
or racial boundaries. My analysis is no doubt shaped and 
limited by my own identity as a white cisgender male. But 
my primary interest in the book is not in the lived experi-
ence of those who move between gender or racial categories 
or position themselves between or beyond such categories. 
It is rather in the contemporary transformations of, and 
struggles over, gender and race as systems of social classifi -
cation. An ample literature describes the experiences of those 
engaged in these transformations and struggles; I have 
learned a great deal from it. But I seek in this book to pro-
vide a broader account, one that is necessarily more distant 
from lived experience.
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The book is addressed to all who are interested in con-
temporary transformations of identity, not simply those with 
a special interest in race or gender. To make the argument 
accessible to a wide readership, I have sought to avoid aca-
demic jargon as much as possible. At the same time, how-
ever, I have tried not to oversimplify complex issues. I have 
made ample use of notes— for the most part endnotes, but 
a handful of footnotes as well— to qualify, illustrate, and ex-
tend the argument without encumbering the main text. 
Sources are cited in the notes by author and date only; full 
publication details can be found in the bibliography.

Two matters of terminology require brief comment. The 
fi rst concerns sex and gender. For much of the second half 
of the twentieth century, the distinction between them 
seemed relatively clear and stable. “Sex ” denoted biological 
diff erences, “gender ” the varied and complex systems of cul-
tural meanings, norms, and expectations attached to sex dif-
ferences. In recent decades, the distinction has been chal-
lenged by those who argue that sex is just as socially and 
culturally constructed as gender, and that it is therefore 
misleading to treat sex as biological and gender as cultural. 
Others, however, continue to see the sex- gender distinction 
as indispensable, even as they acknowledge that sex is so-
cially and culturally co- constructed.4 Independently of this 
theoretical dispute, the distinction between the terms has 
been eroded in everyday life, popular culture, and the media 
by the expansive use of “gender ” to denote both biologically 
based diff erences and cultural codes and expectations. In the 
face of these terminological complexities and controversies— 
not to mention the additional complexities associated with 
transgender phenomena— I have opted to speak most oft en 
of gender, since that is the language in which most claims 
are articulated, though I sometimes refer to “sex/gender, ” 
“sex or gender, ” or “sex and gender. ”
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Paralleling the encompassing use of “gender ” is the en-
compassing use of “transgender ”— by transgender people 
themselves and by scholars— to designate a broad range of 
gender- variant identifi cations, presentations, and trajectories. 
In the public eye, the paradigmatic transgender experience 
remains that of the transsexual, who moves permanently 
from one clearly defi ned sex/gender category to another, 
oft en by surgically and hormonally remolding the body. 
Transgender scholars and activists, however, decenter the 
transsexual experience; some even implicitly or explicitly de-
value that experience, especially the experience of trans-
sexuals who seek to “pass, ” which some see as reproducing 
rather than subverting gender norms. Constructed as a 
self- consciously inclusive category, designed to embrace all 
forms of gender variance, “transgender ” includes a wide 
range of people and practices, and scholars and activists have 
given increasing attention to those who situate themselves 
between or beyond established categories without seeking 
to move defi nitively from one to the other. I follow the 
practice of using “transgender ” as the more general term 
and “transsexual” only in certain specifi c contexts.

The second terminological issue concerns race and eth-
nicity. The line between the categories we call “racial” and 
those we call “ethnic ” is not a sharp one, and neither schol-
arly nor popular usage is consistent. I speak of “racial” cate-
gories when I am concerned with the distinctive American 
history of race, particularly with the unique experience of 
African Americans, and more particularly still with the pe-
culiar classifi cation system that long defi ned a person with 
any identifi able African ancestry as black. In other contexts, 
where I cast a broader analytical net, I refer more inclusively 
to “racial and ethnic” or “ethnoracial” categories.

This brings me to a fi nal observation, which concerns the 
scope of my argument. While some strands of the discussion 
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pertain specifi cally to the United States, others are relevant 
to a broader range of societies in which prevailing under-
standings of ethnoracial and sex/gender diff erence have been 
unsettled in recent decades by demographic, cultural, and 
political changes. For the most part, shift s in the sex/gender 
domain are similar across a wide range of liberal demo-
cratic contexts, while it is harder to generalize about shift s 
in the domain of race and ethnicity. The scope of diff erent 
parts of the argument should be clear from the context.
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Introduction

On June 11, 2015, Rachel Dolezal, the thirty- seven- year- old 
president of the Spokane chapter of the NAACP, who had 
presented herself as black for a number of years, was “outed” 
as white by her parents. A reporter for a newspaper in Coeur 
d’Alene, Idaho, where Dolezal had lived for a time, had been 
investigating her many claims— in Coeur d’Alene and later 
in Spokane— to have been the victim of hate crimes and ha-
rassment; when the investigation raised questions about 
Dolezal’s identity, the reporter contacted her parents.1

Dolezal had long been immersed in African American 
culture, networks, and institutions.2 Her fundamentalist 
Christian parents had adopted four black children in quick 
succession when Rachel was a teenager; she played a signifi -
cant role in caring for them and later became the legal guard-
ian of one.3 Dolezal left  her native Montana, where she had 
been home- schooled in a Christian curriculum, to study 
art at Belhaven College, a Christian liberal arts college in 
Jackson, Mississippi. She was drawn to Jackson by a book 
about a small interracial religious community there that 
was devoted to “racial reconciliation.” 4 The chair of the Art 
Department at the time Rachel was at Belhaven later re-
called her “interest [in] and, as I suppose she would frame it 
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now, her ‘identifi cation’ with black culture,” adding that 
while she did not represent herself as black, “it was clear 
where her heart was.” Another teacher remembered her as a 
“white woman with a black soul” and an unusually sophis-
ticated social awareness.5 Her friends at Belhaven and at 
the Voice of Calvary, the church she attended, were black, 
and she was active in the Black Students Association. Aft er 
college, she received an MFA from historically black How-
ard University;6 much of her artwork features African and 
African American themes and subjects.7 Dolezal was mar-
ried for several years to an African American man and had 
one child with him.

Aft er her divorce, Dolezal began to alter her appearance, 
darkening her skin and styling her hair in a virtuosic succes-
sion of braids, weaves, and dreadlocks.8 The conspicuously 
“authentic” and “natural” hair— in 2013, she posted photos 
of her latest style on her Facebook page with the caption 
“going with the natural look as I start my 36th year ”— 
would later win grudging admiration from her black crit-
ics.9 With her new look— a striking contrast with the straight 
blond hair and pale skin shown in old photographs— 
Dolezal was easily taken for black, especially since the look 
fi t well with her social relations, cultural knowledge, and po-
litical interests. She taught part- time for several years in the 
Africana Studies program at Eastern Washington University; 
joined Spokane’s police ombudsman commission as an ad-
vocate for black interests; and in 2014 was elected president 
of the Spokane chapter of the NAACP, where she organized 
Black Lives Matter protests and hosted a weekly online video 
show to raise awareness of black issues. But Dolezal appar-
ently felt the need to reconstruct her biography as well as her 
appearance: she publicly identifi ed an African American man 
as her father, discussed his life experiences, and announced on 
the Facebook page of the Spokane NAACP chapter, where 
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she posted a photograph of them together, that he would be 
coming to town to speak at an NAACP event.

Dolezal resigned a few days aft er her parents’ revelations 
became national news. But she insisted in a series of inter-
views that she was “defi nitely not white” and that she 
“identif[ied] as black” (though not as African American), a 
stance she has continued to maintain.10 The story prompted 
a fl urry of commentary about passing, choice, authen-
ticity, privilege, and appropriation. Dolezal was widely 
condemned— and ridiculed— for identity fraud, “cultural 
theft ,” and a racial “masquerade” that was the contemporary 
equivalent of blackface. Others, however, defended her right 
to identify as black, praised her commitment to racial justice, 
and underscored the fi ctitious nature of race.

Just ten days before the Dolezal story broke, Annie 
 Leibovitz’s photograph of a corseted Caitlyn Jenner for the 
cover of Vanity Fair had marked a new stage in the main-
streaming of transgender identity. Having been— as Bruce 
Jenner— an Olympic gold medalist in the decathlon in 1976, 
a fi gure on the front of the iconic Wheaties “Breakfast of 
Champions” cereal box, and, more recently, a regular on 
Keeping Up with the Kardashians (as the husband of the ma-
triarch of the hugely popular reality TV show), Jenner was 
no stranger to publicity. The carefully orchestrated coverage 
of her transition— which included an April 2015 interview 
with Diane Sawyer, the glamorous Vanity Fair rollout of her 
new name and look, and the eight- part TV series I Am Cait— 
received massive public attention, making her easily the 
world’s most famous publicly transgender person. Main-
stream media commentary was strikingly positive, applaud-
ing her courage and validating her identity as a woman; even 
President Obama tweeted his support.

Given the timing, it’s no surprise that the Jenner story, and 
the transgender phenomenon more generally, served as a key 
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point of reference in public discussion of the Dolezal case. 
If Caitlyn Jenner could legitimately identify, and be accepted, 
as a woman, could Rachel Dolezal legitimately identify, and 
be accepted, as black? If Jenner could be recognized as trans-
gender, could Dolezal be recognized as transracial? The 
pairing of transgender and transracial was deployed in the 
debates mainly by the cultural right; it was intended as a 
provocation, designed to embarrass the cultural left  for em-
bracing Jenner while censuring Dolezal. And the pairing was 
taken as a provocation by the cultural left , which categori-
cally rejected the “if Jenner, then Dolezal” syllogism and pro-
claimed that transracial was “not a thing.”

In this book, I treat the pairing of transgender and trans-
racial not as a political provocation but as an intellectual 
opportunity. Participants in the debates about Jenner and 
Dolezal were not just thinking about trans; they were think-
ing with trans. As Susan Stryker observed, they were using 
transgender narratives as a cultural model for thinking about 
“other kinds of bodily transformations that similarly pose 
problems regarding the social classifi cation of persons.”11 Yet 
they were doing so in a generally narrow and partisan way. 
Stepping back from the controversy allows us to think with 
trans in a broader and more fruitful way about the complex-
ities, tensions, and contradictions in the contemporary pol-
itics of identity.

Refl ecting in October 2015 on “the year we obsessed over 
identity, ” the New York Times critic- at- large Wesley Morris situ-
ated the Jenner and Dolezal debates in the context of devel-
opments in popular culture that have shown us “how 
trans and bi and poly- ambi- omni-  we are.” Morris pointed 
to video games and social media platforms that enable us to 
“create alternate or auxiliary personae” and to the ubiquity 
of makeover shows.12 But the “sense of fl uidity and permis-
siveness and a smashing of binaries” he described has deeper 
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roots. It is part of a much broader moment of cultural fl ux, 
mixture, and interpenetration, as suggested by the burgeon-
ing discussions of hybridity, syncretism, creolization, and 
transnationalism in the last quarter century.13

In this landscape of unsettled identities, sex/gender and 
ethnoracial categories have ceased to be taken for granted 
and have become the focus of self- conscious choices and 
political claims. These choices and claims in turn have 
given rise to a series of questions. Who has access to what 
categories, and to the social spaces reserved for their mem-
bers? Who controls— and patrols— the boundaries of cat-
egories? How do new categories— and new kinds of people 
named by those categories— come into being? Can one 
choose to become a member of a category that is generally 
understood as biologically based and fi xed at birth? In a 
world crisscrossed by dense classifi catory grids, is it possi-
ble to live between or beyond categories? These are not sim-
ply questions for scholars; they are questions for us all.

It is in the domain of sex and gender that these questions 
have been raised most urgently. Here, challenges to estab-
lished categories have been spectacular, as indicated by the 
stunningly rapid shift  toward social and legal recognition of 
gay marriage, the mainstreaming of transgender options and 
identities, and the gathering challenges to the binary regime 
of sex itself. But racial and ethnic categories have also been 
profoundly unsettled: by demands for the recognition of 
multiracial identities, by the increasing fl uidity and fragmen-
tation of the ethnoracial landscape, and by the proliferation 
of crossover forms of racial identifi cation.

The unsettling of identities has substantially enlarged the 
scope for choice and self- transformation. The enlargement 
of choice, however, is itself unsettling. It has given rise to anx-
ieties about unnatural, opportunistic, or fraudulent iden-
tity claims, and it has prompted challenges to questionable 
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claims in the name of authentic and unchosen identities. In 
the face of actual or anticipated challenges, many of those 
who advance unorthodox identity claims have themselves 
sought to justify the claims by appealing to nature rather 
than to choice. The language of “born that way ” has been 
deployed to legitimize claims to nonconforming gender and 
sexual identities, the language of DNA to fortify unortho-
dox claims to racial and ethnic identities. Thus instead of a 
straightforward enlargement in the scope for choice and 
 self- fashioning, we see a sharpened tension— evident in ev-
eryday identity talk, public discourse, and even academic 
analysis— between the language of choice, autonomy, sub-
jectivity, and self- fashioning and that of givenness, essence, 
objectivity, and nature.

As I will show, this tension plays out in diff erent ways in 
the two domains. Paradoxically, while sex is a biological cat-
egory in a way that race is not, sex and gender are understood 
to be more open to choice and change than are race and eth-
nicity. The distinction between sex and gender— and the ir-
relevance of ancestry to defi nitions of sex and gender— has 
made it possible to construe gender identity as a subjective 
individual property that is uncoupled from the body. Racial 
identity, however, is understood to be tightly coupled to the 
body and to be grounded in social relations, specifi cally in 
family and ancestry. This holds even more strongly in North 
America, where racial classifi cation has historically depended 
not only on phenotype but also, crucially, on ancestry.

Prevailing understandings of gender and racial iden-
tity thus make changing sex or gender much more think-
able than changing race.† Changing one’s gender need not 
be understood as changing one’s gender identity; it can 

† Sex, of course, is a legally regulated identity, while race, in liberal contexts, is 
not. Yet race remains a socially regulated identity, and as the debates about 
Dolezal and Jenner showed, changing sex or gender is understood by a broad 
segment of the public to be possible and legitimate, while changing race is not. 
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be understood as bringing one’s gender presentation— 
including, oft en, one’s bodily shape and secondary sex 
characteristics— into alignment with that identity. (For this 
reason, some trans men and women, as well as medical prac-
titioners and scholars, prefer to speak of gender or sex confi r-
mation surgery than of gender or sex reassignment surgery.)14 
Changing one’s gender also entails changing the way one is 
identifi ed by others. There is no established vocabulary for 
thinking about changing race in this way, not least because 
there are no widely available cultural tools for thinking of 
racial identity in subjectivist and individualist terms.

But what makes subjective gender identity a socially le-
gitimate basis for demands to reconstitute the body and 
change the way one is identifi ed by others? Aft er all, there is 
a history of characterizing subjective identifi cations that are 
radically at variance with prevailing classifi cations of sexed 
bodies as a sign of mental illness and as grounds for treat-
ing the mind rather than altering the body.15 If subjective 
gender identity is today endowed with credibility and au-
thority, this is in large part because it is widely understood 
to be grounded in a deep, stable, innate disposition. Thus 
while the sex- gender distinction allows gender identity to 
be disembodied and denaturalized, the “born that way ” 
story allows it to be re- embodied and renaturalized. It is this 
asserted objectivity of subjective identity that makes it possi-
ble to defend choice in the name of the unchosen and 
change in the name of the unchanging.

The authority of ancestry over racial classifi cation in 
North America explains why racial identity is not easily or 
legitimately changed or chosen. Passing as white is an old 
theme in American history, and the case of Rachel Dolezal, 
along with a few others, has shown that it is possible to pass 
as black as well. But passing is not understood as changing 
one’s race; it is understood as getting others to misperceive 
that race. And while passing might be justifi ed as a response 
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to oppression, Dolezal’s “reverse passing” was condemned 
for appropriating a culture, history, and social position that 
legitimately belonged to others.

Yet today the authority of ancestry over racial classifi ca-
tion is declining. The multiracial movement, increasing rates 
of interracial marriage, the erosion of the one- drop rule, and 
even the growing popularity of genetic ancestry tests all 
highlight the mixedness of racial and ethnic ancestry. For a 
broadening circle of people, ancestry no longer determines 
identity. Mixed ancestry licenses choice and facilitates 
change; it authorizes people to selectively identify with dif-
ferent ancestral lines in diff erent contexts. Identity options 
are of course unequally distributed, but many people with 
racially mixed ancestry— including President Obama— can 
and do choose and change their racial identities.16

Identity options have expanded in other ways as well. The 
condemnation of Dolezal for her “imitation” or “imperson-
ation” of blackness is part of a long tradition of criticizing— as 
a form of appropriation, domination, or stigmatization— the 
enactment of a subordinate racial or ethnic identity that is 
not legitimately one’s own. The critique oft en extends to the 
adoption of cultural forms and practices— styles of music, 
dress, hair, or speech, for example— that are construed as 
belonging to a subordinate group. In the last decade or 
so, however, as crossover practices and identifi cations have 
proliferated, they have come to be seen in more nuanced 
ways: as potentially affi  liative rather than appropriative, as 
sites of sympathy and alignment rather than modes of dom-
ination, even as ways of subverting rather than reinforcing 
racial hierarchies.17

To the countless millions who are otherwise unfamiliar 
with transgender matters, Caitlyn Jenner has come to 
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represent the possibility of changing sex or gender. And to 
the broad public that understands race as inborn and 
 immutable, Rachel Dolezal has come to represent the ab-
surdity of changing race. Neither story, however, is repre-
sentative in a sociological sense. Jenner’s conventional per-
formance of femininity— not to mention her wealth and 
celebrity— did not resonate with many transgender people. 
And the idiosyncratic features of Dolezal’s story— especially 
the role of deception, which turned the story into a moral-
ity play that ensured broad public rejection of her claims— 
distracted attention from the increasing fl uidity of racial and 
ethnic identifi cations and the limited but growing space for 
choice and change.18

Yet if neither story is representative, the intertwining of 
the two aff ords an unusual opportunity to analyze gender 
and race in relation to each other. Gender and race are of 
course “diff erent diff erences,” but both are being reimagined, 
reconstructed, and newly contested in ways that are in some 
respects strikingly similar.19 And the twinned debates about 
Jenner and Dolezal can be understood as a distinctive “trans 
moment” that provides a convenient point of entry into the 
subject.

Part One sketches the contours and contexts of this trans 
moment. Chapter 1 shows how the pairing of transgender 
and transracial in the discussions of Jenner and Dolezal was 
deployed to stake out positions in a fi eld of argument de-
fi ned by two questions: Can one legitimately change one’s 
gender? And can one legitimately change one’s race? I ana-
lyze the discourse of essentialists, who see gender and racial 
identities as grounded in nature or in a lifelong lived his-
tory and therefore as identities that cannot legitimately be 
changed; of voluntarists, for whom both gender and racial 
identities can legitimately be changed; and of those who 
combine gender voluntarism with racial essentialism. While es-
sentialists and voluntarists stressed the similarities between 
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changing gender and changing race, advocates of gender vol-
untarism and racial essentialism sought to distinguish the 
(legitimate) phenomenon of changing one’s gender from 
the (illegitimate) phenomenon of changing one’s race.

Chapter 2 situates the Dolezal aff air in its broader cultural 
and political contexts. I take as my point of departure the pro-
found unsettling of the ways we think about cultural and 
bodily diff erences and the massive enlargement in the scope 
for choice and self- transformation. I show how anxieties 
about unregulated choice have generated eff orts to police un-
orthodox choices— as well as to defend such choices against 
policing— in the name of authentic and unchosen identities.

Part Two starts from the premise that “trans” is good to 
think with: that we can fruitfully use the transgender expe-
rience as a lens through which to think about the fl uidity of 
racial identifi cations. But what does it mean to “think with 
trans”? The sheer variety of transgender experience precludes 
a univocal answer. I distinguish what I call the trans of mi-
gration, the trans of between, and the trans of beyond, taken 
up in turn in chapters 3, 4, and 5.

The trans of migration involves moving from one estab-
lished sex/gender category to another, oft en by surgically 
and hormonally transforming one’s body and formally 
changing one’s legal identity. The trans of between involves 
defi ning oneself with reference to the two established cat-
egories, without belonging entirely or unambiguously to 
either one, and without moving defi nitively from one to 
the other. The trans of beyond involves positioning oneself 
in a space that is not defi ned with reference to established 
categories. It is characterized by the claim to transcend exist-
ing categories— or to transcend categorization altogether.

Each form of transgender, I argue, can help us think about 
race and ethnicity in fruitful ways. Racial passing (includ-
ing “reverse passing ” like Dolezal’s) exemplifi es the trans of 
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migration, the multiracial movement illustrates the trans of 
between, and indiff erence or opposition to racial or ethnic 
categorization is an instance of the trans of beyond.

The concluding chapter ties together the strands of the ar-
gument about gender and race as embodied and enacted iden-
tities that are increasingly— yet in diff ering ways and to diff er-
ing degrees— understood as open to choice and change. It 
seeks to explain why changing sex or gender is understood as 
more legitimate than changing race or ethnicity, even though 
biological diff erences between the sexes are deeper and more 
socially consequential than the superfi cial biological diff er-
ences between socially defi ned racial and ethnic groups.

Analyzing race and ethnicity in relation to sex and gen-
der is not without its risks and diffi  culties. Analogical rea-
soning has been criticized for neglecting the ways in which 
race and ethnicity intersect with sex and gender and other 
forms of diff erence.20 Such intersections are obviously im-
portant. The transgender experience of Caitlyn Jenner, a 
wealthy, white Republican celebrity, has very little in com-
mon with that of Kricket Nimmons, a poor, HIV- positive 
African American ex- convict from the rural South, whose 
path to one of the fi rst Medicaid- fi nanced genital reconstruc-
tion surgeries was chronicled in a lengthy New York Times 
piece.21 As theorists of “intersectionality” have argued, 
gender, race, class, and other dimensions of diff erence do not 
exist in isolation; they are mutually constitutive.22 But gen-
der and race are not simply intersecting diff erences; they are 
also systems of social classifi cation with distinctive yet in 
some ways converging logics that can fruitfully be com-
pared. Long understood as inborn, stable, and rigorously 
categorical, gender and race are increasingly open to choice, 
change, and blurring. The intertwined debates about Jenner 
and Dolezal aff ord a unique opportunity to explore both 
their similarities and their diff erences.23





Part One

The Trans 
Moment





From the beginning, the story of Rachel Dolezal’s identi-
fi cation as black was intertwined in public debate with 
that of Caitlyn Jenner’s identifi cation as a woman. Within 
hours of the breaking of the Dolezal story, the hashtag 
#transracial had started to trend on Twitter. Deployed by 
some to provoke, by others to persuade, by still others simply 
to amuse, the pairing of transgender and transracial generated 
wide- ranging public discussion about the possibilities and 
limits of choosing or changing racial and gender identities.

Before transgender and transracial were joined in the 
Dolezal aff air, the terms had been juxtaposed only occasion-
ally. One set of juxtapositions was initiated by the radical 
feminist Janice Raymond in her critique of the medical con-
struction of transsexualism. In the introduction to the 1994 
reissue of her book The Transsexual Empire, Raymond asked 
rhetorically, “Does a Black person who wants to be white 
suff er from the ‘disease’ of being a ‘transracial’?” She went on 

Chapter 1
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to observe that “there is no demand for transracial medical 
intervention precisely because most Blacks recognize that it 
is their society, not their skin, that needs changing.”1

While Raymond used the pairing dismissively, other 
 feminist philosophers, more sympathetic to transsexual or 
transgender claims, have taken the analogy more seriously. 
Christine Overall argued that if one accepts the legitimacy 
of transsexual surgery, one should accept, in principle, the 
legitimacy of “transracial” surgery as well.2 And Cressida 
Heyes— noting that there is in fact a demand for medical in-
tervention to alter ethnically or racially marked bodies— 
analyzed the similarities and diff erences between changing 
sex and changing race as projects of self- transformation.3 
More recently, Jess Row’s 2014 satirical novel Your Face in 
Mine turned on a white protagonist who becomes black 
through “racial reassignment surgery ” in response to what 
he construes as “racial identity dysphoria syndrome.”4

In the decade or so before the Dolezal aff air, juxtaposi-
tions of transgender and transracial were occasionally picked 
up by journalists and others. A few conservative journalists 
sought to ridicule transgender by associating it with what 
they took to be the obviously absurd idea of choosing or 
changing one’s race. And in the vast archive of ephemera that 
is the Web, one can fi nd scattered— mainly humorous— uses 
of “transracial” (and “cisracial”) that are paired with or play 
on “transgender ” or “cisgender. ”†

Yet these earlier pairings of transgender and transracial 
had no public resonance. It was the Dolezal debates them-
selves that joined the terms in the public realm. I begin this 
chapter by characterizing the fi eld of meanings associated 

† “Cisgender” or “cis”— constructed by analogy to “transgender” or “trans,” from 
the Latin preposition meaning “on this side of”— designates a person whose 
“gender corresponds to his or her sex at birth” (Oxford English Dictionary). 
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with transgender and transracial individually and then show 
how the Dolezal story brought the terms together to gener-
ate an unprecedented public discussion.

“Transgender” and “Transracial” 
before the Dolezal Affair

The term “transgender” has enjoyed a spectacularly success-
ful career in the last two decades. As deployed by social 
movement activists to embrace all forms of gender variance, 
the term not only gained traction among activists but rap-
idly found broader public resonance, acquiring institutional 
recognition, legal weight, academic gravitas, media exposure, 
and popular currency.5

As an umbrella term, “transgender” conceals a key tension 
between changing gender (by moving from one established 
category to another) and challenging gender (whether implic-
itly, through gender- variant behavior or presentation, or ex-
pressly, through political claims- making). Those who seek to 
change their gender presentation and publicly recognized 
gender— whether or not they alter their bodies through 
surgery or hormones— do not necessarily challenge the bi-
nary gender regime; they may even reinforce it by subscribing 
to stories about unalterable, inborn identities. The diff er-
ence between trans as a one- way trajectory from one estab-
lished category to another and trans as a positioning of the 
self between or beyond established categories will be taken 
up and elaborated in the second part of the book. Here I 
simply note that while activist and academic discussions 
have highlighted the transgressive and disruptive poten-
tial of transgender and have addressed the full spectrum 
of gender- variant individuals— “encompassing transsexu-
als, drag queens, butches, hermaphrodites, cross- dressers, 
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masculine women, eff eminate men, sissies, tomboys,” and 
others— broader public discussions have focused on transi-
tions from one clearly and oft en stereotypically defi ned gen-
der to the other, especially those that involve surgical or 
hormonal remolding of the body.6

Claims for recognition associated with binary transitions 
like Jenner’s have greater public resonance, legitimacy, and 
visibility than claims that more directly challenge the gen-
der binary. Transitions like Jenner’s are more easily cast in a 
culturally consecrated narrative form. They can be narrated 
as stories of a tragic mismatch between an authentic per-
sonal identity, located in the deepest recesses of the self, and 
a social identity mistakenly assigned at birth— a mismatch 
overcome through an odyssey of self- awakening and self- 
transformation, culminating in the public validation of 
one’s true self. It helps that these are framed as stories of 
individual alienation and redemption, not of systemic injus-
tice, and that they are compatible with prevailing essentialist 
understandings of gender.

While the term “transgender” has come to enjoy broad 
public currency in recent years, the same cannot be said for 
“transracial.” A common reaction to the pairing of the terms 
in the Dolezal aff air was that transracial, unlike transgender, 
was “not a thing”; the word was treated as a pointless or per-
nicious neologism. In fact, the term “transracial” has a lon-
ger history than “transgender.” But it has been used primar-
ily in the specialized context of interracial adoption, where 
the prefi x “trans” has had a quite diff erent meaning and 
valence.

The formation of transracial families through adoption—  
in particular the placement of black children with white 
adoptive families— has been deeply controversial for nearly 
half a century.7 The most radical and consistent opposition 
has come from the National Association of Black Social 
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Workers (NABSW). The association’s 1972 position paper 
proposed a strict form of racial matching of adoptees and 
adoptive families; it rejected transracial adoption as an “un-
natural” practice that prevents the “healthy development [of 
adoptees] as Black people.”8 In testimony to a Senate com-
mittee, the association’s president denounced the practice 
as a “blatant form of race and cultural genocide.” Black chil-
dren raised in white homes, according to other NABSW 
presidents, would develop “white psyches” or “European 
minds” or would otherwise have severe identity problems 
and be lost to the black community.9

The argument for strict racial matching failed to gain 
broad political or legal support, but weaker forms of match-
ing continue to be practiced by adoption agencies. Even 
where racial matching per se is not at issue, parents seeking 
to adopt transracially may be scrutinized for their “cultural 
competency ” and for their commitment to “racially appro-
priate modes of parenting.”10

Thus while the “trans” in transgender has signaled an op-
portunity for transgender people, the “trans” in transracial has 
signaled a threat to transracial adoptees. The transgender 
community has celebrated the crossing of gender boundar-
ies. But the transracial adoption community— adoptees, 
adoptive families, and institutional intermediaries such as 
adoption agencies and social workers— has problematized 
the crossing of racial boundaries, seeing it as portending the 
loss, weakening, or confusion of racial identity.

Both the scholarly literature on transracial adoption and 
the vernacular literature— memoirs by adoptees and adop-
tive families, advice by psychologists and social workers, 
and websites produced by and for adoptive families and 
adoptees— emphasize the importance of cultivating and 
strengthening the (endangered) racial identity of transra-
cial adoptees. While transgender activists have sought to 
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destabilize and even subvert the gender order, transracial 
adoption activists have sought to restabilize and affi  rm the 
racial order. The transgender community is invested in a 
project of cultural transformation, the transracial adoption 
community in a project of cultural preservation.

The Dolezal aff air wrenched “transracial” out of the adop-
tion context and brought it into conversation with “trans-
gender.” Given the antithetical commitments and concerns 
of the transracial adoption and transgender communities, it 
should come as no surprise that an open letter from “mem-
bers of the adoption community ” declared the description 
of Dolezal as “transracial” to be “erroneous, ahistorical, and 
dangerous.”11 The idea that Dolezal could change her race 
by inserting herself in black networks and immersing her-
self in black culture suggested that transracial adoptees could 
change their race— a possibility the transracial adoption 
community strenuously rejected. Their rejection of the idea 
of changing race, to be sure, was more philosophical than 
empirical. It was precisely their concern that transracial 
adoption could lead to changes in racial identity— in partic-
ular to the loss of one’s authentic identity for want of social 
support for it— that underlay their commitment to strength-
ening and stabilizing racial identity. In a sense, Dolezal em-
bodied precisely the danger they wished to avert.

One prominent scholar and activist in the transracial 
adoption fi eld regarded Dolezal with greater sympathy. John 
Raible had earlier argued that transracial adoption may in-
deed involve a process of “transracialization,” insofar as white 
adoptive parents and siblings, for example, may “become 
immersed in wider social networks populated by people of 
color.”12 As he suggested in an open letter to Dolezal, much 
of her own experience would seem to illustrate this process.13 
Like others in the transracial adoption fi eld, however, Raible 
insisted that Dolezal was confused when she claimed to 
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identify as black. Identifying with black people and black cul-
ture was one thing; identifying as black was another.

Members of the transracial adoption community, which 
had owned the term “transracial,” were off ended by what 
they considered its misuse to refer to Dolezal’s experience. 
But they were not especially concerned with Jenner or trans-
gender matters. They were responding specifi cally to the 
description of Dolezal as transracial, not to the pairing of 
transgender and transracial. Their response to Dolezal there-
fore stands apart from the main body of commentary.

The Field of Argument

In the broader discussion of Jenner and Dolezal, the pairing 
of transgender and transracial was deployed to stake out 
positions— and to attack competing positions— in a fi eld of 
argument defi ned by two questions: Can one legitimately 
change one’s gender? And can one legitimately change one’s 
race?

Combining the two questions yields four positions, which 
are depicted in the diagram on p. 22. (The positions— the dia-
gram’s quadrants— are numbered counterclockwise.) Quad-
rant 1, at the top left , represents the essentialist position that 
gender and racial identities cannot legitimately be changed. 
Quadrant 3, at the bottom right, represents the diametrically 
opposed voluntarist position, according to which both gen-
der and racial identities can legitimately be changed. While 
essentialists and voluntarists emphasized the similarities be-
tween Jenner and Dolezal, and more broadly between gender 
and racial identities, others highlighted the diff erences. Quad-
rant 2, at the lower left , represents the combination of gender 
voluntarism and racial essentialism, and quadrant 4, in the 
upper right, the inverse combination of gender essentialism 
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and racial voluntarism (which, for reasons I discuss below, 
was conspicuously missing from the Dolezal debates).

Can one legitimately change one’s race?

No Yes

Can one 
legitimately 
change one’s 
gender?

No 1. Essentialism 4. Gender essentialism,
racial voluntarism

Yes 2. Gender voluntarism,
racial essentialism 3. Voluntarism

The labels are shorthand simplifi cations. “Essentialist” 
stances include both the view that gender and/or racial 
identities are grounded in nature and the view that they 
are grounded in history. “Voluntarist” stances include those 
that assert that gender and/or racial identities can be cho-
sen, as well as those that assert (particularly with respect 
to gender) that public, socially validated identities can be 
changed even if— on some level— the core personal identity 
is understood as unchosen. In either case, “voluntarism” 
highlights choice and agency: even where the core identity 
is understood as unchosen, voluntarist stances emphasize 
the choice of self- presentation and public identifi cation.14

“If Jenner, Then Dolezal”: 
The Argument from Similarity

Essentialists and voluntarists used quasi- syllogistic reasoning 
to underscore the similarities between changing gender and 
changing race. If we accept that Caitlyn Jenner is a woman, 
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they argued, then we must accept that Rachel Dolezal is 
black. The syllogism cut both ways. Addressed to an audi-
ence inclined to accept the legitimacy of transgender claims, 
it could be used to legitimize Dolezal’s claim to identify as 
black, or at least to argue that her claim deserved a respect-
ful hearing, not a derisive dismissal. But when it was ad-
dressed to an audience inclined to dismiss changing race 
out of hand, the syllogism worked in reverse; it served to un-
dercut the legitimacy of Jenner’s claim (and of transgender 
claims more generally).

The latter, reverse working of the syllogism was much 
more common than the former. “If Bruce Jenner Is a Woman, 
Then Rachel Dolezal Is Black,” read the headline of a blog 
post on the site of the American Family Association of 
Pennsylvania, a branch of a national association devoted to 
“standing up for traditional Judeo- Christian values.”15 From 
the perspective of the association and others on the cultural 
right, Dolezal’s claim to be black was so palpably absurd that 
it needed no refutation; this assumed absurdity was then 
used to assert or imply that Jenner— and by extension oth-
ers following similar trajectories— could therefore not be le-
gitimately recognized as a woman.

Much of the essentialist commentary was expressly parti-
san. Commentators on the cultural right gleefully seized on 
the Dolezal revelations as a weapon in the culture wars; they 
lambasted the mainstream media, “liberals,” or “the left ” for 
embracing Jenner while censuring Dolezal. Some added 
that Dolezal’s claim might well be considered more reason-
able than Jenner’s, since diff erences of race are much more 
superfi cial than those of sex or gender. The conservative 
commentator Steven Crowder, for example, argued that “as 
opposed to sex, which diff erentiates humans by their organs, 
reproductive functions, hormonal profi les, bone- density, 
neuropsychiatry and physical capabilities, many of the 
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 delineations surrounding race are merely cosmetic.” And a 
contributor to Glenn Beck’s website observed, “My white-
ness is far less hardwired and far more diffi  cult to defi ne than 
my maleness.”16 If one rejects racial reidentifi cation out of 
hand, these commentators suggested, one has an even stron-
ger case for rejecting transgender claims.

Essentialists assailed the cultural left  not only for its in-
consistency and hypocrisy but also, more fundamentally, for 
its subjectivism— for letting “self- identifi cation trump objec-
tive truth,”17 according to the National Review, or, more col-
orfully, for “solipsism” and the “end of reality,” as a website 
devoted to “traditional Anglicanism” put it.18 It was this 
climate of subjectivism that enabled both Jenner’s and 
Dolezal’s claims. To this anything- goes subjectivism essen-
tialists counterposed a seemingly no- nonsense acceptance of 
“objective reality.” An article on the culturally conservative 
Charisma News and Christian Post sites, for example, argued 
that “skin color is verifi able. It is not based on perception. It 
is not based on feelings. It is based on provable data. The 
same is true when it comes to gender (. . . putting aside the 
question of how to best help those with biological or genetic 
abnormalities).”19

Everyday essentialism was even more prevalent out-
side the professional commentariat and the blogosphere. 
In response to a Spokane newspaper’s reporting of the 
Dolezal revelations, one commenter— among more than a 
thousand— wrote: “If we (not I) feel gender choice/identifi -
cation is up for grabs, allowing anyone to choose and de-
clare their gender (note, the current number of supposed 
genders is now over 50) . . . then why not allow one to chose 
[sic] their color/ethnicity? How can our society have it both 
ways? We either look for truth . . . , or we allow anything goes 
and deal with the fall out . . . which can be very destabili-
zing and tension producing.”20 A similar sense of the 
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destabilization of the cognitive and moral order was ex-
pressed on a Catholic message board: “The world is upside 
down. If Bruce Jenner can claim he is female, regardless of 
the fact that he is not, then I don’t see why a white person 
can’t be black.”21

Some conservative Christian commentaries appealed di-
rectly to the order of creation. God “made us the way we 
are . . . for His purposes and His glory,” argued the evangeli-
cal pastor Scott Crook; self- identifi cation in terms at vari-
ance with this created order— as in the cases of Jenner and 
Dolezal— is therefore “nothing more than self- deception.”22 
A post on an evangelical website urged readers to “embrace 
the fact that a master craft sman has chosen both our ethnici-
ties and our genders for his glory.”23 And a reader comment 
on a conservative website observed that Jenner and Dolezal 
are “telling their Creator He mad[e] a mistake, and God 
being perfect, it is impossible for Him to make mistakes. . . . 
Why can’t we all be ourselves as God made us? Why are we 
always trying to be someone else?”24

Conservative Christian churches and organizations made 
a few comments about Dolezal, but they were much more 
concerned with Jenner. The imbalance refl ects their much 
deeper investment in preserving sex and gender boundaries 
than racial and ethnic boundaries. For conservative Chris-
tians, sex and gender are utterly central to the created order 
in a way that race and ethnicity are not. Dolezal was a mere 
sideshow; Jenner— and the mainstreaming of transgender 
more generally— commanded sustained attention.

In addressing Jenner’s claim to have always known her-
self to be a woman, some conservative Christian commen-
taries added a theological dimension to the cultural right’s 
critique of subjectivism. They interpreted Jenner’s claim, and 
analogous transgender claims, as a contemporary form of 
Gnosticism. A dualistic current of thought of the early 
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Christian era, Gnosticism denigrated the body and the ma-
terial world and privileged a form of intuitive knowledge 
(gnosis) that would enable men and women to achieve sal-
vation by transcending the prison of the body and the im-
perfections of the material world. Conservative Christian 
commentaries challenged the neo- Gnostic idea that gender 
identity is intuitively knowable independently of the sexual 
constitution of the body and, more broadly, the “idea that 
the ‘real’ self is separate from who one is as an embodied, 
material being.”25 To divorce gender identity from the body 
is to turn one’s back on nature and the created order; in the 
words of the Catholic natural- law blogger Andrew Green-
well, it is to rebel “against creation and against creation’s 
God.”26

The essentialists were mainly cultural conservatives, but 
they were joined by some liberal and radical feminists. Just 
fi ve days before the Dolezal news broke, the New York Times 
published a critical refl ection on the Jenner aff air and trans-
gender politics by the historian and liberal feminist writer 
Elinor Burkett, objecting to Jenner’s claim to have a “female 
brain” and to the reactionary ideal of womanhood suggested 
by the Vanity Fair debut.27 Unlike some radical feminists, 
Burkett did not expressly deny the legitimacy of Jenner’s 
claim to be a woman, and she referred to Jenner using a 
female honorifi c and female pronouns. But she criticized at-
tacks by trans activists on “women’s right to defi ne ourselves”: 
“People who haven’t lived their whole lives as women 
shouldn’t get to defi ne us. . . . They haven’t traveled through 
the world as women and been shaped by all this entails.”

Burkett’s appeal to lifelong history and experience as a cri-
terion of authentic womanhood exactly parallels a promi-
nent strand of the self- consciously progressive critiques of 
Dolezal’s claim to identify as black. And Burkett’s essay strik-
ingly anticipated the Dolezal aff air: “The ‘I was born in the 
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wrong body’ rhetoric favored by other trans people  .  .  . is 
just as off ensive, reducing us to our collective breasts and 
vaginas. Imagine the reaction if a young white man sud-
denly declared that he was trapped in the wrong body and, 
aft er using chemicals to change his skin pigmentation and 
crocheting his hair into twists, expected to be embraced by 
the black community. ”28 Burkett and radical feminists of 
course espouse positions antithetical to those of the cul-
tural conservatives, and their “historical essentialism,” as it 
might be called, diff ers sharply from the naturalist essen-
tialism of the cultural conservatives. Yet both articulate an 
objectivist critique of self- identifi cation, voluntarism, and 
subjectivism.

Writing aft er the Dolezal revelations, the radical feminist 
journalist Megan Murphy made a similar argument. Like 
Burkett, she professed respect for Jenner’s identity choices. 
But she noted that many of the arguments raised against 
Dolezal could be applied to Jenner as well; she mentioned 
specifi cally Alicia Waters’s claim that Dolezal “presented to 
the world the trappings of black womanhood without the 
burden of having to have lived them for most of her life” and 
Zeba Blay’s claim that she “play[ed] into racial stereotypes 
and perpetuate[d] the false idea that it is possible to ‘feel’ a 
race.” Like Burkett, Murphy insisted that “those of us who 
were born and raised as female have the right to defi ne and 
discuss that experience and our movement, as we have done 
for over a century now, as we see fi t.”29

The gender and racial essentialists, I have noted, were 
mainly cultural conservatives; conversely, most cultural 
conservatives adopted an essentialist stance. One might 
therefore have expected to fi nd the cultural left  defending 
the opposite stance of gender and racial voluntarism. The 
cultural right made this expectation explicit: given its attach-
ment to a language of individual autonomy and social 
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construction, the cultural left  ought to adopt a consistently 
voluntarist stance. And indeed a few representatives of the 
cultural left  (as well as others on the left ) defended gender 
and racial voluntarism. But the overwhelming majority ac-
cepted Jenner’s claim while rejecting Dolezal’s; they com-
bined gender voluntarism with racial essentialism. Before 
considering this stance, however, I sketch the main lines of 
argument developed by the small set of gender and racial 
voluntarists (who occupied quadrant 3 in the diagram).

The “if Jenner, then Dolezal” syllogism, as noted above, 
worked primarily in reverse. If one starts from the unques-
tionable assumption that Dolezal could not be black, the syl-
logism led ineluctably to the conclusion that Jenner could 
not be a woman— and, by extension, to the delegitimation 
of transgender more generally. This is why the syllogism 
was wielded so gleefully by the cultural right. And it ex-
plains why the cultural left , committed to both gender vol-
untarism and racial essentialism, rejected the terms of the 
syllogism and denied that the Jenner and Dolezal cases were 
comparable.

A few contrarian voices, however, accepted the terms of 
the syllogism. Addressing those who acknowledged that Jen-
ner was a woman, they argued that, by a similar logic, one 
should acknowledge, or at least entertain seriously, Dolezal’s 
claim to be black. Writing as a black transgender man and 
as a scholar of race, gender, and sexuality, Kai Green chal-
lenged prevailing black and transgender commentary by 
defending the legitimacy of asking about the relation be-
tween “transgender” and “transracial.” “It is not a stupid 
question,” he wrote. “It is a perplexing question,” one that is 
“important [to] wrestle with.” Labeling the question “trans-
phobic” or simply asserting that race and gender “aren’t the 
same thing” is “not a good answer.”30
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The legal scholar Camille Gear Rich, who has studied the 
cultural, institutional, and legal shift  toward racial self- 
identifi cation, challenged the prevailing framing in terms 
of “deceit” or “appropriation.” In a CNN opinion piece Rich 
wrote: “I admire the way [Dolezal] chose to live her life as a 
black person. . . . I will not indict her for her choice to link 
herself to this community, and I would consider her claim 
no greater if she identifi ed a long lost African ancestor.”31 
The sociologist Ann Morning, who has studied the identifi -
cation and classifi cation of multiracial individuals, endorsed 
the transgender- transracial analogy in a CBS interview: 
“We’re getting more and more used to the idea that people’s 
racial affi  liation and identity and sense of belonging can 
change.”32 And when the historian Allyson Hobbs, author of 
a book on racial passing, was asked by MSNBC’s Melissa 
Harris- Perry whether, by analogy to the transgender experi-
ence, there might be “a diff erent category of blackness, that 
is about the achievement of blackness, despite one’s parent-
age,” Hobbs replied that it was “absolutely possible. . . . Why 
not? . . . There certainly is a chance that she identifi es as a 
black woman, and that there could be authenticity to that.”33

The anarchist philosopher Crispin Sartwell, while ac-
knowledging others’ discomfort with the prospect of gen-
der and racial categories breaking down, envisioned the 
“wild and liberating possibilities [that] might open up” at 
this “excruciating and beautiful moment.”34 And from the 
perspective of queer theory, the sociologist Angela Jones cel-
ebrated Dolezal’s “queering of race,” stressing the possibility 
that Dolezal “has become a black woman,” and that “maybe 
the only livable life [for her] is a black one.” “Subjectivities 
are ours to craft ,” Jones wrote, and it is “an exercise of agency, 
empowerment, and queerness” to challenge the “hegemonic 
discursive power regimes that imprison our bodies.” Dolezal’s 
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“choice to fulfi ll her own racial destiny is her choice, not 
ours.”35

The most sustained argument for embracing racial along 
with gender voluntarism was developed by the political sci-
entist and left  intellectual Adolph Reed Jr.36 Like the con-
servative essentialists, Reed criticized the inconsistency of the 
cultural left  for embracing Jenner while repudiating Dolezal. 
But rather than deploy this critique in defense of gender 
essentialism, he used it in opposition to racial essentialism. 
That essentialism, he suggested, rests ultimately on biology: 
it depends on the argument that Dolezal simply couldn’t be 
black because she had no known African ancestry, which im-
plies that she could be black if she did have some African 
ancestry. As Reed and others observed, this troublingly mir-
rors the essentialist logic of the one- drop rule.37

Reed also challenged nonbiological, historical forms of es-
sentialism that claim that Dolezal was “raised outside of ‘au-
thentic’ black idiom or cultural experience.” Such arguments 
pose the question of “whose black idiom or cultural experi-
ence” would count as defi nitive. Nor does authenticity en-
able us to distinguish between Jenner and Dolezal: “How do 
we know that Dolezal may not sense that she is ‘really’ black 
in the same, involuntary way that many transgender people 
feel that they are ‘really’ transgender?” Reed rejected, fi nally, 
the condemnation of Dolezal for engaging in “cultural ap-
propriation.” Following Walter Benn Michaels, he argued 
that this critique has force “only if ‘culture’ is essentialized 
as the property of what is in eff ect a ‘race.’ ”38 Reed concluded 
that there is “no coherent, principled defense of the stance 
that transgender identity is legitimate but transracial is 
not.”39

Why were there so few consistent voluntarists in the 
Dolezal debates? (As will be noted below, a similar ques-
tion can be asked about the complete absence of voices 
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defending the combination of gender essentialism and ra-
cial voluntarism). Does this point to the robustness of es-
sentialist understandings of race and to their impervious-
ness to decades of academic theorizing about race as a social 
construction? There is something to this, but it is not the 
whole story. The particularities of the Dolezal case in eff ect 
stacked the deck against voluntarism. Framed by the media 
in terms of deception and misrepresentation, her story 
was unlikely to elicit broad sympathy. Other developments, 
which I consider in subsequent chapters, reveal greater pub-
lic appreciation of the openness of racial identities to change 
and choice.

Boundary Work: 
The Argument from Difference

Essentialists and voluntarists held antithetical views, but 
both embraced the terms of the “if Jenner, then Dolezal” syl-
logism and underscored the similarities between gender 
transitions and racial reidentifi cation. Other voices in the de-
bate, however, rejected any kind of equivalence between 
Jenner and Dolezal and underscored the fundamental dif-
ferences between “transgender” and “transracial.” They did so, 
overwhelmingly, by accepting the legitimacy of changing 
one’s gender while denying the legitimacy of changing one’s 
race. In the terms of the diagram, they crowded into quad-
rant 2, defi ned by gender voluntarism and racial essential-
ism, while shunning altogether quadrant 4, defi ned by 
the inverse combination of gender essentialism and racial 
voluntarism.

The absence of advocates for gender essentialism and ra-
cial voluntarism is in one sense puzzling, given the widely 
shared sense that diff erences of sex and gender are deeper 
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and more fundamental than diff erences of race.40 The avoid-
ance of this quadrant— as of the consistent voluntarism of 
quadrant 3— no doubt refl ects the fact that Jenner had a 
“good” identity narrative while Dolezal’s story was tainted 
by deception and misrepresentation.

Yet there are deeper patterns that go beyond Jenner and 
Dolezal. On the cultural left , race remains a much more 
closely policed category than gender: while gender volun-
tarism can fairly be said to be hegemonic, racial voluntarism 
is heretical or at best suspect. Transgender claims have been 
framed as a civil rights issue: as a response to exclusion, op-
pression, and violence. Claims to choose or change one’s 
racial identity— such as those advanced by the multiracial 
movement— have been much more diffi  cult to frame in this 
way; they have even been criticized for weakening and frag-
menting the black community and undermining the civil 
rights and racial justice agendas.41 This helps explain why the 
cultural left  has endorsed gender voluntarism and racial es-
sentialism rather than the inverse combination.

On the cultural right, by contrast, sex and gender— as 
categories central to both cognitive and social order— are 
much more closely policed than race and ethnicity. The de-
stabilization of the sex/gender order is much more threaten-
ing than the destabilization of racial and ethnic categories 
to the core agenda of the cultural right, which is centered 
on the defense of the family. (This holds even more strongly, 
as noted above, for religious cultural conservatives.) Criti-
cisms of multiculturalism, to be sure, are central to the 
message of the cultural right. But the perceived threat to 
nationhood from multiculturalism does not come from the 
unsettling of racial and ethnic categories; indeed, multicul-
turalism in a sense presupposes the stability of those cate-
gories. To the extent that the cultural right is invested in the 
ideology of color blindness or in the notion of a post- racial 
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society, it would welcome rather than resist the destabiliza-
tion of racial categories.

One might have expected, then, to fi nd commentators 
from the cultural right endorsing racial voluntarism along 
with gender essentialism. As I noted above, some did observe 
that Dolezal’s claim seemed on its face more plausible than 
Jenner’s, since diff erences of sex and gender are deeper than 
those of race. But this did not lead these commentators to 
argue expressly for racial voluntarism, at least not in connec-
tion with Dolezal, whose politics were antithetical to their 
own.

The fl ood of commentary defending the combination of 
gender voluntarism and racial essentialism can best be un-
derstood as a kind of boundary work. This concept was in-
troduced in the sociology of science by Thomas Gieryn to 
highlight the eff orts undertaken to demarcate science— as a 
prestigious form of activity commanding certain privileges, 
resources, respect, and authority— from non- science or pseu-
doscience.42 As Gieryn noted, the concept is easily applied 
to analogous attempts to distinguish medicine from quack-
ery, religion from non- religion, art from craft s, disciplines 
and professional jurisdictions from one another, and so on; 
and it has since come to be used in a wide variety of con-
texts.43 Here I extend the concept to the quasi- sociological 
rhetorical work undertaken to distinguish the (legitimate) 
practice of changing gender from the (illegitimate) practice 
of changing race.

The boundary work undertaken by defenders of gender 
voluntarism and racial essentialism rejected any equivalence 
between Dolezal’s identifi cation as black and Jenner’s iden-
tifi cation as a woman. Dolezal chose to identify as black; Jen-
ner simply was a woman. Dolezal was living a lie; Jenner 
was being true to her innermost self. Dolezal was opportu-
nistic; Jenner was authentic. Dolezal gained material benefi ts 
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from her imposture; Jenner gained only the satisfaction of 
being true to herself. Dolezal was guilty of appropriation 
and “cultural theft ,” taking what rightfully belonged to oth-
ers; Jenner harmed no one. But it was not simply the two 
cases that were distinguished; it was two orders of phenom-
ena. Boundary work drew a more general, quasi- sociological 
line between changing sex or gender and changing race.

Boundary work in the Dolezal aff air took two forms. 
Both sought to distinguish transgender claims as a socially 
legitimate form of identity change from transracial claims 
as a socially illegitimate form. But they were oriented to dif-
ferent threats and inscribed in diff erent projects. Gender 
voluntarists— committed to institutionalizing and legitimiz-
ing transgender claims and identities— sought to prevent the 
policing of racial identities that was triggered by the Dolezal 
aff air from strengthening the policing of gender identities. 
Racial essentialists— committed to preserving the integrity 
of racial categories— sought to prevent gender voluntarism 
(which had been strengthened by the Jenner debut) from 
licensing racial voluntarism and thereby encouraging fraud-
ulent or opportunistic racial identity claims.

Gender voluntarist boundary work sought to protect 
Jenner— and the still- fragile public legitimacy of transgender 
claims— from “contamination” by association with Dolezal. 
The Jenner debut had marked an extraordinary moment in 
the mainstreaming of transgender identities. Writing in the 
Economist, the essayist Will Wilkinson declared the “social 
forces that brought us to the Caitlyn Jenner moment” to be 
“irreversibly ascendant.”44 Two days later, however, the Dolezal 
aff air— with its discourse of deception, fraud, and pathology— 
threatened to undo the gains made by the broad public ac-
ceptance of Jenner. As the writer, television host, and promi-
nent transgender activist Janet Mock tweeted, “Trans folks’ 
lives should not be part of the Dolezal conversation. It’s 
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dangerous.”45 “To confl ate trans folks with Dolezal,” the media 
studies scholar Khadijah White wrote, “gives credence to 
the deepest, most malicious lie there is about transgender 
identity and queer sexuality— that they are deceitful.”46 For 
Samantha Allen, a scholar of gender and sexuality, “Dolezal’s 
domination of public conversations around identity comes at 
a particularly inopportune time. . . . This lone woman from 
Idaho has the potential to do real damage to public percep-
tions and conceptions of transgender identity. ”47

Jenner thus risked being tainted by association with 
Dolezal, “transgender” by association with “transracial”— 
not to mention “transspecies” and other purported fruits of 
liberal solipsism and anything- goes social constructivism, 
conjured up by gleeful cultural conservatives. Faced with this 
attempted reductio ad absurdum, those who had cautiously 
embraced gender voluntarism as a result of the mainstream-
ing of transgender identities in the last few years might now 
revert to gender essentialism. Gender voluntarist bound-
ary work was an eff ort to prevent such backsliding.

To forestall the delegitimation of Jenner and transgender 
by association with Dolezal and transracial, it was necessary 
to challenge the “if Jenner, then Dolezal” logic. This is the 
context for the oft - repeated assertion that transracial is “not 
a thing.”48 The Dolezal story was cordoned off , marked as 
pathological, and treated as a case unto itself, rather than as 
an instance of the broader phenomenon of racial reidentifi ca-
tion. This quarantining of the Dolezal case facilitated the con-
trast between the “non- thingness” of transracial and the le-
gitimate, institutionalized social reality of transgender.

Gender voluntarist boundary work underscored the ob-
jective foundations of transgender identities, which were 
characterized as deep, stable, lifelong, unchosen, and prob-
ably grounded in biology. “Caitlyn Jenner is not pretending,” 
wrote Dana Beyer, the head of a Maryland gender rights 



36 The Trans Moment 

association. “Jenner has been a woman since birth— or more 
likely, before birth— like many, if not most, trans women. . . . 
And while there are variations in trans biology . . . it really is 
pretty clear cut: your sense of self as a sexual being, your gen-
der identity, is rooted in your brain.”49 Without appealing 
to brain diff erences, Meredith Talusan, a writer and transgen-
der activist, made a similar point: “The fundamental diff er-
ence between Dolezal’s actions and trans people’s is that her 
decision to identify as black was an active choice, whereas 
transgender people’s decision to transition is almost always 
involuntary. . . . Dolezal identifi ed as black, but I am a woman, 
and other trans people are the gender they feel themselves 
to be.”50

On accounts such as these, gender identity is at once sub-
jective and objective. It is defi ned by one’s subjective “sense 
of self,” but that sense of self is understood as grounded in 
some objective— if at present still unknown— aspect of one’s 
biological being. The sources of subjectivity are situated 
outside the realm of choice and refl exive self- transformation, 
outside the realm of culture, and even, paradoxically, outside 
the self. In this way the defense of gender voluntarism is 
pushed onto essentialist terrain. This is of course not new. 
The claim to a deep, unchosen, biologically grounded gen-
der identity at variance with the sexed body has long been a 
prominent strand of transsexual and transgender discourse, 
just as the claim that sexual identity and orientation are in-
nate and unchosen has long been a prominent strand of gay 
and lesbian discourse.51

Gender voluntarist boundary work thus presumed the 
illegitimacy of Dolezal’s change of race and sought to explain 
the legitimacy of Jenner or others changing their gender. Ra-
cial essentialist boundary work, by contrast, presumed the 
legitimacy of changing one’s gender and sought to explain 
the illegitimacy of Dolezal’s change of race. And while 
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gender voluntarists faced an acute threat of contamina-
tion from the Dolezal aff air, racial essentialists were ori-
ented to a more diff use threat: that the growing legitimacy 
of gender voluntarism— dramatized by the broad public 
embrace of Jenner— might cross over into the racial domain 
and encourage “racial fraud” and cultural appropriation. 
The ubiquitous “if Jenner, then Dolezal” trope— and the sus-
picion that Dolezal herself was seeking to ride the transgen-
der wave— seemed to make this threat more concrete.52

Racial essentialists’ explanation of the illegitimacy of 
Dolezal’s identifi cation as black— in contrast to the pre-
sumed legitimacy of Jenner’s identifi cation as a woman— 
pivoted on two themes: objectivity and appropriation. The 
term “objectivity,” unlike “appropriation,” was not used by 
participants in the debate. But it enables me to bring to-
gether a set of ideas sounded repeatedly in the Dolezal de-
bates. The underlying argument of racial essentialists was 
that racial identity, unlike gender identity, is constituted by 
an ensemble of supra- individual facts: the biogenetic and 
genealogical facts of ancestry; the social facts of classifi ca-
tion systems and categorization practices; and the histori-
cal facts of enslavement, oppression, and discrimination. 
Subjectivity is constitutive of gender: the “truth” of gender 
is found in the innermost feelings of an individual, and those 
feelings must be recognized and respected. But as many 
commentators emphasized, how one feels about race is ir-
relevant. Subjectivity is understood as an expression of racial 
identity, not as its ground.

The supra- individual objectivity of race, on this ac-
count, explains why it cannot legitimately be changed or 
chosen. Dolezal could change her appearance, style, and 
self- presentation; she could change her networks of social 
relations and activities; she could “feel” black and identify, 
no doubt sincerely, with black culture and history; and 
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she could exploit contemporary versions of the one- drop 
rule to pass as black. But passing, on the objectivist under-
standing of race, does not involve changing one’s race; it in-
volves successfully pretending to be something one is not. 
Passing intrinsically involves deception— justifi able decep-
tion, perhaps, for the many light- skinned blacks who have 
successfully passed as white, but deception nonetheless.53 
Passing is always trespassing.54

The deception involved in performing an identity to 
which one has no legitimate claim underwrites the charges 
of appropriation and cultural theft .55 In a context in which 
who is what can determine not only who (legitimately) gets 
what but also who (legitimately) gets to do what, Dolezal was 
accused of selectively indulging in “blackness as a commod-
ity,” of “donning blackness” in order to “negotiate black 
spaces,” while retaining the privilege of removing her “cos-
tume” at will.56 While gender transitions are understood to 
be undertaken at great personal cost and to bring no extrin-
sic benefi ts, Dolezal was asserted to have “capitalized on her 
fake blackness,” “building a career and persona off  it”: she 
selectively “appropriated aspects of blackness” for her “per-
sonal benefi t” and “occupied and dominated spaces ostensi-
bly reserved for people who had life- long experiences of 
racial marginalization and disenfranchisement.”57 

The viscerally negative reaction to Dolezal’s “reverse pass-
ing” that informed racial essentialist boundary work drew 
on a politically and morally charged contrast between the 
optional and reversible donning of blackness by Dolezal 
and the involuntary and (for most) inescapable reality of the 
black body, understood as the or at least a primary meaning 
of blackness for black Americans.58 Dolezal could “pick and 
choose [her] blackness.” But “those of us born into black 
bodies can’t do that. We can’t take our blackness off  when 
the situation doesn’t suit us.”59 This contrast was all the more 
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poignant in the context of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, focused on police violence against black bodies.60 
“Michael Brown couldn’t be transracial,” the legal scholar 
Jody Armour noted. “When you walk into prisons and jail 
cells, you see cellblocks brimming with bodies that are con-
spicuously black. Those black bodies had no choice in how 
they were perceived.”61

The contrast became more poignant still on June 17, 
when Dylann Roof killed nine parishioners during a prayer 
service at a historic black church in Charleston. This marked 
the end of the Dolezal aff air; further discussion seemed friv-
olous. As Jelani Cobb wrote in the New Yorker the day aft er 
the massacre: “A week that began with public grappling with 
race as absurdity has concluded . . . with race as the catalyst 
for tragedy. The existential question of who is black has been 
answered in the most concussive way possible.”62

It is tempting to dismiss the Dolezal aff air as an inconse-
quential, Internet- driven summer diversion, and on one level 
it was no doubt just that. At the same time, however, the 
aff air revealed with striking clarity the tensions and contra-
dictions in the contemporary politics of sex/gender and eth-
noracial identity. It is to a broader analysis of these tensions 
and contradictions that I turn in chapter 2.



The pairing of transracial and transgender in the Dolezal 
debates points to an underlying shift  in the landscape of 
identities. Prevailing understandings of cultural and bodily 
diff erence have been rocked by a series of challenges, and 
longstanding assumptions about the stability of basic iden-
tity categories have been called into question. This has vastly 
enlarged the scope for choice and self- transformation.

The enlargement of choice seems at fi rst glance to con-
form to certain classical narratives of modernity, which un-
derscore the shift  from given to chosen identities. Yet mat-
ters are not so simple. The expansion of the space for choice 
has fostered anxieties about the exercise of unregulated 
choice; the idea that basic identities are not given but cho-
sen has provoked concerns about unnatural, opportunistic, 
or fraudulent identity claims. This, in turn, has prompted 
eff orts to police questionable claims in the name of authen-
tic and unchosen identities, as well as attempts to justify 
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Categories 
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unorthodox claims in the name of such identities. Instead 
of a shift  from given to chosen identities, we see a sharp-
ened tension— in everyday identity talk, public discourse, 
and even academic analysis— between the language of 
choice, autonomy, subjectivity, and self- fashioning on the 
one hand and the language of givenness, essence, objectiv-
ity, and nature on the other. It is this fundamental tension 
between chosenness and givenness that I analyze in this 
chapter.

Unsettled Identities

In recent decades, identity categories of all kinds have come 
to seem fragile and unsettled. The landscape of identities has 
become much more complex, fl uid, and fragmented. As new 
categories have proliferated and old categories have come to 
seem ill fi tting, we increasingly face uncertainties and ambi-
guities in identifying ourselves and categorizing others. Pre-
vailing practices of counting and classifying— and the very 
act of categorization itself— have been challenged. As basic 
categories have become the objects of self- conscious de-
bate, critical scrutiny, strategic choice, and political claims- 
making, they have lost their self- evidence, naturalness, and 
taken- for- grantedness.1

The unsettling of basic categories has been nothing short 
of spectacular in the domain of sex and gender. Here a pro-
found challenge to heteronormativity has been accompa-
nied by the massive destabilization of binary regimes of 
gender and even sex itself. For scholars of sex and gender, 
“heteronormativity ” refers to the long- prevailing cultural 
understanding of heterosexuality as the only legitimate 
and normal mode of sexuality, and of the heterosexual 
couple as the nucleus of family life and reproduction. This 
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understanding has been radically disrupted. Within days of 
the Dolezal revelations, the Supreme Court’s decision in 
Obergefell v. Hodges affi  rmed a constitutional right to gay 
marriage. The decision completed the stunningly rapid 
collapse of the most visible symbol of heteronormativity 
in the United States: as recently as 2012, forty- one states 
had constitutional provisions or legislation barring gay 
marriage.2 The remarkable success of the marriage equality 
movement was the culmination of a much broader shift  in 
recent decades toward the social and cultural acceptance— or 
as cultural conservatives lament, the “normalization”— of ho-
mosexuality.3 While gay marriage debates have been most 
visible in the United States, the collapse of heteronormativity 
has been even more striking in parts of northern Europe, 
notably the Netherlands, where pro- gay attitudes have 
been enlisted as a symbol of Dutchness by anti- immigrant 
politicians.4

Challenges to prevailing understandings of sexual diff er-
ence go well beyond gay marriage. Recent decades have wit-
nessed an ongoing, publicly visible diversifi cation of sexual 
diversity. Each of the multiple “sexual cultures” or “sexual 
worlds,” as a prominent scholar of sexuality describes them, 
“splinters into many linked worlds. . . . There is no unifi ed 
gay culture, sex- worker culture, drag culture, heterosexual 
culture or sado- masochist culture: there are multiplicities 
of scenes.”5 A telling indicator of this fragmentation is the 
acronym creep in designations of the reference categories 
for understandings of sexual (and gender) diff erence. From 
the initial core of gay and lesbian, the portfolio of catego-
ries has expanded to include bisexual, transgender, queer, 
questioning, intersex, asexual, ally, pansexual, and even, 
in  a nod to certain Native American understandings of 
third- gender statuses, “two spirit,” yielding the unwieldy 
LGBTQQIAAP2S.6
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Even more striking than the diversifi cation of sexual di-
versity has been the accelerating movement of transgender 
from the margins to the mainstream in recent decades. The 
mainstreaming of transgender was consecrated by a June 
2014 piece in Time magazine, “The Transgender Tipping 
Point,” featuring the transgender actress Laverne Cox, cele-
brated for her role as a transgender prison inmate in Netfl ix’s 
popular series Orange Is the New Black, on the cover. While 
the notion of a single “tipping point” is no doubt too facile, 
the growing mainstreaming of transgender is evident in 
popular culture, media, legislation, organizational accom-
modations, and parenting practices.7

The transgender moment has two analytically distinguish-
able aspects. The fi rst is the increasing— though of course far 
from universal— acceptance of the possibility and legitimacy 
of moving between categories.8 This is seen in the main-
stream media embrace of celebrities’ gender transitions, cul-
minating in the Caitlyn Jenner moment; in the sympathetic 
depictions of transgender characters in fi lms, television, nov-
els, and fi ction for children and youth; and in the increas-
ing willingness of parents, schools, churches, therapists, and 
others to support gender transitions.

The passage from one established category to another, to 
be sure, does not necessarily destabilize the categories them-
selves or the boundaries between them. The anthropologist 
Fredrik Barth observed in a seminal essay that ethnic bound-
aries can persist despite the fl ow of persons across them.9 
The crossing of a boundary may even strengthen that bound-
ary. Some feminist authors have argued, for example, that 
transgender boundary- crossing may reinforce rather than 
subvert gender categories and their boundaries.10 Others 
have noted the remarkable power of the binary gender system 
to “adapt to and re- absorb” transgender people.11 Jenner’s 
transition provides a case in point; it prompted considerable 
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commentary about the reinforcement of the gender binary 
and about stereotypical representations of womanhood.12

The second development is more radically destabilizing. 
This is the increasing awareness, acceptance, and even insti-
tutionalization of categories other than the binary pair. As 
recently as 2013, two prominent scholars of transgender 
concluded a fascinating article on tensions between self- 
identity and genitalia as criteria for the determination of 
gender in various contexts by observing that “gender cross-
ing can receive some validation in the liberal moment 
[which prioritizes autonomy and choice], but only when 
[the gender] binary remains unquestioned.”13 Yet in the last 
few years the gender binary has indeed been questioned— 
not just in activist and academic circles but in mainstream 
settings as well. And organizations are starting to make ac-
commodations for “nonbinary people.”

In the fall of 2015, for example, applicants to the Univer-
sity of California who preferred alternatives to male or 
female could choose among four additional gender identifi -
cations listed on application forms: trans male, trans female, 
gender queer/gender non- conforming, or diff erent identity.14 
And an increasing number of colleges and universities— 
especially small liberal arts colleges— have put in place 
formal procedures for accommodating students who pre-
fer to be designated by pronouns other than “he” or “she.” 
In some campus settings, it has become routine to ask stu-
dents to indicate their “preferred gender pronoun” when 
they introduce themselves.15 Various sets of alternative pro-
nouns have been proposed, though none has been broadly 
institutionalized.16

The mainstreaming of third- gender options is not con-
fi ned to college campuses. Aft er “collaborat[ing] with . . . a 
group of leading LGBT advocacy organizations,” Facebook 
decided in 2014 to off er fi  fty- six “custom” gender options: 
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“When you come to Facebook, we want you to feel comfort-
able being your true, authentic self. An important part of 
this is the expression of gender, especially when it extends 
beyond the defi nitions of just ‘male’ or ‘female.’ So today, 
we’re proud to off er a new custom gender option to help you 
better express your own identity on Facebook. . . . Moreover, 
people who select a custom gender will now have the abil-
ity to choose the pronoun they’d like to be referred to 
publicly— male (he/his), female (she/her) or neutral (they/
their).”17 The dating site OkCupid followed suit, as did other 
social media sites.18

More consequentially, some countries have started to rec-
ognize third- gender options. In 2014 the Indian Supreme 
Court gave legal recognition to a third- gender status for 
those hijras or others who identify as neither male nor fe-
male, and folded them into India’s system of educational 
and employment quotas for underrepresented groups.19 
Similar forms of legal recognition exist in Nepal, Pakistan, 
and Bangladesh. Australia and New Zealand allow gender to 
be designated on passports as X— glossed as “indeterminate/
intersex/unspecifi ed” in Australia and as “indeterminate/un-
specifi ed” in New Zealand— in addition to male or female.20 
And the High Court of Australia ruled in 2014 that the New 
South Wales Registry of Births, Deaths, and Marriages could 
record an offi  cial change of sex to “non- specifi c,” affi  rming 
the application of a petitioner who was born male and un-
derwent sex reassignment surgery but claimed to identify as 
neither male nor female.21

The binary regime of offi  cial sex categorization at birth, 
too, has been loosened. Since 2013, for example, Germany 
has allowed parents of intersex infants to check a third, un-
labeled box rather than obliging them to decide between 
male and female. This is not an offi  cial recognition of a third 
sex category; it is a placeholder, making it possible to defer 
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offi  cial sex categorization until the child can make the deci-
sion at a later date. By acknowledging ambiguity, however, 
this option represents a signifi cant shift  away from the rigid 
binarism that has long governed the medical and legal cat-
egorization of infants in Western settings.

The change in offi  cial categorization policy is indicative 
of a broader shift  in ways of thinking about— and treating— 
persons who cannot be unambiguously assigned to a binary 
sex category at birth.22 In the second half of the twentieth 
century, prevailing medical protocols required early surgi-
cal intervention in such cases, designed to eradicate visible 
evidence of genital ambiguity.23 In the last decade or so, re-
sponding in part to challenges from intersex activists, medical 
protocols have shift ed. New guidelines place less emphasis on 
cultural norms regarding the proper size and appearance of 
genitals and greater emphasis on functionality, fertility, sexual 
sensation, avoiding complications from unnecessary surgery, 
and evidence of long- term gender identifi cation of persons 
with particular “disorders of sex development.”24 In the eyes of 
many intersex activists, however, the changes fall far short 
of what is needed. Activists aim to prevent nonconsensual 
“normalizing” surgeries, and some seek recognition of 
 intersex— or of “variations of reproductive development”— 
not as a disorder but simply as a form of diff erence.25

Challenges to prevailing categorical frameworks have 
been less dramatic in the domain of race and ethnicity— if 
only because racial and ethnic categories, in contemporary 
liberal societies, are not as clearly defi ned, deeply institution-
alized, or pervasively implicated in the structuring of social 
life as are sex and gender. Yet the challenges have nonethe-
less been profound. Dominant ways of understanding racial 
and ethnic diversity (and religious and linguistic diversity as 
well) presuppose a population neatly segmented into a small 
number of clearly bounded, easily identifi able, relatively 
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stable categories. This is true notably for the paradigm of mul-
ticulturalism, which implies a plurality of relatively distinct 
and bounded groups. But diversifying immigration patterns, 
rising intermarriage rates, and increasingly fl uid practices of 
self- identifi cation have generated a much more complex, less 
stable, and less easily “legible” pattern of racial and ethnic di-
versity. People are distributed across a much larger number of 
oft en less sharply demarcated, less easily identifi able, and less 
institutionalized racial and ethnic categories— to the extent 
that they can be placed, or can place themselves, in available 
categories at all.26 The fl uidity and fragmentation of the eth-
noracial landscape have prompted critical refl ection on the 
lack of fi t between the brutal simplifi cations of prevailing 
categorical frameworks and the everyday experience of in-
creasingly complex forms of heterogeneity.

In the major European countries of immigration, for ex-
ample, the pattern of diversity of forty or fi ft y years ago— 
characterized by large and relatively homogeneous groups 
of migrant workers from a small number of countries of ori-
gin (especially Turks in Germany, North Africans in France, 
and South Asians in Britain)— has given way to much more 
complex forms of heterogeneity, generated by “smaller, 
transient, more socially stratifi ed, less organised and more 
legally diff erentiated immigrant groups.” London alone 
includes immigrant populations of 5,000 or more from 
each of fi ft y- four countries, most of them internally diff er-
entiated— to a much greater extent than earlier migrant 
worker communities— by education, employment, religios-
ity, mode of migration, legal status, generation, and so on.27 
There is a growing gap between prevailing forms of multi-
culturalism and identity politics and those who “fall out-
side or across standard classifi cations.”28

Challenges to the prevailing categorical frameworks 
have been particularly striking in the United States, long 
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characterized by the rigid system of racial classifi cation that 
was a legacy of the one- drop rule.† Diversifying immigra-
tion patterns, rising intermarriage rates, and the mixed 
race movement have powerfully disrupted the black- white 
binary around which race was historically organized.29 These 
and other forces— especially the emergence of a new cohort 
accustomed to much more fl uid identifi cations and bearing 
very diff erent collective memories and attitudes— are engen-
dering what Jennifer Hochschild and colleagues have called 
a “new racial order,” characterized by weaker boundaries be-
tween groups, greater heterogeneity within groups, shift ing 
relative positions of groups, and more fl uid and contextually 
varying racial identifi cations.30 Also evident is the cultural 
and psychological devaluation of whiteness in certain con-
texts. Many observers have commented on the attractions of 
emblems of black culture to white youth, who may experi-
ence whiteness in terms of deprivation and lack. A Native 
American identifi cation, too, can off er an enticing alternative 
to a white identity experienced by some as culturally and 
spiritually “empty.”31

Everywhere, practices of counting, classifying, and catego-
rizing by race and ethnicity have become increasingly po-
liticized.32 Whether to count and categorize by race and 
ethnicity; what to count; whom to count; how to count; 
and how to report the results— all of these questions are 

† Sexual unions across socially defi ned racial lines have always posed problems 
for systems of racial classifi cation. In the context of slavery and legally articulated 
racial domination in North America, such unions threatened not just the 
stability of racial categories but the structure of racial domination itself. It was 
therefore found necessary to legally regulate racial category membership, and 
specifi cally to defi ne the status of the off spring of interracial unions. With some 
exceptions, the principle of “hypodescent”— assigning children of unions socially 
understood as mixed to the subordinate group— prevailed even in the colonial 
and early postcolonial era, though it was consolidated only in the early twentieth 
century (Davis 1991).
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increasingly contested. The fi rst of these issues— whether to 
count and categorize by race and ethnicity at all— has been 
controversial both where such counting and categorizing 
is deeply entrenched and where it is absent or minimal. In 
the United States and the Netherlands, for example, critics 
have argued that prevailing practices of racial and ethnic 
classifi cation may harden racial and ethnic divisions and 
divert attention from class divisions. In France and Latin 
America, by contrast, critics have argued that the absence of 
racial and ethnic statistics has hindered the development of 
policies designed to assess and address entrenched racial 
and ethnic inequalities and discrimination.33

Debates over the second question— what to count— 
refl ect competing understandings of fundamental social 
divisions. In the United States, for example, should one count 
race and ethnicity separately, as is done at present; fold race 
and ethnicity into a single question, as has been proposed 
as a more consistent alternative; or ask about ancestry, lan-
guage, or religion rather than about race or ethnicity?34 The 
issue of whom to count— which specifi c racial or ethnic 
groups— regularly generates demands for recognition of 
new categories and for their inclusion on census forms. The 
most recent example, in the United States, is the demand for 
a separate Middle East/North Africa category.35 The ques-
tion of how to count those of mixed ancestry, and specifi -
cally whether to introduce a new “multiracial” category or 
whether to permit multiple responses without introducing 
a new category, was heatedly debated in the United States in 
the 1990s.36 The decision to allow respondents to choose 
more than one race beginning with the 2000 census raised 
the fi nal issue mentioned above, how to report the results. 
Specifi cally, should those who choose more than one race be 
fractionally allocated to the diff erent races chosen? Alterna-
tively, should they be allocated to the minority race or races, 
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at least for purposes of civil rights monitoring and enforce-
ment? The Census Bureau opted for the latter.37

The Empire of Choice

The unsettling of basic categories has dramatically enlarged 
the space for choice and self- transformation. The enlarge-
ment of choice, to be sure, does not simply respond to this 
unsettling; it also contributes to it. Since the micropolitics 
of sex/gender and ethnoracial identity pivots on the tension 
between chosenness and givenness— between what can 
legitimately be chosen and what must be accepted as objec-
tively given— it is worth considering separately the expanding 
empire of choice, both as cause and as consequence of the 
unsettling of identity categories.

Rhetorics and practices of choice and self- transformation 
have been central to Western modernity. They have struc-
tural roots in the erosion of older forms of social organiza-
tion based on ascribed identities and inherited statuses. They 
have cultural roots in powerful ideals of individualism, dig-
nity, autonomy, and self- realization (and, especially in the 
United States, in the myth of the “self- made man” and the 
tradition of self- reinvention). And they have political roots 
in liberalism and feminism: classical liberalism was built on 
the ideal of individual autonomy, while feminism has as-
serted women’s “right to choose” how to live their lives, es-
pecially in the domains of sex and reproduction.38

If choice and self- fashioning have long been central to 
Western modernity, their importance has only increased in 
the late modern or postmodern era. Charles Jencks charac-
terized postmodernity as a “time of incessant choosing,” in 
which it is “not only the rich who become collectors, eclec-
tic travellers in time with a superabundance of choice, but 
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almost every urban dweller.”39 And as Peter Miller and Nich-
olas Rose have argued, contemporary neoliberal forms of 
“government at a distance” work “through the regulated 
choices of individual citizens, now construed as subjects 
of  choices and aspirations to self- actualization and self- 
fulfi llment. Individuals are to be governed through their 
freedom.”40

Across a wide variety of domains, “contemporary norms 
of selfh ood . . . stress autonomy, self- actualization, prudence, 
responsibility and choice.”41 What was formerly given must 
now be chosen: what line of work to pursue; whether, when, 
whom, and how to marry; whether, when, with whom, and 
how to have children; whether and how to practice religion; 
what to wear; what to eat; what cultural competencies to de-
velop; and what cultural products to consume.42 Central to 
the expanding fi eld of choice are questions of how to form, 
transform, and manage our bodies. As the body itself— our 
“somatic, corporeal, neurochemical individuality ”— gets 
drawn into “the fi eld of choice, and [is] laden with all the 
demands that choice imposes,”43 sex/gender and race and eth-
nicity become key sites of choice and self- transformation.

“Choice” is a fraught term in the fi eld of sexual and gen-
der politics. A woman’s “right to choose” has been central 
to the defense of abortion rights and to third- wave feminism 
more generally. But the language of choice has also been 
used to demand conformity to sex and gender norms, while 
the contrary assertion that one has no choice has been used 
to dignify and legitimize sexual and gender diff erence. I 
return to this issue below. The point to underscore here is 
that one can believe sexual orientation or gender identity to 
be involuntary or even innate— a matter about which there 
is inconclusive research and ongoing disagreement— and still 
acknowledge the massive expansion in the space for choice 
of sexual conduct and gender expression or presentation.44
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The ideal of sexual autonomy— built around the freedom 
to choose whether, when, how, and with whom to have sex— 
has been central both to the women’s movement and to 
movements to legitimize alternative sexualities.45 Though it 
remains contested by religious and other cultural conserva-
tives, this notion of sexual autonomy has been spectacularly 
successful; it informs law, policy, education, and popular 
culture.46 The regulation of sex in criminal law, for exam-
ple, has shift ed throughout most of the world from a corpo-
ratist mode, protecting corporate entities like family, race, 
or nation from “unnatural” forms of sexual activity, to an 
individualist mode. The contemporary legal regulation of 
sex protects vulnerable individuals (notably by criminaliz-
ing marital rape and child sexual abuse) yet at the same time 
allows greater latitude for a wide range of sexual activity be-
tween consenting adults (notably by decriminalizing sod-
omy and adultery).47 A greatly expanded range of sexual con-
duct is not only legal but more or less publicly legitimate 
and socially acceptable. Regardless of one’s orientation, one 
can— and indeed must— choose from a wide range of op-
tions and styles. And online dating has of course dramati-
cally expanded the range of choice of prospective partners.

The space for choice in the domain of gender expression 
has expanded as well, as a much wider range of modes of 
behavior, dress, adornment, grooming, and bodily transfor-
mation has come to be seen as legitimate and claimed as a 
right.48 As noted above, the option of choosing among a 
wide range of gender identifi cation terms has been insti-
tutionalized on college campuses and social media plat-
forms. The cultural mainstreaming of transgender options 
has led many families and schools to off er non- gender- 
conforming children more leeway in choosing their gen-
der self- presentation, though this shift  has been uneven 
across region, class, and milieu.49 Choice has even been 
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institutionalized in law: in 2013, California became the 
fi rst state to grant every public school student from kinder-
garten through twelft h grade the right to “participate in 
sex- segregated school programs and activities, including 
athletic teams and competitions, and use facilities consis-
tent with his or her gender identity, irrespective of the gen-
der listed on the pupil’s records.”50

Sex/gender designations on offi  cial documents like birth 
certifi cates and passports are also increasingly chosen rather 
than given. More signifi cant still is that the exercise of this 
choice, in a small but rapidly growing number of jurisdic-
tions, no longer presupposes genital surgery or hormone 
treatments. In most of these jurisdictions, offi  cial change 
of sex or gender is still subject to some form of medical su-
pervision. To change the sex designation on a birth certifi cate 
in New York State, for example, a medical professional must 
affi  rm that the applicant “has undergone appropriate clini-
cal treatment,” though no surgery or other specifi c treat-
ment is required. In New York City (which has its own vital 
records department, independent of that of the rest of New 
York State), the medical supervision is still more attenu-
ated: a physician or psychologist must declare that the cho-
sen sex designation “more accurately refl ects the applicant’s 
sex or gender identity ” according to “contemporary expert 
standards regarding gender identity. ”51 Denmark went a 
step further in 2014 by dropping the requirement of any 
medical statement or clinical diagnosis: legal gender iden-
tity depends solely on self- identifi cation.52

Notions of autonomy have informed the expansion of 
choice in the domain of race and ethnicity as well. Construc-
tivist theories of ethnicity have long emphasized the vari-
ability and manipulability of ethnic identities and the 
fact that, in many contexts, individuals can choose among 
a variety of “ethnic options.”53 By contrast, race is oft en 
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characterized as involuntary.54 Camille Gear Rich, how-
ever, describes an emerging era of “elective race,” in which 
individuals increasingly claim the right to racial self- 
identifi cation and seek to “control the terms on which their 
bodies are assigned racial meaning.”55 Another legal scholar, 
Randall Kennedy, has expressly defended “free entry into and 
exit from racial categories, even if the choices [people] make 
clash with traditional understandings of who is ‘black’ and 
who is ‘white.’ ”56

Understandings of autonomy that mandate and legiti-
mate individual choice in matters of identity have been en-
shrined in certain institutional routines and practices. In a 
global shift  in the way censuses are carried out, for example, 
questions about racial and ethnic identity that used to be 
answered by census personnel are now answered by respon-
dents themselves.57 Following this same logic, the Equal Em-
ployment Opportunity Commission in 2007 changed the 
way it collected data on the racial composition of the 
workforce: employers had previously been asked to base re-
ports on their own perceptions, but now they are required 
to ask employees to self- identify.58 The options for self- 
identifi cation have expanded as well. Following the Offi  ce 
of Management and Budget’s unsung yet massively infl uen-
tial Directive 15 of 1997, revising the federal standards for 
racial and ethnic classifi cation and data collection, the U.S. 
Census Bureau and other federal government agencies that 
collect racial and ethnic data have allowed individuals 
to choose multiple racial identifi cations; educational in-
stitutions and most large corporations have followed suit.59

Outside the domain of data collection, of course, options 
for meaningful and eff ective choice of racial and ethnic iden-
tity are unequally distributed.60 A dark- skinned person in the 
United States does not have a socially meaningful option 
to identify as white. But the growing complexity of the 
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ethnoracial landscape, the increase in ethnoracial intermar-
riage, the emergence of the mixed- race movement, and the 
decay of the one- drop rule have expanded the scope for 
choice.61 People with mixed Asian and white parentage may 
have a wider range of options for identifi cation than those 
with mixed black and white parentage, but choice has ex-
panded dramatically for the latter as well.62 While the one- 
drop rule would have defi ned them as black, studies report 
a range of alternative identifi cations, including biracial, 
black, white, non- racial, or contextually shift ing, with iden-
tifi cation as biracial being the most common, at least for 
young people.63 Given a forced choice between white and 
black, most of those with biracial black and white identities 
still choose black, refl ecting the lingering infl uence of the 
one- drop rule.64 But in an increasing range of contexts, both 
formal and informal, that forced choice no longer obtains: 
the set of socially available and legitimate racial identity 
categories has expanded to include options like mixed, bira-
cial, and multiracial.

Even genetics, counterintuitively, has enlarged the 
scope for choice of racial and ethnic identifi cation in certain 
respects. The boom in genetic ancestry testing makes in-
creasing use of autosomal DNA, inherited from both par-
ents. Unlike tests based on mitochondrial and Y- chromosome 
DNA, which yield information about a single maternal or 
paternal lineage, autosomal tests take account of the full, 
multistranded range of one’s genetic ancestry. Test results, 
which oft en reveal complex mixtures of biogeographic ances-
try, are enlisted— along with other, nongenetic resources— in 
a process of “affi  liative self- fashioning” that leaves consider-
able room for interpretation and choice.65

Two further forms of racially infl ected self- transformation 
deserve brief comment, though neither necessarily involves 
choice of racial or ethnic identity per se. The fi rst is the 
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transformation of racially or ethnically marked bodily fea-
tures through cosmetic procedures, ranging “from hair- 
straightening treatments, to rhinoplasty, to eyelid surgery, 
to skin- lightening creams.” These procedures are legitimized 
by an “ideology of . . . individual self- expression rather than 
(as with sex change) [by an ideology] of psychological iden-
tity,” and they are marketed in ways that are expressly de-
signed to alleviate any anxieties clients might have about 
“betraying” their racial or ethnic identity. But insofar as cer-
tain bodily features are perceived or “coded” in racial or eth-
nic terms, cosmetic procedures off er clients the opportunity 
to “infl ect their race through changes to their bodies” by 
altering the racialized ways in which they are perceived.66

A second form of racially infl ected self- transformation in-
volves cross- racial identifi cation. Identifi cation with black 
culture— most oft en with rap music and hip- hop culture— 
has been extremely common among white youth in recent 
decades.67 Usually this identifi cation is superfi cial and tran-
sitory, but sometimes it takes deeper and longer- lasting 
forms. Even transformative and durable identifi cation with 
another race, to be sure, does not entail identifi cation as a 
member of that race. But the line between identifying with 
and identifying as may be blurred. It became blurred, of 
course, for Rachel Dolezal, and it may be blurred for others 
as well— a theme explored in Adam Mansbach’s 2005 satiri-
cal novel Angry Black White Boy.68

The Policing of Identity Claims

The enlarged scope for choice and self- transformation, in the 
context of the unsettling of longstanding assumptions about 
basic identity categories, has provoked anxieties about 
 unregulated choice and concerns about opportunistic or 
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fraudulent identity claims. These concerns, in turn, have 
prompted eff orts to police questionable claims in the name 
of authentic and unchosen identities.† So while theorists of 
refl exive modernity posit a shift  from given to chosen iden-
tities, we in fact see not the disappearance but— in some 
contexts— the resurgence of essentialist, objectivist, and nat-
uralist reasoning.

Transgender identity claims have been subjected to polic-
ing in the name of nature, in the name of medicine, and 
in the name of history. Policing in the name of nature is illus-
trated by the claim of Paul McHugh— the former psychia-
trist in chief of the Johns Hopkins Hospital, who identifi es 
as a conservative Catholic— that sex change is “biologically 
impossible” and that people who have sex reassignment sur-
gery “do not change from men to women or vice versa [but] 
become feminized men or masculinized women.”69 A simi-
lar stance has been taken by some feminists, who object to 
the “erasing [of] female biology ” implied in trans arguments 
that menstruation, pregnancy, and abortion are not “wom-
en’s issues” (because they are not shared by trans women yet 
are shared by some trans men); that associating words like 
“vagina” with women is “trans- exclusionary ”; and that “fe-
male genital mutilation” is a misnomer because clitoral cut-
ting is not restricted to females.70

Policing in the name of nature is not merely discursive. It 
operates in practice through what the philosopher Talia Mae 
Bettcher has called “reality enforcement,” premised on the 
contrast between reality and appearance and operationalized 

† The policing that occurs when identity claims are expressly challenged is a 
reminder that identity is a social relation, not an individual property, and that it 
depends on recognition and validation from others and is therefore vulnerable 
to challenge and disruption. All social identities involve the interplay of 
self- identifi cation and categorization by others; the explicit policing of identity 
claims is just one— conspicuous and confl ictual— form taken by that interplay. 
On the processual and negotiated nature of social identity, see Jenkins 2014. 
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through “genital verifi cation.”71 Such policing culminates, 
shockingly oft en, in extreme violence, as shown in a study 
of the press reports of murders of transgender people, which 
found a pattern of cisgender men killing transgender women 
aft er sexual encounters leading to the “discovery ” that the vic-
tim was “really a man.”72

Unlike policing in the name of nature, policing in the 
name of medicine admits— and indeed validates— the legiti-
macy of certain transgender claims. But it does so by subject-
ing them to medical and psychiatric scrutiny. Those seeking 
access to or insurance coverage for hormonal or surgical treat-
ments (and, in many jurisdictions, those seeking a change in 
sex or gender on offi  cial documents) have been required to 
obtain a formal diagnosis of Gender Identity Disorder, re-
named Gender Dysphoria in 2013.73 This “highly medicalized 
gateway model” has denied both treatment and social valida-
tion to those who do not satisfy the criteria specifi ed in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM).74

Policing in the name of medicine also regulates access to 
sex- segregated sports.75 In 2003 the International Olympic 
Committee’s Medical Commission spelled out the criteria 
for transgender eligibility, including “external genitalia 
changes and gonadectomy,” offi  cial legal recognition of one’s 
sex, and hormonal therapy “suffi  cient . . . to minimize gender- 
related advantages in sport competitions.” Later, the com-
mission specifi ed maximum permissible testosterone levels 
for those competing as women, again in the name of fair-
ness, unless the high testosterone level “does not confer a 
competitive advantage because it is nonfunctional.” As the 
sociologists Laurel Westbrook and Kristen Schilt note, such 
medical policing accommodates the liberal emphasis on au-
tonomy and choice while strictly preserving the system of 
binary categories.
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Policing in the name of history is illustrated by Janice 
Raymond’s argument that while a male- to- female transsex-
ual “can have the history of wishing to be a woman and acting 
like a woman, . . . this gender experience is that of a trans-
sexual, not of a woman.” Surgery may alter one’s bodily con-
stitution, but “it cannot confer the history of being born a 
woman in this society.”76 And it is this history— the history 
of having “traveled through the world as women and been 
shaped by all that this entails,” as Elinor Burkett put it in the 
controversial New York Times op- ed discussed in the pre-
ceding chapter— that makes one a woman: “People who 
haven’t lived their whole lives as women . . . haven’t suff ered 
through business meetings with men talking to their breasts 
or woken up aft er sex terrifi ed they’d forgotten to take their 
birth control pills the day before. They haven’t had to cope 
with the onset of their periods in the middle of a crowded 
subway, the humiliation of discovering that their male work 
partners’ checks were far larger than theirs, or the fear of 
being too weak to ward off  rapists.”77

The policing of access to blackness— like the policing of 
access to womanhood— is a relatively new development. 
There is of course a long and ugly history of the policing of 
the boundaries of whiteness. Formal social closure along ra-
cial lines— culminating in the Jim Crow system of compre-
hensive legally mandated segregation— required the formal 
defi nition and policing of racial category membership. 
Southern states adopted legal defi nitions of blackness, using 
variations of the one- drop rule.78 The 1924 Virginia “Act to 
Preserve Racial Integrity ” made a “false” racial self- designation 
punishable by a year in prison.79 And courts were drawn into 
adjudicating whiteness in cases involving naturalization, 
marriage annulment, and petitions to change racial designa-
tions on birth certifi cates.80
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In the era of affi  rmative action, however, claims to black-
ness began to be more closely policed than claims to white-
ness. Concerns about misrepresentations of racial identity 
crystallized in the case of the Malone twins. The twins had 
originally applied unsuccessfully for positions with the 
Boston Fire Department in a 1975 civil service competition, 
identifying themselves as white. They applied again, suc-
cessfully, two years later, this time identifying themselves as 
black, and served for ten years until their racial classifi cation 
came to the attention of the fi re commissioner in connec-
tion with an internal review for promotion to lieutenant. 
This led to their fi ring, following a hearing that found 
their applications to have been falsifi ed. The hearing offi  -
cer ruled that the Malones were not “objectively ” black by 
any of three criteria: phenotype, documentary evidence, 
or evidence of self- presentation and perception of others 
in their community.81

A second case oft en cited by advocates of policing claims 
to blackness is that of Mark Stebbins, who won a city coun-
cil seat in Stockton, California, in 1983, defeating a long- 
serving black incumbent. Stebbins had light skin and blue 
eyes but also, according to a news story of the time, “a broad 
nose and curly brown hair that he wore in a modest Afro 
style.” The election had not turned centrally on race, but 
when Stebbins had appeared at the local chapter of the Black 
American Political Association of California, he was asked 
about his race and, when pressed, said he was black. The 
defeated incumbent, Ralph White, launched a recall cam-
paign, alleging that Stebbins had falsely claimed to be black 
in order to gain votes in the minority- dominated district 
(which was 46 percent Latino and 37 percent black). White 
produced the birth certifi cates of Stebbins’s parents and 
grandparents, which listed their races as white, and remarked, 
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“If the momma is an elephant and the daddy is an elephant, 
they durn sure can’t have no lion. They got to have a baby 
elephant.” Stebbins, whose second and third marriages were 
to black women and who belonged to a black Baptist church 
and to the NAACP, admitted that he had considered him-
self white as a young person. But he claimed that he had 
gradually realized he was actually black aft er being in-
volved in civil rights campaigns and community organiz-
ing, and that he considered himself “culturally, socially, and 
genetically ” black.82

These and other cases prompted proposals by some legal 
scholars to “verify ” claimed racial identifi cations and to 
penalize “racial fraud.”83 Writing in the Vanderbilt Law Re-
view in 1995, Luther Wright advocated using birth certifi -
cates for racial verifi cation. Individuals should be assigned 
at birth the race of their parents. In the case of parents of 
diff erent races, the child should be “classifi ed as biracial with 
the race of the parents clearly identifi ed.” In the case of one 
biracial parent, the child should be assigned “the race that 
predominates.” This system would ensure that “an individ-
ual can never legally claim to be a member of a race that is 
not represented in his parents’ generation.” Those making 
false statements about their race “should be charged with 
fraud and subject to criminal penalties,” which could include 
“fi nes, public service, or a permanent notation of racial fraud 
on a person’s employment record.”84

Angela Onwuachi- Willig, writing in the same law review 
a dozen years later, focused on the potential for manipula-
tion and misrepresentation in the college admission pro-
cess. She proposed two measures to police such “racial and 
ethnic fraud.” Applicants would be required to “write an 
essay that details their racial background and ancestral heri-
tage . .  .  , how such background has helped to shape their 
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identity, . . . and how they can add to the diversity of the col-
lege environment”; and guidance counselors or teachers 
“who worked with the student at each grade level” would 
write a letter addressing, among other things, “the contribu-
tions that the applicant could make to the mission of diver-
sity for the school based, at least in part, on the student’s ra-
cial and ancestral heritages.”85

These proposals for policing racial fraud diff ered in in-
teresting ways. Wright’s call for a strict regime of racial 
documentation on birth certifi cates was entirely objectivist, 
focused solely on ancestry. Onwuachi- Willig’s proposal, too, 
had an objectivist strand: the school letter would serve as a 
check on fraudulent claims about ancestral heritage (in-
cluding those based on ancestry shopping by way of DNA 
tests). Yet this check was not enough; her proposal targeted 
not only those who invented an ancestry but also those who, 
despite having the requisite ancestry, “do not personally iden-
tify as part of that racial group . . . and thus would not be 
a part of the critical mass that helps to lessen feelings of 
alienation for minorities on campus.” The school letter, in 
conjunction with the applicant essay, was intended to po-
lice subjective identifi cation as well as objective ancestry. 
Onwuachi- Willig expressly signaled as problematic the sub-
jective identifi cation of many fi rst- generation black immi-
grants and mixed- race students, while presumably that of 
Rachel Dolezal would have been unimpeachable.86

Analogous concerns have arisen about “box- checkers” op-
portunistically identifying as Native American, especially 
in the context of faculty appointments at universities.87 In 
2003 the Association of American Indian and Alaska Native 
Professors called on universities to take steps to police “eth-
nic fraud”— specifi cally, to require evidence of enrollment 
in a recognized tribe; establish a case- by- case review process 
for those lacking such evidence; include Native American 
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faculty in the selection process; and require from applicants 
“a statement that demonstrates past and future commitment 
to American Indian/Alaska Native concerns.”88 The tension 
between objectivist modes of policing, based on documen-
tary evidence, and subjectivist modes, based on indications 
of “past and future commitment” to the Native cause, is evi-
dent in these proposals as well.

In the aft ermath of the Dolezal aff air, bloggers, journal-
ists, and Native American activists have sparked new contro-
versies and reignited old ones by challenging questionable 
claims to identifi cation as Native American.89 In response to 
this grassroots policing, the Native American and Indige-
nous Studies Association (NAISA) issued a “Statement on 
Indigenous Identity Fraud” in September 2015. NAISA is de-
fi ned by its fi eld of study, not by the ethnoracial identity of 
its members; the statement took pains to emphasize that one 
need not be indigenous to study indigenous peoples. But in 
a thinly veiled reference to Dolezal, the statement went on 
to observe that “belonging does not arise simply from indi-
vidual feelings— it is not simply who you claim to be, but 
also who claims you. . . . The measure of truth cannot sim-
ply be a person’s belief but must come from relationships 
with Indigenous people.” The statement acknowledged, how-
ever, possible “disagreements among Indigenous people 
over the legitimacy of a particular person’s or group’s 
claims.”90

These proposals for the institutional verifi cation of racial 
and ethnic identities have failed to gain signifi cant traction. 
In liberal contexts, the formal policing of racial and ethnic 
identities is widely seen as legally problematic and politically 
repugnant. Acknowledging the concerns about ethnoracial 
fraud and cultural appropriation, a University of Houston 
offi  cial articulated the mainstream institutional response: 
“It would be a big step backward for institutions to begin 
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verifying or certifying employees’ self- identifi ed race or eth-
nicity. . . . If someone self- identifi es their gender, we do not 
make them prove it— we take them at their word. . . . In to-
day’s diverse workplace, we understand that every employee 
deserves to be treated equally, with respect, and included re-
gardless of what anyone perceives their race, ethnicity, gen-
der or any other protected classifi cation to be.”91 As this 
response suggests, the legal, cultural, and political logic of 
self- identifi cation is increasingly diffi  cult to challenge in 
formal institutional settings.92 Informal policing, however, 
continues— indeed with renewed momentum from the 
Dolezal aff air.93

The New Objectivism

The language of givenness, essence, objectivity, and nature 
is deployed not only by those who contest the legitimacy of 
certain identity claims but also by those who advance those 
claims. This is notably the case for many transgender peo-
ple. In this mode of trans discourse, one’s basic identity is 
not chosen but given. One must choose whether to live in 
conformity with, or in tension with, that basic identity, but 
one does not choose who one fundamentally is. Identity is 
cast as an objective fact, not a subjective choice.94

This objectivist language has been adopted in part for 
strategic reasons. Those seeking access to surgical or hor-
monal treatments have had to present themselves in ways that 
conform to prevailing medical understandings of Gender 
Identity Disorder or Gender Dysphoria, since the medical 
and psychiatric professionals who control access to hor-
monal and surgical intervention require such a diagno-
sis.95 The selective pressures exerted by this medicalized 
gatekeeper model are responsible for the prevalence of 
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“born in the wrong body ” narratives. This has resulted in a 
skewed public representation of the transgender experi-
ence, since the objectivist “wrong body ” narrative fails to 
capture the experience of many transgender or gender- 
variant individuals.96

More broadly, in a context of actual or anticipated polic-
ing of unconventional or controversial identity claims, ob-
jectivist accounts of identity serve as a response to, and as a 
preemptive defense against, such policing. To the claim that 
“you can’t just choose to be a woman,” the response, in ef-
fect, is that “we don’t choose to be women; we simply are 
women.” A similar strategic essentialism has been widely ad-
opted as a response to, and a preemptive defense against, 
the policing of sexuality. Assertions of the immutable, inborn 
nature of sexual orientation have enabled gay people to 
reject portrayals of homosexuality as a choice that could be 
altered and to argue that discrimination against gays, like dis-
crimination against blacks and women, should be consid-
ered a form of discrimination based on an unchosen and 
unalterable characteristic.97

Yet recourse to objectivist language is not simply strategic; 
it also refl ects the deep appeal of essentialist understandings 
of identity outside the academy.98 Objectivism is further 
nourished by the cultural authority of biomedical science. 
Research on a possible biological basis of transgender 
identity— like decades- long research on a possible biological 
basis of sexual orientation— remains inconclusive.99 But pe-
riodic reports of suggestive fi ndings are widely discussed in 
transgender forums and oft en cited uncritically as evidence 
of a biological basis for transgender identity.

In the domain of race and ethnicity, too, objectivist lan-
guage can be used not only to challenge identity claims but 
to formulate (or at least to justify) the very claims that are 
challenged. Some college applicants, for example, seek DNA 
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ancestry testing in order to justify identifying as black or Na-
tive American on admission or fi nancial aid applications.100 
In a cultural context in which any discernible African ances-
try has been suffi  cient for self-  and other- identifi cation as 
black, discovery of such ancestry, ironically, can ground an 
objectivist claim to be black even if one has never subjec-
tively identifi ed as black.

Such ancestry shopping is of course transparently strate-
gic. And there are many other examples of strategically en-
listing genetic fi ndings to support individual and collective 
claims. In an environment that confers enormous cultural 
authority on genomics, however, appeals to biology in dis-
cussions of race and ethnicity are not merely strategic. Since 
the turn of the millennium, genetics has become a newly re-
spectable language for talking about race and ethnicity.101

Objectivist language, then, is deployed both to challenge 
and to formulate identity claims. Alongside older arguments 
that appeal to God, nature, or history, newer arguments ap-
peal to genetics or to an innate and unchosen identity. We 
see not only a tension between languages of chosenness and 
givenness, subjectivity and objectivity, but also a tension be-
tween competing objectivist languages— competing ways of 
grounding identity claims in something beyond individual 
choice and subjectivity.

The latter tension arises from the multiplicity of objec-
tivist criteria for socially defi ning both race and ethnicity 
and sex and gender. For race and ethnicity, these include dif-
ferent aspects of phenotype (skin color, facial structure, hair 
texture, and so on); genealogical and genetic ancestry; a 
shared history of living and being treated as a member of an 
ethnic or racial category; and a range of cultural practices 
and competencies. For sex and gender, they include diff erent 
aspects of biological sex (chromosomes, genitalia, gonads, 
and secondary sex characteristics); a shared history of living 
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and being treated as a member of a sex or gender category; 
and a putatively innate and unchosen gender identity.

The scope for choice and self- transformation, I have 
 argued, has expanded dramatically in the domain of sex, 
gender, and sexuality in recent decades as longstanding as-
sumptions about the stability of basic categories have been 
profoundly shaken. Similar if less dramatic changes have oc-
curred in the domain of race and ethnicity. The unsettling 
of identities and the expanding empire of choice, in turn, 
have provoked anxieties about the crumbling foundations 
of social, moral, and cognitive order. Old and new essential-
isms have fl ourished in response, claiming that basic identi-
ties are given, not chosen; objective, not subjective.

Contrary to some infl uential narratives of modernity, the 
language of choice, autonomy, and self- fashioning has not 
simply displaced the language of givenness, essence, and na-
ture in accounting for basic categorical identities. Rather, 
subjectivist and objectivist accounts of identity coexist, some-
times in surprising ways. They are of course in tension with 
one another, but they do not stand in a zero- sum relation-
ship. While the use of essentialist language to question and 
police controversial identity claims is unsurprising, the use 
of this language to formulate such claims is more intriguing. 
Objectivist language is used not only to check unbridled 
subjectivity and choice but also to ground and legitimize new 
forms of subjectivity and choice. Thus while transgender 
subjectivities are celebrated by some for their emancipation 
from the merely given, they are legitimized by others as 
given rather than chosen. They are reinscribed in the do-
main of nature in a way that underscores the objectivity 
and givenness— and therefore the legitimacy— of unortho-
dox identities. The choice of ethnoracial identifi cation, too, 
is legitimized by appeals to objectively mixed ethnoracial 
or genetic ancestry.
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The contemporary politics of identity is structured by a 
deep— though oft en unacknowledged— tension between 
chosenness and givenness, between subjectivity and objec-
tivity, between the possibilities of self- transformation and the 
constraints of nature. At the present moment, when basic 
categories are profoundly unsettled and intensely contested, 
trans is not just a social phenomenon to think about; it is 
also a conceptual tool to think with. It is to the development 
of this argument that I turn in Part Two.



Part Two

Thinking with Trans





The Dolezal aff air, as I have noted, marked a new kind of 
“trans moment”: participants were no longer just thinking 
about trans, they were thinking with trans. Yet they were 
doing so in a narrow way; their thinking was limited by their 
interest in validating or invalidating the identities claimed 
by Jenner and Dolezal. By moving beyond this “logic of the 
trial,” I suggested, we can think with trans in a broader way 
about the politics of sex/gender and ethnoracial identities.

I start from the premise, then, that trans is good to think 
with: that we can use the transgender experience— in its var-
ious forms— as a lens through which to think in new and 
fruitful ways about the fl uidity of ethnoracial identifi ca-
tions.1 In so doing I follow the lead of Susan Stryker, who, 
refl ecting on the initial round of commentary on Jenner and 
Dolezal, urged scholars to “keep the conversation going” 
rather than shutting it down prematurely through the rejec-
tion of any analogy between changing race and changing 

Chapter 3

The Trans 
of Migration
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sex or gender. Stryker acknowledged the limits of analogi-
cal reasoning, yet she argued that an overhasty rejection of 
analogy “risks foreclosing an opportunity to explore how 
claims of race- change and claims of sex- change might be 
alike, as well as how they diff er.”2

Thinking about race through the prism of sex and gen-
der reverses a longstanding tradition of thinking about sex 
and gender through the prism of race. The irony in the re-
versal is that in this trans moment it is the increasingly so-
phisticated understandings of the fl uidity and artifi ciality of 
gender that can be leveraged to highlight aspects of the fl u-
idity and artifi ciality of race, whereas previously— especially 
in the context of antidiscrimination law and politics— it was 
the alleged immutability and givenness of race that justifi ed the 
analogy with what was understood to be the equally immu-
table and naturally given phenomenon of sex.3

But what does it mean to “think with trans”? The sheer 
variety of transgender experience— a variety that has dramat-
ically increased in the last two decades— precludes a univo-
cal answer. To make clear what it might mean to think about 
race and ethnicity through the prism of transgender, I begin 
by distinguishing three very diff erent forms of transgender 
experience. I call these the trans of migration, the trans of 
between, and the trans of beyond.4

The trans of migration (exemplifi ed most clearly by those 
who surgically and hormonally transform their bodies and 
formally change their legal identities) involves unidirec-
tional movement from one established sex/gender category 
to another. The trans of between (exemplifi ed by androgyny) 
involves a positioning of oneself with reference to the two 
established categories, without belonging entirely or unam-
biguously to either one and without moving defi nitively 
from one to the other. The trans of beyond (exemplifi ed by 
a self- defi nition as simply trans rather than cis) involves 
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positioning oneself in a space that is not defi ned with 
 reference to established categories. It involves the claim to 
transcend existing categories or to transcend categorization 
altogether. The three forms are not sharply distinct in prac-
tice, but it is useful to distinguish them analytically.

Each form of transgender, I will argue, can help us think 
about race and ethnicity in fruitful ways. Racial passing (in-
cluding “reverse passing” like Dolezal’s) exemplifi es the trans 
of migration, a movement from one clearly defi ned racial or 
ethnic category to another. The multiracial movement, de-
manding recognition for those who identify with two or 
more racial categories— or who identify themselves simply 
as “multiracial”— illustrates the trans of between.5 And in-
diff erence or opposition to racial or ethnic categorization in 
any form exemplifi es the trans of beyond.†

There are major tensions, not just diff erences, among the 
trans discourses and projects. The trans of migration disturbs 
existing categorical frameworks least, and may even be said 
to reinforce them. This explains the ambivalence in trans 

† The three forms of transgender have rough and partial analogues in other 
domains as well. In the domain of religion, conversion might be seen as 
analogous to the trans of migration. Syncretism, the mixing of elements from 
diff erent religious traditions, illustrates the trans of between, as do those who 
identify with or participate in more than one religious community or tradition 
without constructing a new, syncretistic form of religious practice. Opposition to 
religious categorization in any form exemplifi es the trans of beyond, as does 
atheism. In the domain of language, the shift  from one language to another— for 
individuals or groups— illustrates the trans of migration, while creolization and 
bilingualism are two distinct forms of the trans of between. The development of 
new languages that did not emerge from transformations of established 
languages— sign language, for example— might exemplify the trans of beyond, 
though there are no projects for going beyond language that are analogous to 
the project of going beyond gender or beyond race. In the domain of sexuality, 
fi nally, coming out or shift ing from one established sexual orientation to another 
exemplifi es the trans of migration. Bisexuality illustrates the trans of between. 
And various alternative sexualities that are not defi ned in relation to the 
established categories— such as pansexual, asexual, or skoliosexual (sexual 
attraction to nonbinary people)— illustrate the trans of beyond.
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circles about the Caitlyn Jenner moment. Even as it marked 
a new stage in the public acceptance of transgender identi-
ties, it seemed to reinforce and even renaturalize gender bi-
naries: the person who had once been perceived as the most 
masculine of men had come out as the most feminine of 
women. The Dolezal story, too, did more to reinforce than 
to disturb racial categories. It is the trans of between and, 
even more so,  the trans of beyond that more profoundly 
destabilize categorical frameworks. But for just this reason 
they may be inhospitable, even disturbing, to those who are 
invested in moving from one clearly defi ned gender to an-
other.6 This chapter addresses the trans of migration; the 
next two take up the trans of between and the trans of 
beyond.

Unidirectional Transgender Trajectories

The most familiar form of transgender experience involves 
the permanent movement from one sex or gender category to 
another, especially when accompanied by the surgical and 
hormonal transformation of the body. Such one- way trajec-
tories have oft en been described by those undertaking them 
in language drawn from the realm of travel and migration. 
As the gender theorist Jack (also known as Judith) Halbers-
tam has observed, the migration metaphor is at once inevita-
ble and problematic, for it transposes “an already loaded 
conceptual frame— place, travel, location, home, borders— 
onto another contested site.”7 Still, the metaphor usefully 
brings into focus several key aspects of unidirectional trans-
gender trajectories. Migration can of course take temporary, 
circular, serial, or pendular forms. But here I draw selectively 
on certain structural aspects of permanent, one- way mi-
gration trajectories in order to characterize transgender 
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trajectories that are projected to be unidirectional and 
irreversible.8

The transgender migrant imagines the sex or gender cate-
gory of destination as a permanent home.9 Of course, things 
do not always work out as intended, and some gender transi-
tions are followed by transitions back to the original gender, 
just as some migrants eventually return to the country of ori-
gin.10 As the pathos that oft en surrounds the term “transition” 
suggests, however, gender migration is conceived and under-
taken as a fateful, life- altering course of action. This distin-
guishes gender migration from the gender “travel” or “tour-
ism” exemplifi ed by periodic cross- dressing or other forms of 
exploratory or playful gender- bending or gender- crossing.11

Just as a complex “migration industry ” provides logistical 
and infrastructural support for international migration, so a 
gender migration industry provides medical, legal, cultural, 
and emotional support for gender migration. Key elements 
of this sociotechnical ensemble include offi  cial diagnostic 
categories;12 standardized treatment protocols; a network of 
gender identity clinics; a set of institutionalized procedures 
for formally changing one’s sex or gender designation in a 
widening range of settings; a network of support and advo-
cacy organizations; and an extensive print and web- based 
advice and support literature.

Like the frontier between countries, the frontiers be-
tween sex and gender categories are not open; they are po-
liced and administered by medical, psychiatric, and legal 
gatekeepers. Accessing surgery or hormonal treatment re-
quires convincing medical personnel of one’s eligibility. 
And just as applicants for visas and for political asylum are 
knowledgeable and resourceful agents who may craft  nar-
ratives that are more likely to be successful, so applicants 
for sex reassignment surgery have learned to craft  the kinds 
of narratives that defi ne them as “good” candidates.13
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Debates about access to treatment have come to focus in-
creasingly on children and adolescents. Early intervention— 
beginning with drugs that block puberty and the associated 
development of secondary sex characteristics— is widely seen 
as favoring more successful trans outcomes, and there is a 
growing demand for it as transgender narratives become 
more widely available. But critics worry about setting chil-
dren whose identity they see as still in fl ux on a path lead-
ing to irreversible medical interventions that require lifelong 
hormone treatment, may involve complex surgical proce-
dures, and may render them infertile.14 Underlying the de-
bate about the timing of intervention, then, is a debate 
about the fi xedness or fl uidity of gender identity in children. 
Proponents of early intervention tend to see gender identity 
as inborn and fi xed even in early childhood; critics see 
greater fl uidity, at least until adolescence, and argue that the 
desire to transition may be a passing phase, shaped by avail-
able cultural models and stories. Both of these debates, in 
turn, are linked to controversies over “reparative” or “conver-
sion” therapy for gender- nonconforming children, much 
like the longstanding controversies about therapy aimed at 
altering sexual orientation.15

Until recently, movement between sex or gender catego-
ries in offi  cial documents required genital surgery or— in 
some cases— medically supervised hormonal treatment. As 
I noted in chapter 2, some jurisdictions have attenuated or 
even removed provisions for medical control over civil sta-
tus. But most of these jurisdictions maintain some formal 
control over change in sex or gender status. In the United 
Kingdom, for example, gender migrants can apply to the 
“Gender Recognition Panel” for a “Gender Recognition Cer-
tifi cate” provided they are eighteen or over, have been diag-
nosed with gender dysphoria (though no specifi c medical 
treatment is required), have lived in their acquired gender 
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in the United Kingdom for at least two years, and “intend 
to live in [their] acquired gender for the rest of [their] life.”16

Some permanent gender migration, to be sure, takes place 
outside— and in opposition to— the medicalized and highly 
regulated and policed forms made available by the gender 
migration industry. Even before the terms “transsexual” and 
“transgender” existed, there were some “lifelong cross- 
dressers whose ‘true’ gender identities were disclosed only 
aft er their death.”17 And once changing sex became an insti-
tutionalized medical, psychiatric, and legal procedure, there 
emerged— from inside as well as outside the transgender 
community— a critique of the focus on surgically transform-
ing the genitals. An early and infl uential exponent of the 
insider critique was Virginia Prince, who, beginning in the 
late 1960s, situated “transgenderals” or “transgenderists”— 
including herself— between transvestites and transsexuals: 
unlike the former, they “permanently changed social gender 
through the public presentation of self”; unlike the latter, 
they rejected genital surgery.18

Membership in the destination categories is policed not 
only formally, by medical and legal authorities, but also in-
formally, in everyday encounters. Just as legal status as an 
immigrant— or even a naturalized citizen— does not guar-
antee social acceptance in the destination country, so legal 
change of sex or gender does not guarantee social recogni-
tion and acceptance of one’s new sex or gender. While the 
legal identities of immigrants are regulated by the state, 
their social identities are regulated, negotiated, and recog-
nized— or not— in everyday social interaction. The same 
holds for gender migrants.

Immigrants may seek to be perceived as similar, to blend 
in and pass for native. In the same way, gender migrants can 
seek to pass as unmarked, cis men or women. Assimilation 
was indeed long the normative path for immigrants, as 
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passing was for gender migrants. In the last few decades, 
however, as part of a broad cultural shift  towards the recog-
nition of diff erence, alternatives to assimilation and passing 
have become more widely available, and more socially legiti-
mate, for both immigrants and transgender people.19 Just 
as immigrants increasingly seek to be recognized and ac-
knowledged as legitimately diff erent, so gender migrants 
increasingly seek recognition as trans men or women, rather 
than concealing and erasing their past in an eff ort to pass. 
Some gender migrants, however, reject the explicit or implicit 
claim that coming out as trans is politically or morally 
superior to passing. And some self- identifi ed transsexuals dis-
tance themselves from the label “transgender” and its impli-
cations of gender non- normativity.20

Since the destination category in this case is not simply 
“man” or “woman” but the novel category “trans man” or 
“trans woman” (or simply “trans”), the trans of migration 
from one established sex/gender category to another shades 
into the trans of beyond, which I address in chapter 5. Yet 
even when gender migrants seek recognition as trans, they 
oft en also seek recognition— and equal rights— as men and 
women. In this sense they remain migrants from one estab-
lished sex/gender category to another.

Just as immigration can provoke a nativist reaction, espe-
cially when immigrants are perceived as too diff erent or as 
unwilling to assimilate (or incapable of assimilating), so mi-
gration between sex or gender categories can generate a re-
active sexual or gender nativism and a restrictive politics of 
sex/gender citizenship, especially when gender migrants are 
rendered visible by their claims to rights and recognition as 
trans men and women. Radical feminists’ eff orts to restrict 
access to certain women’s spaces to “women- born women”— 
eff orts that led to their being dubbed TERFs, or trans- 
exclusionary radical feminists— illustrate such sex/gender 
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nativism.† In the claim, quoted above, that “people who 
haven’t lived their whole lives as women . . . shouldn’t get to 
defi ne us,”21 Elinor Burkett was in eff ect distinguishing be-
tween fi rst-  and second- class citizens, between lifelong 
women, entitled to self- determination, and newcomers to 
the category, to whom she would not accord that right. In-
terestingly, there has been no comparable “nativist” reaction 
against female- to- male transsexuals.

Finally, just as many currents of international migration 
cross steep economic gradients, so do transgender migrants 
cross gradients of privilege. But while international migration 
is oft en driven by large wage gaps between origin and destina-
tion countries— or by other salient diff erences in social, 
 political, or economic opportunities— transgender migration 
does not appear to be driven by the “privilege gap” between 
men and women.22 If it were, female- to- male transitions would 
predominate; yet there is no evidence that this is the case. In-
deed, until recently, male- to- female transitions appear to have 
been much more common, and were certainly much more 
visible, than the reverse; it is only in the last decade or so that 
this has changed.23

While policing of migration from poor to rich countries 
is more intense and elaborate than the policing of migration 
in the reverse direction (or of “lateral” migration that does 
not cross major socioeconomic or political gradients), the 
opposite, ironically, is the case for gender migrants: those 
who transition from male to female face more intensive po-
licing than their female- to- male counterparts. At stake, along 
with access to the categories, is access to sex- segregated spaces 
and activities; and transgender access to women’s spaces— 
women’s sports, women’s colleges, and women’s bathrooms, 

† The term TERF is contested; it is rejected as a slur by those at whom it is 
directed. See for example Goldberg 2014.
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for example— has been much more controversial than access 
to men’s spaces. Concerns that male- to- female gender mi-
grants might have an unfair advantage in women’s sports or 
an unwanted and perhaps dangerous presence in women’s 
bathrooms have no counterpart in concerns about female- 
to- male migrants. Some anxieties about access to women’s 
spaces concern trans women who have not had genital sur-
gery and who therefore represent a potential sexual threat 
to women in what are supposed to be nonsexual spaces.24 
Others concern the claims of trans women, whether or not 
they have surgically transformed their bodies, to participate 
in defi ning— and perhaps substantially redefi ning— the mis-
sion of women’s colleges, the goals of women’s organizations, 
the nature of women’s issues, and the meaning of woman-
hood itself.25

Reconsidering “Transracial”

Central to the Dolezal debates was the question of whether 
one could legitimately move between racial or ethnic cate-
gories as one could between sex or gender categories. The 
prevailing view was that one could not. Unlike transgender, 
it was frequently asserted, transracial was “not a thing.”

That transracial is not a thing of the same sort as transgen-
der is evident. There is no institutionalized, socially recog-
nized, legally regulated, organizationally supported, and 
culturally intelligible procedure for changing one’s race or 
ethnicity in liberal societies. In South Africa under apartheid, 
a system in which one’s offi  cial racial classifi cation deter-
mined where one could live and work and whom one could 
marry, there was a procedure for applying to change one’s 
racial classifi cation. The premise, however, was not that one 
could change one’s race; it was that one could rectify a 
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mistaken classifi cation (interestingly, a position held today 
by some transgender people).26 In the era of legally sanc-
tioned racial domination in the United States, occasional 
lawsuits sought to change the racial identity recorded in cer-
tain offi  cial documents. But here too the premise was that 
one was correcting a mistake, not changing one’s race. In lib-
eral settings, where formally recorded racial identity does not 
exist as part of one’s offi  cial legal status— or where racial 
identity recorded on offi  cial documents is used almost exclu-
sively for statistical rather than allocative purposes— there 
would be no point to such an offi  cial procedure of reclassifi -
cation. Sex— or gender, as the category is increasingly called, 
even in offi  cial documents— is a far more consequential offi  -
cial identity than is race or ethnicity in contemporary liberal 
societies. It is thus not surprising that the invention and insti-
tutionalization of transsexualism as a medical procedure— 
and more recently the social acceptance of the possibility of 
changing gender without genital surgery— were accompa-
nied by the development of a legal procedure for changing 
one’s offi  cial sex or gender.

Yet the lack of a racial analogue to the socially recognized 
and institutionally defi ned procedures for changing sex 
and gender should not blind us to other signifi cant com-
monalities between the fl uidity of race and the fl uidity of 
gender. The blunt assertion that transracial is “not a thing” 
is premised on the reduction of transgender to the phenom-
enon of legally regulated and socially organized changes 
of sex and gender. If “transracial” is understood by analogy 
with a broader understanding of transgender— incorporating 
notions of migration, betweenness, and beyondness— the 
term may indeed bring together in an illuminating way the 
many distinct aspects of the instability, ambiguity, and arti-
fi ciality of contemporary practices of racial and ethnic 
classifi cation.
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Transracial Trajectories, Past and Present

What the legal scholar Daniel Sharfstein has called “racial 
migration”— the movement from one racial category to 
another— has a long history in the United States.27 Unlike 
transgender migration, racial migration has proceeded 
overwhelmingly— though not exclusively— in the direction 
of the more privileged category. It has been driven by the 
“wages of whiteness”: by the desire to enjoy opportunities 
systematically denied to those socially defi ned as black.28 
Transgender migrations have been driven by identity, but ra-
cial migrations have historically been driven by interest: not 
by a subjective sense of who is what, but by the brutal reali-
ties of who gets what. While a sense of identity has propelled 
transgender migration, it has (until recently) restrained ra-
cial migration, preventing many who might have benefi ted 
from such migration— in terms of legal rights, social sta-
tus, and economic opportunities— from actually under-
taking it.

Transracial trajectories have been studied chiefl y under 
the rubric of passing.29 Not all passing, to be sure, is captured 
by the metaphor of migration. “Nine- to- fi ve passing” for pur-
poses of employment— premised on the strict separation of 
the worlds of work and family— was more like commuting 
than migrating; and inadvertent, playful, or deliberately sub-
versive forms of passing— which provided access to small 
privileges, pleasures, and courtesies otherwise denied to 
those socially defi ned as black— were even more transient, 
structurally akin, in certain respects, to playful or deliber-
ately subversive forms of gender- bending or gender- 
crossing.30 Other forms of passing, however, did involve 
unidirectional and permanent migration between racial 
categories. Such one- way trajectories were oft en accompa-
nied, and enabled, by a physical migration between places; 
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and they oft en entailed a radical severing of ties with family 
and community, at great psychological and emotional cost.31

I noted above that some transgender migrations, although 
originally conceived as permanent, eventuate in a return to 
the category of origin. Historians have shown, similarly, that 
some instances of racial passing led to disappointment, 
 disillusionment, or unmasking, and issued in a return— 
voluntary or involuntary— to the category and community 
of origin. This has been a prominent theme in fi ctional treat-
ments of black- white passing and also in certain memoirs. 
Stories of passing are oft en cast as “cautionary tales” that “do 
not end well” for those who seek to pass.32

Yet stories of failure may be overrepresented in prevailing 
accounts of passing.33 Since permanent movement between 
racial categories— at a time when such movement was ideo-
logically and legally policed— required concealment, or at 
least considerable discretion, it left  relatively few narrative 
traces; detailed accounts of passing are therefore rare. Yet 
historical evidence suggests that permanent movement be-
tween racial categories was in fact quite common.34

Paradoxically, as Sharfstein has argued, intensifi ed ideo-
logical policing of the color line during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries “pushed many mixed- race people 
into whiteness.”35 For some, this involved the concealments, 
physical relocations, and social dislocations associated with 
passing. Others, however, crossed the color line with the 
knowledge and tacit acceptance of their neighbors. As Sharf-
stein and others have shown, the actual social policing of 
the boundaries of whiteness in local communities— and 
even in legal proceedings— was much less intensive, and 
much less eff ective, than the ideological pronouncements 
about racial purity and the legislative codifi cation of the 
one- drop rule would suggest. The color line, sharp and rig-
idly policed in theory, was blurred and porous in practice.
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The courts, Sharfstein emphasizes, did not make it easy to 
police the color line. The zealous policing of whiteness— by 
encouraging accusations of hidden blackness— would have 
had “broad potential to destabilize a white society that had 
long included numerous people of African descent.”36 Even 
at the height of Jim Crow, when some state bureaucracies, 
most notoriously in Virginia, did undertake zealous bureau-
cratic policing of racial purity, few of those who had previ-
ously been tacitly accepted as white were at risk of being 
reclassifi ed as black.

The opportunity for racial migration was available only 
to those who could be taken for white (or for not black: 
some redefi ned their racial status by claiming American In-
dian or Portuguese identities).37 This of course depended in 
large part on phenotype, especially on skin color. But it did 
not depend on phenotype alone: a “person’s associations, ac-
tions, and loyalties” mattered as well.38 Migration was an 
option not only for those of partly African ancestry who 
were outwardly indistinguishable from others socially de-
fi ned as white. It was also an option for many outwardly 
“racially ambiguous” people, the legacy of a long history of 
sex across racial boundaries. Depending on their social stand-
ing and comportment, many people of “mixed” appearance 
were tacitly accepted by local communities— and sometimes 
expressly recognized by courts— as white.

The decline of legally institutionalized racial domina-
tion removed the most powerful incentives for passing. Yet 
movement between racial categories has not ceased or even 
slowed in the “post- passing era”; it has proliferated and taken 
new forms. Movement today goes in both directions along 
the black- white axis (though it is by no means confi ned to 
that axis); it is more identity- driven than interest- driven 
(and thus more like gender migration); and it is for the 



 The Trans of Migration 85

most part much less fateful and consequential than classi-
cal forms of passing.

One striking current of movement between racial catego-
ries in recent decades is from white— and to a lesser extent 
other racial categories— to Native American.39 From half a 
million in 1960, the number of those identifying as Native 
American (and Alaskan Native) soared to nearly 2.9 million 
in 2010.40 Demographers estimate that nearly half of the 
growth between 1960 and 1990 refl ected racial reidentifi ca-
tion as Native American, rather than factors such as fertility, 
mortality, and migration.41 Extrapolating this forward would 
suggest a net increase in the Native American population 
through racial reidentifi cation of over a million people in 
the half century between 1960 and 2010.42

Another form of contemporary movement between racial 
categories is associated with the emergence in the last few 
decades of “mixed” and “multiracial” as widely available, le-
gitimate, and institutionalized categories. The more diff er-
entiated palette of socially recognized categories has created 
new opportunities for movement between them.43 Most 
signifi cantly, it has enabled many people whom prevailing 
rules of classifi cation had previously defi ned as black to 
identify themselves— and to be recognized by others— as 
multiracial.44

Most contemporary moves from one ethnoracial category 
to another diff er substantially from permanent racial pass-
ing in an era of formalized racial subordination, and from 
unidirectional and permanent transgender trajectories. Both 
racial passing in its classic form and transgender migration 
involve moves not just between categories but between deeply 
consequential statuses that powerfully organize social life 
and personal experience. Some people who move between 
ethnoracial categories today— from black to multiracial, for 
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example, or from white to Native American— may also move 
into a new social environment. But for most, a shift  in eth-
noracial self- identifi cation is unlikely to be so deeply conse-
quential, in large part because ethnoracial categories are so 
much less constraining than they once were. Even where 
ethnoracial categories remain culturally meaningful and 
psychologically resonant, they are oft en organizationally in-
consequential.45 And those for whom ethnoracial categories 
are the most fateful— those trapped by the triple stigmatiza-
tions of space, class, and race in American “hyperghettos”— 
are the least likely to have a socially eff ective option of 
moving from one categorical identity to another.46

The fi nal form of migration between racial categories that 
I want to consider is illustrated by Rachel Dolezal’s “reverse 
passing,” which was not as unprecedented as has been widely 
assumed. Like passing in general, permanent reverse passing 
oft en leaves no documentary trace. But historians have found 
evidence of white women claiming to be black in order to 
circumvent legal or social prohibitions on interracial unions.47 
And thanks to the one- drop rule, reverse passing was easily 
accomplished: the extraordinarily wide range of phenotypes 
among people socially defi ned as black meant that it was easy 
to be taken for black if one lived and worked in a black envi-
ronment. A famous late nineteenth- century instance involved 
Clarence King, a publicly renowned geologist and explorer 
who lived a double existence for the last thirteen years of his 
life, passing as the black porter James Todd in order to secretly 
marry and father fi ve children with Ada Copeland, who had 
been born a slave; he revealed his double life to Copeland 
only as he was dying of tuberculosis.48

While reverse passing does not necessarily require bodily 
transformations, some people have literally changed the 
color of their skin. The most celebrated— though strictly 
temporary— example of reverse passing was that of the 
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journalist John Howard Griffi  n in 1959. With guidance 
from a dermatologist, Griffi  n darkened his skin through 
drugs and an ultraviolet lamp and traveled through the 
Deep South, recounting his experiences in the book Black 
Like Me, later made into a fi lm. Griffi  n’s example inspired 
Grace Halsell to undertake a similar experiment a decade 
later from a woman’s point of view, which she reported in 
the best- selling book Soul Sister. (Halsell went on to write 
another book about her experience passing as a Navajo.)49

Physical self- transformation in order to pass as black has 
also been undertaken for personal benefi t. Though he did 
not alter his skin color, Vijay Chokal- Ingam, an Indian Amer-
ican son of immigrant parents (and brother of the actress 
Mindy Kaling), shaved his head, trimmed his “long Indian 
eyelashes,” and applied to medical school as an African Amer-
ican applicant in the late 1990s, lying about nothing but his 
race. He was admitted and attended for two years before 
dropping out; later, having applied as an Indian American 
this time, he attended business school.50 The theme of 
 reverse passing to reap affi  rmative action benefi ts was also 
treated in the 1986 fi lm Soul Man, whose protagonist dark-
ens his skin in order to apply for a Harvard Law School 
scholarship that is reserved for African Americans.

Sharply opposed to such purely instrumental forms of de-
ceptive self- presentation are cases of deep and enduring 
transformation of personal identity. Music has long been a 
privileged terrain and medium of such racially infl ected self- 
transformation. An exemplary case is that of the jazz clari-
netist Mezz Mezzrow, born Milton Mesirow into a Russian 
Jewish immigrant family. Mezzrow’s immersion in the Afri-
can American jazz worlds of Chicago and New York led him 
to identify not only with blacks— as his closest friends, 
collaborators, and lovers— but as black. He characterized 
himself as a “voluntary Negro” and believed that socially, 
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psychologically, and even physically he had gradually become 
black. He did not conceal his origins; indeed he publicly 
recounted his trajectory in a 1946 memoir, Really the Blues. 
A subsequent Ebony profi le described him as an “ex- white” 
man who was “in psychological makeup . . . completely a 
black man.”51 Mezzrow was proud of being taken for 
black in social encounters. And when he was imprisoned 
at Rikers Island in 1940 for marijuana dealing, he identi-
fi ed as black so as to be housed with the black prisoners in 
the racially segregated jail.52

The story of the legendary rhythm and blues musician 
and promoter Johnny Otis, born John Veliotes into a Greek 
immigrant family, is in many ways similar. On his own ac-
count, Otis, who grew up in a largely black neighborhood 
and married his black high school sweetheart, became black 
by choice in childhood and maintained that identity for the 
rest of his life:

As a kid I decided that if our society dictated that 
one had to be black or white, I would be black. . . . No 
number of objections such as, “You were born white. . . . 
You can never be black,” on the part of the whites, or, 
“you sure are a fool to be Colored when you could be 
white,” from Negroes, can alter the fact that I cannot 
think of myself as white. I do not expect everybody to 
understand it, but it is a fact. I am black environmen-
tally, psychologically, culturally, emotionally, and intel-
lectually. To attempt to view my case anthropologically 
would be nonsense because the world, and surely 
America, is full of “Negroes” who are much lighter than 
I, and “whites” who are much darker.53

In addition to becoming the “godfather of R&B,” Otis was 
noted for his civil rights activism, and he served as the 
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founding pastor of a nondenominational, largely black 
community church.54 Like Mezzrow, he did not hide his 
ancestry. But his identifi cation as black was so central to 
his sense of self that he oft en used the fi rst- person plural 
pronoun “we” when writing about African Americans.55

Dolezal’s story is reminiscent in some ways of those of 
Mezzrow and especially Otis. Her chosen family and social 
relationships, her studies in African and African American art, 
her involvement in African American institutions, and her 
commitment to black political causes led her to become, like 
Otis, “black by choice.” Pressed by an interviewer to acknowl-
edge the deception in her self- identifi cation as black, she 
responded that “nothing about being white describes who 
I am. . . . The closest thing that I can come to is if— if you’re 
black or white, I’m black.”56 Her comments echo Otis’s asser-
tion that “I cannot think of myself as white” and his sense that 
“if . . . one had to be black or white, I would be black.” Like 
Otis, Dolezal might describe herself as “environmentally, psy-
chologically, culturally, emotionally, and intellectually ” black.

Unlike Mezzrow and Otis, though, Dolezal felt the need 
to darken her skin, style her hair, and conceal her ancestry 
so as to pass as black. She even invented a new ancestry for 
herself, publicly identifying a black man as her father. Her 
story, unlike theirs, was tainted by deception. Moreover, times 
have changed. The contemporary heirs to Mezzrow and Otis, 
as Baz Dreisinger observes, are white rappers who adopt and 
market a black persona. But no white rapper claims to have 
become black, as Mezzrow and Otis did. Given heightened 
concerns about cultural theft  and appropriation, the only 
legitimate contemporary way to “claim blackness [is to] si-
multaneously claim whiteness.” White rappers’ “license to 
address, speak, and perform in decidedly un- white ways” is 
contingent on publicly— and repeatedly— acknowledging 
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their whiteness.57 Because Dolezal failed to do so, her claim 
to blackness found minimal public acceptance.

What can be said, in summary, about the trans of migra-
tion? Permanent movement between sex or gender catego-
ries is highly institutionalized; movement between racial or 
ethnic categories is not. Movement between sex or gender 
categories is supported by a sociotechnical ensemble that 
includes physicians, psychologists, gender identity clinics, 
legal rules, organizational protocols, and advocacy groups; 
passing between racial and ethnic categories is an individual 
and largely invisible undertaking that lacks any compara-
ble social and organizational infrastructure. Movement be-
tween sex and gender categories is driven by considerations 
of identity rather than interest; movement between racial 
and ethnic categories, while historically driven by an in-
terest in accessing privileges reserved for whites, is today 
increasingly— though not exclusively— identity- driven. 
Movement between sex and gender categories is formally ad-
ministered and offi  cially certifi ed; movement between racial 
and ethnic categories, in a liberal political and social order, 
depends on informal social recognition and validation. And 
while movement between sex and gender categories has 
achieved broad public acceptance, movement between racial 
and ethnic categories is more critically appraised and more 
closely policed.

Despite the lack of a socially recognized and publicly vali-
dated procedure for crossing racial lines, movement be-
tween racial and ethnic categories continues, and is no doubt 
more common today than ever. But it seldom takes the form 
of permanent passing. Passing was generated by the combi-
nation of rigid classifi cation rules— paradigmatically the 
one- drop rule— and systematic, legally sanctioned categori-
cal inequality. With classifi cation rules much looser, mixed 
and intermediate categories widely available and legitimate, 
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and formal categorical inequality a thing of the past, the in-
centive for permanent passing disappears. Some people 
continue to move permanently between racial or ethnic cat-
egories for identitarian reasons. But since the rules govern-
ing category membership are so unsettled, they can oft en do 
so without the implications of deception— of pretending to 
be something one is not— that are central to the concept of 
passing. Oft en, but not always: as the Dolezal aff air and the 
cautious self- presentation of white rappers illustrate, con-
cerns about appropriation and exploitation tend to make 
black— in an ironic reversal of the historic pattern— a 
more closely policed category today than white. At the same 
time, temporary, partial, and recombinatory forms of race- 
crossing— like analogous forms of gender- bending and 
gender- crossing— have proliferated. But these fall under the 
rubric of the trans of between, to which I now turn.



Cast as journeys of self- discovery, self- transformation, and 
self- realization, stories of transgender migration have a 
satisfying narrative form. They begin with a divided self, 
in a condition of pain, suff ering, and alienation; they pass 
through crises or critical turning points on the way; and they 
culminate in the overcoming of alienation and the affi  r-
mation of the true self.1 Some stories of transracial migration— 
those of Mezzrow, Otis, or even, on her own account, 
Dolezal— take a similar form. The characteristic narrative arc 
of passing stories, to be sure, is diff erent.2 They are caution-
ary tales: stories of loss, not of triumph. But passing sto-
ries too— built around the tension between identity and 
interest— have a satisfying narrative form, which may explain 
their persistent appeal even in the contemporary post- passing 
era. In pursuing their interest, at the expense of their iden-
tity, passers typically come to grief, though they may be 
redeemed in the end by returning to their identity.

Chapter 4

The Trans 
of Between
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Such considerations may help explain why the trans of 
migration has captured so much more public attention than 
the trans of between or the trans of beyond, which are less 
readily cast in satisfying narrative form. Yet the latter are in-
creasingly important. Migration stories like Jenner’s and 
Dolezal’s may continue to receive disproportionate media 
attention; but the cutting edge of the politics of identity has 
shift ed to eff orts to carve out a space between or beyond es-
tablished gender and racial categories.3

Transgender people, as Margaret Talbot observed, “are 
increasingly choosing to place themselves somewhere 
 between male and female: taking hormones for a while, 
then going off  them; styling their appearance in gender- 
confounding ways but abstaining from medical procedures.”4 
Similar observations have been made about race and eth-
nicity. The multiracial movement has challenged the either-
 or logic of prevailing forms of racial classifi cation, while 
others reject racial classifi cation in any form. A “race traitor” 
movement seeks to abolish whiteness. Representations of 
fl uidity and ambiguity, epitomized by Michael Jackson’s self- 
transformation, have moved from the margins to the center 
of popular culture.5 And crossover identifi cations and prac-
tices have proliferated through the “Afro- Americanization of 
white youth.”6

For those who migrate permanently from one gender or 
racial category to another, betweenness is a temporary phase, 
a stage of the journey to be passed through and left  behind.7 
For others, however, betweenness is defi ned not in tempo-
ral terms, as a transitory intermediate phase of a unidirec-
tional trajectory, but in topographic terms, as a position in a 
space of possibilities. The space is defi ned with reference to 
established categories, but the position in that space— or 
what might better be called the positioning in that space, 
since the trans of between is oft en an active and self- conscious 
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stance— is defi ned in opposition to the either- or logic of pre-
vailing classifi cation practices. While the trans of migration 
embraces the logic of exclusive identifi cation with a single 
sex/gender or ethnoracial category, the trans of between re-
fuses that exclusivity. The trans of between, in short, involves 
a positioning of oneself with reference to two (or sometimes 
more) established categories, without belonging entirely or 
unambiguously to either one and without moving defi ni-
tively from one to the other.

Transgender Betweenness: Oscillation, 
Recombination, and Gradation

Transgender betweenness may take an oscillating form, in-
volving movement back and forth between male and female 
identities or personae; a recombinatory form, defi ned by the 
selective mixing of elements from conventionally under-
stood masculine and feminine repertoires; or a gradational 
form, defi ned by an intermediate position on a spectrum an-
chored and defi ned by the categories male and female. 
These distinctions, of course, may be blurred in practice.

Transgender oscillation generally involves cross- dressing, 
which may be more or less elaborate, more or less frequent, 
and more or less public.8 “Cross- dressing” is not, however, a 
fully adequate term, especially for public and prolonged ex-
cursions across the gender line. Those who seek to be taken 
in public for the opposite gender may avail themselves of 
wigs, makeup, and props that imply or conceal features of 
female or male anatomy. They may practice gender- coded 
ways of walking, talking, sitting, gesturing, and carrying 
themselves. They may seek to remove facial or other body 
hair, take hormones temporarily, and even undergo certain 
forms of cosmetic surgery.9
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Like gender migration, gender oscillation is supported by 
what the sociologists Richard Ekins and Dave King call a 
“transgender tourism” industry. This is a network of dress-
ing and grooming services; advice- purveying guidebooks, 
newsletters, websites, and workshops; suppliers of clothing 
and accessories; and bars, clubs, restaurants, and hotels 
known to be friendly to, or to provide special services for, a 
cross- dressing clientele.10

The gender oscillation of drag queens and kings stands 
at the opposite pole from that of transvestites who cross- 
dress in private or seek to be taken for the other gender in 
public. As Judith Lorber has argued, “Drag’s core elements 
are performance and parody.” The drag performance— unlike 
the routine and chronic performance of gender in everyday 
life— is segregated in time and space. It requires a dedicated 
audience that— unlike the audience for everyday gender per-
formances, including those of cross- dressers seeking to 
pass— is “in on the joke from the beginning.” Parody, more-
over, requires an exaggeration of gender- coded dress and 
mannerisms. By exaggerating, the drag performer calls atten-
tion to the artifi ce and artifi ciality of the performance, to its 
nature as “pure performance”; the passer seeks to do the 
opposite.11

While oscillating forms of transgender depend on a clear 
separation of male and female codes, styles, and repertoires, 
recombinatory forms involve their mixing. Male and female 
identities and personae are enacted successively, to distinct 
audiences, in oscillating forms, but simultaneously, or at least 
near- simultaneously, to one and the same audience, in re-
combinatory forms. Transgender oscillators— cross- dressers 
who seek to pass in public as well as drag artists— have a 
stake in the clear legibility of their gender performances and 
therefore oft en conform (or overconform) to stereotypical 
gender norms. Transgender recombiners are more likely to 
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cause “gender trouble” by disrupting expectations about con-
sistent “packages” of gendered behavior.12

Recombination arises most simply through delinking gen-
der presentation from sex category. Even if one limits gender 
presentation to the binary alternatives masculine and femi-
nine, this already generates the recombinatory “masculine fe-
male” and “feminine male” along with the normative “mascu-
line male” and “feminine female.”13 These recombinatory 
categories may cause gender trouble even without a self- 
conscious eff ort to subvert gender norms or disrupt the gen-
der binary. The “gender blending” women described by the 
sociologist Holly (now Aaron) Devor were oft en mistaken for 
men in public encounters with strangers as a result of their 
masculine or ambiguous gender presentation. The same holds 
for some forms of “female masculinity ” analyzed by Judith 
(Jack) Halberstam, who noted that “having one’s gender chal-
lenged in the women’s rest room is a frequent occurrence in 
the lives of many androgynous or masculine women.”14

A recent northern European study found that transves-
tites who cross- dressed at least occasionally at work and in 
other public places did not seek to alter their voices, gestures, 
or bodily comportment. For them, cross- dressing “was not 
about being, becoming or pretending to be a woman”; it was 
about “expressing [their] full identity and personality.”15 
Their dissonant gender presentations caused some diffi  cul-
ties with colleagues. A few terminated previously cordial re-
lationships; others sought in various ways to reimpose the 
gender binary.16 Yet by expressing “transgender forms of em-
bodiment and identity,” by combining “masculine, feminine, 
and ungendered practices and attributes,” these transvestites 
managed to “undo” gender in subtle yet consequential ways 
even without any activist commitment to doing so.17

As assimilationist practices of passing on the part of per-
manent gender migrants have begun to yield, in the last two 
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decades, to diff erentialist demands for recognition as trans 
men and women, the lines between the trans of migration, 
the trans of between, and the trans of beyond have begun 
to blur. Several trans men and women in one study reported 
“consciously [holding] on to gendered characteristics that 
did not match their chosen gender presentations.” Some 
of them— unlike the masculine women studied by Devor 
two decades earlier— attached political meaning to gender- 
blending; others were simply unwilling to alter what they 
understood as authentic aspects of themselves. As one trans 
man put it, “I have a lot of female socialization things that 
I’m not really willing to compromise because they’re part of 
who I am.”18 The line between the trans of migration and 
the trans of between also blurs when gender migrants con-
ceptualize their trajectories as movement along a continuum, 
rather than movement from one clear- cut category to its 
binary opposite.

The desire to continue to express aspects of one’s pretran-
sition self has found support from intellectuals and activists 
who have sought to emancipate the transsexual experience 
from prevailing forms of medical control and from the need 
to pass as a “natural” member of the gender of choice, both 
of which encouraged or even required rigidly stereotypical 
gendered presentations of self. A key text was Sandy Stone’s 
1991 “posttranssexual manifesto,” which critically analyzed 
the insistence on “purity and denial of mixture” that was cen-
tral to transsexuals’ autobiographical narratives and intrin-
sic to their attempts to pass as cis: “Passing means the denial 
of mixture . . . [and the] eff acement of the prior gender role.” 
While transsexuals seeking to pass were compelled to “eras[e] 
a considerable portion of their personal experience” and by 
extension to repress a considerable part of their identity, 
Stone called on transsexuals— or what she envisioned as 
“posttranssexuals”— to “take responsibility for all of their 
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history.” Here the trans of between shades over into the trans 
of beyond, since “the intertextual possibilities of the transgen-
der body ” celebrated by Stone go beyond the possibilities 
suggested by a bipolar continuum.19

The line between the trans of between and the trans of 
beyond also blurs in the deliberate and self- conscious ap-
proach of some transgender people to the recombination 
of heterogeneous and at times (from the point of view of pre-
vailing gender norms) strikingly dissonant elements in 
their self- presentation. This is especially the case for those 
who deliberately seek to disrupt the conventions on which 
the “legibility ” of gender depends by confounding others’ 
attempts to “read” them as male or female.†

The recombinatory possibilities of transgender extend to 
the form of the body itself. In the highly medicalized trans-
sexual era, “complete” transitions were generally understood 
as entailing genital surgery as well as other surgical and hor-
monal interventions. Since the early 1990s, however, the 
weakening of the binary model and of medical control has 
created space for new forms of transgender embodiment 
that do not involve genital surgery, or any surgery at all. This 
holds even for those who see themselves as transitioning 

† A blurring of between and beyond is also evident in the expanding set of 
gender identifi cation terms. “Both- and” identifi ers such as “androgynous” or 
“ambigender” suggest a location between established categories, while “neither- 
nor” identifi ers such as “genderqueer” or “agender” suggest an attempt to move 
beyond those categories, but the line is not a sharp one. (The both- and meaning 
of “androgynous” and “ambigender” is built into the words, the former derived 
from the Greek terms for male and female, the latter beginning with the Latin 
prefi x meaning both. “Agender,” by analogy to “asexual,” designates someone 
without a gender or a gender identity. “Genderqueer” is more politically charged 
than the other terms; it designates a critical stance toward the gender binary as 
well as a gender presentation that lies outside the categories male and female.) 
A similar distinction can be drawn between alternative pronouns that suggest 
betweenness, such as “hir” (built from “his” and “her”), and those that signal 
beyondness, such as “per” (from “person”) or “ze” (marking distance from both 
“he” and “she”).
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from male to female or female to male; indeed it holds even 
for self- identifi ed transsexuals, who may choose not to have 
genital surgery.20 The various bodily transformations that 
used to form a complete package have been unbundled; one 
can now mix and match elements or experiment with dif-
ferent forms of embodiment at diff erent times. Trans women 
and men who choose to forgo genital surgery— making up, 
on some accounts, the large majority of those who identify 
as trans— oft en have breasts readable as female along with 
male genitalia or chests readable as male along with female 
genitalia. The ultimate recombinatory possibility is exempli-
fi ed by the pregnancy of trans men, as in the case of Thomas 
Beatie, whose very public pregnancy became a media sensa-
tion in 2008.21

While oscillation and recombination are ways of enact-
ing transgender betweenness, the notion of gradation 
points to ways of understanding and representing between-
ness. If we envision gender identity and gender expression 
as spectra of possibilities rather than binary alternatives, 
as anchored but not exhausted by the category pairs man/
woman and masculine/feminine, then transgender between-
ness can be understood as an intermediate position on such 
a spectrum.

The imagery of continuous gradation rather than categor-
ical diff erence is not new. As the historian Joanne Meyero-
witz has shown, it informed the theory of universal bisexuality 
that emerged in Germany and Austria at the end of the 
nineteenth century and remained infl uential in certain sci-
entifi c and medical circles in Europe and North America 
until the middle of the twentieth. “Bisexuality ” did not refer 
only or primarily to sexuality; it referred to an amalgam of 
sex, gender, and sexuality, all understood as grounded in the 
continuous spectrum of biological sex itself. Proponents of 
this view argued that all people were “to greater and lesser 
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degrees physically bisexual,” with a “corresponding mixture 
of feminine and masculine traits.”22

The theory of universal bisexuality was used to explain 
and justify early instances of sex reassignment surgery, in-
cluding the celebrated case of Christine Jorgensen, whose 
transformation became front- page news in 1952 under the 
headline “Ex- GI Becomes Blonde Beauty.”23 Harry Benjamin, 
who became Jorgensen’s endocrinologist in 1953 and would 
later play a key role in institutionalizing transsexualism as a 
medical and social reality, initially speculated about the “pos-
sible presence of ovarian tissue” in Jorgensen; his published 
writings of the 1950s subsumed transsexuals (along with 
transvestites and homosexuals) under the broad category of 
“ ‘intersexes’ of varying character, degree, and intensity.” Sex 
reassignment surgery was initially legitimized by assimilat-
ing it to the well- established practice of surgical treatment 
of intersex conditions. At a time when it was not possible to 
live openly in a space between genders, the hypothesized 
mixed sex of people like Jorgensen— not evident to medical 
inspection, but posited to have some organic cause— was 
used to justify surgery that could relieve the distress of 
being “lost between the sexes,” as Jorgensen herself put it.24

The early twentieth- century theory of universal bisexuality 
confl ated sex, gender, and sexuality. From midcentury on, 
however, these concepts came to be increasingly sharply 
distinguished from one another.25 Today, all three may be un-
derstood in gradational terms, but one’s position on one 
continuum is generally understood to be independent of 
one’s position on the others. The widely circulated “Gender-
bread Person” graphic, for example, represents gender iden-
tity, gender expression, biological sex, and sexual orientation 
as four independent spectra, each allowing for a range of in-
termediate positions. Some transgender people fi nd the im-
agery of the spectrum congenial; others, however, criticize 
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it for failing to transcend the binary categories that continue 
to anchor and defi ne each spectrum.26

Racial and Gender Betweenness

Racial betweenness diff ers in certain fundamental ways from 
gender betweenness. Most obviously, the most familiar forms 
of racial betweenness are socially understood as constituted 
by one’s ancestry, while gender betweenness is an entirely 
individual phenomenon to which one’s ancestry is utterly 
irrelevant, a theme I will develop in the concluding chapter.

Every act of human procreation generates “betweenness” 
through genetic recombination. This genetic betweenness 
may or may not be expressed in phenotypic form in such a 
way that a child is perceived and construed as phenotypically 
“between” his or her parents, with the mother’s eyes and the 
father’s nose, for example.

Sexual unions across socially defi ned racial or ethnic 
lines generate the additional possibility that such genetic 
and (sometimes) phenotypic betweenness vis- à- vis one’s 
parents— a universal consequence of human sexual 
reproduction— may be interpreted and acknowledged as a 
form of racial or ethnic betweenness. Then again, it may not 
be so interpreted: betweenness may be socially denied 
through classifi cation rules that assign the child to the cat-
egory of only one of the parents. This was notoriously the 
case, of course, for the one- drop rule that defi ned a person 
with any identifi able African ancestry as black.

The historical and cross- cultural variation in racial clas-
sifi cation rules and practices might lead us to think of racial 
betweenness as a natural fact that may be socially acknowl-
edged or denied. But it is problematic to naturalize racial 
betweenness or mixedness in this way. Betweenness and 
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mixedness are not innocent notions. As has oft en been ob-
served, the notion of mixing— like the notions of hybridity, 
creolization, or syncretism— implicitly posits some prior 
unmixed elements that the mixture comprises.27 The notion 
of “natural” racial betweenness or mixedness implies, prob-
lematically, that some are mixed while others are not. Racial 
betweenness— like gender betweenness— is always a matter 
of interpretation, a way of construing something as mixed; 
it is a social convention, not a natural fact.28

Racial betweenness is conceived and practiced primar-
ily in a recombinatory form, but there are oscillating and 
gradational forms of betweenness as well. Oscillation was 
exemplifi ed historically by the process of “professional pass-
ing” or “nine- to- fi ve passing” that enabled some light- skinned 
African Americans to work in jobs reserved for whites with-
out the radical social break with family and community that 
was oft en required by permanent, unidirectional passing.29 
It is exemplifi ed today by the contextual shift s in racial iden-
tifi cation experienced by some people with multiracial 
backgrounds.30 For example, some who generally identify as 
multiracial may seek to “pass as black” in certain contexts by 
deploying dress, speech style, hairstyle, and cultural prefer-
ences and by selectively concealing or revealing information. 
They may do so in order to fi t in socially with black peers, to 
avoid the stigma that may attach to being seen as white in 
certain milieux, or to gain a perceived advantage in certain 
organizational contexts.31

Gradational betweenness has long been exemplifi ed by 
intermediate positions on the continuum of skin color.32 A 
much- discussed technologically mediated representation 
of gradational racial betweenness was the “New Face of 
America” image that was generated by the soft ware program 
Morph 2.0 “from a mix of several races” for the cover of a 
special issue of Time magazine in 1993.33 Gradational 
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betweenness is also illustrated by the ways certain genetic 
ancestry tests shape people’s understandings of their racial 
and ethnic heritage. Autosomal tests, as noted in chapter 2, 
typically report results in percentage terms as a mixture of a 
certain number of reference populations, and such tests al-
most always reveal genetic ancestry from a variety of ances-
tral populations. While Y- chromosome and mitochondrial 
DNA tests— which follow a single strand of paternal or ma-
ternal ancestry— may contribute to reifying conventional 
racial and ethnic categories, autosomal tests locate every-
one in a conceptual space of betweenness.34

In principle, the understanding of universal genetic 
mixedness that is supported by the increasingly popular au-
tosomal ancestry tests might loosen the grip of typological 
and categorical forms of racial thinking. In principle, it 
might enable us to think of race— like genetic variation 
itself— as a space of continuous and gradational variation. 
In practice, however, the notion of universal genetic between-
ness is not easily transposed into commonsense ways of 
thinking about racial diff erence. While remote genetic ances-
try is easily understood as continuous rather than categorical, 
proximate genealogical ancestry— especially the most recent 
and socially meaningful ancestry represented by one’s par-
ents and grandparents— continues to be defi ned in categor-
ical terms. The irony, given the long and ugly history of ap-
pealing to biology to fortify racial domination, is that the 
putative biological substrate of race, namely genetics, is read-
ily understood in continuous and gradational terms, while 
race itself remains prevailingly understood in categorical 
terms— and understandably so, since race operates in and 
through practices of social classifi cation and categorization.

This suggests another way in which we understand racial 
betweenness diff erently from gender betweenness. We are 
growing accustomed to thinking of gender identity— and 
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not simply gender presentation— as a continuum or spec-
trum. Yet while color and genes are similarly understood as 
a continuum or spectrum, we do not imagine racial identity 
in this way. As a result, racial betweenness is prevailingly 
 understood in recombinatory— that is, categorical— rather 
than gradational terms.

Recombinatory Racial Betweenness: 
Classifi cation and Identifi cation

Recombinatory racial or ethnic betweenness is expressed in 
practices of social classifi cation, modes of subjective identi-
fi cation, and cultural and behavioral repertoires. Historically, 
some systems of racial classifi cation— notably those prevalent 
in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies of Latin America— 
elaborated a fi nely graded set of intermediate categories to 
make sense of various forms and degrees of betweenness, 
while others provided limited or no intermediate catego-
ries.35 Systems of racial classifi cation in the United States 
never reached the degree of elaboration found in Latin Amer-
ica. But intermediate categories along the black- white axis 
have been socially recognized and even legally defi ned at vari-
ous times and places. The intermediate category “mulatto”— 
and in 1890 “quadroon” and “octoroon” as well— was an offi  -
cial census category between 1850 and 1920 (except in 1900). 
But in 1930 intermediate racial categories disappeared from 
the census, never to return. Their disappearance refl ected the 
consolidation of a regime of racial classifi cation, epitomized 
in the one- drop rule, that drew a sharp distinction between 
white and black and redefi ned intermediate categories as 
black.36

In the increasingly complex and fl uid ethnoracial environ-
ment of the 1990s, the multiracial movement challenged 
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this regime of classifi cation by seeking formal and informal 
recognition of multiracial identities. Its campaign to include 
“multiracial” as an offi  cially designated option in the census 
did not succeed, in part because of concerns that the black 
community would shrink statistically through a selective 
shift  in identifi cation from black to multiracial. The Census 
Bureau did, however, agree to recognize multiracial identi-
ties indirectly, by allowing people to identify as belonging 
to more than one race. While this practice does not recog-
nize the “neither- nor” form of racial betweenness that an of-
fi cial “multiracial” category would have validated, it does 
recognize “both- and” forms of racial betweenness.

Racial and ethnic betweenness is also expressed in modes 
of subjective identifi cation. Even during periods in which 
intermediate categories have not been offi  cially recognized 
in institutions like the census, racial and ethnic between-
ness has been an important trope through which self- 
understandings and subjective identifi cations have been ar-
ticulated and expressed. There is rich literary, historical, and 
sociological evidence of the resonance of this trope.37

While multiracial activists lost their campaign to get the 
category “multiracial” offi  cially recognized in the census, the 
category has been institutionalized in everyday life, and peo-
ple can and do identify as multiracial. The weakening hold 
of the one- drop rule over practices of racial classifi cation and 
identifi cation has opened up a much wider range of identi-
fi cation options for children of racially mixed marriages, par-
ticularly black- white marriages, and for others of racially 
mixed background.38 This is most clearly the case for the 
younger generations. An analysis of the 2000 U.S. census— 
when for the fi rst time respondents could choose more than 
one racial identity— showed that in households with one 
white-  and one black- identifying parent, 53 percent of the 
children were designated as both black and white, and 
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another 10 percent as “other” (or as black, white, and other); 
only 36 percent chose single racial identities (25 percent 
black, 11 percent white).39 Another study found that only 
13 percent of college students with one white-  and one black- 
identifying parent identifi ed themselves as black, while 
nearly two- thirds identifi ed themselves as biracial, including 
6 percent of the sample who identifi ed themselves as shift -
ing between black, white, and biracial. (Of the remainder, 15 
percent declined to identify with any racial category, 3 
percent identifi ed as white, and 5 percent chose another 
category.)40

Self- identifi cation as biracial or multiracial, to be sure, 
does not necessarily mean that one will be identifi ed as bi-
racial or multiracial by others. The study just cited found 
that of those identifying as biracial, 60 percent chose “I con-
sider myself biracial, but I experience the world as a black 
person,” while only 40 percent chose “I consider myself ex-
clusively as biracial (neither black nor white).”41 The num-
bers point to the enduring infl uence of the one- drop rule 
on the way others perceive those who identify as multiracial. 
Moreover, the belief that one is perceived by others as black 
may infl uence one’s own self- understanding and self- 
identifi cation.42 In a large- scale representative survey of 
young people, 75 percent who identifi ed their race as both 
white and black chose black when asked to select the “one 
category [that] best describes your racial background,” while 
only about half of those who identifi ed their race as both 
white and Asian chose Asian as the best single racial 
category.43

Recombinatory racial or ethnic identifi cations may ex-
pressly preserve the parental categories. “Parental” here has 
both the fi gurative and abstract sense of the categories from 
which the recombinatory identity is derived— as an an-
drogynous gender identifi cation is derived from man and 
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woman— and the literal sense of the categorical identifi ca-
tions of one’s parents or grandparents. Thus one may iden-
tify, for example, as half Irish, half Italian; as half black, 
half white; or as three- quarters Mexican and one- quarter 
Filipina.

The recombinatory preservation of parental categories in 
the identifi cations of subsequent generations can rapidly 
become cumbersome and self- subverting if repeated over 
multiple generations. If one parent identifi es with two cat-
egories, for example, and the second parent with a diff erent 
set of two categories, the child can preserve the parental cat-
egories only by identifying with four categories. The frac-
tional logic of recombinatory identifi cation becomes less 
socially meaningful as it proceeds from halves to quarters to 
eighths and so on. In practice, recombinatory identifi cation 
becomes selective, retaining some socially meaningful iden-
tifi cations but discarding others. Or it shift s from identify-
ing with selected parental categories to identifying simply 
as “multiracial” or “mixed,” without a core identifi cation with 
any particular ethnoracial categories.

This latter possibility illustrates another way in which 
the trans of between can shade over into the trans of be-
yond. The category “multiracial” or “mixed” (which may 
be preferred to a “both- and” identifi cation even by “fi rst- 
generation” multiracials) is not located “between” anything 
in particular.44 It is positioned outside— and in this sense 
beyond— rather than between existing categories; it thereby 
threatens to destabilize offi  cial practices of ethnoracial count-
ing and categorizing. This is why proponents of using an 
offi  cial “multiracial” category for the census and other fed-
eral data collection eff orts were ultimately unsuccessful. The 
“choose one or more” format that was adopted for the race 
question in the 2000 census preserved the basic system of ra-
cial counting and accounting, which since the 1960s has 
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been geared to the production of data suitable for the mon-
itoring of the enforcement of civil rights legislation. The in-
troduction of a “multiracial” category would have disrupted 
that system.45

Performing Betweenness

Recombinatory racial or ethnic betweenness is not only a 
mode of classifi cation and a style of self- understanding; it is 
also— like gender betweenness— something that is enacted 
or performed. And just as recombinatory gender between-
ness draws selectively on elements from conventionally un-
derstood male and female repertoires, so recombinatory 
racial or ethnic betweenness draws selectively on elements 
from racially or ethnically coded cultural and behavioral 
repertoires.

Of course the notion of black, white, Asian, or Latino cul-
ture or behavioral style is deeply problematic. If black cul-
ture, for example, means the ensemble of cultural practices 
actually adopted in various times, places, and contexts by 
people who are socially defi ned as black, the concept is far 
too heterogeneous to be useful. But the alternative of defi n-
ing black culture independently of that set of practices raises 
the questions of how it should be defi ned and of who has 
the authority to defi ne it. And any such defi nition risks rei-
fying and essentializing black culture in a way that repro-
duces entrenched stereotypes.46

The notion of racially or ethnically coded cultural, behav-
ioral, and stylistic repertoires provides a way around this 
problem. The key to such repertoires is their semiotic leg-
ibility. It is this that enables people to perform race in a 
recognizable way, just as the semiotic legibility of conven-
tional gender repertoires enables people to perform gender 
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in a readily decodable way. The elements used in such 
performances— including both performances that call atten-
tion to themselves as performances and the unmarked per-
formances of everyday life— are oft en highly conventional-
ized and stereotyped. This is what makes them reliable 
tools for performers and readily legible to audiences.

I noted above that recombinatory gender betweenness 
can occasion “gender trouble” by violating expectations 
about appropriate forms of gender presentation and, on a 
deeper level, by challenging assumptions about the binary 
organization of gender itself. In a similar way, the perfor-
mance of recombinatory racial betweenness can produce 
what might be called “racial trouble” by violating expecta-
tions about appropriate forms of “racial presentation” and, 
on a deeper level, by challenging assumptions about the 
stability and categorical organization of race itself. Such 
trouble— and the eff orts it may prompt to police and disci-
pline performances that are seen as inappropriate— is espe-
cially likely when the performer cannot claim a mixed iden-
tity grounded in socially recognized mixed ancestry.

In the policing of unauthorized performances of recom-
binatory racial betweenness, norms of appropriateness are in-
formed by concerns about appropriation. Those who are not 
entitled by ancestry to perform racial betweenness can be 
seen not only as acting inappropriately but as appropriating 
something that is not rightfully theirs.

The nexus between appropriateness, appropriation, and 
property is deeply contested. On one view, cultural practices, 
behavioral performances, and embodied styles of being are 
taken to express— legitimately or illegitimately— identities 
that are prior to and independent of those practices, perfor-
mances, and styles; on the alternative view, practices and per-
formances are taken to constitute identities that do not exist 
independently of their performative enactment. On the 
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former view, who you are governs— or ought to govern— 
what you do; on the latter, what you do determines who you 
are.47 On the former view, your practices and performances 
should express what is already and always yours: your iden-
tity, your culture, your heritage. On the latter, identity 
 cannot serve as a yardstick by which to assess the legitimacy 
of practices and performances, since it is constituted by those 
practices and performances. The former view presupposes 
an essentialist understanding of identity; the latter repudi-
ates that understanding.

The latter view, in short, takes seriously the “performative 
turn”— a current of thought in the social sciences and hu-
manities that focuses on the practices and “performances” 
through which what might appear from a distance to be 
stable identities and structures are constructed, sustained, and 
transformed.48 But while the performative turn has become 
something of an orthodoxy in gender studies, it remains 
more tentative and exploratory— and more controversial— in 
the study of race and ethnicity, no doubt because it chal-
lenges the essentialist understanding of racial and ethnic 
identity to which many self- styled political and cultural pro-
gressives remain committed. And it is this understanding of 
identity that underlies the charges of cultural appropriation 
that have been leveled at certain “crossover” practices and 
performances.49

Yet there is an alternative view of the performative enact-
ment of racial betweenness that challenges the language of 
appropriation even as it acknowledges the historical and po-
litical concerns that inform its use. Consider, for example, 
the performative enactment of a socially recognizable black 
identity by a person who is socially defi ned as white. There 
is of course a long and ugly history of such cross- enactments 
that— as in the blackface or minstrelsy tradition— clearly 
serve to preserve the established racial hierarchy by enacting 
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crude racial stereotypes.50 But it is problematic to view all 
crossover forms of performance and enactment as racist or 
appropriative. Even the phenomenon of “wiggerism”— 
which involves whites (mainly youth) adopting cultural 
repertoires and behavioral styles (mainly in the domain of 
music, language, and dress) that are prevailingly coded and 
readable as black— is more complex than that.51 In the con-
text of a longstanding and deeply ambivalent white roman-
ticization of “black culture,” wiggerism undoubtedly does 
involve appropriation, and it undoubtedly does enact stereo-
types. But as the philosopher Crispin Sartwell suggests in a 
sharp and self- refl exive essay, it can involve more than that. It 
can highlight the artifi cial and constructed nature of race; it 
can celebrate, not simply appropriate, “black culture”; and, 
most importantly, it can embody a self- conscious critique of 
white privilege and “white culture.”52 Sartwell concludes 
that when it is coupled (as in the case of Eminem) with self- 
critical self- consciousness and explicit “racial positioning,” 
when the acknowledgment of one’s white privilege goes hand 
in hand with the performance of a black identity, “wiggerism 
indeed becomes an agent of change.”53

Performative enactments of blackness (in combination 
with the acknowledgment of whiteness) need not be focused 
on the cultural repertoire and aesthetic style represented by 
wiggerism. An alternative form of recombinatory racial be-
tweenness combines a voluntary black political identity that 
is “aspirational and activist” with a white embodied identity 
defi ned by one’s ancestry.54 Like Rachel Dolezal, people who 
enact such forms of recombinatory racial betweenness do 
not simply identify with black culture, style, or causes; they 
identify in some way as black— culturally, aesthetically, or po-
litically. But unlike Dolezal, they acknowledge their socially 
defi ned and constructed whiteness (and how they have ben-
efi ted from it) even as they disavow that whiteness through 
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their actions, affi  liations, performances, and embodied ways 
of being.

The oscillating, gradational, and recombinatory forms 
of gender and racial betweenness explored in this section 
call into question the stability and legibility of gender and 
race; the either- or logic of gender and racial classifi cation; 
and, perhaps most fundamentally, the notions of categorical 
diff erence that are at the heart of the gender and racial 
orders. In so doing, they open up the possibility of forms of 
diff erence that would exist not only between genders or races 
but beyond gender and race as systems of social classifi cation. 
It is to this “trans of beyond” that I now turn.



If the trans of between takes its meaning from existing gen-
der and racial categories, the trans of beyond seeks to escape 
from the social and cultural force fi elds defi ned by those cat-
egories. The trans of beyond may take the form of an as-
sertion of a new category— like genderqueer, trans, or 
multiracial— that is not situated within the conceptual space 
defi ned by established categories. It may entail personal or 
political opposition to being categorized at all, or to the 
 categorization of others. Or it may involve a normative 
 vision or empirical diagnosis of a social world no longer 
 organized— or no longer organized so deeply— by gender 
or racial categorization. I will call these neo- categorical, 
anti- categorical, and post- categorical forms of the trans of 
beyond.1

Chapter 5

The Trans 
of Beyond
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Beyond Gender?

What might it mean to go “beyond gender”— or at least be-
yond the categorical frameworks that defi ne the gender 
order and organize our experience of gender? And how does 
the trans of beyond diff er from the trans of between? Aft er 
all, some forms of enacting and embodying gender between-
ness already involve— implicitly or explicitly— the claim to 
go beyond the either- or, binary logic of gender. What I want 
to highlight in this chapter are other ways of going beyond 
gender categories.

As I noted in my discussion of the trans of between, 
some novel gender categories are constructed from the 
existing binary pair or positioned along a continuum de-
fi ned by that pair. This is true for “both- and” identifi ers 
such as “ambigender” or “bigender,” for the older combin-
ing form “androgynous,” and for scalar descriptors such as 
“masculine- of- center.”

Neo- categorical forms of the trans of beyond assert or 
recognize categories that are not located on this contin-
uum. These include anti- categorical categories such as gen-
derqueer, pangendered, and ungendered, which I discuss 
below. They also include the categories “trans woman,” “trans 
man,” “trans*, ” or simply “trans.”†

Transgender migration was long self- concealing: transsex-
uals and other unidirectional gender migrants sought to 
pass as women or men and to erase all traces of their former 
lives. For some, this remains the ideal. Beginning in the early 
1990s, however, increasing numbers of transsexuals and 

† As “trans” has come to be associated, in many contexts, with trans man or trans 
woman, trans* has come to be used in recent years as a device for expressly 
including those who do not identify in binary terms as well as those who do. The 
irony is that this replicates the inclusive intent earlier associated with “transgen-
der” and subsequently with “trans” (Bettcher 2014a, 385; Titman 2013). 
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other transgender migrants have sought recognition as trans 
women and trans men (even though they have also claimed 
recognition, inclusion, and equal rights as women and men). 
Unlike androgynous or masculine- of- center, these categories 
do not suggest betweenness. And while they do of course 
suggest a trajectory of migration, out transsexuals or trans-
gender migrants— unlike their “stealth” counterparts— do 
not move between established gender categories. The out 
male- to- female trans person migrates not from man to 
woman but from man to trans woman; and “trans woman” 
is not located in the same category space as “man” and 
“woman.”

The categories “trans woman” and “trans man” obviously 
make reference to the categories “woman” and “man.” Yet 
“trans woman” is not intended or understood as simply 
equivalent to “woman”; nor is it located between man and 
woman. It names a new position that transcends not simply 
the either- or, once- and- forever logic of the gender binary but 
also the prevailing one- dimensional bipolar framework 
through which we construct and imagine the space of gen-
der possibilities. That is, the categories “trans woman” and 
“trans man”— and, even more clearly, the category “trans” 
itself— transcend not just the gender binary but the gender 
continuum. They transform the space of gender categoriza-
tion from a one- dimensional continuum into a two- 
dimensional space, defi ned by the cis- trans axis as well as 
the male- female axis. In this two- dimensional space, the cat-
egories male and female (or some mix thereof) no longer 
suffi  ce to defi ne a gender identity; one needs the categories 
cis and trans as well.2

This redefi nition of the conceptual space of gender sug-
gests why the trans of beyond challenges the gender order 
in a more fundamental way than the trans of migration or 
even the trans of between. Self- concealing transsexuals— by 
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seeking to pass as women or men, deploying the most 
conventional gender signifi ers in order to do so, and fram-
ing their stories in the essentialist language of gender 
 identity— do not disrupt the gender order; they may even 
reinforce it. But self- revealing transsexuals— and others ex-
pressly claiming recognition as trans women, trans men, 
trans*, or simply trans— disrupt the cognitive and social foun-
dations of the sex/gender system by positioning themselves 
not simply between but, in part, outside its foundational 
categories.3 This disruptive potential of the trans of beyond 
is attractive to some feminists, a point I return to below.

Anti- categorical forms of the trans of beyond take a stand 
not just against binary forms of gender categorization but 
against gender categorization per se. For some, this is a po-
litical position; for others it is primarily a personal stance. 
The line between the personal and the political is of course 
oft en blurred, since the lived experience of being personally 
unclassifi able, of not fi tting in any available category, may 
fi nd expression in political claims for interactional or insti-
tutional recognition of hitherto unrecognized identities.

A leading exponent of an anti- categorical position is the 
longstanding transgender activist Riki Wilchins. Wilchins 
treats all categories— even transgender itself— as traps. Her 
critique of category- based identities and identity politics is 
consistent with her emphasis on the constitutive rather 
than merely expressive signifi cance of gender performance: 
“Gender refers not to something we are but to something 
we do.”4

A quite diff erent and even more radical anti- categorical 
stance is that of Christie Elan- Cane, who has long sought 
both personal and public recognition for an ungendered 
self- identity.5 Elan- Cane came to hate being burdened with 
a female body, rejected the ascribed identity of woman, and 
eventually had a mastectomy and a hysterectomy, but never 
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identifi ed as a man or considered sex reassignment surgery. 
Elan- Cane identifi ed for some time as an androgyne and a 
third- gender person but came to prefer identifying as “un-
gendered.” In keeping with this, Elan- Cane sought recogni-
tion through the use of ungendered pronouns and terms of 
address, preferring the pronoun “per,” derived from person, 
and “Pr.” as a term of address. To avoid being perceived in 
gendered terms, Elan- Cane favors gender- neutral clothes and 
a shaved head.

Elan- Cane’s public campaign for recognition of those 
with ungendered identities is in one sense neo- categorical. 
In a world teeming with categories, it is impossible to avoid 
categories altogether. Elan- Cane therefore proposes “ungen-
dered” as a social category, while registering ambivalence 
about doing so: “The non- gendered identity will become a 
recognised social identity or category (although I dislike 
using the C word) alongside the existing gendered identities 
of male and female.”6 But Elan- Cane’s fundamental stance is 
anti- categorical. Sex/gender categorization may be needed 
in some offi  cial contexts; hence Elan- Cane has taken a 
leading role in the campaign for the “x” passport in Britain, 
following the model of Australia and New Zealand. But 
Elan- Cane is consistently opposed to gender categorization 
in other contexts. “Facebook’s multiple ‘gender options’ is 
a gimmick and nothing more— they have trivialised the 
issue. . . . It is inappropriate to ask whether one is male or 
female [in] the commercial sector but there should always 
be a third non gender- specifi c option when the question 
is asked— even if that option says ‘none of your damned 
business.’ ”7

In a less radical way, the assertion that one does not fi t in 
any of the available categories may be informed by a con-
viction of the uniqueness of one’s own lived experience of 
gender. In describing and endorsing a “paradigm shift ” in 
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understandings of transgender, Holly Boswell criticized the 
restrictive focus on transsexuals and cross- dressers, concepts 
that are too simple— and too dependent on the existing 
binary categories— to capture the actual “experience of trans-
gender” for many people. Referring to her own experience, 
Boswell wrote that “I seem to be neither [man nor woman], 
or maybe both, yet ultimately only myself. ” Transgender “has 
to do with reinventing and realizing oneself outside of the 
current systems of gender.  .  .  . There are probably as many 
genders as there are people. Gender may be nothing more 
than a personal matrix of personality traits.”8 Boswell’s claim 
to a unique gender identity— in eff ect, a claim to constitute a 
category of one— resonates with the cultural valorization 
of individualism in the American context. It is reminiscent of 
the distinctive personal faith called Sheilaism (aft er her own 
name) by an informant in the sociologist Robert Bellah’s 
Habits of the Heart, which “suggests the logical possibility 
of over 220 million American religions, one for each of us.”9

The personal anti- categorical stance may also be informed 
by a celebration of gender multiplicity and fl uidity, as epit-
omized by Kate Bornstein’s 1994 book Gender Outlaw, with 
its emphasis on play, performance, and transgression, or by 
Boswell’s claim that “my transition will never be over.”10 
This liberationist, explore- all- gender- possibilities stance has 
strong affi  nities with a genderqueer stance. And while gen-
derqueer is itself a category— and thus might be subsumed 
under the notion of a neo- categorical stance— it is expressly 
understood (like ungendered) as what might be called an 
anti- categorical category: a category to end all categories, as it 
were. This family of stances diff ers sharply from Elan- Cane’s 
ascetic eff orts to escape the force- fi eld of gender altogether: 
from the perspective of Elan- Cane, gender multiplicity, 
play, performance , and even transgression can be seen as 
“hyper- gendered” rather than ungendered.11
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Post- categorical forms of the trans of beyond are more dif-
fi cult to characterize. Here, expressly transgender stances and 
visions shade over into feminist stances and visions that are 
not ordinarily considered part of the same universe of phe-
nomena. Indeed, normative visions of a post- gender society— 
and empirical diagnoses of incipient and partial moves 
toward such a society— have been much more fully articu-
lated in the feminist than in the transgender literature. For 
my purposes, however, feminist visions of a society “beyond 
gender” are not simply compatible with and supportive of 
certain transgender projects and discourses; they are part of 
the transgender phenomenon, broadly understood, even if 
they are not presented in this way.12 If “new paradigm” un-
derstandings of transgender refer, as Boswell suggests, to “the 
transgressing of gender norms, or being freely gendered, or 
transcending gender altogether in order to become more 
fully human,” then this ought to include feminist visions of 
forms of social life “beyond gender.”13

Normative accounts of what it might mean to live “be-
yond gender” are varied and contested, even among femi-
nists. (Accounts of what it might mean to move “beyond 
race” are much clearer and— on a conceptual level— less con-
troversial.) Feminists are divided, for example, on the ques-
tion of whether overcoming gender oppression or gender 
inequality requires transcending gender per se. Accounts of 
a post- gender society envision a world in which gender cat-
egories are no longer central in organizing some combina-
tion of the following: (1) the allocation of legal and political 
rights, social and economic rewards, and respect; (2) the 
division of labor, including household labor and caring work 
as well as paid labor; (3) social expectations about appropri-
ate forms of expression and behavior; (4) the perception and 
interpretation of the social world; and (5) the cognitive and 
emotional organization of the self.
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The fi rst three are straightforward. It is clear enough what 
it would mean to go “beyond gender” in the allocation of 
rights and rewards, the division of labor, and the structur-
ing of expectations, though there are important disagree-
ments among feminists about the desirability as well as the 
possibility of full “gender symmetry ” in the division of 
labor.14 What it might mean to go “beyond gender” in per-
ceiving and interpreting the world and in organizing the self 
is less clear. The central role of gender in these last two do-
mains comes from the fact that gender is not only a social 
structure but a symbolic structure, a cognitive lens through 
which we perceive and interpret the social world as well as 
our own embodied selves, assigning gendered meanings to 
identities, attributes, styles, tasks, and even sights, sounds, col-
ors, and material objects.15 Though the scope and content 
of the assigned meanings vary across time and place, gender 
appears to be a universal or nearly universal symbolic struc-
ture and cognitive lens for interpreting self and world.

The complexity of the question of what it might mean to 
go “beyond gender” results from the various ways in which 
combinations of changes in these fi ve domains can be envi-
sioned and evaluated. Exploring this complexity is beyond 
the scope of this chapter. But it may be helpful to distinguish 
liberationist, egalitarian, and assimilationist visions of going 
beyond gender, aimed at overcoming domination and con-
straint, distributional inequality, and diff erence, respectively.

The various feminist projects for going “beyond gender,” 
as I observed above, are not articulated as expressly transgen-
der projects. And I have repeatedly noted the longstanding 
feminist critique of certain transgender claims and practices. 
Feminists have been particularly critical of the trans of mi-
gration, especially in its medicalized forms, arguing that it 
reinforces rather than subverts the gender binary. The para-
digm shift  in understandings of transgender in the last two 
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decades, however, has focused more attention on the trans of 
between and the trans of beyond and has highlighted their 
transformative potential. In so doing, that paradigm shift  has 
opened up new possibilities for alliance between feminist 
and transgender projects and movements, though it has at 
the same time created new complexities and tensions.16

The possibilities for alliance are most visible in connec-
tion with what I call the liberationist strand of feminist vi-
sions of a world “beyond gender.” These visions emphasize 
not only the liberation of women from male domination, 
but also, at least in some versions, the liberation of men and 
women from the constraints of gendered norms and expec-
tations. Some feminist analyses view transgender practices 
and identifi cations as a key source of movement toward a 
world beyond gender.17 Since such practices and identifi ca-
tions are more common among youth, they see cohort 
succession— the emergence of new cohorts who no longer 
share assumptions about the gender order that are taken for 
granted by earlier cohorts— as a key vector of social change.

Relations between the egalitarian strand of feminist think-
ing about a world “beyond gender” and expressly transgender 
projects and stances are much more complex and contested.† 
Feminist accounts of distributional inequality and move-
ments to overcome it focus squarely on inequalities between 
men and women in power, authority, income, wealth, and so 
on. Transgender projects and stances disturb the conceptual 
and political clarity of such accounts by introducing new 
categories— such as trans woman and trans man— into the 
calculus of gender inequality and by challenging the founda-
tional, taken- for- granted status of the category “woman” in 

† All feminist thinking is of course egalitarian in some respects. The strand I am 
calling egalitarian focuses on distributional inequalities between men and 
women, while the liberationist strand focuses on the constraints exercised by the 
gender system on both women and men.
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feminist thought.18 For many feminists, this is at best a dis-
traction from the core question of inequality between men 
and women, at worst a frontal assault on feminism.19 But 
for trans activists and scholars, the focus on men and women 
obscures crucial forms of gender inequality and oppression 
that feminists have largely ignored and that radical feminists 
have aggravated by refusing to recognize trans women as 
women. That refusal has led to bitter struggles between 
trans activists and radical feminists about ownership and 
control over the category “woman,” access to women’s spaces, 
and the “trans- exclusionary ” stance of radical feminists.20

The assimilationist strand of feminist thinking about a 
world “beyond gender” stands in equally sharp tension with 
the diff erentialist ethos of many transgender projects and 
stances. Assimilationist feminism envisions men and women 
ultimately becoming fundamentally similar, not least in 
their similar investments in domestic caregiving and paid 
work.21 This envisioned diminution of diff erence is antithet-
ical to the preservation or indeed proliferation of diff erence 
envisioned by most transgender projects. Far from seeking 
to abolish gender diff erence (as Elan- Cane may have done), 
the trans of migration presupposes and reproduces gender 
diff erence, while transgender projects that seek to carve 
out a space between or beyond binary gender categories 
celebrate the liberation and proliferation of previously un-
imaginable forms of gender diff erence; they are not assimi-
lationist but hyper- diff erentialist.

Beyond Race?

The notion of racial and ethnic mixing, I noted in the pre-
ceding chapter, is not necessarily an innocent one, since it 
oft en problematically implies a mixing of elements that are 
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themselves understood as unmixed or pure. But mixedness 
need not be understood in this way. The phenomenon of 
increasing— and increasingly salient— mixing, blending, 
or hybridity can be interpreted not only through the prism 
of racial or ethnic betweenness but, alternatively, through 
the prism of “beyondness.” The interpretation of mixedness 
according to an additive or fractional “both- and” logic lo-
cates “mixed” identities between racial or ethnic categories. 
But mixedness can also be construed according to a “neither- 
nor” logic that locates mixed identities outside the prevail-
ing category space.

The category “multiracial” expresses this neither- nor logic. 
“Multiracial” is not just an additional racial category along-
side others; as a category with no content apart from the 
notion of multiplicity itself, it is located outside rather than 
within the prevailing system of racial categories. The concep-
tual space within which it is located is defi ned not by the 
categories black, white, Asian, Latino, and Native American 
but by the opposition between multiracial and monoracial 
(just as the conceptual space within which the category trans 
is located is defi ned by the opposition between transgender 
and cisgender). The proposal to include a “multiracial” op-
tion in the U.S. census met with strong resistance for just this 
reason: it threatened to disturb the logic of the system of eth-
noracial counting and categorizing.†

Like “genderqueer” or (in some cases) “trans,” “multira-
cial” illustrates a form of beyondness that is at once neo- 
categorical and anti- categorical: it functions as a kind of anti- 
categorical category, off ering a locus of identifi cation— a 
categorical refuge— for those who identify with none of the 
established categories.

† More concretely, of course, a “multiracial” option threatened to reduce the 
offi  cial size and diminish the political strength of the black population.
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Those who refuse to identify themselves in racial or 
ethnic terms, either because they claim to be personally un-
classifi able or because they are politically opposed to such 
categorization, express the anti- categorical stance more 
clearly.22 (As in the case of gender, no sharp distinction can 
be drawn between personal and political stances, since po-
litical claims- making oft en emerges from lived experience.)

One can distinguish liberal, radical, and performative 
forms of political opposition to racial categorization. In lib-
eral perspective, ethnoracial classifi cation is intrinsically ob-
jectionable, oft en invidious, and potentially harmful. Some 
might characterize this stance as conservative, but it is 
 informed by classically liberal concerns. Ethnoracial classifi -
cation is seen as infringing on individual privacy and au-
tonomy, entrenching racial and ethnic divisions, and— in 
certain contexts— facilitating oppression and violence.23 
Strong versions of the liberal anti- categorical stance see no 
legitimate grounds for classifying citizens on the basis of race 
or ethnicity; weaker versions require cogent justifi cation for 
such classifi cation. In the language of American constitu-
tional jurisprudence, classifi cation by race or ethnicity 
should be viewed as “suspect” and should be subjected to 
“strict scrutiny.”24 Although counting and categorizing by 
race and ethnicity is pervasive in the United States and many 
other liberal democracies (France being the most conspicu-
ous exception), liberal skepticism about its legitimacy has 
considerable standing. One indicator is that in many data 
collection contexts it is more legitimate to refuse to answer 
questions about race or ethnicity than to refuse to answer 
questions about sex or gender. Questions about racial or eth-
nic identifi cation may be expressly fl agged as optional, or a 
predefi ned option like “decline to answer” may be built into 
the format. The very design of the question, in these cases, 
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refl ects an awareness that collecting data on racial and eth-
nic identifi cations is considered sensitive and potentially 
controversial in a way that collecting data on sex or gender 
is not.

The “race traitor” movement associated with Noel Igna-
tiev exemplifi es the radical anti- categorical stance. Though it 
seeks to challenge and disrupt “the institutions that repro-
duce race as a social category,” the proximate focus of this 
movement— which distinguishes it sharply from the liberal 
anti- categorical stance— is on abolishing whiteness. Whites 
are called on to “repudiate the protection of the white skin” 
and to renounce the privileges of membership in the “club” of 
the white race, since individual “defections,” taken together, 
may have systemic consequences. “The existence of the white 
race depends on the willingness of those assigned to it to 
place their racial interests above class, gender, or any other in-
terests they hold. The defection of enough of its members to 
make [whiteness] unreliable as a determinant of behavior 
will set off  tremors that will lead to its collapse.”25 This inter-
est in generating a cumulatively consequential wave of defec-
tion from whiteness distinguishes the “race traitor” project 
from the more intensely personal repudiation of femaleness 
undertaken by Christie Elan- Cane, who has no political inter-
est in abolishing femaleness, maleness, or gender categories 
but rather seeks recognition for the ungendered.

The performative anti- categorical stance seeks to dis-
rupt or subvert practices of racial and ethnic categorization 
through performances that call attention to the arbitrariness, 
absurdity, manipulability, or constructedness of racial catego-
ries. Michael Awkward, for example, reads Michael Jackson’s 
racially coded self- transmutation as a potentially transgres-
sive instance of “transraciality ”— an “astute anti- essentialist 
comment”— rather than as evidence of racial self- hatred. 
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Transraciality involves “the radical revision of one’s natu-
ral markings and the adoption of aspects of the human sur-
face (especially skin, hair, and facial features) generally asso-
ciated with the racial other.”26 Like passing, it aff ords 
experience of “an altered racial designation.” Yet it “poten-
tially off ers an even more eff ective means of uncovering the 
constructedness of the rules of racial being. For while the 
ability to pass demonstrates that one’s ancestors had already 
moved sexually— voluntarily or not— across racial lines, trans-
raciality represents an individually determined, surgically-  
and/or cosmetically- assisted traversal of boundaries that pu-
tatively separate radically distinct social groups.”27

Some such performances may be akin to gender drag in 
calling attention to the artifi ciality of the performance itself 
and in relying on parody and exaggeration.28 Eddie Mur-
phy’s 1984 “White Like Me” skit for Saturday Night Live, for 
example, shows Murphy prepping for his role as “Mr. White” 
by watching Dynasty (“See how they walk? Their butts are 
real tight when they walk”) and reading Hallmark cards. 
Made over as a white man, Murphy ventures out to buy a 
newspaper, but the clerk insists that he take it without pay-
ing. He boards a bus, and fi nds that when the sole black pas-
senger gets off , the driver and passengers break into song 
and dance. Applying for a loan at a bank without collateral, 
credit, or ID, he is initially dismissed by a black loan offi  cer, 
but a white loan offi  cer takes over, saying, “We don’t have to 
bother with these formalities .  .  . just take what you want, 
Mr. White. Pay us back anytime. Or don’t. We don’t care.” The 
skit ends with Murphy commenting, “I’ve got a lot of friends, 
and we’ve got a lot of makeup. So, the next time you’re hug-
gin’ up with some really super, groovy white guy, or you met 
a really great, super keen white chick, don’t be too sure. They 
might be black.”29
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In enacting stereotypes in order to display and comment 
on them, such performances tread on politically sensitive 
ground. While gender drag may be understood as subversive, 
what some commentators have called “racial drag” is much 
riskier. Performatively enacting stereotyped versions of 
race— at least when an outsider enacts stereotypes associated 
with a subordinate category— is vulnerable to charges of ap-
propriation or outright racism and risks being denounced 
as a continuation of the blackface or minstrelsy tradition.30

Post- categorical visions of a social order that is “beyond race” 
are more conceptually straightforward and normatively un-
controversial than accounts of a social order that is  “beyond 
gender.” In a post- racial— or, more broadly, post- ethnic— 
social order, the allocation of rights, resources, and respect 
would not depend on racial or ethnic category membership. 
In the words of the historian David Hollinger, such a social 
order would “reject the idea that descent is destiny ”: the 
“ethnoracial categories central to identity politics would be 
more matters of choice than ascription; . . . mobilization by 
ethnoracial groups would be more a strategic option than a 
presumed destiny attendant upon mere membership in a 
group; and . . . economic inequalities would be confronted 
head- on, instead of through the medium of ethnorace.”31

As an analytical perspective— as distinguished from a 
normative vision— the post- racial or post- ethnic stance “ac-
knowledges the reality of an ethnoracially intensive past” 
and seeks to “assess and understand the diminution of that 
intensity in a variety of contexts.”32 Critics of this perspec-
tive point to the persistence of racism and categorical racial 
inequality; defenders counter that “post- racial” and “post- 
ethnic” denote a direction of change, not an end state, and 
point to signifi cant weakening in the grip of ethnoracial 
categories.33
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Hollinger and others emphasize the ongoing blurring of 
ethnoracial lines through high rates of intermarriage and co-
habitation. Of black men marrying in 2013, a quarter mar-
ried someone of a diff erent race— a tenfold increase from the 
early 1970s, and a fi vefold increase from the mid- 1980s.34 The 
percentage of Americans approving of marriage between 
blacks and whites has increased over the last half century 
from a mere 4 percent in 1959 to 87 percent in 2013, repre-
senting “one of the largest shift s of public opinion in Gallup 
history.”35

Jennifer Hochschild and her coauthors emphasize the 
emergence of younger cohorts with strikingly diff erent col-
lective memories of and attitudes toward race. In 1987, for 
example, only 23 percent of young adults (under age thirty) 
“completely disagreed” with the statement that they “don’t 
have much in common with people of other races,” but 57 
percent of young adults completely disagreed with the state-
ment in 2009.36

William Julius Wilson has been arguing for decades that 
class background and education have become more impor-
tant than race in shaping job prospects and life chances of 
African Americans, though he has acknowledged the impor-
tance of public- sector employment and affi  rmative action 
programs for black occupational gains.37 Mary Waters and 
Phil Kasinitz have argued, more recently, that social and po-
litical exclusion in the American context are increasingly or-
ganized along legal rather than racial lines.38 And since 
9/11— especially since the December 2015 San Bernardino 
attack and Donald Trump’s proposal to bar Muslims from 
entering the United States— religion has become a salient 
axis of exclusion as well.

All of these authors share a sensitivity to the widening 
divergences in education, occupation, and lifestyle within 
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racial and ethnic categories and to the increasingly blurred 
and porous boundaries of those categories. The heteroge-
neity and boundary- blurring diminish the practical force 
and mobilizing power of racial and ethnic categories— the 
extent to which their members feel themselves to be 
united in a solidary, bounded community.39 They also di-
minish the analytical utility of those categories, since other 
crucial axes of division, inequality, and exclusion— especially 
class, legal status, and religion— cut across racial and ethnic 
lines.40 Analyzing inequalities in health or economic well- 
being through the statistical prism of ethnoracial categories, 
for example, may conceal more than it reveals about the 
patterns, causes, and dynamics of inequality. And public 
policies that are targeted by race or ethnicity may be less ef-
fective than policies that are targeted by class. The more het-
erogeneous the categories and the more blurred their bound-
aries, the less resonant and meaningful they will be in 
organizing the lives of their members, the less pertinent 
and informative they will be as categories of analysis, and 
the less eff ective they will be in guiding public policy.

None of these developments, of course, means that we 
live in a post- racial or post- ethnic society, just as the dra-
matic shift s in the boundaries, meanings, and workings of 
gender categories in recent decades do not mean that we 
live in a post- gender society. We see rather a reconfi guration 
of the racial and ethnic order, as of the gender order. As 
part of that reconfi guration, we can observe a relative weak-
ening of racial and ethnic categories as principles of social 
organization and sources of subjectivity. That weakening is 
partial and selective: for those trapped in the quadruple 
vise of conjoined racial, spatial, class- based, and legal ex-
clusion, ethnoracial— and what might be called ethnospa-
tial and ethnolegal— boundaries may be hardening, not 
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attenuating. Nonetheless, the categories “post- racial” or 
“post- ethnic”— like “post- gender”— can usefully clarify the 
terms of normative debate, articulate certain utopian pos-
sibilities, and help refi ne our accounts of what has changed 
and what has not.



Gender and race were long understood as distinctively stable, 
rigorously categorical, legibly embodied, and reliably decod-
able social identities. It was these features that were seen as 
setting gender and race apart from other social identities, 
such as those founded on language, religion, education, and 
occupation. In sociological terms, gender and race were un-
derstood as “ascribed,” education and occupation as “achieved” 
statuses: the former as unchosen and unchanging, the latter 
as both choosable (albeit under structural constraints) and 
changeable. Language and religion were understood as some-
where in the middle: initially ascribed, yet in the modern 
world increasingly open to choice and change.

In recent decades, public understandings of gender have 
shift ed dramatically. One convenient benchmark for assess-
ing just how far- reaching this change has been is the set of 
fi ve rules of gender set forth by the transgender activist and 
writer Riki Wilchins two decades ago: “(1) there are only 
two cages; (2) everyone must be in a cage; (3) there is no 
mid- ground; (4) no one can change; and (5) no one chooses 
their cage.”1 If one substitutes the more neutral “category ” 
for the politically charged “cage,” these rules formulated 
 commonsense notions about what was right, normal, and 

Conclusion
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appropriate in the domain of sex and gender. Until the last 
few decades, these understandings were very widely shared 
in Western societies. This is not to say that the rules were 
seldom broken: historians have traced a long and varied 
history of the practices through which they were bent, evaded, 
and transgressed. By now, however, the challenges, subver-
sions, and violations have become so pervasive, so open, 
and so accepted by growing segments of the public that 
their status as rules is increasingly in doubt.

New categories have proliferated. The middle ground 
is no longer off - limits. Choice and change have become 
routine. And some have sought to escape from gender “cages” 
or categories altogether. Not long ago, sympathetic under-
standing of such developments was limited to small circles 
of activists, academics, transgender people, and the profes-
sionals and paraprofessionals catering to them. Today, a 
much broader public— though one still limited by age, 
class, and region— has come to understand gender in plural-
istic, nonbinary terms, as open to the forces of change and 
choice, and as constituted through ongoing performances 
rather than simply ascribed at birth once and for all.

Yet even as gender identities have come to be reimagined 
in far- reaching and unprecedented ways, racial identities 
continue to be widely understood as unchanging and un-
chosen. As the reaction to the Dolezal case suggests, prevail-
ing public understandings cast gender and race as radically 
diff erent forms of embodied identities.

I have argued in this book that the diff erences are not as 
sharp as is generally assumed. The Dolezal aff air was in some 
ways misleading. By focusing attention on idiosyncratic as-
pects of her story— and especially on issues of deception and 
fraud— the discussions of Dolezal obscured the deeper issues 
at stake in contemporary transformations of gender and race 
as embodied identities. It is productive, I have suggested, to 
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think about race and ethnicity in relation to sex and gender 
as systems of social classifi cation that have been massively 
destabilized in recent decades. And it is fruitful, in this trans 
moment, to think not just about trans but with trans, by using 
the multiple forms of transgender experience as an analyti-
cal lens through which to consider how racial as well as gen-
der identities are increasingly open to choice, change, and 
performative enactment.

Thinking with trans brings into focus a number of simi-
larities between gender and race as systems of social classifi -
cation that have been losing the stability, self- evidence, and 
clarity they once possessed. The similarities include the pos-
sibility of moving— in consequential and sometimes fateful 
ways— from one clearly defi ned gender or racial category to 
another; the development and recognition of new forms of 
gender and racial betweenness; and the various attempts to 
establish new categories outside existing categorical frame-
works, or to transcend gender or racial categorization alto-
gether. Conceptualizing these as forms of trans— the trans 
of migration, the trans of between, and the trans of beyond— 
highlights parallel challenges to the stability and legibility 
of gender and race and, more fundamentally, to the basic un-
derstandings of categorical diff erence that are at the heart 
of the gender and racial orders.

Despite these formal similarities, however, gender and 
race remain substantively diff erent embodied identities, 
open to the forces of change and choice in diff ering ways 
and to diff ering degrees. If the Dolezal aff air concealed im-
portant similarities between gender and race, it revealed at 
the same time important diff erences. The much- tweeted 
claim that transracial is “not a thing” was a superfi cial slogan, 
driven more by political positioning than by intellectual 
analysis. Yet it pointed to an undeniable truth. Transracial is 
indeed not a thing in the same sense as transgender; it is 
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not a socially recognized and validated identity. Transgender, 
by contrast, has been socially defi ned as real; it is therefore— in 
the words of the now- classic Thomas theorem— “real in [its] 
consequences.”2 Transgender has been recognized, validated, 
and institutionalized in cultural idioms, public narratives, 
ways of thinking and feeling, social practices, legal and orga-
nizational categories, political claims- making, social science 
research, and popular culture. For a nontrivial segment of 
the population, transgender is no longer a contested novelty; 
it is a taken- for- granted reality. Nothing comparable can be 
said about transracial.

The fact that transracial is not a socially recognized phe-
nomenon like transgender is partly a matter of linguistic 
convention. Gender passing falls under the term “transgen-
der,” but racial passing is not designated by “transracial.” Gen-
der blending and blurring— in special performances and in 
everyday life— are grouped under the heading “transgender,” 
but mixed racial identities and other forms of racial blending 
and blurring have not been grouped under “transracial.” 
Eff orts to subvert or transcend the gender order fall under 
the rubric of transgender, but eff orts to subvert or transcend 
the racial order do not fall under any socially recognized 
rubric of transracial. By bringing together phenomena ordi-
narily treated separately, thinking with trans suggests that 
transracial is not the absurdity it was alleged to be in the 
Dolezal debates.

The contrast between the densely institutionalized, so-
cially recognized “thingness” of transgender and the lack of 
social recognition for transracial, however, does not result 
simply from linguistic convention. The possibilities for 
choice and change are indeed more circumscribed in the do-
main of race and ethnicity than in the domain of sex and 
gender.
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But this presents us with a paradox. Morphological, phys-
iological, and hormonal diff erences between the sexes— if 
not as marked in humans as in many other species— are bi-
ologically real and socially consequential. Nothing remotely 
analogous can be said about racial divisions. Genetically gov-
erned diff erences between socially defi ned racial categories 
are superfi cial and inconsequential; genetically programmed 
diff erences between the sexes are neither. Like race, sex is a 
system of social classifi cation. Unlike race, however, sex is 
also a well- established biological category.† But despite the 
evident biological basis of sex diff erences— a biological basis 
that is utterly lacking for racial diff erences— it is more so-
cially legitimate to choose and change one’s sex (and gen-
der) than to choose and change one’s race.

To account for this paradox, we need to consider the dif-
ferent conceptual and linguistic resources that are culturally 
available for thinking and talking about sex/gender and 
race/ethnicity. One key resource for making sense of the for-
mer, which has no counterpart in the latter domain, is the 
distinction between sex and gender.3 This distinction, which 
became common in the 1970s, can be mapped onto a series 
of generative and resonant oppositions: between nature 

† The existence of biologically based sex categories does not, of course, mean 
that all individuals fall cleanly and clearly into one or the other. A small fraction 
of infants are born with a variety of conditions that make their sex ambiguous or 
indeterminate. Treatment protocols that force such intersex individuals into one 
sex category or the other, oft en through surgery aiming at constructing 
“normal- looking” genitals, have rightly come in for sustained criticism. And 
theorists of sex and gender have correctly observed that such treatment is driven 
by the cultural imperatives of a binary classifi cation system, not by medical 
necessity. But the fact that certain individuals can be assigned to the categories 
male or female only arbitrarily does not make the categories themselves 
arbitrary; and the fact that sex is culturally co- constructed does not mean it is 
biologically unfounded. (On changing understandings of and treatment 
protocols for intersex conditions, see p. 46.)
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and culture, body and mind, and material and spiritual. 
When combined with understandings of authenticity as a 
touchstone of value and with understandings of identity as 
a deep, stable, generative inner essence, the sex- gender dis-
tinction makes it possible to understand individual gender 
identity as a subjective inner state that is independent of the 
sexed body. A corollary of this understanding— central to the 
epistemology of gender— is that gender identity, located 
within the sealed, opaque container of the self, is knowable 
only by the individual concerned. The sex- gender distinction, 
together with prevailing idioms of authenticity and iden-
tity, thus allows gender identity to be conceived as an inner 
essence of which each individual is the sole legitimate 
interpreter.

Yet while the sex- gender distinction allows gender to be 
understood as radically disembodied, it also allows gender to 
be re- embodied in two ways. First, while gender identity is 
understood as independent of the visible morphological fea-
tures of the sexed body, it is at the same time widely under-
stood as grounded in other— as yet unknown— properties 
of the body. Gender identity is thus understood both as a sub-
jective inner essence, accessible to and knowable by the in-
dividual, and as an objective constitutional fact over which 
the individual has no control. The subjectivity of gender 
identity is seen as grounded in the objectivity of the body. 
This move fortifi es and legitimizes the demand for public 
validation of subjective gender identity, since validation is 
claimed not simply for a subjective conviction but also for 
what is put forward as an objective fact.4

The putative objectivity of the subjective allows choice 
to be defended in the name of the unchosen and change to 
be legitimized in the name of the unchanging. What 
is chosen, on this understanding, is not one’s gender iden-
tity but the steps one takes to express and realize that identity. 
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Changing one’s gender does not mean changing one’s gen-
der identity; it means changing the way one is recognized 
and classifi ed by others in private or public contexts. This 
usually involves changing one’s gendered self- presentation 
and may also involve transforming one’s body to bring it 
into alignment with one’s gender identity.

Such projects of bodily transformation are the second way 
gender gets re- embodied. While gender identity is under-
stood as analytically distinct from the sexed body, it is at the 
same time widely understood as an inner essence that ideally 
corresponds to and is expressed in the sexed body. This view 
is not, of course, universally shared: there are many ways 
to enact a transgender identity without transforming the 
sexed body. But congruence between inner gender identity 
and the visibly sexed body remains a powerful cultural 
ideal. The transgender twist on this ideal reverses its con-
ventional causal and normative ordering: instead of imag-
ining the sexed body as an unchosen and unchanging sub-
strate and gender identity as its expression, one can now 
imagine gender identity as an unchosen, unchanging inner 
essence and the sexed body as its choosable and changeable 
expression.

The sex- gender distinction thus allows gender identity to 
be both disembodied and re- embodied, the latter through 
a posited (though presently unknown) bodily ground for 
subjective gender identity and through the reconstruction 
of the outwardly sexed body to match one’s inner gender 
identity. Our conceptual and linguistic resources for thinking 
about race make it nearly impossible to imagine racial 
identity in a similar way. That is, we have no established vo-
cabulary, no cultural tools, for thinking about racial iden-
tity in subjectivist and individualist terms as an inner essence 
that is independent of the body and knowable only by the 
individual.
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A second key conceptual idiom that confi gures our un-
derstanding of sex/gender and race/ethnicity in very diff er-
ent ways is that of inheritance. We understand biological sex 
to be governed by the mechanisms of genetic inheritance, 
but in a manner that does not involve history, lineage, or in-
tergenerational continuity. The sex of the off spring does 
not depend on any properties of the parents; it depends 
solely on whether the sperm cell that fertilizes the egg con-
tains an X or a Y chromosome. This stochastic moment of 
fertilization is entirely cut off  from any transgenerational his-
tory or lineage; sex determination begins anew with each 
generation. The sense in which race is culturally understood 
to be inherited, as the philosopher Cressida Heyes has ob-
served, is radically diff erent.5 The processes of genetic, gene-
alogical, and cultural inheritance that are understood to be 
involved in the determination of race are all conceived as 
multigenerational; they bring the cumulative weight of the 
past to bear on the present. Ancestry is thus understood as 
centrally relevant to— and indeed at least partly constitutive 
of— race and ethnicity, yet as entirely irrelevant to sex and 
gender.

These sharply diff ering understandings of inheritance es-
tablish the authority of ancestry over racial and ethnic but 
not sex and gender identifi cation and classifi cation. The his-
tory of sex/gender identity is coterminous with the history 
of a single embodied individual. It is conceptually entirely 
independent of the history of the sex/gender identity of one’s 
parents, even if empirically one’s manner of embodying and 
expressing a gender identity may be infl uenced by models 
furnished by one’s parents. The history of racial or ethnic 
identity, by contrast, is intrinsically a transgenerational 
history. It is conceptually impossible— at least in North 
America, given the weight of ancestry in prevailing under-
standings of race— to defi ne one’s racial or ethnic identity 
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without regard to ancestry. This means that the scope for 
culturally legitimate change or choice of racial or ethnic 
identifi cation is bounded by the range of one’s socially rati-
fi ed ancestry.

The conceptual and linguistic resources I have high-
lighted make it easier and more legitimate to choose and 
change one’s sex or gender than one’s race or ethnicity. The 
stuff  of which sex/gender identity is made is entirely con-
tained within the self. The sex- gender distinction allows one 
to think of this stuff  in dualistic terms as comprising the 
sexed body on the one hand and a disembodied (though 
putatively organically grounded) gender identity on the 
other. Cultural idioms of deep, stable, and authentic iden-
tity enable one to conceive gender identity as a touchstone 
of authenticity and value, and the sexed body as more su-
perfi cial and arbitrary. Gender identity is understood as given, 
but the sexed body can and should be reshaped to match 
and express that identity. This is legitimated by the broader 
cultural program— central to late modernity— of refl exively 
shaping and transforming the body, which is understood as a 
plastic substance and surface on which to inscribe and express 
one’s inner identity.

The lack of an established language for thinking about 
race in subjectivist and individualist terms and the author-
ity of ancestry over racial and ethnic classifi cations make it 
more diffi  cult for those without the requisite ancestry to 
choose or change their racial and ethnic identifi cations. The 
stuff  of which racial and ethnic identities are made is not 
fully contained within the self, and the epistemology of race 
does not empower the individual as the sole legitimate in-
terpreter of racial identity. Phenotypical markers of race and 
ethnicity— including hair, eyes, facial structure, and skin 
color— can of course be modifi ed, and are indeed frequently 
modifi ed, in ways that can infl ect or even change the way 
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one is identifi ed by others. But such racially or ethnically in-
fl ected bodily modifi cations are policed in ways that bodily 
modifi cations in the domain of sex and gender are not. 
Bodily transformations that signal membership in a racial 
or ethnic category to which one is not entitled by ancestry 
are vulnerable to being seen as deceptive or as a form of eth-
noracial “betrayal.” Transformations of the sexed body that 
signal membership in a sex/gender category that does not 
match one’s chromosomes are seen as deceptive by cultural 
conservatives and radical feminists, but they are accepted by 
an increasingly broad public as affi  rming one’s authentic 
identity. The cultural logic of authenticity thus works in 
radically diff ering ways for sex/gender and ethnoracial iden-
tities: it authorizes transformations of the sexed body but 
stigmatizes certain transformations of the socially classifi ed 
racial body.

There are socially validated and medically regulated 
procedures for altering certain racially or ethnically inter-
pretable bodily features, including eyelids, noses, and other 
aspects of facial structure, just as there are for changing 
genitalia, hormones, and secondary sex characteristics. But 
the legitimacy of the former depends on denying that they 
have anything to do with changing one’s race, while the le-
gitimacy of the latter does not require denying or hiding an 
interest in changing one’s sex or gender.6 The diff erence is 
not a technical one: the transformations of the body involved 
in genital surgery are in fact much more complex and med-
ically problematic than those involved in racially or ethni-
cally infl ected cosmetic surgery. The key diff erence lies rather 
in the authority of ancestry over racial and ethnic classifi ca-
tion. The individual may be understood, in the prevailing 
language of liberal individualism, as owning her body, but 
she does not own her ancestry.
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The putative objectivity of gender identity— the claim 
that one’s subjective gender identity is grounded in and 
caused by some unknown constitutional factor and is thus 
unchosen and unchanging— empowers the individual not 
only to choose and change her gender self- presentation but 
also to make choices about, and to demand changes in, the 
ways she is identifi ed and classifi ed by others. Classifi cations 
that are not congruent with the individual’s self- identifi cation 
can be characterized as mistakes, thanks to the individual’s 
monopolistic access to the inner sense of self that is under-
stood to be constitutive of gender identity.

The putative objectivity of racial identity is grounded in 
social relations, not just in the body. For this reason, it 
constrains the scope of individual choice and change. A key 
part of what constitutes racial identity— notably one’s 
ancestry, as well as the classifi cation practices of others— is 
understood to be located outside the self and open to inspec-
tion by others. For this reason, classifi cations that accord 
with an individual’s phenotype and ancestry but not with 
her self- identifi cation cannot be characterized as mistakes 
that require correction. And an individual who identifi es 
with an ethnic or racial category to which she is not enti-
tled by ancestry cannot intelligibly make use of the “born 
in the wrong body ” narrative.7

Opportunities for choice and change, then, are indeed 
much more circumscribed in the domain of race and eth-
nicity than in the domain of sex and gender. But the space 
for choice and change in the domain of race and ethnicity 
has expanded substantially in recent decades. And it contin-
ues to expand, driven by two processes. The fi rst is the increas-
ing cultural salience of racial and ethnic mixing. Sexual 
unions across socially defi ned racial lines have existed 
whenever and wherever these lines have been drawn. In 
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some contexts, the mixedness of the off spring of such unions 
has been socially denied. The American one- drop rule, which 
defi ned all off spring of black-white unions as black, was no-
torious for doing just that. But mixedness has been increas-
ingly acknowledged and even celebrated. This has resulted 
from the multiracial movement, the prevalence of interra-
cial marriage, the declining authority of the one- drop rule, 
and a diff use sensitivity to and appreciation of hybridity. 
Even genetics has contributed to the visibility of mixedness: 
the most popular type of genetic ancestry test— the autoso-
mal test that analyzes both paternal and maternal ancestry— 
reports its results in the language of “admixture” and helps 
popularize the notion that everyone is mixed.

As ancestry comes to be understood through the language 
of mixedness, its authority over racial and ethnic classifi ca-
tion declines. For an ever- widening circle of people, ances-
try no longer provides unambiguous answers to questions 
of classifi cation and identifi cation. Paradoxically, the more 
we know about our ancestry, the less unambiguously that 
ancestry determines our identity. Mixed ancestry not only 
permits but even requires choice: it invites a process of “af-
fi liative self- fashioning,” through which race and ethnicity 
are “constituted at the nexus of genetic science, kinship 
aspirations, and strategic self- making.”8 The complexity and 
ambiguity of ancestry also facilitate change, authorizing in-
dividuals to identify with diff erent ancestral strands in dif-
ferent social and cultural contexts.

The second process that has eroded the authority of an-
cestry and expanded the space for choice and change is the 
performative turn in ways of thinking and talking about 
race. The shift  from essentialist understandings of identity 
as deep, stable, and generative to post- essentialist understand-
ings of identity as continually reconstituted through per-
formative enactment has long been infl uential in the study 
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of gender. More recently, as I observed in chapter 4, a paral-
lel shift  has begun to inform the study of race and ethnicity, 
though this has been more common in the humanities and 
cultural studies than in the social sciences.9 Like gender, race 
and ethnicity are increasingly understood as something we 
do, not something we have— as a matter of reiterated doing 
rather than stable being. Through this reiterated doing, race 
and ethnicity are at once reproduced and, in subtle and 
oft en imperceptible yet cumulatively consequential ways, 
transformed.10

The performative turn in the study of race has focused at-
tention on the dual nature of racial identity as both achieved 
and ascribed. A person who is ordinarily socially defi ned as 
black on the basis of phenotype or ancestry, for example, may 
be seen as “acting white.”11 This double coding— arising from 
a dissonance between doing and (apparent) being— can be 
interpreted in two ways.12 On one interpretation, being 
trumps doing. The person in question may be considered to 
be “really black” but to be “acting white”; she may be seen as 
acting inauthentically and as betraying her real identity. On 
a second interpretation, doing trumps being. The same per-
son may be understood to have forfeited her claim to be “re-
ally ” black by virtue of acting white. The deeper and more 
consequential identity, on this interpretation, is the achieved 
identity: what one does determines who one (really) is.13 By 
“acting white,” one can thus cease to be eff ectively black, re-
gardless of one’s ancestry or phenotype. And one can also 
become eff ectively white, in a limited but socially real sense: 
not by passing, or by being perceived as phenotypically white, 
but by being eff ectively treated as socially white in a certain 
range of contexts.14 A similar point can be made about the 
(apparently) white person who “acts black.”15 Attention to 
this “achieved” dimension of race highlights another aspect 
of the fragility and instability of categorical identities: their 
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chronic need for ratifi cation and their chronic vulnerability 
to policing.16

The performative turn is not just an academic trend; it is 
also a shift  in popular culture. Representations of race and 
gender in fi ction, fi lm, and television increasingly highlight 
their artifi ciality, constructedness, and instability. They call 
attention to the means of producing legible identities. They 
look behind the scenes at the layers of artifi ce, levers of self- 
presentation, and manipulations of signifi ers, stances, and 
styles through which gender and race are “achieved” in in-
teraction rather than stably ascribed. In so doing, they tap 
into anxieties about what Gayle Wald called the “radical 
unreliability of embodied appearances,” or what Marjorie 
Garber, in her pioneering study of cross- dressing, called a 
“category crisis”— “not just a category crisis of male and fe-
male, but the crisis of category itself. ”17

Attention to the means of production of legible identi-
ties is evident in the contemporary fascination with vari-
ous forms of passing.18 The renewed interest in passing is 
especially striking in the domain of race, since many com-
mentators have described the “passing of passing” and see 
the present as a “post- passing” era.19 Part of the appeal of 
passing as a topic lies in the revelation of the artifi ces that 
underlie and enable it. While passing itself is intrinsi-
cally self- concealing— it must cover its traces in order to 
succeed— representations of passing in fi ction, memoir, and 
fi lm reveal the mechanisms that make it possible. Since these 
depend above all on the manipulation of visual signifi ers, the 
exploration of passing— and of related matters such as im-
personation, radical makeovers, trading places, and the 
like— is particularly well suited for the visual media of fi lm 
and television.20

Both popular culture and scholarship display a shift  from 
what might be called a deep identitarian understanding of 
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passing to a performative one. On the deep identitarian un-
derstanding, best exhibited in the domain of race, passing 
intrinsically involves deception and inauthenticity. To pass 
is to pretend to be something you are not, and to get others 
to misperceive you in this way. This is why classical stories 
of racial passing were oft en told in a tragic mode. The per-
formative understanding repudiates this ontology of iden-
tity and authenticity. Passing shades into performance: 
everybody is passing as somebody; all identity is performa-
tive. There is no deep identity, no being apart from doing; 
identity is performance all the way down.21 Contemporary 
accounts of passing— in scholarship as well as popular 
culture— are therefore imbued with less pathos and more 
ironic distance than earlier accounts. The mood is oft en 
comic rather than tragic; stories are more likely to highlight 
the incongruities and absurdities of categorical identities 
than their depth and pathos.

With the memory still fresh of the Charleston church 
massacre and the deaths that inspired the wave of Black Lives 
Matter protests, one needs no reminder of the analytical and 
political limits of a focus on passing and performance. Of 
course essentialist understandings of race as a deep, authen-
tic, and unalterable identity continue to be articulated in 
popular culture and scholarly work. They continue to in-
form the everyday understandings and practices of ordinary 
people as well as the ideologies of people like Dylann Roof. 
And needless to say, opportunities for choice, change, and 
unconventional performative enactment remain unequally 
distributed in ways that refl ect not only the continuing sig-
nifi cance of ancestry but also— as highlighted in Ta- Nehisi 
Coates’s much- discussed Between the World and Me— the dis-
tinctive vulnerability of the black male body.

Still, the declining authority of ancestry over racial and 
ethnic classifi cation— a result of the increased salience of 
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mixing and the greater awareness of the constructedness, ar-
tifi ciality, and elasticity of racial and ethnic categories— has 
substantially enlarged the space for choice, affi  liation, and 
self- transformation. This holds even for a substantial and 
growing share of those whose ancestry, a few decades ago, 
would have unambiguously led them to classify themselves, 
and to be classifi ed by others, as black.

The declining authority of ancestry and the expanding 
space for choice, change, and performative enactment do not 
entail the absence of constraint or power. Identities are al-
ways constituted through the interplay of self- identifi cation 
and categorization by others.22 For much of the last several 
centuries, the power of state categorizations and prevailing 
social defi nitions strictly limited— though of course never 
eliminated— the possibilities for self- identifi cation and per-
formative self- presentation for those externally defi ned as 
black. In recent decades, the balance has shift ed, and the 
space of possibilities has expanded substantially. But the bal-
ance has not tilted as far toward the pole of self- identifi cation 
in the domain of race as it has in the domain of gender, 
which is increasingly understood as an identity solely owned 
and controlled by its individual bearer.

The philosopher Ian Hacking has shown how categories 
that designate new kinds of people do not simply recognize 
previously unrecognized kinds of people; they contribute, 
rather, to “making up people” by creating “new ways for 
people to be.” The new categories— and the new stories told 
about the kinds of people they designate— shape the 
 self- understanding and conduct of people who come to 
 recognize themselves in those categories and stories; the 
new  categories and stories thus change “the space of pos-
sibilities for personhood.” Over time, people may “come to 
fi t their categories.” But the categorized may also seek to 
gain control over the content and administration of the 
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categories by challenging the authority of medical and 
other experts.23

The institutionalization of and contestation over the 
category “transgender” off er a powerful illustration of Hack-
ing’s argument about “making up people.” Cross- dressing, 
gender- blending, and passing as a member of the opposite 
sex have long histories. But it is only in recent decades that 
it has become possible to be a transgender person— as a new, 
socially recognized kind of person, constituted by the in-
tersection of categories, stories, self- understandings, and 
practices.

It is not possible to be a transracial person in this way. As 
I have argued, the possibilities for choosing and changing 
one’s race have been substantially enlarged. But these pos-
sibilities remain distributed across a variety of diff erent 
practices and stories— stories of passing, of multiracial iden-
tities, of affi  liative self- fashioning, of cross- racial identifi cation, 
and of post- racial stances. They have not been knit together 
into a coherent social phenomenon with a single name. 
The importance of names was brilliantly captured by Nietz-
sche’s aphorism in The Gay Science: “What things are called is 
incomparably more important than what they are.  .  .  . It is 
enough to create new names and estimations and probabili-
ties in order to create in the long run new ‘things.’ ” 24 In this 
respect, the conventional wisdom in the Dolezal aff air— that 
transracial is “not a thing”— was right on the mark: the vari-
ous manifestations of the instability of racial categories have 
not come together as “a thing” in part because they have not 
been bound together by a name.

The solidity and durability of transgender as an institu-
tionalized and socially recognized “thing” should not be 
exaggerated. The shift  toward public acceptance of transgen-
der has been astonishingly rapid, but it has been uneven 
across regions, generations, institutions, and milieux. This 
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unevenness sets the stage for intensifi ed public controversy 
as transgender claims move from insulated settings like lib-
eral arts colleges to mainstream settings like public school 
systems, and as legislatures, civil rights agencies, and courts 
take action to establish broad transgender rights.†

These rights are proving controversial. In November 2015, 
Houston voters repealed— by a wide margin— an antidis-
crimination ordinance that included gender orientation 
among other protected classes. The church- led campaign 
against the ordinance focused on the slogan “No Men in 
Women’s Bathrooms.” The campaign mobilized fear of sex-
ual predators through a video advertisement depicting a man 
entering a women’s restroom, hiding in a stall, and then 
entering a stall occupied by a girl, while a voiceover warned 
that “any man at any time could enter a women’s bathroom 
simply by claiming to be a woman that day.”25 The Houston 
ordinance in fact said nothing about bathrooms, but this did 

† In 2013, as I noted in chapter 2, a pioneering California law granted public 
school students in grades K– 12 the right to participate in sex- segregated activities 
and use sex- segregated facilities according to their self- identifi ed gender. Eff orts 
to challenge the law through California’s initiative process failed to gather 
suffi  cient signatures in 2013 and again in 2015, but opponents have vowed to 
keep fi ghting it (Nelson 2015). Federal civil rights agencies have also been 
involved in expanding transgender rights. In November 2015, for example, the 
U.S. Department of Education’s Offi  ce for Civil Rights found a suburban 
Chicago high school in violation of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 
1972, which prohibits sex discrimination, for denying a transgender student 
access to the girls’ locker room (U.S. Department of Education 2015). In April 
2016, a federal appeals court, deferring to the Department of Education’s 
interpretation of the statute, held that Title IX “requires schools to provide 
transgender students access to restrooms congruent with their gender identity.” 
The decision—in a suit fi led by the ACLU on behalf of a  Virginia high school 
student— was narrowly drawn: the court recognized that a subsequent 
administration might choose to interpret Title IX in a diff erent way, and that 
Congress might clarify the implications of Title IX for transgender people in a 
way that might or might not align with the current stance of the Obama 
administration. See U.S. Court of Appeals 2016, pp. 5, 15, 16, and 29.
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not stop opponents from dubbing it the “bathroom bill”; 
they were able to make this characterization stick in part be-
cause earlier versions of the proposed measure had included 
specifi c provisions on bathroom access. And a growing num-
ber of municipal ordinances do expressly give transgender 
people the right to use bathrooms, locker rooms, and other 
sex- segregated facilities corresponding to their subjective gen-
der identity. This provides a convenient target for opponents. 
In March 2016, responding to one such ordinance, North 
Carolina became the fi rst state to expressly prohibit people 
from using bathrooms, in schools and other public buildings, 
that do not match the sex on their birth certifi cate.

The North Carolina bill provoked a storm of po liti cal 
and  legal contention. Activists called on companies to boy-
cott the state; the ACLU and allied groups fi led suit chal-
lenging the law; and the Justice Department, asserting that 
the bill  violated federal civil rights law, threatened to cut off  
federal education funding to the state. North Carolina fi led 
suit in response, claiming that the federal government’s 
position amounted to a “radical reinterpretation” of civil 
rights legislation, and the federal government in turn sued 
the state. In mid- May the federal Departments of Education 
and Justice broadened the scope of the controversy by issu-
ing an advisory letter to schools nationwide on civil rights 
protections for transgender students; the letter asserted un-
equivocally that Title IX’s prohibition of discrimination on 
the basis of sex “encompasses discrimination based on a stu-
dent’s gender identity, including discrimination based on a 
student’s transgender status.” This provoked eleven states to 
sue in response, claiming that the Obama administration’s 
interpretation of Title IX rewrites the law by “administra-
tive fi at,” notably by arbitrarily “redefi ning the statutory 
term ‘sex’ . . .  to include ‘gender identity.’ ”26
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As in the controversy over gay marriage, conservative 
churches are taking the lead in challenging transgender 
agendas. Opposition to strong versions of transgender 
rights, however, may be deeper than opposition to gay mar-
riage. Some parents who support gay marriage, for example, 
may object to transgender students having the right to use 
locker rooms or bathrooms of their choice; they may por-
tray this as a danger to their own children or as a violation 
of their right to privacy. The controversies that have erupted 
so far fi t the pattern of what Kristen Schilt and Lauren 
Westbrook have called “penis panics,” in that they focus on 
the dangers posed by the presence of men, implicitly de-
fi ned as people with penises, in girls’ and women’s spaces.27 
Such controversies are likely to multiply in response to the 
widespread diff usion of transgender rights and the Obama 
administration’s expansive interpretation of  Title IX.

Rachel Dolezal’s claim to identify as black provoked 
fi ercer opposition in the summer of 2015 than Caitlyn Jen-
ner’s claim to identify as a woman. But practices associated 
with choosing or changing gender are likely to be more con-
troversial in the coming years than practices associated with 
choosing or changing race. Sex and gender, unlike race and 
ethnicity, remain legally formalized identities, and access to 
formally sex- segregated spaces— especially women’s colleges, 
women’s sports teams, and women’s bathrooms— remains a 
live political issue in a way that access to formally race- 
segregated spaces is not.28 Cultural conservatives, moreover— 
especially religious conservatives— are more deeply commit-
ted to preserving sex and gender boundaries than racial and 
ethnic boundaries. For religious conservatives, sex and gen-
der are central to the created order in a way that race and 
ethnicity are not. The blurring or crossing of sexual and 
gender boundaries is therefore a much graver threat than 
the blurring or crossing of racial or ethnic boundaries. Race 
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will no doubt continue to be a central focus of political 
controversy in all kinds of ways. But apart from occasional 
controversies over questionable identity claims, continued 
debate about cultural appropriation, and disagreement 
about how to delimit the circle of persons concerned by an-
tidiscrimination law or affi  rmative action programs, such 
controversy is unlikely to focus on the blurring of categori-
cal distinctions.

Considering race in relation to gender— and reading race 
through the lens of the multiple forms of transgender 
experience— brings into sharp focus the deep contingency 
and arbitrariness of racial categories. This is of course not a 
new insight; a generation of scholarship has underscored 
that contingency and arbitrariness. But it is an insight that 
has remained largely trapped in the academy, fi ltering only 
feebly and intermittently into broader public discussions.29 
And even academic discussions have incorporated construc-
tivist insights incompletely and ambivalently; such insights 
have been much more fully embraced in the study of eth-
nicity than in the study of race, which continues to be treated 
by many scholars as a domain apart.30 Taken as an intellectual 
opportunity rather than a political provocation, the pairing 
of transgender and transracial in public discourse has the 
potential to leverage the shift  in public understandings of 
gender by prompting public refl ection on the artifi ciality, 
constructedness, and instability of race. By treating trans as 
a tool to think with, not just a phenomenon to think about, I 
have sought to encourage such refl ection, and to provide 
new analytical resources for understanding the contingency 
and arbitrariness of racial categories, while remaining sensi-
tive to the ways in which gender and race operate as diff er-
ent systems of embodied diff erence.
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a theory of what would today be called the social construction of gender: sur-
gery to maintain the rigidity of sexual binarism was premised on an understand-
ing of the plasticity of gender. According to Dr. John Money, whose infl uential 

http://OxfordDictionaries.com
https://www.passports.gov.au/Web/SexGenderApplicants.aspx
https://www.passports.gov.au/Web/SexGenderApplicants.aspx
https://www.passports.govt.nz/Transgender-applicants
http://nonbinary.org/wiki/Websites_and_social_networks
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work underlay prevailing surgical practices, a child raised as a girl from infancy 
would develop a female gender identity, even if the child was genetically male. 
This belief in the plasticity of gender was subsequently shaken, not least by the 
much- publicized case of David Reimer, who was raised as a girl, on the advice 
of Money, after his penis was destroyed in a botched circumcision. Although 
Money initially reported that the reassignment had been successful, Reimer 
himself later revealed that he had never identifi ed as a girl, and that he had of-
fi cially reassumed a male identity after learning his medical history. On the de-
velopment of the traditional treatment paradigm and the subsequent challenges 
to it, see Karkazis 2008, chaps. 2 and 3. For a critique of the focus on genitalia 
as gender markers in the traditional treatment paradigm, see Kessler 1998.

24. Hughes et al. 2006.
25. The strategy of seeking recognition as a form of difference rather than 

a disorder echoes similar strategies adopted by some deaf and autistic rights 
activists (Lane, Pillard, and Hedberg 2011; Hacking 2009). The strategy is 
controversial among intersex activists, who differ among themselves on labels, 
strategies, and relations with the medical establishment (Davidson 2009). Ac-
tivists’ rejection of nonconsensual genital “normalizing” surgery was endorsed 
in 2013 by a United Nations Human Rights Council report (Méndez 2013).

26. On the challenges posed by immigration- driven “superdiversity” (Vert-
ovec 2007) to prevailing multiculturalist frameworks for making sense of lin-
guistic pluralism, see Blommaert and Rampton 2011.

27. Vertovec 2010, 86– 87.
28. Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah 2010, 5.
29. On the continued theoretical and political signifi cance of the “black/

white paradigm,” see Kim 1999.
30. Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch (2012) also point to the growing infl u-

ence of genomics as contributing to the transformation of the American ra-
cial order; for the infl uence of genetics on understandings of race, see below, 
pp. 55, 65–66, and 103, and Brubaker 2015, chap. 2. On fl uid and varying 
racial identifi cations, see for example Ocampo (2016), who shows that second- 
generation Filipino Americans shift between Asian and Latino identities in dif-
ferent contexts, thanks to the legacy of Spanish colonialism. Saperstein and 
Penner (2012) have documented a surprising degree of micro- level fl uidity in 
racial self-  and other- identifi cation in the United States. This holds even when one 
excludes respondents self- identifying as Hispanic, Native American, or multira-
cial, for whom the fl uidity of racial identifi cation is most pronounced. The au-
thors note, however, that “the more fl uid race is at the individual level, the more 
entrenched racial inequality will be at the societal level” (2012, 679), since 
downwardly mobile individuals are more likely to identify, and be identifi ed, as 
black, while the upwardly mobile are more likely to identify, and be identifi ed, 
as white. Concerning the increased fl uidity of self- identifi cation, see also Liebler 
et al. (2014), who matched census returns from 2000 and 2010 to show that 6 
percent of Americans changed their race or Hispanic origin response from one 
census to the next.

31. See for example hooks 1992. On whiteness as a devalued and even 
stigmatized identity in certain contexts, see also Storrs 1999 and TallBear 2013, 
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138– 40. On “racial shifters” who turn to a Cherokee identity, see Sturm 2011, 
54– 57.

32. Kertzer and Arel 2002; Loveman 2014.
33. See Prewitt 2013 on the United States; De Zwart 2012 and Paulle and 

Kalir 2014 on the Netherlands; Simon 2008 on France; and Loveman 2014 on 
Latin America.

34. Prewitt 2013.
35. Krogstad 2014.
36. Daniel 2002.
37. Goldstein and Morning 2002; Daniel 2002, 148f.
38. The celebration of choice by some third- wave feminists, coupled with the 

reluctance to make judgments about the content of choices, has generated debates 
about “choice feminism” (Ferguson 2010; Snyder- Hall 2010; Budgeon 2015).

39. Jencks 1987, 7.
40. Miller and Rose 2008, 33f, 25. See also Elliott (2013), whose account of 

the “new individualism” underscores the contemporary “cultural fascination 
for, and institutional pressure towards, self- reinvention” (192).

41. Novas and Rose 2000, 502.
42. Giddens 1991; Beck and Beck- Gernsheim 2002. Schwartz (2004) notes 

the psychological costs of this vastly expanded realm of choice.
43. Rose 2007, 40, 81.
44. On the “escalating series of choices” about intimate matters in the late 

modern world, see Plummer 2001, 238– 40; see also Plummer 2000 and Simon 
1996.

45. Seidman 2001, 327.
46. On sexual autonomy and the law, see Richards 1978; Schulhofer 1998; 

Childs 2001; and (sharply critical of the convergence of sex law around auton-
omy) Rubenfeld 2013.

47. See Frank, Camp, and Boutcher 2010. New forms of sexual regulation on 
college campuses are also premised on protecting sexual autonomy: “yes means 
yes” legislation, for example, mandates that every step in a sexual encounter be 
expressly and mutually chosen and consented to. California’s pioneering legisla-
tion, adopted in 2014, requires postsecondary educational institutions— as a con-
dition of receiving state funds for student fi nancial aid— to adopt a sexual assault 
policy that requires “affi rmative, conscious, and voluntary agreement to engage 
in sexual activity. It is the responsibility of each person involved in the sexual 
activity to ensure that he or she has the affi rmative consent of the other or others 
to engage in the sexual activity. Lack of protest or resistance does not mean 
consent, nor does silence mean consent. Affi rmative consent must be ongoing 
throughout a sexual activity and can be revoked at any time. The existence of a 
dating relationship between the persons involved, or the fact of past sexual rela-
tions between them, should never by itself be assumed to be an indicator of con-
sent” (State of California 2014). New York State adopted a similar policy in 
2015; other states are following suit; and numerous individual colleges and uni-
versities have adopted such policies. For a critique of such policies addressed to a 
broad public audience, see Young 2014. For a defense of the affi rmative consent 
standard in rape law by a legal scholar, see Little 2005.
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48. The language of rights— the right to choose, and the right to self- 
expression— is central to Leslie Feinberg’s popular 1998 book, Trans Liberation; 
for a sympathetic critique of Feinberg’s focus on individual choice, see Heyes 
2003, 1109– 13.

49. Talbot 2013.
50. State of California 2013. For the nationwide controversy that erupted in 

2016 about transgender  people’s access to bathrooms corresponding to their 
gender identity, see pp. 148–49.

51. These changes are quite recent: the surgery requirement for changing sex 
on birth certifi cates was dropped in both New York State and New York City 
in 2014. In 2006, a similar proposal seemed poised to pass in liberal New York 
City, but it was withdrawn by the Board of Health after it prompted a storm of 
protest in the media. For analyses of that contentious episode, see Currah and 
Moore 2009 and Westbrook and Schilt 2013; for a broader legal survey of the 
complex and varying rules governing change of sex or gender classifi cation on 
offi cial documents, see Spade 2008; and for an analysis of court cases involving 
gender reclassifi cation, see Meadow 2010. The current legal requirements for 
changing birth certifi cates are collected at a website maintained by Lambda 
Legal, an LGBT legal services NGO: http://www.lambdalegal.org/know-your 
-rights/transgender/changing-birth-certifi cate-sex-designations.

52. Saner 2014. In New Zealand, too, changes in sex or gender on passports 
can be made through simple declaration, without any medical control; see 
https://www.passports.govt.nz/Transgender-applicants.

53. The phrase “ethnic options” was popularized by Waters 1990. For politi-
cal science work that draws on constructivist understandings of ethnicity as 
contextually variable, see Posner 2005 and Chandra 2012.

54. For a dissenting view, criticizing the sharp contrast between race and eth-
nicity and exploring the role of choice in ethnic and racial minorities’ negotia-
tions of identity in the United States and Britain, see Song 2003.

55. Rich 2014, 1505; see also Rich 2013, 179.
56. Kennedy 2003, 333.
57. Loveman 2014, 171; Kertzer and Arel 2002, 34.
58. Rich 2014, 1520– 21. Testifying to anxieties about unregulated self- 

identifi cation, EEOC regulations allow employers to correct self- identifi cations 
that are “patently false,” but they do not specify on what basis an employer 
might conclude that this is the case (Rich 2014, 1524– 25).

59. For Directive 15, see Offi ce of Management and Budget 1997. For the 
broad- based shift toward recognizing multiple racial identifi cations in data col-
lection, see Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch 2012, 58– 60.

60. Waters 1990.
61. Song and Aspinall 2012; Rockquemore and Arend 2002; Rockquemore 

and Brunsma 2008; Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch 2012.
62. Harris and Sim 2002, 621– 22.
63. Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008.
64. Khanna 2010; Harris and Sim 2002, 621. Even when the choice is limited 

to black or white, it’s signifi cant that 17 percent of adolescents who identifi ed 
their race as both white and black in one large representative sample chose white 

http://www.lambdalegal.org/know-your-rights/transgender/changing-birth-certificate-sex-designations
https://www.passports.govt.nz/Transgender-applicants
http://www.lambdalegal.org/know-your-rights/transgender/changing-birth-certificate-sex-designations
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as the single race that best describes them, while another 8 percent said they did 
not know or refused to answer the forced- choice question (Harris and Sim 2002, 
621– 22).

65. On “affi liative self- fashioning,” see Nelson 2008. On the scope for inter-
pretation and choice afforded by genetic ancestry testing, see also Hirschman 
and Panther- Yates 2008; Nash 2004; Hacking 2006a; and Brubaker 2015, 
69– 74.

66. The quotations are from Heyes 2009, 144– 45. The large and growing 
market for racially and ethnically infl ected cosmetic surgery has received in-
creasing public attention of late. One 2014 blog post characterized it as the 
harbinger of “the next trans: transethnic and transracial” (Disenchanted Scholar 
2014). On the widespread demand for skin lightening products in Latin Amer-
ica, Asia, and Africa, see Glenn 2008; Hunter 2011; Franklin 2013. See also 
Stokel- Walker 2013 for an account of a young Chinese immigrant to northeast-
ern England who, tired of racist taunts, decided to alter his appearance through 
a series of surgical procedures; and Hoh 2014 for the story of a Brazilian man in 
his mid- twenties who, in a reversal of the common pattern, underwent a number 
of procedures to give himself single eyelids and to make his eyes appear smaller, 
and who changed his name to Xiahn Nishi— all after falling in love with Asian 
culture while an exchange student in South Korea. For the limits of a “western-
ization” perspective on ethnically infl ected cosmetic surgery, see O’Connor 
2014. For Michael Awkward’s characterization of Michael Jackson’s successive 
self- transformations as an instance of “transraciality,” see pp. 125–26.

The protagonist of Jess Row’s 2014 novel Your Face in Mine is a white man 
who becomes black through “race reassignment surgery.” In an interview (Gold-
stein 2014), Row recounted describing the book to a Bangkok surgeon, who said, 
“That already exists, but we don’t use that word for it. Racial reassignment sur-
gery already exists.” Row explained, “What he meant was, not the full- on surgical 
procedures I talk about in the book, most of which are made up, but the combina-
tion of actual, physical plastic surgery with hair alterations, skin- lightening 
creams, that are very common, especially in Asia but all around the world, that 
can effectively make a person able to pass from one ethnicity to the other. There 
are people who have, from an outsider’s perspective, turned themselves very much 
into Caucasian- looking people through some combination of these techniques. 
And in Thailand especially, it’s very widely accepted and embraced.”

67. Rose 2008, 228– 34.
68. I return to the theme of cross- racial identifi cation in chapter 4. On the blur-

ring between identifi cation with and identifi cation as, see also Dreisinger 2008.
69. McHugh 2014.
70. For a sampling of such trans claims, collected by a site that aims to docu-

ment the “abuse, harassment and misogyny of transgender identity politics,” see 
http://terfi saslur.com/erasing-female-biology/.

71. Bettcher 2014a, 392ff.; see also Bettcher 2007.
72. Schilt and Westbrook 2009. The authors interpret this strikingly gen-

dered pattern of violence— 95 percent of the murders resulting from private 
sexual encounters involved a cis man murdering a trans woman, and none a cis 
woman murdering a trans man— as evidence of the gendered signifi cance of 

http://terfisaslur.com/erasing-female-biology/
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violence as a means of reasserting compromised male heterosexuality. (The 
perpetrators often expressly claimed to have been tricked into what they expe-
rienced as a homosexual encounter.)

73. Spade 2003.
74. Green 2006, 235.
75. This paragraph is based on Westbrook and Schilt 2013. The quotations 

are from p. 10.
76. Raymond 1994, 114; emphasis in the original. Raymond’s book was origi-

nally published in 1979, but radical feminist policing of the category “woman” 
was recently revived by Jeffreys (2014). Jeffreys insists on using pronouns corre-
sponding to the (original) biological sex of transgender people, since “the use by 
men of feminine pronouns conceals the masculine privilege bestowed upon them 
by virtue of having been placed in and brought up in the male sex caste” (2014, 9).

77. Burkett 2015. An even blunter instance of policing in the name of history 
is furnished by Robin Morgan’s categorical refusal to acknowledge transsexual 
folksinger Beth Elliott as a woman at the West Coast Lesbian Conference in 
1973: “I will not call a male ‘she’; thirty- two years of suffering in this andro-
centric society, and of surviving, have earned me the title ‘woman’; one walk 
down the street by a male transvestite, fi ve minutes of his being hassled (which 
he may enjoy), and then he dares, he dares to think he understands our pain? 
No, in our mothers’ names and in our own, we must not call him sister” 
(quoted by Stryker 2008, 104, who underscores Morgan’s confl ation of trans-
sexual and transvestite; emphasis in the original).

78. Davis 1991.
79. Ford 1994, 1275.
80. On naturalization, see Yang 2006, 376; on marriage annulment, Walker 

2008; and on birth certifi cates, Domínguez 1986.
81. Ford 1994, 1232– 34. The twins appealed their dismissal, but it was up-

held by the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts. For critiques of the reason-
ing in the Malone case, see Yang 2006, 390ff., and Rich 2013, 199, 205– 9.

82. Stebbins’s black barber, brought into the controversy, came to his defense: 
“I’ve been cutting hair for nearly 40 years. There’s black hair and there’s white 
hair. I’m a professional, and I know the difference. Now, Mark doesn’t put any-
thing on his hair. A white boy with a permanent? Nope, he’s as black as I am. 
And coloring has nothing to do with it; my father was fair and passed as a white 
man. . . . The man is one of us” (Roberts 1984). The “broad nose” description 
is quoted in a retrospective Los Angeles Times story (Pearce 2015); the “baby 
elephant” story and Stebbins’s self- characterization as “culturally, socially, and 
genetically” black are reported in Sweet 2005, 280. See also Wilhelm 1984.

83. For a sustained critique of proposals to police “racial fraud,” see Yang 
2006.

84. Wright 1995, 566– 67.
85. Onwuachi- Willig 2007, 1220– 21.
86. Onwuachi- Willig 2007, 1220ff.
87. Pember 2007.
88. The association is no longer active, but the statement is available at 

https://pantherfi le.uwm.edu/michael/www/nativeprofs/fraud.htm.

https://pantherfile.uwm.edu/michael/www/nativeprofs/fraud.htm
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89. See the series of stories published in Inside Higher Education: Jaschik 
2015a; Jaschik 2015b; and Flaherty 2015.

90. NAISA 2015.
91. Richard A. Baker, assistant vice chancellor and vice president for equal 

opportunity at the University of Houston and a regional director for the Ameri-
can Association for Access, Equity, and Diversity, quoted in Flaherty 2015.

92. The increasing use of genetic testing to scrutinize tribal membership rolls 
in the United States is only apparently an exception. Tribes are legal and politi-
cal entities, not (just) ethnic groups: tribal membership is a form of citizenship— 
codifi ed in rules and formally regulated and administered— not (just) a form of 
ethnicity. The verifi cation of tribal membership through genetic testing does not 
involve testing for ethnicity; it involves ascertaining whether there is a genetic 
basis for claimed genealogical relationships to other tribal members (TallBear 
2013).

93. In August 2015, for example, conservative media outlets, citing birth cer-
tifi cates identifying his father as a white man, accused Shaun King, a prominent 
activist in the Black Lives Matter movement, of falsely claiming to be biracial in 
order to secure a scholarship to Morehouse College. King indicated in reply that 
his biological father was not the man listed on his birth certifi cate but rather 
a light- skinned black man, and various others posted accounts supporting his 
claim to have consistently presented himself as black since middle school. See 
Southall 2015, the New York Times story on the controversy, and, for Shaun 
King’s own account, King 2015.

94. Casting identity as an objective fact rather than a subjective choice is not, 
of course, the only mode of trans discourse, any more than it is the only mode 
of gay discourse. The trans activist and writer Natalie Reed (2013) provides a 
sharp challenge to “born that way” accounts of gender identity; Ambrosino’s 
short pieces for the New Republic (2014a and 2014b) make a parallel argument 
about sexual identity. Bettcher (2014a) analyzes the tension in the transgender 
fi eld between the “wrong- body” model of an innate and unchanging gender 
identity at variance with the sexed body and the “beyond- the- binary” paradigm 
that is premised on a social constructionist account of gender. Weeks (1987) 
analyzes the ambiguity of the notion of sexual identity, focusing on the tension 
between “identity as destiny” and “identity as choice.” On the noncorrespon-
dence between sexual desire, behavior, and identity and its implications for 
LGBT health politics, see Epstein 2003.

95. Similarly objectivist language has been employed, in recent years, by the 
“transabled” movement in an effort to establish “Bodily Identity Integrity Dis-
order” (BIID)— a putative condition expressly modeled on Gender Identity 
 Disorder— as an offi cially recognized diagnostic category that would allow those 
suffering from the disorder to secure access to the medical “treatment” they de-
sire, often involving the amputation of an otherwise healthy limb. BIID was 
considered for inclusion in DSM- 5, the fi fth edition of the Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders, but in the end it was not included. On the 
ethical and legal issues involved, see C. Elliott 2000 and T. Elliott 2009. On the 
objectivist narratives deployed by members of an online transabled community, 
see Davis 2012.
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96. On this point see Stone 2006, 228; Green 2006, 235; Spade 2003; and 
Valentine 2007, 265 n. 13.

97. See for example Kimmel 1993 and Stein 2011. Both are critical of “born 
that way” claims, arguing that they have limited use— and may even back-
fi re— as a political strategy.

98. For sympathetic accounts of transsexuals’ essentialist understandings of 
identity, see Prosser 1998 and Rubin 2003.

99. Fausto- Sterling 2012.
100. See Harmon 2006. Some ancestry testing sites highlight this possibil-

ity. DNA Testing Adviser.com, which bills itself as “the independent guide to 
DNA testing,” notes on its main web page that “proving minority status can 
be helpful in race- based college admissions and job applications.” http://www 
.dna-testing-adviser.com/EthnicAncestry.html.

101. On the striking “return of biology” in public discussions of race and 
ethnicity in the last decade or so, see Brubaker 2015, chap. 2.

Chapter 3. The Trans of Migration

1. In suggesting that trans is “good to think with,” I echo Lévi- Strauss’s clas-
sic discussion of totemism, which argues that particular animals are used to 
represent clans not because they are “good for eating” (bonnes à manger) but 
because they are “good for thinking” (bonnes à penser). See Lévi- Strauss 1964, 
89 (translation modifi ed); 1962, 128.

2. Stryker 2015.
3. On the immutability concept in equal protection jurisprudence, see Bra-

man 1998 and Marcosson 2001.
4. I draw here on Kessler and McKenna (2000), who distinguish bodily trans-

formation to fi t subjective gender identity, crossing gender boundaries, and 
going beyond gender; Roen (2002), who distinguishes “either/or” transsexual 
from “both/neither” transgender positions; and especially Ekins and King 
(2006), who distinguish migrating, oscillating, negating, and transcending forms 
of transgender. For the history of the term “transgender,” see Stryker 2006, 4ff., 
and Valentine 2007, 32ff.

5. I argue in chapter 5, p. 123, that the multiracial movement also illustrates 
how the trans of between can shade over into the trans of beyond.

6. On the deep tensions structuring the transgender fi eld, see Roen 2002; Bet-
tcher 2014a; and Halberstam 1998b.

7. Halberstam 1998a, 165, 170; the quotation is from p. 170. See also Ai-
zura 2012.

8. This section builds on Ekins and King’s (2006) discussion of transgender 
“migrating stories” while taking the migration metaphor in a somewhat differ-
ent direction.

9. Migration that is imagined as permanent may be reiterated, leading to a 
third destination (Ossman 2013). There are some examples of such “serial” 

http://Adviser.com
http://www.dna-testing-adviser.com/EthnicAncestry.html
http://www.dna-testing-adviser.com/EthnicAncestry.html
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forms of transgender trajectories, but obviously the structural possibilities are 
different.

10. On gender “detransitions” or “retransitions,” see Clark- Flory 2015.
11. See Ekins and King (2006) on playful gender excursions as a form of 

gender “tourism” rather than migration. The notion of gender “travel” is cap-
tured colloquially by the French slang term for transvestite: travelo.

12. Gender Identity Disorder was introduced into the DSM- 3 in 1980; it was 
renamed Gender Dysphoria in 2013 in the DSM- 5. Gender Identity Disorder is 
also institutionalized in the World Health Organization’s International Classifi -
cation of Diseases.

13. On the social refl exivity through which those seeking access to surgery 
learned to craft the right kinds of narratives, see Stone 2006, 228.

14. For a nuanced account of these debates, focusing on a trans boy who 
started testosterone treatments and had a double mastectomy at age sixteen, see 
Margaret Talbot’s (2013) New Yorker story. For reservations about early medi-
cal intervention, see Dreger 2013 and the op- eds by Vilain and Bailey (2015) 
and Friedman (2015); for critical responses to Friedman, see Ford 2015 and 
Lopez 2015.

15. In 2015, Ontario banned therapy that seeks to change the sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity of minors after the suicide of Leelah Alcorn, an American 
transgender adolescent who had been subjected to such therapy; President 
Obama expressed his support for such a ban. Critics argue that banning any at-
tempt to change gender identity— if gender identity is taken to be whatever even 
a young child says it is— would in effect push children toward gender transitions. 
In support of a ban, see Karasic and Ehrensaft 2015; for a critique, see Dreger 
2015a. A central fi gure in these linked controversies has been Kenneth Zucker, 
chiefl y because of his endorsement of conversion therapy for some gender- 
nonconforming children (though he has also endorsed medical interventions to 
enable others to make gender transitions). On the controversy surrounding 
Zucker and the Gender Identity Clinic he headed until late 2015 at Toronto’s 
Center for Addiction and Mental Health, see Schwartzapfel 2013 and, for a de-
fense of Zucker, Dreger 2015b. On the controversy over therapies that seek to 
alter sexual orientation— now widely seen as unethical as well as ineffective, and 
now banned, when they target minors, in four U.S. states including California— 
see Waidzunas 2013 and 2015. Waidzunas interestingly notes that while a 2009 
American Psychological Association resolution on “Appropriate Affi rmative Re-
sponses to Sexual Orientation Distress and Change Efforts” rejected attempts to 
change sexual orientation— defi ned as a pattern of arousal and desire that is in-
dependent of one’s identity— the accompanying report gave a qualifi ed endorse-
ment to “sexual orientation identity exploration” for clients interested in pursu-
ing a “heterosexual identity and lifestyle in alignment with their religious values” 
(Waidzunas 2013, 1; American Psychological Association Task Force 2009).

16. The UK regulations are found at https://www.gov.uk/apply-gender-recog 
nition-certifi cate/changing-your-gender.

17. Garber 1992, 67ff.
18. Ekins and King 2005a; 2005b; 2006, 13, 79– 84; the quotation is from 

Stryker 2006, 4. Prince appears to have been the fi rst to use the term “transgender” 

https://www.gov.uk/apply-gender-recognition-certificate/changing-your-gender
https://www.gov.uk/apply-gender-recognition-certificate/changing-your-gender
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or its lexical variants. The fi rst major outsider critique of the industry— the 
“conglomerate of medical and other professional practitioners who coalesce to 
institutionalize transsexual treatment and surgery on the medical model”— was 
Janice Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire (1994, xvi; the book was origi-
nally published in 1979). Important critiques of medicalization from within the 
transgender community include Stone 2006 (originally published in 1991) and 
Spade 2003.

19. For a nuanced discussion of the politics of passing, focused on the ten-
sion between the “transgender position of refusing to fi t within categories of 
woman and man” and the “transsexual imperative to pass convincingly as ei-
ther a man or a woman,” see Roen 2002 (the quotation is from p. 505).

20. Roen 2002; Bettcher 2014a, 385.
21. Burkett 2015.
22. Although gender migration is generally not driven by the privilege gap, it 

may contribute to increasing awareness of that gap. This is suggested by Schilt’s 
(2006, 2010) fi nding that transgender men who remained in the same jobs often 
received more rewards and respect after transitioning, and thereby developed a 
greater sensitivity to the gendered dynamics of workplace inequality. Connell 
similarly found that transgender people in the workplace develop a more ro-
bust feminist consciousness and a heightened awareness of gender inequality 
(2010, 47– 50).

23. On the longstanding relative invisibility of trans men, see Meyerowitz 
2002, 148ff., 206, 274ff. A Dutch study of the early 1990s, based on compre-
hensive records, showed that nearly three- quarters of those who had taken hor-
mones to change sex were male- born; but Meyerowitz (2002, 9, 148) notes 
most doctors’ sense that the sex ratio subsequently evened out. Studies summa-
rized in Zucker and Lawrence 2009, pp. 14– 15, reported higher rates of male- 
to- female than female- to- male transitions, but most of these studies were based 
on data collected in whole or in part at least two decades ago, and Zucker and 
Lawrence caution that no proper epidemiological studies of gender dysphoria 
have been conducted.

24. For the cultural logic behind these anxieties, see Westbrook and Schilt 
2013. The presence of people with penises in sex- segregated women’s spaces, 
they suggest, transforms what ought to be a “nonsexual space into a danger-
ously (hetero)sexual one. Within this heteronormative logic, all bodies with male 
anatomies, regardless of gender identity, desire female bodies, and [some] . . . are 
willing to use force to get access to those bodies” (p. 17).

25. On the diffi culties trans men and women pose for women’s colleges, see 
the New York Times Magazine piece by Padawer (2014).

26. For racial reclassifi cation in South Africa, see Bowker and Starr 1999, 
chap. 6.

27. Sharfstein 2007.
28. On the “wages of whiteness,” see Roediger 2007.
29. I focus here on individual migration between racial categories. Historians 

and sociologists have also studied the collective movement between racial catego-
ries. The seminal study in this tradition is Ignatiev’s How the Irish Became White 
(1995); see also Loveman and Muniz (2007) on the “whitening” of Puerto Rico.
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30. On “nine- to- fi ve passing,” see Hobbs 2014, 124– 25, 151ff., 175– 76.
31. The theme of loss is central to Hobbs’s account.
32. Hubbard 2003, 840.
33. Since passing was an intergenerational phenomenon, moreover, it is im-

portant to note that while “the passer lived with anxiety, his or her children 
often did not” (Sharfstein 2003, 1494).

34. Rates of passing have recently been quantifi ed by the economists Emily 
Nix and Nancy Qian (2015). Using new matching techniques and taking ad-
vantage of the recent digitization of historical census records and of increases 
in computation power, Nix and Qian examined the entire population of indi-
viduals identifi ed as black in a given census year for the period 1880– 1940 
and estimated the fraction who were identifi ed as white in a subsequent cen-
sus, as well as the fraction of the latter who returned to a black identifi cation 
later. They conclude that at least 19 percent of blacks passed as white, and 
that of these about 10 percent were again identifi ed as black in the following 
census.

35. Sharfstein 2007, 597.
36. Sharfstein 2003, 1503.
37. On claims to Native American and Portuguese identity, see Sharfstein 

2007, 625– 26.
38. Rothman 2003, 205.
39. For qualitative studies of the shift to identifying as Native American, see 

Fitzgerald 2007 and Sturm 2011. On dynamics of ethnic reidentifi cation, see 
also Nagel 1997, chap. 4, and Kelly and Nagel 2002.

40. This fi gure does not count the additional 2.3 million people who identi-
fi ed themselves as Native American and some other race (an option that has 
been available only in the last two censuses).

41. For census fi gures, see U.S. Census Bureau 2012; for the estimate of re-
identifi cation, Passel 1997. For a more recent demographic study, see Liebler 
and Ortyl 2013.

42. The pool of new identifi ers may be drawn from those who claim some— 
often distant— Native ancestry. When the census last asked an ancestry ques-
tion, in 2000, about eight million reported some Native ancestry, suggesting 
further potential for future growth in those identifying their racial identity, or at 
least one of their racial identities, as Native American (Passel 1997; for the re-
sults of the 2000 ancestry question, see https://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs 
/c2kbr-35.pdf).

43. I discuss the complex, fl uid, and multidirectional patterns of identifi ca-
tion arising from the new visibility and legitimacy of “multiracial” as an iden-
tity option in chapter 4.

44. Note that this shift may occur on an aggregate level without necessarily 
occurring on an individual level. This can happen when individuals who would 
have identifi ed (and would have been identifi ed) as black under old rules of clas-
sifi cation grow up identifying themselves— and being identifi ed by others— as 
multiracial. These individuals do not experience a change in identifi cation or 
categorization, yet a consequential shift may occur on the aggregate level if 
enough individuals follow this pattern.

https://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/c2kbr-35.pdf
https://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/c2kbr-35.pdf
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45. On the distinction between “thin” and “thick” ethnoracial identities (a 
thick identity being one that “organizes a great deal of social life and both indi-
vidual and collective action”), see Cornell and Hartmann 1998, 73.

46. On the “hyperghetto,” see Wacquant 2008.
47. See Hodes 2003, 114– 15. See also Drake and Cayton 1993, 167 (origi-

nally published in 1945): “To avoid injuring the feelings and standing of his 
family, the white partner often commits sociological suicide and buries himself 
in the black community.”

48. The story is told in Sandweiss 2009.
49. The cases of Griffi n and Halsell are analyzed in Baz Dreisinger’s Near 

Black (2008), the most sustained account of reverse passing.
50. Chokal- Ingam 2015. Chokal- Ingam is planning a book on the subject; 

the project is described in detail at http://almostblack.com/the-book/.
51. The Ebony article is quoted in Dreisinger 2008, 105; see also Wald 2000, 

57.
52. For Mezzrow’s own story, see Really the Blues, cowritten with Bernard 

Wolfe (1946). See also Wald 2000; Dreisinger 2008, chap. 4; Melnick 1999.
53. Otis 1968, xl.
54. Otis describes the church in his memoir, Upside Your Head! Rhythm and 

Blues on Central Avenue.
55. As Dreisinger notes (2008, 98– 99), Otis is not entirely consistent; he 

sometimes uses the third person when speaking of blacks. Dreisinger interprets 
this as conveying “moments of anxiety about . . . his adopted identity.” But the 
shift might also simply indicate Otis’s awareness of the limits as well as the im-
portance of choice in matters of identity.

56. Guthrie 2015.
57. Dreisinger 2008, 118, 129– 31; the quotations are from pp. 129 and 130.

Chapter 4. The Trans of Between

1. A classic example is Jan Morris’s Conundrum (1974).
2. Passing stories are seldom told by their protagonists, since the telling of 

the story would undermine the passing. I refer here to the genre conventions of 
fi ctional and historical representations of passing.

3. I do not mean to suggest that betweenness is a new phenomenon. An-
drogyny has a long history in myth, philosophy, fashion, and the norms and 
practices of certain specifi c milieux (Zhou 2008). And as I discuss later in this 
chapter, the idea of betweenness was central to the pioneering German sexo-
logical research of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (Meyerowitz 
2002, 22– 29). Sollors (1999) traces the theme of racial betweenness in literature 
on a vast historical canvas spanning many centuries and languages. What is new, 
in recent decades, are forms of the politics of identity that expressly seek to 
establish legitimate and recognized positions between or beyond existing 
categories.

http://almostblack.com/the-book/
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4. Talbot 2013.
5. Gubar 1996, xv ff.; Wald 2000, introduction; Dreisinger 2008, especially 

chap. 5 and epilogue.
6. West 1994, 121. Explorations of sex/gender and ethnoracial betweenness 

are part of a broader cultural moment, attuned to hybridity, syncretism, creoliza-
tion, and bricolage in religion, language, cuisine, music, and other domains; see 
for example Hannerz 1987; Kraidy 2005; and Burke 2009. In a discussion of 
syncretism, Stewart (1999, 41) notes the tendency to “valoriz[e] recognitions of 
mixture where formerly they had been stigmatized as inauthentic.” Stewart takes 
as emblematic Salman Rushdie’s characterization of his novel The Satanic Verses 
as a celebration of “hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transformation that 
comes of new and unexpected combinations of human beings, cultures, ideas, 
politics, movies, songs. It rejoices in mongrelization and fears the absolutism of 
the Pure. . . . It is a love song to our mongrel selves” (Rushdie 1990, 4; emphasis 
omitted).

7. On the understanding of the intermediate phase as temporary, see Bolin 
1994, 457. The lived experience of having a gender- ambiguous body during the 
stage of betweenness is described by Nordmarken 2014.

8. I rely here on Ekins and King’s (2006, chap. 3) discussion of “oscillating 
stories.” On cross- dressing more generally, see Garber 1992; Bullough and 
Bullough 1993; and Ekins 1997.

9. Those who cross- dress in private, of course, or in support groups or set-
tings that specifi cally cater to cross- dressers, may be entirely unconcerned with 
being publicly “read” as the opposite gender. Even those who occasionally cross- 
dress in public may be unconcerned with passing (Thanem and Wallenberg 
2016, 261–63).

10. Ekins and King 2006, 106. The London- based Style Me Quirky, for exam-
ple, offers “transvestites, transsexuals, transgender, t- girls and anyone with a gen-
der subversive nature  a service for you to turn into the gender of your choice” 
(http://www.stylemequirky.com/dressing-service/transgender-dressing-service/). 
This can be done individually, or as a “social makeover” that combines “socialis-
ing with friends and meeting new friends while enjoying the experience of a full 
makeover and dressing experience.” Style Me Quirky emphasizes that its services 
are not for those who seek to pass in any conventional sense: “We are the Lady 
Gaga of transgender dressing services. Our philosophy is that we want . . . clients 
to feel fabulous not normal.” See also Halberstam 1998a, 251– 52, on the “drag 
king workshop” run by New York performance artist Diane Torr, which teaches 
female participants how to present themselves and pass (temporarily) as men.

11. Lorber 2004; emphasis in the original.
12. On “gender trouble,” see Butler 1990; Thanem and Wallenberg 2016.
13. On these recombinatory possibilities, see Nicholas 2014, 32; see also Bem 

(1995, 330), arguing for a strategy of “proliferating gender categories” as an 
alternative to seeking to eliminate them.

14. The quotation is from Halberstam 1998a, 20. The women studied by Devor 
(1987) did not consider themselves transgender. They identifi ed unambiguously 
as women, and they were not seeking to disrupt the social legibility of gender. 

http://www.stylemequirky.com/dressing-service/transgender-dressing-service/
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But if “transgender” refers to the “widest imaginable range of gender- variant 
practices and identities” (Stryker 2008, 19), then their gender- variant presenta-
tions can be considered part of the transgender phenomenon. A decade later, by 
the time Halberstam published her book on female masculinity (1998a), the 
category transgender was much more widely available to designate gender- 
variant identities other than transsexual ones; Halberstam (1998b) herself elab-
orated the notion of “transgender butch” as a subject position different from 
yet not— despite the “border wars” between the two— radically opposed to that 
of the female- to- male transsexual. As the anthropologist David Valentine ob-
serves, the recombinatory possibilities of female masculinity and male feminin-
ity are not in fact symmetrically available: “Unlike Halberstam’s valorization of 
‘transgender butch’ [or of female masculinity more generally], there is no anal-
ogous culturally valorized space for male- bodied ‘transgender fems,’ gay men 
who adopt, play with, or assert femininity as a central aspect of their senses of 
self, beyond the fi gure of the performing drag queen.” The result is that drag 
queens and feminine men are “available for absorption into the category of 
transgender (and into transgender studies)” without anything analogous to the 
struggles between butch lesbians and trans men over ownership of masculinity 
in those born as women (2007, 151– 53; the quotation is from p. 153; emphasis in 
the original).

15. Thanem and Wallenberg 2016, 263.
16. Efforts to reestablish the gender binary have also been described by Con-

nell 2010, 41– 42.
17. Thanem and Wallenberg 2016, 266–68; emphasis in the original.
18. Connell 2010, 43; see also Gardiner 2012, 601.
19. Stone 2006, 226, 231– 2; emphasis in the original. I return to Stone’s 

foundational text in chapter 5.
20. As Stryker (2008, 19) points out, the line has blurred between those who 

identify as transsexuals (and who may or may not choose to have genital sur-
gery) and transgender people who do not so identify, yet who do transition be-
tween one gender identity and another and do engage in some (if not all) of the 
body modifi cation practices usually associated with transsexuals.

21. On Beatie and the “unexpected confi gurations” of transgender bodies, see 
Currah 2008; on transgender men, pregnancy, and parenting, see Ryan 2009.

22. Meyerowitz 2002, 22– 29; the quotation is from p. 22.
23. Meyerowitz 2002, 66, 98– 103; the New York Daily News headline is 

quoted on p. 62. Jorgensen’s surgery was performed in 1951 in Denmark; until the 
mid- 1960s, most Americans seeking sex reassignment surgery— overwhel mingly 
male- to- female cases in those years— were referred to physicians abroad (ibid., 
146– 48).

24. Meyrowitz 2002, 103. Benjamin is quoted at p. 102, Jorgensen at p. 66.
25. On the differentiation of sex and gender, see Meyerowitz 2002, 111– 29; 

on the differentiation of gender and sexuality, ibid., 170– 176; Valentine 2007, 
15– 16, 57– 63.

26. The original version of the “Genderbread Person” (Killerman 2012a) 
represented gender identity as a single continuum, ranging from woman to 
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man. A revised version (Killerman 2012b) represented it as two paired but in-
dependent continua, ranging from nongendered to woman- ness and from non-
gendered to man- ness; a similar change was made for gender expression, sex, 
and sexual attraction. The revision responded to the argument that being more 
feminine doesn’t necessarily make one less masculine.

27. See for example Gilroy 2000, 250.
28. On the differing ways of construing “multiracial,” which yield widely 

varying estimates of the size of the multiracial population, see Morning 2000.
29. Myrdal 1962, 685; Hobbs 2014, 150– 51.
30. On the “protean,” contextually shifting identity of some biracials with 

one white-  and one black- identifying parent, see Rockquemore and Brunsma 
2008, 47.

31. Khanna and Johnson 2010; Rockquemore and Arend 2002, 60.
32. A growing body of research on discrimination by color— as analytically 

distinct from, though empirically intertwined with, discrimination by categori-
cal race— demonstrates how position on the color continuum matters in a vari-
ety of formal and informal settings; see for example Hunter 2007.

33. Time’s “new Eve,” representing “the future, multiethnic face of America,” 
was described as “15% Anglo- Saxon, 17.5% Middle Eastern, 17.5% African, 
7.5% Asian, 35% southern European and 7.5% Hispanic.” Time, November 18, 
1993, p. 2.

34. Brubaker 2015, 72– 74.
35. Loveman 2014, 61– 66; Stamatov 2014.
36. Hochschild and Powell 2008, 66– 71. Enumerators for the 1890 census 

were instructed to “be particularly careful to distinguish between blacks, mu-
lattoes, quadroons, and octoroons. The word ‘black’ should be used to describe 
those persons who have three- fourths or more black blood; ‘mulatto,’ those 
persons who have from three- eighths to fi ve- eighths black blood; ‘quadroon,’ 
those persons who have one- fourth black blood; and ‘octoroon,’ those persons 
who have one- eighth or any trace of black blood.” Hochschild and Powell 
observe drily that “no instruction explained how to determine fractions of 
black blood” (p. 68). The shifting racial categories used in the United States 
census are displayed in a convenient and informative format in “What Census 
Calls Us: A Historical Timeline”: http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interac tives
/multiracial-timeline/.

37. See especially Sollors’s (1999) magisterial work of literary criticism.
38. For qualitative studies of the new identifi cation options opened up by the 

weakening of the one- drop rule, see Daniel 2002; Rockquemore and Brunsma 
2008.

39. Roth 2005. For a thoughtful analysis of the methodological diffi culties 
involved in studying identifi cation as multiracial, see Gullickson and Morning 
2011.

40. Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008, 39.
41. Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008, 45. On the other hand, self- identifying 

as black does not necessarily mean that one will be identifi ed as black by oth-
ers. Pew Research Foundation data from 2009 indicate that only 27 percent of 

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/multiracial-timeline/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/multiracial-timeline/
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Americans thought of President Obama as mostly black, while 52 percent 
thought of him as mostly mixed race (P. Taylor 2014).

42. Khanna 2010.
43. Harris and Sim 2002, 622.
44. Daniel (2002) distinguishes “fi rst- generation” multiracials— children 

of racially mixed marriages whose parents do not themselves identify as 
multiracial— from “multigenerational” multiracials. The latter have parents 
or more distant ancestors who have been socially defi ned as black despite their 
mixed backgrounds; “these individuals, and/or their parents and ancestors, have 
resisted identifying solely with the African- American community” (p. 6). On the 
problems of limiting studies of multiracial identifi cation to “fi rst- generation” 
individuals, see Gullickson and Morning 2011.

45. Daniel 2002, chap. 7.
46. Michaels 1992; Appiah 1996, 83– 104; Ford 2005, chaps. 1 and 2.
47. See Michaels 1992, 683– 85, and 1997, 133– 37.
48. I return to the performative turn in the concluding chapter, pp. 142–45.
49. Some radical feminists, too, are committed to an essentialist understand-

ing of identity, as indicated by their policing of transgender identity claims in 
the name of nature and/or history. See pp. 26–27 and 59. Their opposition to 
Jenner (and to the trans of migration more generally) parallels progressives’ 
opposition to Dolezal, and their concern about illegitimate access to women’s 
spaces parallels progressives’ concern about opportunistic or fraudulent access 
to positions and opportunities intended for racial and ethnic minorities. But 
radical feminists are not opposed to the behavioral enactment of gender be-
tweenness, even if they might criticize the emphasis on play and pleasure that 
sometimes informs such enactment. They may even welcome gender- bending or 
gender- blending, insofar as it disrupts expectations about gender- appropriate 
behavior. In this they differ from progressives who oppose performative racial 
blending.

50. That such stereotypes may have an ambivalent valence is suggested by 
the title of Eric Lott’s pioneering Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the 
American Working Class (2013), originally published in 1993; see also Gubar 
1997.

51. The rest of this paragraph draws on Sartwell 2005; see also Sartwell 
2015a. On wiggerism, see also Roediger 2002, 221ff. On upwardly mobile, phe-
notypically “Mexican- looking” children of Mexican immigrants in New York 
who identify as black rather than Mexican during their adolescence as a way of 
participating in a specifi cally black variant of what Neckerman, Carter, and Lee 
(1999) call a “minority culture of mobility” (and as a way of avoiding stigma-
tization as undocumented), see Smith 2014. For a nuanced ethnographic ac-
count of “Puerto Rican wannabes,” see Wilkins 2008, chaps. 6 and 7. On the 
long history of “playing Indian” in the United States, see Deloria 1998. On “af-
fi liative” forms of cross- ethnic identifi cation generally, see Jiménez 2010.

52. Sartwell notes the diffi culties in writing about “black culture” or “white 
culture” and concedes that he will be “purveying stereotypes even as I examine 
them.” The “black culture” performed by wiggers, and the “white culture” from 
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which they disaffi liate, are of course stereotypical social constructions. But as 
Sartwell observes, “We need to be able to examine the content of the social con-
structions themselves, and we need to be able to acknowledge their continuing 
centrality to our experience” (2005, 37).

53. Sartwell 2005; the quotations are from pp. 45 and 48. In a cultural land-
scape in which hip- hop has become the “universal language” of youth, and in 
which “black” has become, in the domain of popular culture, a valorized cate-
gory, a pole of attraction and affi liation, while “white” has come to symbolize 
lack and inauthenticity, it’s not surprising that crossover practices and identifi -
cations have proliferated. To quote Sartwell again: “It should surprise no one 
that white people not only buy hip- hop records, but romanticize hip- hop cul-
ture and seek to emigrate into it.  .  .  . Coding black is a way to rebel against 
one’s own culture and one’s own family, not just in some general sense in which 
each generation rebels against the previous one, but specifi cally against the con-
tent of whiteness as polite good taste, deference, and self- effacement. The cul-
ture we have made is immensely dull and safe, and we’ve made it specifi cally by 
excluding from ourselves anything interesting and dangerous. . . . It’s odd, in 
fact, that there are any really white kids left” (pp. 42– 43). On the crossover ap-
peal of hip- hop, see also Kitwana 2005.

54. “Unlike identity politics,” write Guinier and Torres (2002, 15– 16), “po-
litical race is not about being but instead is about doing”; the concept “affi rms 
the value of the individual’s choosing to affi liate with the named group.” The 
quotation in the text is from p. 12. See also Wright 2010 on the combination 
of a white “visual identity” with a black “practical identity”; and Green 
2009.

Chapter 5. The Trans of Beyond

1. On neo- , anti- , and post-  stances in the very different context of modern-
ization theory, see Alexander 1995.

2. The complexities go well beyond this two- dimensional space. Vade (2005), 
for example, argues for conceptualizing the “gender galaxy” as a “three- 
dimensional non- linear space in which every gender has a location that may or 
may not be fi xed.”

3. Sandy Stone’s “posttranssexual manifesto,” originally published in 1991, 
played a key role in enabling as well as conceptualizing this shift. Stone ex-
pressly sought to position herself outside the gender continuum, to “speak from 
outside the boundaries of gender, beyond the constructed oppositional nodes 
which have been predefi ned as the only positions from which discourse is pos-
sible” (2006, 230). Refl ecting on the signifi cance of this text a quarter century 
later, Susan Stryker (2008, 128– 29) noted that Stone was calling on (post- ) 
transsexuals to “speak out in a ‘heteroglossic,’ Babel- like profusion of tongues 
about all the imaginable genres of gender difference there could be, if only the 
medically dominated discourse of transsexuality were shattered.”
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4. Wilchins 2002, 24. In her emphasis on gender performance, Wilchins fol-
lows Judith Butler and post- structuralist theory.

5. My discussion of Elan- Cane follows Ekins and King 2006, 158ff.
6. Elan- Cane 2000.
7. Elan- Cane is quoted in Kyriacou 2014.
8. Boswell 1997, 54.
9. Bellah et al. 1985, 221.
10. Boswell is quoted by Ekins and King (2006, 199); Bornstein is discussed 

at p. 203. Multiplicity and play are also suggested by such terms as “polygen-
dered,” which echoes in the domain of gender Freud’s notion of “polymorphous 
perversity” in the domain of sexuality.

11. Ekins and King 2006, 159– 60.
12. It is important to distinguish transgender as a term of self- identifi cation 

from transgender as an analytically defi ned fi eld of phenomena. As a fi eld of in-
vestigation, transgender studies regroups phenomena previously studied under 
other headings. Transgender studies would not be the productive fi eld it has be-
come if it were limited to persons and practices that expressly defi ne themselves 
as transgender. None of the participants in the support group for transgender- 
identifi ed people with HIV in New York studied by David Valentine, for exam-
ple, referred to themselves as transgender: “They talk about themselves as girls, 
sometimes as fem queens, every now and then as women, but also very often as 
gay” (2007, 3). Yet they fell within the purview of his study because they were 
“identifi ed by others as being transgender” (p. 26). Similarly, forms of gender- 
blending and androgyny that are not expressly framed as transgender fall within 
the domain of the fi eld as instances of the trans of between. By the same logic, 
if the trans of beyond comprises efforts to escape from the social and cultural 
force fi elds defi ned by existing categorical frameworks, then feminist visions of 
forms of social life “beyond gender” can fruitfully be studied as instances of the 
trans of beyond. For sophisticated accounts of the emergence of the fi eld of 
transgender studies, see Stryker 2006 and Valentine 2007, chap. 4.

13. Boswell 1997, 54.
14. For feminist debates on gender symmetry, see Orloff 2009.
15. On gender as a symbolic structure, see Ortner and Whitehead 1981; Ort-

ner 1996; and Bourdieu 2001. Ortner underscores the “relationship of mutual 
metaphorization” through which gender “becomes a powerful language for 
talking about the great existential questions of nature and culture, while a lan-
guage of nature and culture . . . can become a powerful language for talking 
about gender, sexuality, and reproduction” (1996, 179).

16. For overviews of feminist stances toward trans issues and explorations of 
the possibility of feminist- trans alliances, see Heyes 2003 and Bettcher 2014b. For 
efforts to elaborate a specifi cally trans feminism, see Bettcher 2014a and Serano 
2016. For a critique of the tendency of some feminists to embrace certain forms of 
trans as progressive while criticizing others as reactionary, distinguishing for ex-
ample “good genderqueers” from “bad transsexuals,” see Schilt 2010, 173– 75.

17. See especially Risman, Lorber, and Sherwood (2012), who see gender-
queer and transgender youth as a key force generating “crisis tendencies in the 
gender order” (pp. 12– 16).
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18. On transgender challenges to the category “woman,” see for example 
Wilchins 1997, 81– 83, and, for a more extended discussion, drawing primarily 
on Judith Butler, Wilchins 2004, 133– 45.

19. See, most recently, Jeffreys 2014.
20. See for example the New Yorker account by Michelle Goldberg (2014) 

and the critical response by the transgender writer and activist Julia Serano 
(2014).

21. For a sharp analysis and critique of this strand of feminist thought, with 
particular reference to the “universal caregiver” model articulated by Nancy 
Fraser, see Orloff 2009. For a critique of feminist theory for failing to take seri-
ously the “pleasures of gender” experienced by trans and cis people alike, see 
Schilt and Meadow 2012.

22. See Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008, 48– 49. For a sustained and sym-
pathetic analysis of “race transcenders,” who refuse to identify themselves in 
racial terms, even while acknowledging that they are racially identifi ed by oth-
ers, see Hoyt 2016.

23. In signaling the dangers of offi cial racial or ethnic classifi cation, commen-
tators point to the obvious examples of Nazi Germany, Vichy France, the 
American South under Jim Crow, South Africa under apartheid, and colonial 
and postcolonial Rwanda. In considering these potential dangers it is important 
to distinguish the aggregate and in principle anonymous forms of classifi cation 
represented by modern statewide censuses from the individualizing modes of 
classifi cation in population registration systems and special- purpose censuses 
designed to identify specifi c target populations. In the implementation of the 
Final Solution, for example, the former played only a small role, while the latter 
were crucial (Seltzer 1998).

24. See Strauss 2011.
25. Ignatiev and Garvey 1996; the quotations are from pp. 3, 4, and 10. The 

“race traitor” theme receives a sophisticated exploration in Mansbach’s Angry 
Black White Boy (2005); see also the discussion of the novel in Davis 2014, 
52– 65.

26. As examples of other “texts of transraciality,” Awkward cites John How-
ard Griffi n’s 1961 Black Like Me, reporting on his experiences traveling in the 
Deep South disguised as a black man; George Schuyler’s satirical 1931 novel 
Black No More, premised on the discovery of a medical procedure that can turn 
blacks white; Melvin Van Peebles’s 1970 fi lm Watermelon Man, the story of a 
casually racist suburban white man who wakes up one morning to fi nd himself 
transformed into a black man; and the 1986 fi lm Soul Man, a comedy about a 
white man who darkens his skin to qualify for a Harvard Law School scholar-
ship reserved for African Americans. To these might be added a number of more 
recent examples, including the 2006 reality TV show Black.White, which fol-
lowed two families as they exchanged race, and a 2007 French show, Dans le 
peau d’un noir, that used the same device.

27. Awkward 1995, chap. 7; the quotations are from pp. 180 and 184.
28. See p. 95.
29. The skit can be viewed at http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video 

/white-like-me/n9308.

http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/white-like-me/n9308
http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/white-like-me/n9308
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30. On progressive skepticism of “racial drag,” see the blog post by Rachel S 
(2006).

31. Hollinger 2008, 1033– 34; see also Hollinger 1995 and 2011.
32. Hollinger 2011, 175.
33. For nuanced critical discussions of post- racialism, see Bobo 2011 and 

P. C. Taylor 2014.
34. The 2013 fi gures are from Wang 2015; the earlier fi gures are from 

Kalmijn 1993, 130. Black intermarriage rates continue to be skewed by gender; 
only 12 percent of black women marrying in 2013 married across racial lines. 
The intermarriage rates of Latinos and Asians are about 50 percent higher than 
those of blacks (Wang 2012).

35. Newport 2013.
36. Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch 2012, chap. 5; the quotation is from pp. 

115– 16. While Hochschild and colleagues delineate the emergence of a “new 
racial order,” they do not characterize it as “post- racial.” See also Hochschild’s 
(2015) comment on the “Ferguson moment.” A comprehensive review of Gen-
eral Social Survey data over several decades by Bobo et al. (2012) traces a 
“sweeping fundamental change” in basic “racial principles” among white Amer-
icans, though it also documents stability or much less dramatic change in other 
dimensions of racial attitudes, including those pertaining to social distance 
(apart from intermarriage) and support for government policies to reduce ra-
cial inequalities (the quotations are from pp. 74 and 39). This review, I should 
note, does not endorse a post- racial perspective; it thoroughly documents the 
continued importance of race, even as it also documents dramatic change in 
certain types of racial attitudes.

37. Wilson’s infl uential and controversial book The Declining Signifi cance 
of Race (2012) was fi rst published in 1980; see also Wilson 2011, 59– 60. No-
body, of course, would look to the deeply racialized American criminal justice 
system for evidence to back up Wilson’s thesis. Yet while the skewed racial com-
position of the incarcerated population has— for good reason— commanded 
wide public attention, the skewed class composition of that population has 
been largely ignored. As Loïc Wacquant has argued, the spectacular growth in 
incarceration has in fact been narrowly targeted not only by race but also by 
class and space, amounting to the “hyperincarceration of (sub)proletarian 
African- American men from the imploding ghetto” (2010, 74; emphasis in the 
original). Public attention has focused on the shockingly large racial discrepan-
cies in incarceration rates, yet class differentials within racial categories are 
even larger than differentials between racial categories. See Pettit and Western 
2004, 162, and Wacquant 2010, 79– 80.

38. Waters and Kasinitz 2015, 117– 18, 244– 45.
39. There is a substantial literature on the increasing divergence of life 

chances among the black population, driven by the growth of a substantial 
black middle class and— at the other end of the spectrum— by the massive 
joblessness and hyper- incarceration of uneducated black men, and further 
complicated by the substantial (and largely middle- class) black immigration of 
recent decades from the Caribbean and Africa (Anderson 2015). When asked in 
2007 which of two statements came closest to their views— “Blacks today can 



180 Notes to Pages 129–43

no longer be thought of as a single race because the black community is so di-
verse” or “Blacks can still be thought of as a single race because they have so 
much in common”— a bare majority of African Americans (53 percent) chose 
the latter, while more than a third (37 percent) chose the former (Pew Research 
Center 2007, 4). Growing literatures also document the increasing heterogene-
ity and within- group inequality among Asians, Latinos, Native Americans, and 
whites. On the question of the “groupness” of racial and ethnic categories, see 
Brubaker 2004, especially chap. 1.

40. On the changing relation between categories of difference— including race, 
ethnicity, and gender— and patterns of inequality, see Brubaker 2015, chap. 1.

Conclusion

1. Wilchins 1997, 156. Wilchins’s rules (or laws, as she called them) echo 
Harold Garfi nkel’s formulation of a considerably more elaborate set of rules in 
his pioneering study of the ways in which Agnes, a male- to- female transsexual, 
sought to manage and validate her status as a woman. Garfi nkel intended these 
rules to characterize commonsense understandings of the “properties of ‘natu-
ral, normally sexed persons’ as cultural objects” (1967, 122).

2. “If men defi ne situations as real, they are real in their consequences” 
(Thomas and Thomas 1928, 572).

3. For the emergence of this distinction, see Meyerowitz 2002, chap. 3.
4. There are, of course, dissenters from this view; see p. 166, n. 94.
5. Heyes 2009, 144. I build on Heyes’s insightful discussion but develop it in 

a somewhat different direction.
6. Heyes 2009, 144– 45.
7. Heyes 2009, 144.
8. Nelson 2008, 763.
9. The performative turn in the humanities has drawn heavily on Judith But-

ler and poststructuralist theory; the performative turn in the social sciences 
draws its inspiration primarily from other sources, including Erving Goffman, 
Victor Turner, and ethnomethodology as well as the practice theory associated 
with Pierre Bourdieu and others (Giesen 2006, 325– 26; Morris 1995, 571ff.).

10. For a review of the performative turn in the study of gender, see Morris 
1995. For the extension of the performative turn to the study of race and ethnic-
ity, see West and Fenstermaker 1995, arguing that “doing gender” as a situated 
practical accomplishment (West and Zimmerman 1987) could be generalized to 
“doing difference”; Mirón and Inda 2000, applying Butler (and more indirectly 
Austin, Derrida, and Foucault) to the understanding of race as “a kind of speech 
act”; Warren 2001, analyzing the performative dimension of race in the class-
room; Rottenberg 2003, criticizing Mirón and Inda for simply “transposing” 
Butler; and, more recently, Ehlers 2012 and Clammer 2015.

11. For a review of the evidence on the hypothesis that African American 
students who excel in school are socially penalized for “acting white,” see Wild-
hagen 2008, chap. 2.
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12. See Michaels 1992 and 1997.
13. For example, black power activists in the 1960s distinguished on perfor-

mative grounds between “Negro” and “Black.” In their view, “ ‘Negroes’ did 
not think and act like true black people. The presumption was that ‘Negroes’ 
wanted to be white or were controlled by whites and therefore they were not 
truly black. They were ‘white’ black people. One of the goals of Black Power 
was to coerce ‘Negroes’ into being ‘Black.’  .  .  . The Black Power movement 
shows clearly that blackness can be conceptualized as something that one does 
or that one can fail to do.  .  .  . [It shows that] race is not only socially as-
signed . . . but it can also be achieved or not achieved by an individual’s behav-
ior” (Austin 2006, 60).

14. For the pressures on minority employees to “act white” in employment 
contexts, see Carbado and Gulati 2013. For a broader discussion of pressures 
to “cover”— to “tone down a disfavored identity to fi t into the mainstream”— in 
the domains of sexual orientation, race, and gender, see Yoshino 2002 and 2006 
(the former is a lengthy law review article, the latter a book written for a broad 
audience; the defi nition is from the latter, p. ix).

15. “Acting black” is explored in depth in Mansbach’s Angry Black White 
Boy.

16. On the policing of ethnic and national identities, see Brubaker et al. 2006, 
229ff. On the dynamics of policing within minority and especially marginal 
populations, focusing on marginal elites’ efforts to monitor and prevent the as-
similation of non- elites, see Laitin 1995, 39– 41. On queer theory as a resource 
for analyzing— and resisting— pressures to conform to racial “scripts,” see Ford 
2007.

17. Wald 2000, 6; Garber 1992, 17. Garber defi nes a “category crisis” as “a 
failure of defi nitional distinction, a borderline that becomes permeable, that per-
mits border- crossings from one (apparently distinct) category to another” 
(1992, 16). Expanding on this notion in another context, she observes that 
“what seems like a binary opposition, a clear choice between opposites that de-
fi ne cultural boundaries, is revealed to be not only a construct but also— more 
disturbingly— a construct that no longer works to contain and limit meaning” 
(1996, xiv).

18. See for example Ginsberg 1996; Sánchez and Schlossberg 2001; and Pfeif-
fer 2003.

19. Dreisinger (2008, 121) notes the surprising “upsurge in racial passing 
narratives,” as does Nerad (2014, 12– 14).

20. Nerad 2014, 14.
21. Nerad 2014, 9.
22. See Jenkins 2008, chap. 5, and 2014.
23. The interaction between new categories and the people subsumed under 

them leads Hacking to describe his position as “dynamic nominalism” (Hacking 
1986, 228f). The quotations in the text are from pp. 223 and 229; see also the 
related arguments in Hacking 1995 and 2006b.

24. Nietzsche’s aphorism (from The Gay Science, aphorism #58, as trans-
lated by Walter Kaufmann; emphasis in the original) is quoted, in a different 
translation, by Hacking (2006b), who notes its pertinence to his own argument 
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about “making up people,” though Hacking does not address the transgender 
phenomenon. Nietzsche’s amplifi cation of his aphorism is equally pertinent to 
the transgender experience: “The reputation, name, and appearance, the usual 
measure and weight of a thing, what it counts for— originally almost always 
wrong and arbitrary, thrown over things like a dress and altogether foreign to 
their nature and even to their skin— all this grows from generation unto gen-
eration, merely because people believe in it, until it gradually grows to be part 
of that thing and turns into its very body.”

25. Fernandez and Blinder 2015; Dart 2015. The ad can be viewed at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYpko86x6GU.

26. As this book goes to press, the  matter is radically unsettled, and school 
districts nationwide face a  great deal of uncertainty as they try to navigate be-
tween the threat of being held in violation of Title IX (and of losing federal 
funding) and pressures from parents, churches, and conservative groups— all 
 under the harsh glare of publicity. See Blinder, Pérez- Peña, and Lichtblau 2016; 
Schuck 2016; U.S. Departments of Education and Justice 2016; U.S. District 
Court 2016.

27. Schilt and Westbrook 2015.
28. There are no comparably intense controversies over transgender access 

to men’s colleges, men’s sports teams, and men’s bathrooms. Racially or ethni-
cally segregated dorms are controversial, but controversy does not turn on who 
can access such spaces; it turns on whether separate living facilities are 
desirable.

29. On the persisting strength of racial essentialism, see Morning 2011, 
221– 48.

30. For the claim that race is a domain of its own, see Bonilla- Silva 1997 and 
Winant 2000. For the argument that race and ethnicity are best treated as part 
of a single integrated domain of phenomena, see Brubaker 2009 and Wimmer 
2013.
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