
Introduction

PAISLEY CURRAH and SUSAN STRYKER

Welcome to the first nonthemed, open-call issue of TSQ: Transgender Studies

Quarterly.

When we first planned the launch of this journal way back in 2013, we

as editors and Duke University Press as our publisher were on the same page

with regard to making each issue of TSQ a special issue on a particular subject

or theme. From the press’s perspective, it helped them market a narrowly framed

interdisciplinary journal to wider audiences in order to build readership and

subscriptions, and from our perspective, it helped to build the field of trans-

gender studies by demonstrating the relevance of trans scholarship to a variety

of topics and disciplines that might not, at first blush, seem remotely related to

trans studies. We’re generally pleased with how that strategy has worked out over

the past four years. After a kaleidoscopic inaugural issue devoted to “key concepts

for a twenty-first century transgender studies,” we’ve managed to address an

impressively wide range of topics: decoloniality, trans* cultural production,

population studies, animal studies, higher education studies, archives and archiv-

ing, transfeminisms, translation studies, political economy, blackness and anti-

black racism, and psychoanalytic theory. We gratefully thank the editorial teams

who worked on each issue, as we, the general editors, kept the production

schedule reasonably on track.

But success in one dimension can create difficulties in another, and one of

the problems with the special-issue model was the amount of work submitted,

or that otherwise came to our attention, that fell outside the planned themes. We

also noticed that potential contributors often had a preconceived notion of what a

special-issue theme could encompass, and they declined to submit their work in

the belief that it somehow wouldn’t fit (while we, as editors, were eager to solicit

work that tested the boundaries of any thematic frame). The downside of pub-

lishing only themed issues became acutely obvious at the 2016 International

Trans*Studies Conference held at the University of Arizona—the first large trans
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studies conference held in North America in several years—which not only

showcased an incredible variety of work but featured a plenary session on how

TSQ could best serve the field. Attendees strongly favored the introduction of

open-call, nonthemed issues.

We are therefore pleased to offer TSQ 5, no. 1, in direct response to that

collectively expressed desire. From here on out, we plan to have an annual open

issue to better accommodate the proliferating directions of contemporary trans*

studies scholarship. We’d also like to take this opportunity to comment briefly on

the relevance of the field and its future in light of current political events, and to

provide our observations on the future of the journal itself and impending edi-

torial changes, before profiling the work that appears in this issue.

For better or worse, transgender studies as a field has achieved a degree

of institutionalization in the US academy that is unmatched elsewhere in the

world. As founding general editors, we’ve tried to balance the opportunities and

responsibilities that confront us from our relatively privileged positions as white,

tenured professors working at universities in the United States that—however

resource strapped they may feel to us as we try to scrounge financial and logistical

support for the journal—are nevertheless far more supportive of our scholar-

ship and our efforts at field development than the universities of many of our

colleagues in other countries. On the one hand, we’ve been able to devote time to

building infrastructure to a degree that would not be possible for younger col-

leagues still racing their tenure clocks, or still seeking nonprecarious, nonses-

sional, and noncasual academic positions. We’ve done a lot of the heavy lifting to

raise the money necessary to subsidize publication costs during the start-up years.

We are able to take a long and wide view of the field that is not primarily keyed to

our own training and research interests, and we take a great deal of satisfaction in

being able to provide a peer-reviewed publication for emerging as well as estab-

lished scholars in this exciting and rapidly evolving field.

On the other hand, we recognize that through these same activities we

can reproduce our privilege in ways that do not best serve the field’s future or the

demands of social justice. As part of our commitment to making TSQ truly

international, to decentering the white, anglophone, and North American biases

in the field, and to providing support for emerging and noninstitutionally based

scholars, we have a policy—sometimes more aspirational than actually achieved

in practice—that each issue should have an editorial team of more senior scholars

who can mentor more junior scholars, should include work at least half of which

deals with topics outside the United States or is written by non-US scholars,

should have at least half of all published authors in each issue be people of color,

and should make every effort to solicit, accept, and translate work originating in

languages other than English.
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In keeping with these priorities, we are planning an orderly transition

in the journal’s editorial leadership. Paisley Currah will be stepping down as

general coeditor after TSQ 6, no. 1 (2019), the next open issue, and current edi-

torial board member Francisco Galarte, a specialist in Chicanx trans studies in the

US/Mexican borderlands who has a more hemispheric perspective than either

of us, will step up to new responsibilities as general coeditor. Susan Stryker will

stay on as general coeditor through the end of TSQ volume 6, by which time we

intend to have in place another general coeditor drawn from an emerging cohort

of recently tenured trans studies scholars, ideally a trans woman of color working

outside the United States. In other words, within seven years of launching TSQ,

we expect it to be financially secure with an established readership, to be fully

handed over to the next generation of scholars in the field, and to better reflect the

linguistic, cultural, and geographical diversity of contemporary trans scholarship.

If we can manage that, before we step aside, we think we will have put our relative

privilege to good use.

We remain committed to the vision of establishing an international trans*

studies association—a membership-based organization that will hold regular

conferences, for which TSQ can become the house organ (while continuing, of

course, to solicit and publish as much high-quality trans scholarship as possible,

regardless of whether prospective authors are affiliated with the association).

Doing so will help build personal interconnections between researchers in the

field and guard against scholars’ working in isolation and inadvertently “rein-

venting the wheel,” while at the same time enabling critical conversations to

develop more rapidly, with more participants. From the market-driven rather

than intellectual-content side of publishing the journal, having a membership-

based organization whose members would be automatically subscribed to the

journal through their annual membership dues would help promote the ongoing

financial stability of TSQ. Moreover, it would allow the process of selecting new

journal editors and advisory board members to become more democratic, with

a more transparent process. While we had hoped to use the 2016 International

Trans* Studies Conference as a launching pad for just such an organization, we

simply have not had the resources of time and labor to take concrete next steps

toward that desired future. But it will come.

Frankly, the decentering of the United States and the cultivation of a more

internationalist perspective on transgender issues that we espouse in the pages

of this journal cannot come quickly enough. For those of us living and working

in the United States, the self-congratulatory story of American exceptionalism

has taken a particularly ugly turn with the election of Donald Trump. Although

some deride the Trump administration as fundamentally incompetent, Trump

has used his executive powers with vicious efficiency. His administration has
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already eliminated dozens of environmental protections and suspended travel

from six Muslim-majority countries. The Justice Department plans to end its

oversight of police departments found to have committed egregious civil rights

violations. While we were drafting this introduction, President Trump rescinded

the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, a policy put in

place by President Obama that shielded so-called dreamers—the offspring of

undocumented immigrant parents who had brought them to the United States as

minors, and who dreamed of staying legally—from deportation and provided

them with work permits. With his order, the US president upended the lives of

these 800,000 young people, forcing them back into the undocumented closet and

making them vulnerable to deportation. Through this and other despicable words

and deeds, such as placing avowed white supremacists and antifascist resisters

on the same moral plane after the tragic events in Charlottesville, the forty-sixth

president of the United States has implicitly but consistently condoned racist,

anti-Semitic, and anti-immigrant acts of violence.

In this deeply dispiriting context, trans lives have become far more pre-

carious and constrained than they have been for the past decade. Only a year ago,

it seemed that the most pressing task for people concerned with trans lives was to

seek accountability for the unjust maldistribution of life chances for trans people,

and to critique the shameful ongoing reality of racism, classism, ableism, and

other modes of hierarchizing life that persisted despite the emergence of greater

rights that were disproportionately accessible by the least oppressed segments

of the trans population. With the rise to power of Trump and his coterie, the

political and cultural landscape has utterly changed. All transgender people,

regardless of their other marginalized statuses, are at heightened risk and have

been specifically targeted by the Trump administration. Trump has rescinded the

Obama administration’s Title IX guidance on trans students, which ensured that

students would be treated with respect and dignity and be able to use the facilities

that match their gender identity. He has attempted to reverse the Obama admin-

istration’s decision, in place for only a year, to open the armed forces to transgender

people. Certainly, service in the military war machine enrolls trans people in the

project of nationalistic bullying and warmongering, but themilitary is nevertheless

by far the largest jobs training program in the United States and, for many service

members, the only route to a college degree. To not have the same access to the

opportunity to serve, regardless of one’s opinions of the state’s use of the military,

constitutes a profound denial of basic equal rights before the law for all citizens.

An even more distressing consequence of the ban on transgender military service

is that transgender people now join a list of other minority populations whose

treatment should shame the moral conscience of the nation—groups of people

who have had existing rights systematically stripped from them, like the freedmen

4 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/1/526482/1currah.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



and women who experienced the “Jim Crow” apartheid system put in place after

Reconstruction ended, or the US citizens of Japanese descent who were interned

in concentration camps during World War II. Not content with even this level of

repression, the Trump administration, as of this writing, is planning to eliminate

the nondiscrimination language in the Affordable Care Act that protects trans-

gender access to health care, and the Justice Department is also considering

rescinding Obama-era rules that used the Prison Rape Elimination Act to protect

transgender prisoners from violence. Through the use of executive orders, the

extent of damage the Trump administration can inflict, even without new laws

being passed by Congress, is vast.

One admittedly minor consequence, given the scale of this deeply unset-

tling turn of events, is that the relatively privileged status of trans studies in the US

academy will undoubtedly become less privileged. Already, in a political climate

that amplifies rather than dampens inflammatory and divisive rhetoric, and that

does not do enough to prevent violence directed at those who dissent, trans

faculty members, along with faculty of color and politically radical faculty, feel

increasingly threatened and vulnerable in their workplaces and less secure in the

academic freedoms that allow them to do their jobs. It is high time, then, as we

experience windows of opportunity beginning to close, witness the expulsion of

those deemed undesirable by those who hold the reins of power, see borders

becoming ever-more impassable barriers, and feel the rising tide of hate being

directed at minority communities, to do what needs to be done anyway with

as much speed as possible—deconcentrate and transfer the field’s intellectual

resources elsewhere than the United States. “American exceptionalism” was never

a good thing, and as the United States seems to be entering a deeply reactionary

phase, it can only become something worse.

We take what comfort we can in the knowledge that many trans people,

including many friends and colleagues, can be found literally on the barricades

amid the necessary protests that have rocked the United States since January

2017, starting with Disrupt J20 and the massive Women’s March, the airport

occupations that contested the anti-Muslim travel bans, and the shutdowns of

planned white-supremacist rallies through overwhelming numbers of counter-

demonstrators. Our cover art for this issue, of masked black-block anarchists

disrupting the planned appearance of right-wing provocateurMilo Yiannopoulos

at the University of California, Berkeley, in February 2017, documents the front-

line mentality that characterizes a growing segment of the trans community.

The resistance to twenty-first-century fascism must take many forms, and the

moment calls upon all of us to take whatever actions we deem, in our own best

judgment, to be best for addressing the challenges at hand. As a complement

to whatever other actions we might take as individuals, we, as editors of this
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academic journal, hope the articles we are able to publish in this issue of TSQ

can make their own contributions, in their own ways, to empowering trans lives,

using knowledge and analysis to improve social conditions and contesting the

violence being directed against us.

Finn Enke’s contribution, “Collective Memory and the Transfeminist

1970s: Toward a Less Plausible History,” is perfectly suited for our first open issue.

Noting that we are now witnessing a resurgence of reactionary mass politics along

with new configurations of transformative social justice movements, Enke calls

upon their readers to revisit trans and feminist history from four decades ago, and

for those readers to revise their understanding of that history in ways that are

useful for the present. Arguing that so-called second-wave feminism has been

inaccurately characterized by subsequent generations of trans people and inter-

sectional feminists as monolithically transphobic, Enke recovers a more nuanced

record of the complexities of trans issues, alliances, and breaking points within

a heterogeneous feminist movement. They ask how we might come to a better

understanding of the mixedness and entanglements of trans/feminism, in service

to the envisioning and actualization of a less polarized present.

In “On the Politics of Love and Trans-Migrant Theater in Germany,”Olivia

Landry reviews, critiques, and analyzes Sasha Marianna Salzmann’s 2016 play

Meteoriten (Meteorites), billed as both a key text of the so-called postmigrant

theater and the first to include a trans central character. Landry considers the play,

which is set against the backdrop of the tumultuous 2014 FIFAWorld Cup in Rio

de Janeiro and the mounting so-called migrant crisis in the summer of 2015, to be

an attack on the new nativism now besetting Europe, and one that uses the trans

central character, Cato, to orchestrate the interactions of a diverse cast of migrant

characters. The article directly addresses how Cato’s transness is used to theorize,

analogize, comment on, and exemplify migrations other than those between

genders, and it situates this discussion in the context of recent controversies about

racist queer homonationalism in Germany. Landry’s article ends with a call for

radical love, drawing on the work of such cultural theorists as Lauren Berlant,

Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, and Chela Sandoval.

“How the ‘Non-duped’ Pass: Gender Perception and Belonging in ‘Post-

gender’ Space,” by Sidney Cunningham, continues conversations launched in

TSQ 4, nos. 3–4, our recent special issue on “transpsychoanalytics,” and is yet

another example of generative, profoundly revisionist work in trans studies that is

compelling a deep reinterpretation of psychoanalytic theory. Cunningham’s essay

responds specifically to Marxist-Lacanian cultural theorist Slavoj Žižek’s highly
publicized criticism of trans activism in a 2016 lecture at the London School of

Economics, the criticism he received in response, and his subsequent elabora-

tions of his position. Cunningham argues, contra Žižek, for an understanding

of gendered recognition within the symbolic-social realm that goes beyond
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acknowledgment and acceptance of diverse gender identities, and which does not

presume a biological or physical essence of gender. Cunningham defends their

model by recourse to social constructionist and psychoanalytic models of per-

ception and gender attribution, illustrating the applicability of their interpreta-

tion through examples drawn from two Web comics by and about transgender

people, ChaosLife and Eve’s Apple.

“Watching people mourn the loss of you while you are standing right in

front of them is a surreal experience that only someone who is transgender can

truly understand,”writes a trans blogger (Madison 2017). How is it, Damien Riggs

and Clare Bartholomaeus ask in their article, “Cisgenderism and Certitude: Par-

ents of Transgender Children Negotiating Educational Contexts,” that coming out

as transgender is so easily analogized to death, and why is transitioning so often

troped as loss? In their article, they draw on survey data from sixty Australian

cisgender parents of transgender children to produce an alternative account of

transition that does not foreground the psychical and social loss of a transgender

loved one but, rather, shifts the focus away from transgender children themselves

and onto the broader context in which parents and their transgender children

live, with a particular focus on schools. As their title suggests, they argue that

when their children transition, parents often feel they have been stripped of the

certitude of normativity produced by their unconscious and unknowing embrace

of an ideology of cisgenderism, and that such parents are grieving the loss of their

unmarked privileges as much, if not more so, as they grieve the child they imagine

they are losing.

In “Paradoxes of Visibility: The Proposed Guatemalan Gender Identity

Law,” activist researchers Alejandra Wundram Pimentel and Mónica Leonardo

Segura examine the contradictory demands for invisibility and visibility in pur-

suit of trans citizenship, and the difficulties these contradictions pose for attempts

to pass laws in Guatamala that protect the civil rights of trans people and

enable them to change gender markers on state-issued identity documents. Many

Guatamalan trans people, the authors find, simply want to fit in, to pass, to be

invisible, to escape surveillance as trans, and to be read as cisgender. Rather than

dismissing or trivializing such attitudes as a depoliticized insistence on “going

stealth,” the authors suggest that this complex of desires and practices, called

mirarse como pescada by many of their informants, is more than a mere capitu-

lation to gender normativity. It is, they suggest, “a strategy for economic survival,

and a renegotiation of gendered categories.” Being a woman, one of their infor-

mants tells them, is not so much about the body as it is about being able to claim

the category that is defined by the assumption of cisgenderism.

In our “Policy” section, we are excited to present an original English

translation, by Francisco Berreta, of a ground-breaking judicial decision in

Argentina, G.N.B. v. Government of the City of Buenos Aires. While the Trump
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administration repeals rules that would protect trans and gender-nonconforming

people from violence, a judge in Buenos Aires found that the government of the

City of Buenos Aires had so systematically failed to protect a trans woman from

violence and discrimination throughout her life that he awarded her a lifetime

pension in recompense. The language of the decision far exceeds the usual dry

prose of tort law. Writing about the consequences of the state’s failure to protect

her and the damages Ms. G. incurred, the judge states, “Such damage has no date

or place because it is a damage that is endured by the ‘sheer boldness’ of estab-

lishing oneself as an autonomous self in front of others. Such damage does not

destroy hope, it prevents hope from being born in the first place.”

Rounding out the rest of the issue: in our “Research Note,” US trans

community leaders Jamison Green, Dallas Denny, and Jason Cromwell comment

on the shifting nomenclature espoused by English-speaking trans and gender-

variant people over the past few decades in the United States; in “Translation,”

David Gramling and Emrah Karakuş provide a sampling of activist statements in

“Trans Voices from Turkey,” and in the “Ephemera” section, we reproduce the

PolySensorium fortune-teller, an “action art object” collectively created by several

trans artists and art scholars for distribution at the 2016 International Trans*

Studies Conference in Tucson. We are also pleased to include book reviews by

Claudia Sofía Garriga-López (of the Blacktino Queer Performance anthology,

edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Ramón H. Rivera-Servera), Jacob Lau (of a new

biography of a US FTMcommunity icon, Lou Sullivan: Daring to Be aMan among

Men, by Brice D. Smith), and Benjamin Hegarty (of Gender on the Edge, an

anthology of transgender, gay, and gender-variant Pacific Island cultures).

Susan Stryker is associate professor of gender and women’s studies and director of the

Institute for LGBT Studies at the University of Arizona, and general coeditor of TSQ: Transgender

Studies Quarterly.

Paisley Currah is professor of political science and women’s and gender studies at Brooklyn

College and the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, and general coeditor of TSQ:

Transgender Studies Quarterly.
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Collective Memory
and the Transfeminist 1970s
Toward a Less Plausible History

FINN ENKE

Abstract As we witness a resurgence of white supremacy and fascism and the emergence of new,

transformative justice movements, this article encourages a more mixed-up understanding of 1970s

feminisms.Many historians have offerednuancedways of narrating trans and feminist pasts that compel

us to consider processes of exclusion past and present. Yet it seems that historians had barely begun to

scratch the surface of 1970s feminist history before an ever-evolving set of binary characteriza-

tions started to eclipse feminisms’ multivocal andmultivalent complexities. How did “1970s feminism”

enter collective memory as an exclusionary thing distinct from the experiences, labor, and critiques

by feminists of color and trans and queer people of the same era? And why, when existing nuanced

narratives might invite us to deeper analysis, are stories of exclusion and abjection so magnetic? More

to the point, how might we highlight the mixings in the past and envision a less polarized present?

Keywords transfeminist, history, 1970s, collective memory

“Passing is effacement through the construction of a plausible history . . . passing

means the denial of mixture.”

—Sandy Stone, “The Empire Strikes Back”

A lessandro Portelli was right: our memories are not our own. He didn’t put it

that way, exactly. Instead, he urged historians to pay attention to the inac-

curacies in people’s memories when those inaccuracies prove to be collectively

held, because the inaccuracies themselves are signs of the collective production

of knowledges that, even when partial, misleading, or inaccurate, tell us critical

things about that collectivity (1991). And it’s almost always about now.Why do we

narrate things the way we do? Certainly, people have marshaled history to dis-

cipline bodies and justify violences and purifying purges. But with our histories,

we also create portals and connections and communities across time, a possible
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antidote to alienation and abjection. I find myself increasingly insisting on the

importance of history, not because things were better (or worse) in an earlier time

but because, as cocreators of collective memory, we’re all doing it one way and

another, and it matters how we tell the story.

Consider that Sandy Stone, artist and theorist of technology and gender,

was making a pitch for history when she encouraged us to refuse to narrate our

lives as single nodes within binary oppositions and “old constructed positions”

that perpetuate our own effacement and erasure. Stone called on us to instead

represent “the complexities and ambiguities of lived experience” and embrace “the

power of continual transformation which is the heart of engaged life” (Stone 1991:

295). In the twenty-first century, as we witness a resurgence of white supremacy

and fascism and the emergence of new, transformative justice movements, I join

the plea for a more mixed-up sensibility. More specifically, like so many others, I

want to invite a transfeminist history that, to paraphrase Beth Elliott, “bothers to

ask” those who were there what happened.

We have already so much good scholarship and community knowledge

about transfeminist history.1Many feminist contexts now consciously have trans,

queer, and POC (people of color) at their core. Over the last fifteen years, his-

torians, including Susan Stryker, Stefania Voli, Simon Fisher, Cristan Williams,

and others, have offered nuanced ways of narrating trans and feminist pasts that

compel us to consider processes of exclusion past and present (Stryker 2008; Voli

2016). Yet it seems that historians had barely begun to scratch the surface of

1970s feminist history before an ever-evolving set of binary characterizations

started to eclipse feminisms’ multivocal and multivalent complexities. In less

than one generation, the “second wave” became aka “white feminism” and “trans-

exclusionary feminism,” and now, 1970s feminists is often used as a shorthand

genealogy of today’s racist and trans-exclusionary feminists (TERFs). How did

“1970s feminism” enter collective memory as the exclusionary thing, distinct from

the experiences, labor, and critiques by feminists of color, trans and queer people

of the same era? And why, when existing nuanced narratives might invite us

to deeper analysis, are stories of exclusion and abjection so magnetic? More to

the point, how might we highlight the mixings in the past and simultaneously

envision a less polarized present?
The stakes for us now are really quite high. The still-open wounds of con-

flicted relationships between and within heterogeneous and unstable groupings in

the 1970s bleed into new injuries caused today by people who wield hate in the

name of protecting (white) women. Yet if we write off “1970s feminism,” we lose

feminism’s deeply questioning, queer, coalitional and anti-imperialist past; we

miss some relevant grappling of that era, and the way that the grappling itself

offers useful lessons. When we separate feminist/queer/trans and of color from
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so-called 1970s feminism, we may also miss some ways that feminist, lesbian, and

queer of color and trans activists grappled hard to develop critical insights and

knowledges that move us today.2 As artist, performer, and filmmaker Hanifah

Walidah most pointedly offered, “My point is not about competing politic, my

point is about the destructive energy harnessed from an absolute dismissal of your

elders. You poke holes in your own revolutionary bubble when you diminish the

revolutions had before your own. These precious human beings, these spiritual

reservoirs just an arms length away who, for decades, have been navigating their

humanity through the same muck you are just now becoming acquainted with”

(Walidah 2015).

At the most basic level, we need to know that trans women and men

were also the movers and shakers of—indeed integral to—even the most iconic

feminisms during the 1970s. It’s possible to narrate histories in ways that don’t

perpetuate the abjection and removal of trans from feminism. In this article, I

put a more kaleidoscopic lens on the most familiar stories in transfeminist history

in order to show one (not the only) possible approach, and also to reflect on

collective memory and why it matters.

I’m thinking about the lure of plausible histories. In the 1970s, medical

practitioners recommended that transsexuals who transitioned create a “plausible

history” that would tell a story of their lives in one consistent sex; the idea was

to erase all traces of medical and social transition so that one’s now medically

legitimated identity would be more secure. The plausible history version of one’s

life involved, as Sandy Stone put it, learning to lie and erasing oneself by a denial

of mixture and change. A plausible history may be crucial to living in one’s gen-

der; it may be a matter of life and death. But we need to see that a plausible history

enacts a denial of mixture and change not only in the trans person’s life but also

for everyone else. It stabilizes everyone else and suggests that they were always

and naturally that which they are. Normative categorical distinction depends

on perfectly hiding the mixing and traces of change. Perhaps this is how we

created a story of feminism into which decade after decade trans enters as new and

still silenced.

We do need to correct the contemporary transphobic discourses that

frame trans women as intruders into women’s spaces; we do also need to con-

tinually correct the historical record by showing that it was separatists attacking

trans women, not trans people, who caused the violences. We can do this without

simultaneously eliding the complexities of activisms in that era and without

effacing trans women as subjects. Doing so requires that we resist binary oppo-

sition and characterization. As Sandy Stone suggested, “The constructed oppo-

sitional nodes which have been prefigured as the only positions from which

discourse is possible all but guarantee that we [trans people] cannot speak”
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(1991: 295). Constructing new oppositional nodes does not take us mixed-up

peoples very far at all.

Alternatively, many things transform when we refuse plausible history and

stabilizing oppositions. Think for a minute about what happens to feminist

history and trans history when Patrick Califia explains that the man he is now

used to be—in the early 1970s—an outspoken antitrans lesbian feminist (1997).

Most of us can probably understand how a person can manifest antitrans and

then out-as-trans ways of social being. But feminism changes too, doesn’t it?
We can look again at feminist articulations knowing that trans was integral to all

of it. My goal here is to highlight feminism’s incoherence for generations of

scholars and activists who need more than easy critiques of exclusion. History

itself can offer rich enough material with which to grapple and develop trans-

formative insight.

Let’s mix up the most familiar tropes that are designed to teach second-

wave feminist exclusion of transgender women (and which might be the most

common way that teachers bring historical trans people into introductory gender

and women’s studies lessons). I mean these: In 1973, Beth Elliott, a white musician,

was forced off the stage at the West Coast Lesbian Conference because she was a

transsexual; in 1973, Sylvia Rivera, a Puerto Rican street queen, founder of STAR

House and participant in the radical Gay Liberation Front and Gay Activists

Alliance, was forced off the stage by feminists at Christopher Street Liberation Day

in New York City; and in 1977, Sandy Stone, a white sound engineer, was fired

from her position at Olivia Records—the largest feminist recording company of

the era—because she was transsexual.

These well-worn narratives do more than recount exclusion. In their easy

repetition and denial of mixture, they naturalize the separation of trans from

feminism. Feminism then passes as a coherent subject, with no implication that it

might contain within it a potentially lifelong trans history. Posing static oppo-

sition between feminist and trans histories may in fact secure normativities that

reinforce racist, ablest, and classist hierarchies and perpetuate the abjection of

trans people. Wemight ask, what in these narratives are Sylvia Rivera, Beth Elliott,

and Sandy Stone other than abjected objects of hate?
As historians and filmmakers have shown, trans women’s and men’s own

words are readily available; it’s possible to find and amplify the perspectives and

lives even of people no longer with us, and to know them for their work and play,

not just as lightning rods for transphobia. We are building a new epistemol-

ogy of activist histories that could make it impossible to think feminist without

also thinking trans, and that might blow open for review all manner of naming.

Within trans studies, we have so many tools with which to narrate the mixtures,

the slippages across named categories of recognition. Even the most familiar
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stories can be read through a transfeminist lens to engage what Stone (1991: 299)

called “a myriad of alterities” and Donna Haraway (1992) called “the promises

of monsters.”

Emphasizing the mixing can help us better grasp the work of people who

themselves emphasized mixing. For example, scholars have recently turned to

the work of civil rights activist, lawyer, and priest Pauli Murray to think about

the relationships between embodiments and practices of justice. From 1940 on,

Murray argued that white supremacy and male supremacy were simultaneous

in origin and effect. While most scholars fast forward this insight to the black

feminism articulated by the Combahee River Collective, a recent article by his-

torian Simon Fisher suggests that we stay with Murray in the 1930s and 1940s long

enough to comprehend Murray’s biracial and gender transing experience. Not

least, Fisher argues, we can’t fully understand the strategy of nonviolent resistance

in the early Civil Rights movement without attending to the mixed embodiment

of Pauli Murray who, with intimate partner Adelene McBean, enacted the first

recorded utilization of nonviolent resistance against Jim Crow in 1940 (2016).

Writing under the pen name Peter Panic, Murray explained that binary

race and binary gender are segregations that are not natural or inherent to bodies.

Rather, they can only be produced and maintained through violence. That is,

Peter Panic/Pauli Murray emphasized that the violence of binary segregation is

enacted not only between distinct bodies but also upon individual bodies. Fisher

(2016: 99) quotes Panic/Murray using quite telling words to explain the failures of

binary segregation: “there are those who don’t fit” because they are in themselves

“‘all mixed up.’”

Fisher illuminates Murray’s unresolved, unsolved dilemmas of nonbinary

gender as well as race. Light-skinned and proud of being black, Murray wrote

plenty about persistently longing to be known as male and had from the late

1930s through the 1940s implored endocrinologists for testosterone treatment,

only to be repeatedly recommended “female” hormones instead. In Fisher’s

words, “Racial and gender nonnormativity crossed paths explicitly on Murray’s

body” (Fisher 2016: 98). As someone not easily read as white or black or male or

female, Murray “was acutely aware that the power to name her/his race and

gender was rarely in her/his hands” (Fisher 2016: 96). Fisher’s attention to mixing

gives us new ways to understand Murray’s embodied, category-crossing vision of

nonviolent resistance. And this in turn may suggest that civil rights, feminist, and

transgender articulations might not have been as separate as they have been made

to appear.

To show what a close transfeminist reading of the 1970s can reveal, and as

an antidote to the rehearsed exclusion trope, I draw on a combination of Elliott’s

own words and those of others (almost all of it readily available in archived or
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published materials).3 In 1971, a nineteen-year-old Beth Elliott found a new home

and family after being rejected by her parents who could not abide her transi-

tion from male to female. As had countless other women, Elliott had just dis-

covered the welcoming culture of the national lesbian organization Daughters of

Bilitis (DOB). With no apology for her florid language, she exclaimed, “We were

witnessing the emergence of an incredibly diverse group of women . . . suddenly,

we could explore what we wanted, how we wanted to live together, what kind of

a community we could grow. . . . Our lives were about love, beautiful sexual

expression, poetry, art, music, and reveling in being women . . . loving other

women. . . . It was a very sweet time, a time in crazy and overly idealistic synch

with the rest of the counterculture, and a time when many of us truly did care

about each other as sisters” (Elliott [2008]: 2).4

As an artist, author, and countercultural, young, white, middle-class

woman, she was enchanted to become part of a community that celebrated

lesbians, be they married, mothers, or—like Elliott—women who had been

assigned male at birth. Happy to have a new home, she threw herself into working

for DOB and, in turn, was asked to run for, and in 1971 was elected, vice president

of the San Francisco chapter. That Beth was transsexual mattered to her coor-

ganizers in DOB in two ways. First, chapter members adored Beth for her una-

bashed delight in being a lesbian; she had perspective, too, as she had risked family

and livelihood to validate lesbian lives, women’s lives, and feminist lives.

In addition, Beth contributed to growing feminist critiques of mainstream

medicine, as she helped her associates see that the difficulty of obtaining surgery

was a matter of familiar sexist and homophobic oppression. The Stanford clinic

through which Elliott was pursuing transition required her to declare that she was

heterosexual and wanted only to be in a conventional marriage with a man. They

also expected Beth to replace her androgynous hippie-lesbian style with one more

normatively feminine. Already living as a woman, Beth had to hide her lesbian life

from her medical caregivers. Once the clinic did finally approve Elliott for sur-

geries, the costs were out of reach. Her struggles with the medical world were not

simply a side effect of being transsexual but were inherent to a medical system

that differentially distributed care.

As others have shown, the medical elaboration of the category “trans-

sexual” in the 1960s and 1970s depended on excluding from trans-related health

care people of color, people who were not wealthy, people who didn’t look a

certain way, people with physical or intellectual disabilities, and people whose

sexuality was suspect. Through such exclusions, medical institutions simulta-

neously constructed the category of “transsexual” as functionally white, able-

bodied, well-educated, heterosexual, legal subjects who were convincingly femi-

nine according to dominant standards.5 Against a backdrop of more abjected
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figures, “the transsexual” was thus posited as a very rare and medically mediated

subject who could be medically rehabilitated to pass as socially viable, legal,

and sane.

Though the majority of trans people could not do so, Beth Elliott suc-

cessfully navigated the hierarchies that allowed her to be known as an articulate,

funny white woman whose lesbian sexuality could be kept secret from themedical

world while also celebrated in feminist and lesbian communities.

In 1971, Beth attended the Gay Women’s Conference in Los Angeles (LA)

where she was embraced by the fun-loving cadre known as the Orange County

Dyke Patrol, as well as women involved in the LA chapters of DOB. “We were

creating a culture of enjoying being together, caring for each other, and having

fun together . . . our lives and our love were good things. Where others were

deadly serious about finding the correct feminist political line, we had words of

wisdom from the Orange County Radical Lesbian Feminists. . . . ‘If it’s worth

doing, it’s worth doing with joy’” (Elliott [2008]: 3).

As those relationships deepened over the next year, they began to plan

another conference for 1973. One planning meeting recorded this conversation

among them:

“This conference, if we can pull it off, could just begin to unify lesbians, not just in

California, but in the whole country.”

“Yeah, let’s make it so that lesbians who are interested in politics can get

together and discuss where they’ve been and where they’re going, and their

relationship to other movements, the women’s movement, the gaymovement, you

know, like we talked about.”

“Right. And . . . let’s have an art exhibit, the first national lesbian art

exhibit, can you imagine that?”

“Far out! And music, and poetry . . . by and for lesbians!”

“Yeah right on! Politics, culture, with workshops for activists and non-

activists . . . ”

“It seems to me like we’re talking about all the ways that lesbians express

themselves.”

“But should it be for all women or just lesbians?”

“That’s impossible. Even it we wanted it to be for lesbians only, how could

we tell?”

“Yeah Right, ha! I can just see us. . . . Please raise your right hand, sister,

and repeat after me, ‘I swear upon the honor of my dykehood that I am a bonafide

lesbian.’” (McLean 1973: 16)

Conference organizers joked about this, but in various parts of the country, some

were hoping to set a specific agenda for the movement as a whole that included

ENKE * Collective Memory and the Transfeminist 1970s 15

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/9/526497/9enke.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



establishing a more disciplining definition of lesbian and of feminist, categories

that might be certifiable through telling: not simply telling as in self-disclosure but

telling as in, “We know and can tell what you are.”

This was no idle threat, as the San Francisco chapter of Daughters of Bilitis

had just undergone a cataclysmic change when some newer members insisted that

a transsexual—specifically, Beth Elliott—had no place in the organization.

These newer members turned Elliott into a screen that, by being so per-

sonalized, masked a larger conflict between newer, radicalized members who

wanted DOB to be more out and more separatist, and older members. The older,

arguably more cautious and in some ways more assimilationist members wanted

DOB to be a resource for a greater diversity of women—many of whom had no

other contact with lesbians, many of whom were married and isolated and could

not live out lesbian lives; the older core of DOB refused to adopt purist defini-

tions about who could and could not be considered a lesbian. New, young

members, politicized through adherence to an emerging separatist politics, and in

their refusal of sexism and male dominance, focused on defining Beth Elliott as

a transsexual and not as a woman or lesbian. Eventually, many long-standing

members stopped attending chapter meetings, and the now younger organization

voted to bar transsexual women from DOB.

Beth was shaken by the experience, but her conference coorganizers in LA

wanted to see this as an idiosyncratic blip led by a few purists, rather than as a

threat internal to feminism. The LA organizers loved Beth for her artistic talents

and wicked sense of humor. She was charming, and she knew how to make

connections. They insisted that she perform at the conference’s opening night

because, after all, she was also a foremother in the growing popularity of lesbian

singer-songwriters.

At 7 p.m. on opening night, organizer Barbara McLean (1973: 36) wrote in

her pocket diary, “I can’t believe it, it’s beginning. FAR OUT. This place is so

packed there’s not even aisle room. . . . There are straight sisters here also. There is

every conceivable type of woman here. The show has begun, the music sounds so

good! There’s electricity in the air, women throwing their arms around each other,

I feel as though I’m plugged into an outlet . . . the crowd goes wild! These are

magical women!” Indeed, with an attendance of over fifteen hundred women

coming from twenty-six states and five countries and representing 129 lesbian

organizations or collectives, it was the largest event of its kind to date. Participants

were head over heels.

At 9 p.m., Beth Elliott took the stage. Most audience members might

have seen something like this abbreviated version: two women came onstage;

one grabbed the mic away, yelling that Elliott is a transsexual and a rapist, and

insisted that she not be permitted to perform. Chaos ensued; somebody called
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a vote. Then another vote. Twice the audience voted to keep Elliott on the stage.

A small group of protesters left, and a shaking Beth Elliott performed to a stand-

ing ovation.

That’s the iconic story we hear most often, with no before or after. It was a

violent moment, and along with other similar incidents, its repercussions are still

felt to this day. For this reason, it deserves an analysis informed by a larger archive.

By all accounts, organizers were blindsided by the attack, many of them

insisting that “no one saw it coming.” The decision to vote was not a collective one

but was made in haste by one or two organizers, perhaps to defuse the increas-

ingly physically threatening protests. Perhaps they knew the audience would vote

overwhelmingly to keep Beth onstage. But the damage that comes from putting

people’s belonging up to a vote was not easily, if ever, undone.

All through the rest of that night, Robin Morgan, author of Sisterhood Is

Powerful, rewrote her keynote speech to clarify a melee that left many audience

members perplexed. The next day, rather than talking for forty-five minutes

on the conference theme of unity, Morgan spent an hour and a half criticizing

women who work with men, steamrolling the conference organizers, and elab-

orating her hatred of transsexuals.6As conference participant Pat Buchanan wrote

shortly after the conference, “Robin . . . blames the continuing position of the

oppressed on our low level of consciousness. . . . She seems to feel . . . that this

consciousness can be raised by her attack on everything in sight” (Buchanan 1973:

6–7). Not least, Morgan attacked Beth Elliott as “a male transvestite, an oppor-

tunist, an infiltrator, and a destroyer with the mentality of a rapist,” terms that

would ripple through some feminist and right-wing political platforms to this

very day.

For the next two days, many conference participants debated whether

biology is destiny, whether our sexist and racist socialization can be overcome,

and whether men are trying to take over the lesbian feminist movement. Many felt

their discussions had been “shut down” and “bombarded” by Robin Morgan.

Many were “bewildered” by the scuffling and blaming and wondered if they had

missed the memo that would have explained what the problem was.

Simultaneously at the conference, the Black Women’s Caucus organized

for hours, designing and writing a statement offering black feminist perspectives

on activism. Reporting from the racismworkshop, they reiterated the priority that

race had in their lives and must have in the movement. Most tellingly, they stated

in their short position paper, “We want it to be understood perfectly that we are

here, though few.”7 Perhaps some among those authors recorded their moment-

by-moment conference experiences in their pocket diaries, but those entries did

not become part of the published conference record. In the print record, the sheer

number of pages devoted to the separatist commotion and fall-out nearly eclipsed

the work of the Black Caucus. The parts of the conference that are thus most
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accessible reinforce the view that in such spaces, race was a separate issue, and one

somehow irrelevant to the anxious need to define (or refuse to define) woman in

relation to sex assignment.

It is critical that we acknowledge the violences in real time and the elisions

from the historical records. It is important to discover how the seeds of trans-

phobia managed to take root, how that transphobia submerged efforts to address

racist exclusions, and why generations later we might be perversely attached to

this legacy.

The archives of print matter may in fact point us in the direction of

narrowly defined feminist formations. As I have elaborated elsewhere (Enke

2007), all but the most alternative publications select for the most organized, and

those most able to retain their rhetorical agency within dominant discourses. We

can find every speech that Robin Morgan delivered and also the evidence that

Morgan changed her speeches when she published them in her book. Look at the

difference it makes: in the 1973 speech, she lambasted organizers for inviting Beth

Elliott; in the rewritten speech she published in 1977, she deleted those comments

to erase any suggestion that Elliott had not merely been “invited” but actually had

been a core community member (Morgan 1973b: 1977). In her rewrite of the

speech, Morgan bolstered her charge of transsexuals as “gate crashers,” enhanced

the length and violence of her attack against Elliott, and simultaneously left

readers and future generations without even a hint that masses of feminist les-

bians seemed to put little or no stake in what a woman’s birth sex assignment was

or might have been.

RobinMorgan’s charge that Beth Elliott was an infiltrator and rapist out to

destroy the movement became so influential that eventually the largest feminist

publications and music venues of the 1970s and 1980s literally blacklisted author

and musician Elliott. Though exiled frommuch of the movement’s media, Elliott

didn’t lose her rhetorical agency so much as take it elsewhere, literally, to the

suburbs. For nearly two decades, we don’t see her in named feminist archives.

Yet it’s not hard to find a transfeminist history. We can find it in Beth

Elliott’s own history: who she was before and after the LA conference, and how she

became an author under the pen name Mustang Sally—a pen name born of

exile—and wrote for publications such as TransSisters. We can listen to her life

in her music, read her novel and numerous genre-bending short stories, and

learn more about her work in health care, countercultural venues, and suburban

community formations; we might find that her equally genre-bending spiritual

attunement—also born of grappling within and outside existing communities—

has something to say about coming through wreckage with the ability to laugh

and still get shit done.

We can also go back to the conference itself for a moment and consider the

standing ovation and the group who took the stage and said, “If Beth Elliott can’t
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perform, then no one performs.”What would feminism look like if we focused on

conference participants who shouted out that they themselves could equally well

be trans women, participants who, in the face of hate, turned toward rather than

away from identification with Beth? They suggested in nearly so many words that

all personal histories might be merely plausible, constructed to pass.

Or we could publish the words of the conference organizers who never

questioned the belonging of Elliott and other transsexual women.8 Barbara

McLean, reacting in all caps at the attempted take-over of Elliott’s performance,

wrote: “OHGODNO. . . . This woman is insisting that Beth Elliott not be allowed

to perform because Beth is a transsexual. Beth was on the San Francisco steering

committee for the conference, a part of the original group that gave birth to the

idea last October, in Sacramento. She’s written some far-out feminist songs.

That’s why she’s here. No. We do not, cannot relate to her as a man. We have not

known her as aman” (1973: 36). MacLean wrote at length about not onlyMorgan’s

rhetorical baiting but also her perspective as an organizer. Combined with

Elliott’s autobiographical account, there was so much more to all of it, some of it

personal, some of it global.

At the time, conference participant Pat Buchanan offered what we might

consider a trans-temporal lens when she explained that being born with a vagina

did not make one a feminist; as she asserted, all feminists had had to learn to

not oppress women. In suggesting that everyone was in some senses “new,” she

challenged those who denied mixing within themselves and within feminism.

Buchanan (1973: 6–7) asserted that politicization as woman, lesbian, and feminist

required changing ourselves, not simply sitting on what we were born with.

Without that mixing in our historiography, we are left with defini-

tions of feminist and lesbian that are always-already so exclusive of transgender

that their separation appears almost natural and trans keeps on being new—

whether intrusive or intriguing. A transfeminist lens allows us to historicize this

relationship.

Some years after the conference, Robin Morgan nearly admitted that she

had gone on the attack because she was insecure to give a keynote at a lesbian

conference when she herself was not a lesbian—at least not by most definitions,

including her own; perhaps she feared she’d be put up for a vote too. Morgan’s

speech at the conference in fact began with a remarkable defense of her creden-

tials in lesbian space: after trashing women who worked with men, she explained

that her husband was a feminist, a feminine man, and a founder of the faggot

effeminist movement.9 A few men, it turned out, were OK. Morgan used her

faggot effeminist husband to claim proximity to radical lesbianism while simul-

taneously refusing to be queered or transed by transitional subjects like Elliott.

Her attack against Elliott attempted to achieve distance from transsexual, distance

from the abject, in which the abject this time is figured as—in Morgan’s
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words—the “male transvestite gate crasher,” a figure construed as mentally ill,

disenfranchised, and perverted; the most marginal and least known; and some-

how the most dangerous.

Morgan’s speech was so damaging in part because she offered a plausible

history: a story of oppositional nodes that naturalized the citizenship of beings

who don’t have visible and narrative markers of transition or whose lives were

more neatly crafted within stories of social sex/gender coherence. Echoing settler-

colonial and segregationist discourses, Morgan’s speech denied the porousness

and violence of the boundaries that constituted “woman.” By displacing all mix-

ture onto transsexual subjects, Morgan securitized female-assigned sex as the

foundation of feminism. Female-at-birth assignment thus could bolster trans-

hating feminists as they developed mastery of their own embodiment and a

narrower feminism that refused to be transed.

Insecurity, trauma, and/or a desire for community are no small matters for

people needing a better world, and they shape community and exclusion in

powerful ways. Patrick Califia explains this clearly as he describes his relation to

Beth’s expulsion from DOB. If you haven’t already studied it, the full passage is

worth close attention:

Ironically, my own history contains a period of transphobia. . . . As I tried to locate

myself in San Francisco’s . . . lesbian community, I heard that the DOB had

recently purged a male-to-female transsexual who had been an officer in their

organization. This event was still a hot topic, and one of the ways I made friends with

other dykes was to express my approval of the purge. It made me really angry and

unhappy to encounter opposition from a woman I respected, a former bar dyke

and diesel butch who . . . became a feminist. She had actually been present at the

stormy meeting where this woman was ousted, unlike most of the rest of us who were

talking about it, and she had not liked what she saw. “This doesn’t feel okay to me,”

she said, “[Beth] worked harder than anybody else in DOB. She gave a lot to that

organization. There was no good reason to kick her out. She hadn’t done anything

wrong except be a transsexual. You wouldn’t believe some of the vile and vicious

things other women said to her. And she just sat and listened to all of it, kept her

dignity, and answered them back without losing her temper or calling anybody

names.” (Califia 1997: 113)

To consider some of the additional effects of print media, let’s take a look

at a photo of Beth at the West Coast Lesbian Conference that was part of the Los

Angeles Free Press’s coverage of the conference. This is the moment Beth is being

put up for a vote; her dark expression bears both pain and solidity, possibly

masking the intense trauma and fear of the experience. It stands in marked
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contrast to other photos of Beth from the era in which she appears playful and

radiant. While the moment was deeply horrible, we might wonder what the

photographer and the Los Angeles Free Press were intending to show when they

made this choice about how to represent Beth. We don’t see the audience here at

all. The photo frames Beth not as part of a community but as virtually alone; only

the most observant will notice that a woman sits next to Beth, holding her hand,

bearing witness, enacting solidarity. How do we, then, highlight the support that

the newspaper elided?
I first saw this photo without its accompanying caption, and I found it

so expressive of the complex fierceness of the moment. When we look closely, it

invites so much inquiry and grappling. But when we see it in its originally pub-

lished context on a full-page spread with caption in place, we can also see how

complexities get shut down, how the possibility for complex collective memory is

foreclosed before the conference is even over. The lengthy article does not discuss

what happened to Beth on opening night, but it dumps volumes of commen-

tary into the photo caption. The caption reads, “Trans Sexual Beth Elliott almost

caused a riot Friday night when the former man entertained at the lesbian

Figure 1. Beth Elliott, on stage, awaits the outcome of a spontaneously called vote about whether

she can continue with her invited performance at the West Coast Lesbian Conference. Los Angeles Free

Press, April 20, 1973

ENKE * Collective Memory and the Transfeminist 1970s 21

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/9/526497/9enke.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



conference” (Koblin 1973). Now we must additionally consider how brutally col-

lective memory forms around the expected, and how the most ignorant sources

might also be the most broadly accessible.

Remember this: feminism was in no place monolithic or resolved. Through

a transfeminist lens, Sandy Stone’s exclusion proves to be less settled as well. The

exclusion trope narrates her as the explicitly named target of scholar Janice

Raymond’s 1978 book, The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male, in

which Raymond argued that all transsexuals are men who rape women. Exclusion

narratives recount that—due to controversy Raymond stirred up in 1977—Olivia

Records ousted Stone.10

A transfeminist history might start by simply learning more about Sandy

Stone herself: how she was instrumental in getting the medical world to revise

its guidelines and criteria for treating gender identity issues, that she published

numerous works of science fiction and was an early computer designer, and that

she is a filmmaker, performance artist, and internationally acclaimed professor of

media studies. We could learn more about how she transitioned while she was

mixing (how poetic is that?) and engineering Gold Records for the likes of Jimi

Hendrix, Van Morrison, and Crosby, Stills and Nash. Perhaps simultaneously,

we’d learn more about the queer history of the rock industry that Sandy expe-

rienced to be “very supportive” and “compatible”with her transition (Stone, pers.

comm., April 7, 2011). The point is not to claim her success in mainstream

institutions (though we still need to ask why Stone’s PhD work under the men-

torship of Donna Haraway is considered foundational to trans studies but not to

feminist and queer studies). Rather, it’s to suggest that we can teach better with

Sandy Stone’s own work.

We could learn more about the Olivia Collective that never questioned

how integral Sandy’s sisterhood was to that woman-only family. As Sandy expe-

rienced it, “You didn’t really ‘go to work’ for Olivia; you became part of that

collective. It was really a sisterhood at that time, and in a very deep way. I didn’t

feel so much that I was being hired, so much as that I was joining a family, one in

which we share common goals and beliefs, the primary set of those goals being

to make music and politics at the same time” (Stone 1995: 17). It would have been

a little hard to separate the unease Janice Raymond generated in women’s com-

munities when she circulated vitriol about Olivia “hiring a man” from ideologies

about “male” and “female” styles of music mixing. Olivia started receiving let-

ters (a collection of them by a single author signed by different names) com-

plaining about Olivia’s engineering and the fact that the recording company

hired “a transie.” Soon, as happened elsewhere, everything from volume to lip-

stick became signs by which feminist credentials (or genital assignment) might be

measured. Olivia, for its part, sought dialogue to learn more about what things
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were important to their audiences, only to discover that dialogue is not always

possible. Like the organizers of the lesbian conference, Olivia was “in shock” to

find itself at the center of a small but powerful maelstrom of antitrans sentiment.

We must note that no one at Olivia asked or wanted Stone to leave despite

pressure from the outside to fire Stone; as the collective made clear in an official

press release in 1977, “Sandy is a person, not an issue,” and she “has chosen to

make her life with us, and we expect to grow old together working and sharing”

(Olivia 1977a).11 In the lengthy press release, we find nothing short of transfe-

minist articulations. After noting the criticisms leveled against Olivia and pro-

viding definition and insight about transsexuality as a reality, the collective places

Sandy firmly within the feminist project of recording women’s music: “Sandy

Stone was referred to us as an excellent woman engineer perhaps even the

Goddess-sent engineering wizard we had so long sought.” With Sandy’s partici-

pation, the women of Olivia collectively considered, evaluated, learned, and

grappled with the personal, political, and medical implications of transsexuality

and whether and how this might be relevant in Sandy’s experience and mem-

bership in the group.

In evaluating whom we will trust . . . our focus as political lesbians is on what her

actions are now. If she is a person who comes from privilege, has she renounced

that which is oppressive in her privilege, and is she sharing with other women that

which is useful? Is she aware of her own oppression? Is she open to struggle around

class, race, and other aspects of lesbian feminist politics? These were our yardsticks

in deciding whether to work with a woman who grew up with male privilege. We

felt that Sandy met those same criteria we apply to any woman.

The press release never questions that Sandy is a woman; in fact, the perspective

offered is that people who would raise such a question not only objectify and

stigmatize Sandy but in fact do damage to all women and feminism in general,

stripping us all of integrity and denying our potential growth. Sandy and Olivia

experienced “a tremendous amount of support,” as is reflected in letters and

pieces published in women’s periodicals across the country. Stone herself ulti-

mately chose to leave the recording collective because she feared that the “abso-

lutely intractable, small, but extremely moral” group would stir up a boycott

of the company, then operating on less than a shoestring. How is it that “small

but extremely moral” groups gain so much power over the terms of discourse?
Sandy answers with caution about falling into our own versions of “constructed

oppositional nodes” of discourse: though magnetic, they inevitably silence.

If transfeminist articulations got submerged in the 1970s, we can see them

later emerge in the elaboration of feminist and queer theory. Gayle Rubin’s 1984

article “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality” is
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widely regarded as a foundation of feminist and queer theory. But in a later

conversation with Judith Butler, Rubin explained her motivation for writing that

piece: “Incidents and issues forced me to question the wisdom and relevance of

feminism as a movement and theory. One was the debate on transsexuality [in the

mid-1970s]. . . . The discussion really flipped me out because it was so [here Rubin

and Butler say in unison:] biologically deterministic. When it erupted in print over

the hiring of Sandy Stone by Olivia Records, . . . I found [it all] rather distressing

to say the least” (Rubin 1994: 285). If we reread some of these foundational works

according to their trans-infused origins, it might help us tell a more mixed-up

history of feminism.

As we better understand on-the-ground struggles, we can also consider a

transfeminist history that stems from those like Sylvia Rivera who were not find-

ing themselves within named feminist organizations. It’s a lens that can articulate

the work of Sylvia Rae Rivera and other people of color who created shelters and

food banks to protect queer homeless youth even as they themselves were often

homeless and incarcerated. Iconic transfeminist formations such as STAR House

can help us comprehend the necessary mixing and incoherence that must be

embraced in activism organized around antipoverty work, shelter, health care,

gender justice, and legal status.12

This kind of work requires exceeding institutional naming. As so many

scholars have suggested, occupying already-constructed categories such as “trans-

sexual,” “disabled,” and “feminist” requires biographical confirmations in the

form of scripted disclosures and visual signifiers and passing institutional criteria

that privilege those who are already the most legal, legible, and legitimated while

disappearing those who are “all mixed up.” As Sandy Stone wrote in 1991, “Here

at the close of the 20th century, we find epistemologies of white male medical

practices, the rage of radical feminist theories, and the chaos of lived gendered

experience meeting on the battlefield of the transsexual body. . . . [The transsexual

body is] a hotly contested site of cultural inscription, a meaning machine for the

production of ideal type. . . . A tactile politics of reproduction constituted through

textual violence” (Stone 1991: 294).

I watched as my own trepidations shaped my read of Dianna Hunter’s new

memoir about the lesbian back-to-the-land movement in the 1970s. I took a deep

breath when I came to a chapter about the 1973 West Coast Lesbian Conference. I

noted how self-reflectively Hunter confesses that her memory has changed and

she has unknowingly revised history, morphing the story of what she experienced

in 1973 according to cultural and neurological shifts not of her making. She

acknowledges huge potential for error. Still, I feared just which parts of subse-

quent culture have most shaped her memory. The conference occupies a short

paragraph in what is otherwise a classic road-trip chapter:
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My memories of the conference itself are much more sketchy. What I know for

sure comes mostly from my research decades later. . . . My memories of the

conference consist of weird and idiosyncratic scenes and impressions. . . . I also

recall a reading by Kate Millett from her new book, Flying, and some interruption

of Robin Morgan’s keynote address that I didn’t understand but later learned

was a trans activists’ demonstration, an early blow in their argument with radical

feminists over who qualifies as a woman. (Hunter, forthcoming)

I study Hunter’s words over and over to discern what she has and has not said. I

consider that she probably wasn’t there on opening night to see Beth interrupted

onstage. And the audience did in fact voice protest at Morgan’s endless vitriol.

Hunter called it a “demonstration,” and I trust from other clues that she would

likely view it as a valid action. This is an author who has taken care to appreciate

cultural shifts, such as the way her cohort used to think about their style in the

languages of “sexuality” where we now use languages of “gender.” She loved

women’s space, no question; but, unlike Robin Morgan and some others, she may

not have believed in a birth-assignment definition of woman. If I stick to what’s

on the page, I see that Hunter did not weigh in at all on whether trans people or

trans-hating feminists had the better interpretation of who qualifies as a woman

whether in or outside women’s space; it was not her question or concern, even

though the story most available to her was that trans activists intruded on

Morgan’s apparently unmemorable keynote.

I’m left with more questions about narration and collective memory: how

did the memoirist slide so close to the common transphobic trope about what

happened? What does it take to more surely interrupt narratives that put trans

women outside feminist and lesbian spaces and history?Why is it that the trope of

trans-women intruders and disrupters is so much more culturally available, so

much more memory producing, than what actually happened, the records of the

conference organizers themselves and several others who have written memoirs,

and our own histories and voices as trans people? I need also to ask myself why a

transphobic version came alive in my reading of the memoirist’s noncommittal

wording. But to be honest, I’m still trying to dispel the fear that collective memory

has the power to excise us all over again.

I’m not convinced of continuity or rupture from the 1970s to today, but I

do feel a long series of ripple effects in antitrans narratives, such that the simplest

references to trans within feminist space seem to throw more pebbles into the

turbulent waters. How do we stop tossing in more rocks, especially when it so

often seems like there aren’t enough lifeboats to carry us all?
Taking my cue from historical evidence, transfeminist methods of reading

can create lifeboats (or at least teaching tools) by helping us articulate a more
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complicated set of movements that were thoroughly imbricated with queerness

and transness, while also attending to the coalescences and ruptures that changed

people and moved movements.

We proceed knowing that not only individuals like Pauli Murray might

be “all mixed up” but our movement histories as well. What if we allow feminist

and transgender history to be all mixed up? As Sandy Stone put it, “We might

find . . . that the identities of individual embodied subjects are far less implicated

in physical norms, and far more diversely spread across a rich and complex struc-

turation of identity and desire, than it is now possible to express” (1991: 298). I

would like to build on a history with this in mind.

Finn Enke is professor of history and gender and women’s studies at the University of

Wisconsin–Madison and author of Finding the Movement: Sexuality, Contested Space, and

Feminist Activism (2007) and editor of Transfeminist Perspective in and beyond Transgender and

Gender Studies (2012).

Notes

1. This work is rapidly growing (and far too great to list here), as transfeminist activists

write their memoirs, give interviews, and produce art, music, scholarship, film, zines, and

other expressive media. Historical projects include memoirs, biographies, and films

featuring activist histories and the work of specific individuals such as Miss Major, Sylvia

Rivera (2001), Kate Bornstein, Leslie Feinberg, Riki Wilchins, and Lou Sullivan; mono-

graphs such as C. Riley Snorton’s Black on Both Sides (2017); online archives such as the

Digital Transgender Archive and Transgender Berkeley; and interview and oral history

projects such as the Trans Oral History Project (see also Williams 2016).

2. JanetMock rooted her memoir in the work of black feminists who came to consciousness

in the mixed ferment of 1970s—Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Alice Walker, Toni Mor-

rison, and bell hooks, each grappling with their own discomforts and blind spots with

structures of gender (including) transsexuality, sexuality, class, imperialism, and race; we

might note, too, Gloria Anzaldua’s efforts to articulate a mixed-gender sensibility as a

“mestiza consciousness” in her still relevant Borderlands/La Frontera (1987).

3. The first edition of Elliott’s memoir Mirrors (1996), personal interview (Elliott 2009),

unpublished manuscript and personal e-mail correspondences, Lesbian Tide (1973), and

other sources as noted.

4. Elliott (2011) revised “Fear and Loathing,” which appears as the last third of the most

recent edition of her memoir, Mirrors.

5. The literature on this is voluminous, much of it produced by trans people during the

1960s and since. See Meyerowitz 2004; Stone 1991; Diagnosing Difference (dir. Annalise

Ophelian, 2009); and Major! (dir. Annalise Ophelian and StormMiguel Florez, 2015).

6. Morgan’s original draft of the speech, available at the ONE National Gay and Lesbian

Archives (Morgan 1973a), critiqued the relationships between (nonlesbian) feminists and

lesbians and criticized womenwhowork withmen. The speech as given at the conference,

26 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/9/526497/9enke.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



later transcribed in Lesbian Tide (Morgan 1973b), intensified these critiques, specifically

lambasted the conference organizers, and added a pitched attack against Beth Elliott,

transsexuals, and women who work with transsexuals.

7. “Black Caucus Position” signed by R. D., Charlene, Suzanne, Joanne, Pat, Diane,Marchel,

Roslyn, Ardena, Margaret C., Margaret S., and Mary (Black Caucus 1973: 19).

8. As Jeanne Cordova explained in an interview years later, “We didn’t care about trans-

sexuals one way or another. LA activists weren’t purists, and we certainly weren’t threat-

ened by transsexuals’ participation” (quoted in Faderman 2006: 190–91).

9. Morgan’s husband, Kenneth Pitchford, was one of the three white authors of The

Effeminist Manifesto (Dansky, Knoebel, and Pitchford [1973] 1997), which articulated

principles by which gay men might generate feminist, antimasculinist, and antisexist

politics and ways of being. The term effeminist to name a small movement may have been

popularized partly through a 1971 Berkeley-based newspaper called The Effeminist and

the 1972 New York publication Flaming Faggots, soon renamed Double F: A Magazine of

Effeminism.

10. Every student of mine who has read Judy Dlugacz’s account of the company’s early years

has first expressed outrage that the author “didn’t admit how Olivia booted Stone”; it is

easier for them to believe that authors would cover up a transphobic act than question

whether it might have happened differently (Dlugacz 1988: 28).

11. As Stone puts it, “To the best of my knowledge, there was never a faction within Olivia

that wanted to oust me” (1995: 18). See, also, Olivia Collective 1977b.

12. Sylvia Rivera’s life and work have been discussed by Rivera and others in print and film.

See Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (2013); Aponte-Parés et al. 2007; Rivera 2001.
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On the Politics of Love and
Trans-Migrant Theater in Germany

OLIVIA LANDRY

Abstract With a focus on Germany’s first explicitly trans- play, Sasha Marianna Salzmann’s 2016

Meteoriten (Meteorites), this article pursues the possibility of thinking about trans- and love as forces

that at once ontologically transform and phenomenologically (re)orient us away from an “unchosen

starting place” (Susan Stryker) and toward the possibility of joy embodied in Salzmann’s figure of

“the migrant of love.” Considered in a broader social and political context, this powerful tangle

of trans- and love bears out against crisis politics in contemporary Germany and resonates well

beyond the theater space. For theoretical grounding, the author turns to recent theories of love, in

particular the work of Chela Sandoval, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, and Lauren Berlant, as a

means of conceptualizing love as social will for political change.

Keywords Sasha Marianna Salzmann, trans-theater, love, migration, Germany

S asha Marianna Salzmann’s play, Meteoriten (Meteorites), closes with love’s

declaration of revenge. A play set in contemporary Berlin about love, identity,

and belonging against the loaded backdrop of both the 2014 FIFA World Cup

and the mounting so-called migrant crisis in Europe in the summer of 2015,

Meteoriten attacks new nativism in a historically syncopated double blow. As part

of the postmigrant repertoire of the Maxim Gorki Theater in Berlin, Meteoriten

premiered on April 16, 2016, under the direction of Hakan Savaş Mican and

the dramaturgy of Jens Hillje. In this play, politics occupies a highly ethical and

affective position insofar as it is performed through the entangled attachments

of five individuals. Love and hate, self and other: these are the binary universals

that ostensibly give the play shape. However, to assert that the play begins and

ends with these universals would be a woefully thin reading. Meteoriten is messy.

Binaries immediately give way to multiplicity, to trans-. The first play in Germany

to stage and narrativize the experience of a trans- figure, Meteoriten both his-

torically contextualizes and challenges the norms of representation on many lev-

els.1 But the trans- dint of the play presents itself not only by way of the main
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figure, Cato, a trans- man in the midst of physical transition, but also via a more

expansive reading of Susan Stryker’s much-cited definition of the word trans-

as “the movement across a socially imposed boundary from an unchosen starting

place” (2008: 11). Such a definition articulates the individual passages of the other

figures in the play, as well. Indeed, Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore

have argued for the capacious semantic possibilities of trans-, which include

“trans: -gender, -national, -racial, -generational, -genic, -species” (2008: 11). The

hyphen, they propose, though seemingly small and insignificant, “marks the

difference between the implied nominalism of ‘trans’ and the explicit relationality

of ‘trans-’” (11). As a prefix, trans- thus also invokes movement and positionality

as well as temporality of marked change. Without abandoning the gender spec-

ificity of the term, I emphasize that trans- invites a potentialmultitude of qualifiers

that signal transformation in this play. Together with Cato, Meteoriten presents a

whole host of diverse contemporary Berlin trans- positionings and movements

through its cast of diverse characters. Roy, for example, is a Syrian citizen who

claims to have left Syria to study in Berlin and then stayed for love. Udi is a Jewish

Israeli who is hopelessly in love with Roy and seeks a peaceful homonormative

existence in the Berlin suburbs. Üzüm is a third-generation German (of Turkish

parentage) obsessed with soccer and eager to fit in. Finally, there is Serösha, a self-
hating closeted gay man, who left a life in Russia precisely for these reasons. All

nominally distinct and performatively out of sync, these figures are nonethe-

less linked through love. This is not to suggest that the conceit of this play is

the dynamic of personal relationships, tout court. These are certainly present, but

love is also where politics of race, migration, gender, and sexuality bear out. With

a focus on Salzmann’s figure of “the migrant of love,” this article explores the

notion of love as a possibility for social and personal change as well as the

dynamic identity forms of trans- in this play.

InterrogatingMeteoriten through the lens of love, I turn to recent theories

of love as a political concept to examine the broader implications of the play as

both radically social and performatively pedagogical with its sundry “turns to the

audience.” I consider the play’s trans- positionings both within what is frequently

termed “postmigrant theater” in Berlin’s contemporary theater scene and with

regard to the contemporary politics of migration in Germany more broadly. A

method of love as politics takes its cue from social justice activist and journalist

Harsha Walia’s plea at the close of her important study on immigrant rights and

lived experiences of displacement for a praxis-oriented pursuit of love as a gen-

erative and relational strength (2013: 271). I follow up with a closer consideration

of love and the social theoretical work of Chela Sandoval, Michael Hardt and

Antonio Negri, and Lauren Berlant, who have all rigorously advanced the concept

of love as a political force.
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Meteoriten—An Opening and a Closing?

In Mican’s production of Meteoriten, the actor who plays Roy (Mehmet Ateşçi)
begins by greeting the audience and introducing himself, Udi (ThomasWodianka),

Üzüm (Thelma Buabeng), and Cato (Mareike Beykirch). All standing in an

embrace, Roy declares their collective plans to start a family and like pioneers to

save you (us—the audience) and the world: “We’re going to bring children into

this world. We are a family. We are pioneers. We’re going to save you!” (Wir

zusammen werden Kinder auf die Welt bringen. Wir sind eine Familie. Wir sind

Pioneere. Wir retten euch!). Then they all chant in unison: “We’re going to save

the world!” (Wir retten die Welt!). Such is the heady promise of the play. Elec-

tronic dance music cuts the scene, and the actors all withdraw to the side of the

stage with the exception of Roy. He follows up with the comment, “At least, we’ll

save Europa” (Zumindest retten wir Europa). The music quickly fades again, and

Roy launches into Salzmann’s text and an opening monologue about the Greek

myth of the virtuous mortal “Europa,” whose erstwhile sense of wonder and

adventure violently meets its end through a loss of innocence.2 Here and else-

where, Salzmann plays with intertextuality and Greek mythology to unearth the

hidden narratives of nonconforming sexuality and identity inherent in so much

of Western “high” culture.3 But the application of myth is evidently penned

and performed with manifold intent. Intermittently throughout Meteoriten,

monologues are delivered that draw on different figures and stories from Greek

mythology as a means to comment on the events of the play and contemporary

politics. In Europa’s alleged state of lost innocence, she is described here as

nothing more and nothing less than “a dried-up, vindictive cunt” (eine trockene,

rachsüchtige Fotze). The mythological figure of Europa directly calls to mind the

continent of Europe. For when the group declares that they will save the world

and Roy follows up with the corrective “At least, we’ll save Europa,” the subject

of address is resoundingly clear. In German the two words are identical. If we

may therefore read this story of the Greek mythological figure Europa as one of

present-day Europe, the metaphor of the dried-up, vindictive cunt offers a pro-

vocative symbol of the unwelcoming bulwark that is Fortress Europe.

With reference to its contemporary majoritarian politics of crisis and its

anti-immigrant agenda, Europe is presented as a body that is unable to love and

be loved, unable to experience desire and pleasure. The group’s intervention of

love is thus apt. They wish to save Europe by spreading their love through pro-

creation. But from the beginning, their plans are evidently precarious. Mican

stages this directly with the interruption by a fifth character, Serösha (Dimitrij

Schaad), who attempts to usurp the group’s declarative moment of love to narrate

his own story of loss. As a confused figure, full of anger and hate, Serösha does not
single-handedly derail the play’s incipient and fragile dream of a utopia, but he is a
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contributing factor. The possibility of procreation is further flung into a state of

crisis when Cato begins taking hormones. He is also compelled to explore his

queerness and falls for Serösha, and as a result leaves his girlfriendÜzümhurt and

rejected. Finally, Roy tires of Udi’s suffocating love and devotion and moves out

of their shared apartment. Indeed, as the play unravels, love begins to fold into

itself. By way of folding it becomes detached, drifts, and appears to wane. On the

surface, Meteoriten is about the failure of love and the breakdown of communi-

cation. Indeed, the childrenmeant to carry all of their hopes and dreams for a new

world built on love become an impossibility. But there is more to it than that.

Indeed, love is not always pleasurable and good. When Salzmann sum-

mons the goddess of love (Aphrodite) at the end of her play through amonologue

delivered by the epilogically revived Cato, it is with the intent of wrath. In Salz-

mann’s metaphoric rendition, Love, the mother of the murdered Hermaph-

roditus, shall take her revenge on the world for this unspeakable violence. The

occasion of this declaration offers retribution for Meteoriten’s tragic ending,

namely, the brutal transphobic attack on Cato during the World Cup celebrations

in Berlin after Germany’s victory, an act that appears to lead to his death. In the

absence of love, hate takes over. Yet despite Salzmann’s engagement with Greek

traditions, this is not a tragedy in the Aristotelian sense, in which the cathartic

purging of feeling dominates. Instead, Salzmann’s play accuses and even incites.

The audience is not let off easily.

But the mother of Hermaphroditus, Love, promised eternal revenge. Spitting bile,

she threw herself onto earth, broke into a thousand pieces and settled herself into

every eyeball like a poisonous arrow.

Since, then, every time you blink, I’m there. And I’m not moving.

Scratching your eyeballs from the inside. There’s no need to look like that.

Hello. (Salzmann 2016c: 55)

Doch die Mutter von Hermaphroditus, die Liebe, versprach ewige Rache. Galle

speiend warf sie sich auf die Erde, zerbarst in tausend Stücke und nistete sich in

jedem Augapfel ein wie ein giftiger Pfeil.

Seitdem, jedesMal wenn ihr zwinkert, bin ich da. Und ich bleibe da. Kratze

von innen an euren Augäpfeln. Braucht gar nicht so zu schauen.

Hallo. (Salzmann 2016b: 205)

In her promise of revenge, Love proliferates herself, subsumes our field of vision,

pursues us, vows to never abandon us. Love is at once punishment and gift, but

Salzmann’s call for love as a counter to hate is not a matter of a reconciliatory

“turning the other cheek,” as it were. It is a revolutionary call for change. The
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highly political drive of Salzmann’s play and, more generally, her theatrical work

underscores such a reading. When Cato declares to the audience that he (now as

“Love”) will be there every time we blink, this is not to propose a hackneyed “love

conquers all” but that love in all its renditions presents itself as the necessary force

of change in a world where hate still threatens to make life so unlivable for so

many groups and individuals.

Politics of Love

Though frequently overlooked in current debates about the social and political

aspects of love, Chela Sandoval’s important study on decoloniality and feminism,

Methodology of the Oppressed (2000), offers a slightly earlier example of the

exploration of love as a precept for revolutionary politics. By way of Roland

Barthes’s A Lover’s Discourse (1977), Sandoval argues that when we fall in love we

open ourselves up to alternative modes of not only feeling but also perceiving,

thinking, and even being.4 If we seek to liberate ourselves from dominantWestern

thought, then love proffers an episteme of the unregulated and ungoverned.

Nearly a decade later, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri return to love as that

which drives the “common” and opens up new forms of the social, in their impor-

tant post-Marxist study of the “common,” Commonwealth (2009). Similar to

Salzmann, Hardt and Negri set up their study with a return to the Greeks as a

means of rethinking love for revolution. The source of this is a feminist (repar-

ative) reading of Diotima’s discourse on love, which argues that love is not only

“born of poverty and invention,” as the Symposium teaches us, but also points

to a “process of liberation” (Hardt and Negri 2009: xii). As a first step, it is thus

imperative to shed the ideological trappings of bourgeois love of hyper-

individualism, sentimentality, and the private life of the couple or the family.

Commonwealth spoke to and in the tenor of the fledgling revolutionary spirit that

developed in the aftermath of the economic recession in 2008. Hardt and Negri

accord love as the much-needed substitute for money, as the relational power of

both property and exchange. At the most basic, such a move underscores the role

of affect within politics—that which is the force behind solidarity, community,

and care for others. Drawing furthermore on the fifth book of Baruch Spinoza’s

vitalist project Ethics, Hardt and Negri clarify the political labor of love as one of

striving for life. Through love we seek to increase “our joy, forming new, more

powerful bodies and minds” (181). Love is the motor of the commons. Love is

both transformative and collective for these thinkers. Directly taking up this

argument, Lauren Berlant has somewhat more cautiously advanced her own

definition of love as a political concept that proposes to also account for con-

tingency. If Hardt and Negri offer an encomium of love, then Berlant is more

ambivalent. She avers: “If love is force, though, it is mess-making force, as its
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aim is to dissolve toxic sureties. There are no sureties on the other side of surety”

(2011: 685). This statement instantiates a pursuit of dissolution as a means for

change—a path that is necessarily circuitous and not necessarily freely yielding of

any promises. Where the three thinkers do meet on the definition of love is on the

topic of relationality and nonsovereignty. Love bids a relationality that is based

on responsibility without demands. This is not to suggest that love is public, for,

as Hardt and Negri advance, the commons and love are positioned beyond the

stifling binary of private and public, commercial and state. Love’s force, however,

invites a type of social formation because it is external to the subject. It is in its

relationality that love becomes an ontological force.

In Meteoriten the cast of characters are introduced (in the text) not with

descriptive titles but materially in their relationality to others, objects, and his-

tories. These relationalities in turn ascribe their performed identities. Although

this practice is hardly uncommon to plays, where characters are frequently

introduced in their relationship to the main protagonist, Salzmann nevertheless

takes this one step further. Cato’s cited kinship to the ancient blind Greek prophet

Tiresias, whose trans- identity is involuntary and violently wrought, is ambiguous

but not uninteresting. Salzmann simultaneously stresses the precarity of his sit-

uation with a metaphor: “Cato in a snake pit.” Üzüm is characterized in a spa-

tiotemporal relationship to everyone else. She is “the über-goddess of the limbo,

where everyone is stuck.”Udi is identified solely in his relationship with Roy: “Udi

with Roy.” By contrast, Roy is hailed into an existential state of utter solipsism:

“Roy without anything.” Finally, Serösha is presented as the ultimate narcissist:

“Serösha with himself.” All of these instances of relationality are constituted by

love, good and bad, human and non (as in the symbolic snakes in the coital

position of the Tiresias myth). As Hardt elucidates in conversation with Berlant,

love’s relationality is of course not reduced to humans’ relationships with other

humans, but also with nonhumans—animals, inanimate entities, and the world

(Davis and Sarlin 2012: 11). From the beginning, the play operates through a

structure of relationality that turns to an ethical ontology. This relationality is

manifested in the figures’ identities and relationships as well as via the set design

(by Magda Willi, known for her abstract, pared-down structures), which consists

of aminimalist, multilayered scaffolding that calls tomind narrow interconnected

apartments within which much of the action occurs and through which the

figures are metaphorically and physically attached to each other. Even Serösha,
whose narcissism stands in utter contrast to the love of openness and trans-

formation, what Berlant calls “good love,” and Roy (in his apparent solipsism)

cannot escape this being-with-other. As Berlant and Hardt discuss throughout

their conversation on love, no one is sovereign in love.5

The nonsovereign subject of love is a critical dimension of the play and one

that evokes a dialogue about contemporary politics and society in Germany and
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Europe at large. Itmay seem anachronistic to engage the sovereignty-nonsovereignty

debate, especially in the context of (postnational) Europe. However, this topic has

resurfaced with full force recently in response to the so-called migrant crisis.

In Germany, in particular, with Chancellor Angela Merkel’s refusal to set quotas

on the number of asylum seekers who may enter the country, the question of

sovereignty hangs heavily for some. Both in populist and in mainstream poli-

tics a surge of reactionaryism and panicked apocalyptic perceptions are intent

on replaying historical debates. With the unsettling presence of the nationalist,

Islamophobic, far-right political movement PEGIDA (Patriarchal Europeans

against the Islamization of the Occident) since its inception in late 2014 and the

rise in support for the right-wing populist party AfD (Alternative for Germany)

established in 2013, contemporary politics in Germany (and this is mirrored often

to even greater extremes in other European countries6) is facing an excessive

refocus on the concepts of national identity and sovereignty. Yet this refocus has

not been about questioning the legitimacy and urgency of returning to the

concept of sovereignty; instead, it unequivocally reasserts the authority of sov-

ereignty. Beyond popular discourses, German philosopher and social theorist

Peter Sloterdijk, who has publicly voiced vehement opposition to Merkel’s

ostensibly open refugee politics, has asserted that “the German government has

surrendered itself to an act of nonsovereignty through” what he terms “an

overrunning [Überrollung]” (2016). That Sloterdijk would directly appeal to such

an antiquated debate actually reflects, as Hardt and Negri note, a broader global

trend since the early 2000s that dangerously invokes not only a replay of 1930s

debates in Germany led most prominently by the Hobbesian discursive politics of

Carl Schmitt but also the rise in new fascist movements in which authoritarian

rule by force has become standard operation and the state of exception has been

rendered indefinite (Hardt and Negri 2009: 4).

The recent rise of populism and new nativism that enables and influences

the crisis politics across Europe is actually part of a familiar and enduring nar-

rative in the politics of immigration, one that, as Sara Ahmed words it, “works

through othering. . . . The bogus asylum seekers are those who are ‘not us,’ and

who in not being us, endanger what is ours” ([2004] 2015: 1). But what if we read

Sloterdijk’s rhetorical move to articulate Germany’s nonsovereignty as a kind

of “overrunning” against the grain? Brought to bear on the function of non-

sovereignty for love as a political concept, a sense of “overrunning” might

(inadvertently) positively provide the conditions for social change, which for

Berlant begins with dissolution and operates through processes of instability:

“Love [is] one of the few places where people actually admit they want to become

different. And so it’s like change without trauma, but it’s not change without

instability. It’s change without guarantees” (Davis and Sarlin 2012: 8). For Berlant,

love is an entanglement of desire, threat, delight, and contingency. Love, too, can
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overwhelm, can engulf, can even go bad. Hardt and Negri also write: “Love is thus

not only an ontological motor, which produces the common and consolidates it

in society, but also an open field of battle. When we think of the power of love, we

need constantly to keep in mind that there are no guarantees; there is nothing

automatic about its functioning and results. Love can go bad, blocking and

destroying the process. The struggle to combat evil thus involves a training or

education in love” (2009: 195).

Although the declarative and revolutionary act of politicizing love at the

beginning of Meteoriten appears to offer a panacea that will save Europe from its

putative unrelenting state of crisis, it actually introduces an “open field of battle.”

It is a battle cry against ascending fascistic movements and their anti-immigrant

agenda, and what Nicholas De Genova phrases the “normative nationalist com-

placencies of liberal and left political frameworks” (2016: 82). Love is not an

expedient cure; it is a practice of conviviality. In acknowledging our need for one

another, we may begin to break through the impasses induced by the politics of

crisis and its damaging reaches. Such is love’s undertaking.

(Trans-)Migrants of Love

When Üzüm calls Roy a “migrant of love” (Migrant der Liebe) instead of a “ref-

ugee of war” (Kriegsflüchtling), it is a proclamation of his willful subjectivity and

desire. Ahmed appropriately describes the willful subject as the self-affirming

wanderer, one that she calls “a rather queer figure” because “queerness is often

regarded as self-regard, turning away from the straight path” (2014: 116). While

some might argue that this willful subject, this migrant of love, undergoes a

process of depoliticization or dehistoricization via overwrought sentimentality,

this is simply not the case. By refusing the identification of victim, Roy does not

disavow the political situation at hand; rather, he gives up his individual claim to

sovereignty and its normativization of how we live and (inter)act. Embracing

uncertainty, vulnerability, and precarity, Roy opens himself up to new social

relations. Similarly, in what is possibly one of the most moving confessions in the

play,Üzümdeclares her persisting love for Cato (despite his betrayal) by sharing a

story about her grandmother, who had arrived in West Germany in the 1960s as a

labor migrant from Turkey. A young woman all alone in a foreign country, unable

to speak the language, threatened by racist violence, her grandmother built a life

there because she was convinced that it was right.

You know that where you are is the right place to be, even when people are

standing outside your door with torches shouting the opposite. I actually only

have that feeling when I look at your face. Then I have this strength in me, the

feeling of being in the right place. (Salzmann 2016c: 36)
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Man weiß, dass man dort, wo man ist, richtig ist, selbst wenn Menschen mit

Fackeln vor deiner Tür das Gegenteil schreien. So ein Gefühl habe ich eigentlich

nur, wenn ich in dein Gesicht schaue. Dann habe ich so eine Kraft in mir, als wäre

ich richtig, wo ich bin. Sonst nicht. Sonst nie. (Salzmann 2016b: 181)

Üzüm’s grandmother’s migration from Turkey to West Germany, from a restric-

tive place to a place where she felt she could flourish, converges with the broader

trans- promise of the play and the movement away from “an unchosen starting

place” (Stryker 2008: 11). When Üzüm compares geographical movement with

movement for love, she deepens the nexus of migration, love, and trans-. To be

a migrant of love means to orient oneself toward a place or embodiment that

provides “the feeling of being in the right place.” In his state of gender transition,

Cato must likewise constantly reorient himself and renegotiate his gender. For

him especially, the migration of love has a direct ontological as well as material

underpinning, as his gradual physical transition—the new roughness of his skin,

the change of body odor, the increase of facial hair—is such a significant part of

his being. According to Hardt and Negri, “Love is an ontological event in that it

marks a rupture with what exists and the creation of the new” (2009: 181). This

formulation proffers one way of thinking about trans- more broadly. Along these

lines, T. L. Cowan proposes the addition of transformational under the list of

“trans-” possibilities provided by Stryker, Currah, and Moore. For Cowan it is

“transformational love” that serves as a social and political practice of “struggle for

existence” (2014: 501).

Bringing trans- identities together onstage in Meteoriten speaks to the

repertoire of the Maxim Gorki Theater and its embeddedness in postmigrant

theater, whose overall project manifestly accentuates “diversity beyond origins,”

“extended participation,” and “transculturalism” (Langhoff 2011). Indeed, if crit-

ics agree on anything, it is that Meteoriten is unmistakably suited to the current

repertoire of the Maxim Gorki Theater. When artistic director Shermin Langhoff

and her team transformed the Gorki into a postmigrant theater space in the fall

of 2013, for the first time in German theater history, a principal state theater

embraced a repertoire of plays and performances that pursued a vast transna-

tional scope that not only explored and responded to Germany’s migration his-

tory but also embraced a present of cultural and LGBTQI diversity.7 Further, its

ensemble and artistic team consisted of mostly actors, directors, playwrights, and

dramaturges of color, including one of Germany’s most celebrated trans- per-

formers and activists, Fatma Souad.8 The first thing that Salzmann did in 2013 as

the new artistic director of Studio я, the experimental box theater attached to the

Maxim Gorki, was transform the bathrooms into genderqueer spaces. In the first

months of the reopening of Studio я, there were potted plants in the urinals and a
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sign on the wall that read, “Flowers for aWorld without Gender” (Blumen für eine
Welt ohne Gender). While there is both a historical afterness and a political sense

of rupture impelled in the prefix post- (Landry 2016: 37), some have criticized

the term postmigrant more generally for its conceivable normalization of the

disavowal of the divisive history and politics of migration and citizenship in

Germany. Fatima El-Tayeb, for instance, has warned that postmigrant perhaps all

too easily falls into the same trap of simply reestablishing hegemonic discourses as

the term postracial has in the United States (2016: 23). Certainly, the comparison

in this case is incongruous because postmigrant (unlike postracial) hails directly

from the theater movement’s artists and practitioners. However, trans- might

offer an expansion of the name postmigrant that more pointedly heeds ongoing

phenomenological relationalities, orientations, and movements. Can we also call

this “trans-migrant” theater? I leave this as an open question.

Trans-Migrant Politics in Germany

In 2008—the same year that the postmigrant theater established itself in the

Berlin-Kreuzberg theater space, the Ballhaus Naunynstraße, where it quickly grew
to prominence—the neighborhood witnessed an incident of transphobic vio-

lence that posed a challenge to the theater’s intersectional work and emphasis

on the community’s important translocality. But this incident and the anxiety

surrounding it can also be read as part of a larger German and European narrative

of polarization that renders migrant (particularly Muslim) communities puta-

tively incompatible with the LGBTQI communities in Europe. Drawing from

Jin Haritaworn’s illuminating sociological work in this area, I will briefly sketch

this context here. As Haritaworn posits, since the 1990s, queer and trans- gender

communities in Germany and in Europe more generally have often pitted them-

selves against the alleged homo- and transphobic migrant populations (2012: 13).

This only strengthened with the new gay identity politics and homonationalism

that emerged in the wake of 9/11 and the Western-led “war on terror.” Jasbir Puar

has comprehensively explored this phenomenon with a focus on the United

States. Coining the term homonationalism as a succinct abbreviation of “homo-

normative nationalism,” Puar invokes the “arrangements of U.S. sexual excep-

tionalism explicitly in relation to the nation” (2007: 39). Employed as an agenda of

majoritarian politics, homonationalism has become a mode of universally pink

washing the necropolitics of the so-called state of exception, in which systemic

racialization, racism, and Islamophobia are condoned and regularly practiced.

Haritaworn offers the startling example of Britain’s move to recognize the rights

of “transsexual subjects” in 2004 under the Gender Recognition Act at a time

when the country was entrenched in a “war on terror” that gave concession to

increased occurrences of stop-and-search and other harassment techniques against

people of color (Haritaworn 2012: 29).
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In Germany, politics of trans- and the conceived enmity between trans-

gender and transnational came to a head in June 2008 during a Drag Festival in

Berlin-Kreuzberg where a group of mostly drag kings were reportedly physically

assaulted by a group of men “with Turkish background” linked to the Turkish

radical right-wing nationalist group the Grey Wolves, identifiable because of a

sticker on their vehicle.9 The attack occurred on Oranienstraße, a main street that

runs right through Berlin-Kreuzberg, not far from the closing party venue, the

alternative club SO36. It bears noting that Berlin-Kreuzberg is a neighborhood

that has undergone significant transformation in recent decades. Up until Ger-

man unification in 1990, this district was largely home to labor migrants from

Turkey. At the eastern edge of what was then West Berlin, in the shadow of the

Wall, Berlin-Kreuzberg was an undesirable and cheap place to live. It subsequently

came to be ascribed by many West Berliners as the Turkish ghetto (see Mennel

2007; Stehle 2006; Balibar 2004). A number of scholars have attended to the

ideological instrumentalization of the ghetto in the German context and else-

where as ameans to segregate in a purportedly organicmanner. Haritaworn is one

of the few scholars to address the ghetto through the multiple and intersecting

vectors of class, gender, and race. The ghetto is “a depoliticizing figure, which

normalizes gender, race, and class divisions as a function of ‘their’ inherent

deficiencies, and ‘our’ failure to discipline and control them” (Haritaworn 2015:

61). However, in the years following the fall of the Wall, Berlin-Kreuzberg sud-

denly became “central” Berlin, and its popularity grew. New residents flocked to

this district, among them many queer migrants for whom Schöneberg, Berlin’s
traditionally gay neighborhood, had become too provincial. Gentrification has

transformed the urban space of Berlin-Kreuzberg and as a result driven up the

cost of real estate, which threatens many long-time residents with dispossession

and eviction.10 Haritaworn succinctly dubs this phenomenon “queer gentrifica-

tion” (2016, 2015, 2012; Snorten and Haritaworn 2013). Concretizing the reality of

this issue in Meteoriten, before Udi and Roy eventually break up, they quarrel

about where they can live as both a gay and an ethnically minoritized couple.

udi: I had another look through some ads. I think we should forget about the

centre of town and look around in the north. Beyond the S-Bahn ring. I know

you’re not a fan, but the area is changing. Really.

roy: Sure, I’ll buy myself a pair of sprinting shoes to go with the new flat, so that I

can run fast enough when the neighbours come over with baseball bats.

udi: Don’t be so bigoted. Being gay isn’t what it used to be.

roy: And having black curly hair in an area like that is still the same as what it was.

(Salzmann 2016c: 14)
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udi: Ich habe nochmal Anzeigen durchgeschaut. Ich glaube, wir sollten die

Stadtmitte vergessen und uns im Norden umschauen. Außerhalb des Bahnrings.

Ich weiß, du bist kein Fan davon, aber die Gegend ändert sich. Wirklich.

roy: Klar, ich kauf mir gleich Sprintschuhe zur neuen Wohnung, damit ich auch

schnell genug bin, wenn die Nachbarschaft mit Baseballschlägern vorbeikommt.

udi: Sei nicht so engstirnig. Schwul sein ist nicht mehr das, was es mal war.

roy: Und schwarze Locken haben in so einer Gegend ist immer noch das, was es

war. (Salzmann 2016b: 154)

The tone of fear that encapsulates these words, with or without the scene’s shades

of comedy and endearing intimacy, gives affective expression to the enduring

reality of racialized violence even in a society in which homophobia appears to

have at least abated.

The transphobic attack that occurred in 2008 was read by many media

sources as the breaking point of a culminating confrontation between long-time

Berlin-Kreuzberg residents and a new queer and trans- elite. The majoritarian

image of Muslim Turks as not only misogynist but also homophobic and

transphobic was simply not compatible with the LGBTQI openness coextensive

with the “new” Berlin-Kreuzberg. Such a reading, however, is ruefully inaccurate.

First, the details of the actual event have been contested. Some of the victims

have revealed that the attack was in point of fact the result of a drunken traffic

altercation and that the aggressors were visibly “blond,” suggesting that the erst-

while racialization of the group as “Turkish” was ambiguous (Haritaworn 2015:

61). Second, since the late 1990s, Berlin-Kreuzberg has been the locus for trans-

activism that is explicitly inclusive. One important example of this has been the

annual protests by the Transgenialer CSD (or T*CSD), a counter to the Chris-

topher Street Day Parade11 held every year in June. This activist group, which

was initiated by Fatma Souad and calls its protests “Alternative Pride March”

or “Kreuzberg Pride March,” is chiefly concerned with LGBTQI rights but also

explicitly stands against racism, gentrification, eviction, and precarious labor

conditions. Despite the complexity of the context within which the 2008 inci-

dent occurred, the media almost exclusively read it in binary terms of liberal and

enlightened Europeans against intolerant, homophobic, and transphobic Muslim

Turks. This is part of a threadbare narrative of the “clash of civilizations” mobi-

lized against Muslims in Europe in an attempt to reinforce their cultural and

religious incompatibility with the supposed secular and sexual openness of the

West. That hate crime as a political issue and media discourse exploded in 2008 as

a result of this incident, referred to as “Muslim homophobia,” further exacerbates
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the misconception that hate crime is a phenomenon external to Europe and so

paradoxical to European values that it could only be perpetrated by “outsiders.”12

The brutally violent transphobic attack visited upon the body of Cato near

the end of Meteoriten is by no means a reprise of the 2008 attack in Berlin-

Kreuzberg. It may, however, comment on the politics that beleaguered the earlier

incident. In the play, the identities of Cato’s attackers are never disclosed. What is

striking is that the violence and brutality occur on the occasion of the celebrations

of Germany’s World Cup victory during the summer of 2014. Noting the rise

of widespread nationalist sentiment during the World Cup, a number of news

sources have commented that these celebrations in Germany were tinged with

hate. The soccer stadiums, the streets, and social media sources were replete with

discriminating gestures and verbal commentary (see Brody 2014; Faiola 2014;

Jacobs and Ross 2014; Wedig 2014). Taken within this weighty context, Salzmann’s

play appears to draw attention to the reality of transphobia and the problem

of transphobic violence more generally, and perhaps within German nationalist

circles in particular. As a witness to the crime (which occurs offstage) via cell

phone, Roy in the penultimate scene arrives to announce the fate of Cato toÜzüm
and Udi. Legibly nodding to the aesthetics of the Greek tragic messenger, in

Mican’s staging Roy appears almost campy in this scene with red lipstick and his

face painted with German flags (in some performances he even dons celebratory

beads). In his comprehensive study on the messenger in Greek tragedy, James

Barrett writes at length about this figure’s inherent androgyny: “The messenger’s

own body is implicitly—and explicitly on occasion—a hindrance, inasmuch as

his success as a messenger depends upon his acquiring the invulnerability granted

by freedom from bodily constraints. In this sense, at least, the messenger typically

presents some feminine characteristics. And this feminization corresponds to, as

it compounds, his already marginal status” (2002: 100).

From Tiresias to the Greek messenger and Hermaphroditus, Salzmann

readily finds and employs models of nonconforming gender subjects in Greek

mythology. This intertextuality permits an element of playfulness and irony.

Curiously, the nationalist sentiments rife on the occasion of Germany’s soccer

victory that possibly provoked the violence wrought upon Cato’s body also appear

to be coextensive with the drag or at least carnivalesque performance of Roy’s

gender nonconforming body in this scene.

Beyond the Proscenium

The news of Cato’s likely murder invites an extended moment of tangible

bereavement. Roy, Udi, and Üzüm linger in a seated embrace, like a grieving

tableau vivant. Their seated form is displayed in silhouette, illuminated onto

the lower stage screen from a rear projection light. This remarkable instance of
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backlighting stages “a drama of presence and absence” (Brinkema 2014: 105), of

life and death. Other bodies also enter the stage and begin to dismantle the set,

and the actors slowly raise themselves. Stage workers detach the screen and carry

it in the direction of the back of the stage. Turned away from the audience, arm

in arm, the actors heavily and gradually follow the screen toward the site of

projection. Their bodies are finally eclipsed by darkness, and the illumination at

the back of the stage is all that remains visible. It is one light at a remove—a

metonymy of presence and absence. The drama of this penultimate scene, the

closing of the play’s main narrative, the story of this group of young Berliners, is

an inverse to the opening scene of utopic joy and futurity. But the potential of love

has not forsaken them. They remain migrants of love, willful wanderers. If any-

thing, love’s transformative force makes a return on its promise with a turn to the

audience. Outwardly projected, like a threatening meteorite, love is the sharp light

at the back of the stage cutting the darkness. Now it is the audience’s turn. If trans-

and love appear to work together in a movement toward dissolution in the play,

as metaphoric meteorites in trajectory across the sky, they still resonate with the

power of performance that transports from stage to audience and beyond, where

the trans-politics of love must be taken up and practiced in real life.

The effervescence of trans-politics of Meteoriten directly moves beyond

the proscenium in an essay by Salzmann appended to the play’s publication and

included in the Maxim Gorki’s repertory booklet to accompany its premiere. It is

entitled “Ibneler burada: Auf der Suche nach Zwischenräumen—ich in Istanbul.”

Part of the slogan regularly mobilized by the LGBTQI community since the

2012 Pride Parade in early July in Istanbul and carried through to the Gezi Park

protests during the summer of 2013, “Ibneler burada” means “faggots here.” The

entire slogan states, “Ibneler burada, Tayyip nerede?” (Faggots are here, where’s
Tayyip [Erdoğan]). Reappropriating an epithet, marking space and asserting

presence in that space, and criticizing the lack of support for and, one could even

argue, the growing dereliction of LGBTQI rights in Turkey under Recep Tayyip

Erdoğan’s AK Party, this slogan is simple but profound.13 While Salzmann does

not explicitly bring into conversation the LGBTQI movement in Turkey with that

in Germany, her own experiences in both communities have no doubt shaped

her theatrical writing. In this essay, Salzmann remarks on experiences living and

working with trans-women in Istanbul, politics in Turkey and Germany, and a

personal journey that led to the adoption of a new name, “Sasha,”which belonged

to Salzmann’s great-grandfather. Salzmann writes, “I place my skepticism about

the right personal pronoun for myself in both names: Marianna and Sasha, I

want both to be possible and evenmore” (2016a: 213; my translation).14Meteoriten

likewise seeks to carve out not only a safe space but a place where binaries give way

to multiplicity and essentialism to performance. Salzmann’s play radically ushers
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in a new phase both in postmigrant theater and in German theater more generally

with a turn to the crucial frays and complexity of trans-.

Interrogating contemporary politics of citizenship and minoritized iden-

tities by way of two significant events fused into a charged historical moment—

Germany’s World Cup victory in the summer of 2014 and the so-called migration

crisis culminating in the summer of 2015—Meteoriten provides a theatrical charge

for a trans-politics of love. In its radical openness, love addresses issues of social

justice with relationality, community, and affective engagement at moments

when sovereignty, barriers, and nationalism threaten to dominate and alienate.

Not only in its opposition to hate, but also in its radical openness, love has a

transformative function. Love finds its figuration in the migrant of love, a dis-

tinctly trans-formative figure, which is both an identity and a practice of orienting

oneself toward another place, and hazarding risk and even peril but also the

possibility of joy. Even when hate attenuates certain—often nonconforming—

bodies, the ecstatic force of love refuses to be eclipsed. In the context of the

play, love concedes both a temporal conceptualization of futurity as utopia and

a spatial orientation away from “an unchosen starting place” toward a place of

flourishing. Meteoriten loudly and with self-affirmation expresses the urgency to

see possibility in the web of interstitial identities and positionalities. It is ulti-

mately about willing an alternative future even when the inhabited present of

precarity and violence might appear to foreclose it.

Olivia Landry is an assistant professor of German at Lehigh University. She works on perfor-

mance, film, theater, and migration in the European context. Her most recent articles have

appeared in Black Camera, Film-Philosophy, TRANSIT, and Women and Performance. Her first

book, Movement and Performance in Berlin School Cinema, is forthcoming in fall 2018.
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Notes

1. While trans- and genderqueer representations are widely explored and embraced in other

national theater scenes, these remain unexplored in German theater (Abelman 2015;

Gilbert 2016; Tran 2016). One minor exception in the German theater world is the
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performance work of the American-born intersexed artist Vaginal Davis, who since 2006

has resided in Berlin. Davis has performed at the Hebbel amUfer (HAU) and the Ballhaus

Naunynstraße.

2. As the Greek myth goes, Europa was a Phoenician woman of royal lineage who was

seduced and abducted by Zeus in the form of a white bull. Thismyth is frequently referred

to as the “rape of Europa.” For further details about this myth, see Woodward 2007.

3. This is the explanation Salzmann offered to the question of the role of intertextuality in

Meteoriten while giving a lecture at Stanford University (2016d).

4. See especially her chapter “Love as a Hermeneutic of Social Change, a Decolonizing

Movida” (Sandoval 2000: 139–58).

5. This is also the title of a shorter version of their 2012 conversation on the blog Nomore-

potlucks: “No One Is Sovereign in Love” (Berlant and Hardt 2012).

6. In late November 2016, statistics showed that 18 percent of German voters expressed

political views consistent with those of the extreme right-wing populist party AfD, 55

percent of Dutch voters with those of the Party for Freedom, 63 percent of French voters

with those of the Front National, and 78 percent of Polish voters with those of the Law

and Justice Party (PiS). While Germany may appear to be at less of a risk of majority

populist politics compared to some of its European counterparts, 18 percent is not

insignificant. For more information on these statistics, see Die Zeit (2016).

7. Postmigrant theater started as a way of giving space and outlet to artists of color in

Germany, primarily Turkish-German artists in Berlin. From its inception in 2006 to its

movement to the Ballhaus Naunynstraße Theater in 2008 and its expansion to theMaxim

Gorki Theater in 2013, it has thrived on a repertoire of theater and performance that

engages both histories of migration and contemporary cultural diversity in Germany in

a manner that systematically breaches threadbare representations of monoculturalism,

staunch traditionalism, and victimhood. This theater movement has gained increasingly

more scholarly interest in recent years, and this description is not at all exhaustive. For

more information, see Langhoff 2011; Landry 2016.

8. Souad’s prominence in the trans-performance scene in Germany can be attributed to her

cabaret group Salon Oriental, whose performance work willfully intertwines transgender

identity with migration. See El-Tayeb (2011: 142–43). Salzmann has indicated that the role

of Cato was originally written for a trans- woman and with Souad in mind (Salzmann

2016d).

9. Even in the left-wing, Berlin-based daily TAZ, this event was addressed under the sug-

gestive theme “Homophobes in Berlin-Kreuzberg” (Itzek 2008).

10. In response to gentrification and forced evictions in Berlin-Kreuzberg, the renters’ col-

lective Kotti & Co. was formed in 2012 to protest and consolidate action for the rights of

local residents, see Kotti & Co. 2016.

11. The problem of discriminatory practices within the Christopher Street Day group

in Berlin gained international attention when Judith Butler publicly declined the Civil

Courage prize in 2010 awarded by Berlin Pride out of protest against racism and the

proliferation of homonationalism. Instead, she offered the prize to organizations such as

GLADT, LesMigraS, SUSPECT, and ReachOut. See SUSPECT 2010.

12. Throughout Queer Lovers and Hateful Others, Jin Haritaworn (2015) offers a compre-

hensive investigation of this event. See also Haritaworn 2016. It may be noted that Human

Rights Watch conducted a study of hate crime in Germany between 2009 and 2010, in
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which it is indicated that Germany’s treatment and response to hate crime has been called

into question since 2008. See Human Rights Watch 2011.

13. It bears mentioning that in the early years of the AK Party (Justice and Development

Party), which was founded in 2001 and came to power first in 2002, Erdoğan ostensibly

upheld a politics that supported the human rights of the LGBTQI community in Turkey

and condemned the abuse of these rights. Some LGBTQI activists still support the party,

such as the AK LGBT Group.

14. “Meine Zweifel an dem richtigen Personalpronomen für mich lege ich in beide Namen:

Marianna und Sasha, ich will, dass beides möglich ist und noch mehr.”
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How the “Non-duped” Pass
Gender Perception and Belonging in “Postgender” Space

SIDNEY CUNNINGHAM

Abstract This essay responds to Slavoj Žižek’s recent criticism of trans activism by arguing for

an understanding of gendered recognition within the symbolic-social realm that goes beyond

acknowledgment and acceptance of diverse gender identities without requiring the presumption

of any biological or physical essence of gender. This model is defended through a review of social

constructionist and psychoanalytic models of perception and gender attribution, and illustrated

through examples drawn from ChaosLife and Eve’s Apple—two Web comics by and about transgender

people.

Keywords psychoanalysis, gender attribution, gender identity, perception, transgender literature,

Web comics

F ollowing the publication of his essay “The Sexual Is Political” (2016c), the

popular Lacanian andMarxist philosopher Slavoj Žižek drew enough criticism

that he felt the need to defend and reframe his position in two subsequent update

pieces (Žižek 2016a; Žižek 2016b). The original essay criticizes calls by trans activ-
ists to restructure bathroom spaces in light of what Žižek understands as the

“postgender” and “de-ontologizing” queer discourse; after pointing out the sus-

pect compatibility of these practical demands with corporate neoliberal diver-

sity initiatives, he suggests that it is structurally impossible for identities that are

based entirely on subjective psychological experience (and this is, in short, what

I understand him to mean by de-ontologizing) to be satisfactorily reflected by

social-symbolic categories.

Irrespective of the fantasy of complete theoretical and political consensus

among trans people as a whole, there are obviously immediate practical conse-

quences of cissexism in bathrooms for transgender and gender-nonconforming

people. These have been explored most thoroughly by Sheila Cavanagh, who uses

psychoanalytic theories of excretion, Foucauldian discourse analysis of Victo-

rian-era hygiene mores, and personal interviews with subjects of various gender
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identities and otherwise divergent backgrounds to demonstrate that “the insti-

tutionalization of gender-neutral toilet designs is an urgent and important political

project to ensure access for all who depart from conventional sex/gender body

politics” (2010: 6). Also of note is Sam Warren Miell’s series of blog posts, which

respond to Žižek directly in Lacanian terms (Miell 2016a; Miell 2016b; Miell

2016c).

While he doesn’t display a great deal of knowledge about the lived expe-

riences of transgender people, and many other theorists take a much less callous

attitude toward the mental, emotional, and physical health of trans bathroom

users, Žižek opens a line of thought that I think is worth considering. If we claim

(as I would) that gender need not be determined by any physical attributes—that

the truth of any person’s gender is nothing more or less than what they sincerely

claim it to be—then what investment should we have in social belonging or

sharing space with others who have a naive faith in material essence of gender?
What value is the recognition of our belonging when it is on such mistaken

grounds?
Lastly, while there has been a great deal of work done to theorize trans

subjects ourselves within a psychoanalytic framework, these readings tend to only

tangentially address the effect that the recognition or misrecognition of trans

people has on others.1 Rather than starting from the questions of how or why

the trans subject forms an atypical relationship to their material form or estab-

lished gender categories, this essay begins with the inherent malleability of per-

ception itself and explores how it might be possible to recognize the relationship

between individual bodies and broader categories without a recourse to cisnor-

mativity. Through a review of a number of influential theoretical understandings

of perception and readings of key moments from the Web comics ChaosLife and

Eve’s Apple, both of which are written by and center on transgender people, this

article will demonstrate how returning to reassess the grounds of perception itself

through a trans lens can provide us a framework in which we can understand

nonessentializing trans recognition as reshaping both trans and cis subjects’

relation to the social-symbolic order.

Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Perception

While Sigmund Freud’s various accounts of sexuality have a tendency to nar-

rowness and friction with contemporary queer and trans understanding of sex

and gender, his early discussion of the psychological process of judgment in the

Project for a Scientific Psychology provides a much more open-ended model for

how we make sense of the stimuli that another person can provide. He describes

the process of judgment thus:
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If the object screams, a memory of the subject’s own screaming will be aroused

and will consequently revive his own experiences of pain. Thus the complex of a

fellow-creature falls into two portions. One of these gives the impression of being

a constant structure and remains as a coherent “thing”; while the other can be

understood by the activity of memory—that is, can be traced back to information

about the subject’s own body. This process of analysing a perceptual complex is

described as “cognizing” it; it involves a judgment and is brought to an end when

that has been achieved. (1954: 393–94)

Freud recognizes that judgment mediates between something essentially thinglike

and “non-comparable” in external objects and feedback from perception that

maps to memory and a sense of the self (394).We perceive other people by equating

select sensations we receive from them with existing memories of other sensations

while simultaneously loosely linking this complex of qualities to a sense of the

person as a distinct entity. So while we are capable of recognizing that different

people are different people, the possibility of perceiving any of their qualities at all

depends on a form of reductive categorization. These qualities that we perceive are

not necessarily large identity categories in the sense we might think (gender, race,

etc.) but perhaps the sensory building blocks that eventually lead us to recognize

membership in these broader categories.

As Žižek points out, psychologists working from an empiricist model

have come to agree with the psychoanalytic position that consciousness depends

on reductive judgments in the face of a perpetual, overwhelming abundance of

sensory information:

Let’s take a standard example from a typical cognitivist book: when you enter a

room and you see all chairs there are red, and then you move immediately to a

second similar room, you think you see exactly the same. But it has been repeatedly

demonstrated that our perception is much more fragmentary than it appears—a

significant number of the chairs in the second room have different shapes, colours,

etc. What is happening is that you see just a couple of fragments and then, based

on your previous experience (and this all happens in this immediate moment

of perception before proper conscious judgment), you make a judgment—“all

the chairs must be red.” The point being that what you see is the result of your

judgment—you literally see judgments. There is no zero-level sensory perception

of reality which is then later coordinated into judgments. What you always already

see are judgments. (Žižek and Daly 2004: 55)

If the human perception of color is already made overly reductive by con-

sciousness, and our ability to recognize the sameness of two chairs is already so
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prone to error, then howmuchmore flawed must be our preconscious judgments

of the qualities by which we read gender?

Social Construction and Gendered Object Perception

As alluded to in the introduction, there has been less recent work on the per-

ception of trans bodies by others than on the perception of trans bodies by trans

subjects ourselves. However, Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna’s landmark

study of the social construction of gender, while it does not fully anticipate today’s

calls for gender identity recognition outside the bounds of cisnormativity, already

recognizes the malleability of the judgment process they refer to as “gender

attribution”:

The gender attribution process is an interaction between displayer and attributor,

but concrete displays are not informative unless interpreted in light of the rules

which the attributor has for deciding what it means to be a female or male. As

members of a sociocultural group, the displayer and the attributor share a knowl-

edge of the socially constructed signs of gender. They learn these signals as part

of the process of socialization (becoming members). In our culture these signs

include genitals, secondary gender characteristics, dress and accessories, and

nonverbal and paralinguistic behaviours. (2006: 175)

Recognizing gender on a body is informed by a set of cultural norms, which

Kessler and McKenna point out can vary between cultures. Reconciling the real

variance among different individuals (and for single individuals who change over

time) requires that attributions, once made, have a certain sticking power. They

point out that this means that in order for a person to be consistently read as one

gender, “[what must be sustained] is not . . . the particular gender . . . but rather

the sense of its ‘naturalness,’ the sense that the actor has always been that gender”

(177). This allows contradictory impressions to be overlooked or reconciled with

the initial attribution:

In sharing the natural attitude, both actor and attributor can assume (and each

knows the other assumes) that gender never changes, that people “really” are what

they appear to be. As a consequence of holding the natural attitude, the attributor

filters all of the actor’s behaviours through the gender attribution that was made,

almost nothing can discredit a gender attribution once it is made. Even the loss of

the original criteria used to make the attribution might well become irrelevant.

(177)

Gender attribution shapes how we perceive reality when it comes to other people.

It can filter out qualities that we have learned to associate with the “wrong”
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gender, allowing us to maintain a consistent impression of a particular person’s

gender. It is important to note, however, that Kessler and McKenna say that

“almost nothing” allows this judgment to change (emphasis added). They discuss

the difficulty of transgender people trying to be read correctly by people who

knew them when they were presenting as their birth-assigned gender, but they do

not conclude that it is impossible. However, in light of “the basic trust that events

are what they appear to be and not performances of deceit” (176) and the strength

of initial judgments about gender, they suggest that transgender people should

“focus on creating decisive first impressions . . . and concentrate on cultivating the

naturalness (i.e., the historicity) of their maleness or femaleness” (177).

In the thirty-eight years since Kessler and McKenna’s original study, it

has become more evident that some (binary and nonbinary) trans people desire

to be recognized as their proper gender not on the basis of a cissexist or bio-

logically essentialist presumption of naturalness—what we might think of as the

passing model—but on the basis of declared gender identity as the sole criterion

for belonging. Gender identity cannot be directly perceived, but unless we assume

that someone is lying about gender identity (and that it is structurally possible to

do so), we use language to perceive this type of attribute in other people. In Kessler

and McKenna’s research, visual traits are by far the most prominent among the

nondiscursive attributes. Their research made use of a variety of simple cartoon

bodies assembled by combining transparent overlays that depicted various sec-

tions of a human body broken down by stereotypically male or female attributes.2

These images may seem to be ripe for critique today; wemay wonder, for instance,

whether they could be made to more accurately represent real gender diversity.

Yet a footnote mentions that when they repeated the tests with photographs, the

results didn’t vary significantly.

When it comes to understanding how words and images inform percep-

tions of gender, and where the issue of representation fits in, it seems necessary to

first clarify why photographic or otherwise “realistic” images may function more

like cartoons than like real bodies. The surprising complexity of this problem is

explored in Jay Prosser’s “Palinode” to his monograph Second Skins: Body Nar-

ratives of Transsexuality. The essay modifies and even corrects the arguments he

makes in the earlier text about where photographs of the trans body stand in

relation to semiotic or psychoanalytic categories:

Believing that I could reveal the real of transsexuality in photography I showed that

photograph, the penultimate one in my book, the incredible close-up of a female-

to-male transsexual’s genitals before surgery but after hormone treatment. . . . This

photograph shows, I argued neither a genetic penis nor a clitoris but the referent

of transsexuality because it captures this body as literally different in the actual

process of somatic transition . . . it had the effect at least initially of shocking
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my audience to see a substance beyond refutation—to see the substance of my

argument. Yet to think now that I thought I could reveal the real, even through

that photograph! (1999: 73)

He wanted to make his audience experience real material difference in the

trans body, but by the time of the writing of his palinode, Prosser realized that

“Transcock,” as a photograph, could only signify or refer to transsexuality. Fur-

thermore, as he explains throughout the article, that which signifies this difference

from cisnormative maleness or femaleness for the viewer of a photograph is very

frequently not the body itself but other more straightforwardly interpretable

symbols around it; Prosser’s readings in Second Skins rely on clothing and props in

many cases, and a measuring tape in the “Transcock” image.

The symbolic is the order of the discourse of the other, and in trying

to communicate in any medium, we are confronted by the impossibility of

expressing anything that is not already made communicable by preexisting sys-

tems of signs. Like any other necessarily fragmentary sensory stimuli, an image

may resonate in a way that seems to be at odds with its apparent symbolic func-

tion, and yet if we can share the image with another, it is the symbolic that we can

assume will most likely be reproduced. Can we actually shift gender attribution—

alter our perception of material bodies—based on knowledge about gender

identity? If we move away from the passing model and toward a purely identity-

based model, do recognition and belonging become empty?3 If it is possible to
come to consistently perceive gender in a manner that is in keeping with some-

one’s gender identity without a belief in gender’s naturalness, it would have to be

understood as a form of recognition that relies neither on passing nor on willful

lip service to deontologized identities. It would be impossible to fully address such

a huge question in a single article, but by examining a few key examples from

ChaosLife and Eve’s Apple, I will demonstrate how trans investment in percep-

tion or recognition despite the absence of a belief in a natural or material essence

of gender might be understood as an attempt to leverage the symbolic against

a cissexist imaginary—the fantasy of uncomplicated, universal, or static gender

perception.

Sketching the Symbolic

Comics are an interesting medium because they invite us to continue to face the

materiality of bodies while having the potential to remind us just how fluid and

slippery this material can be. Like any other mediated representation of bodies,

comics cannot be said to have a direct correspondence to any general or particular

reality of trans flesh. By using both words and images to represent, however, they

leave more space (than words alone would seem to) to explore what emerges out
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of the gap between gender-signifying language and other visually perceivable

gendered attributes. At the same time, representations of trans bodies in comics

can be usefully contrasted with those in film or still photographs in terms of

their immediately evident intentional constructedness. Just as much as in reality,

the question of our ability to perceive gender in comics is based on underlying

assumptions about what kinds of knowledge about gender are possible in par-

ticular narrative worlds, but this is also shaped by assumptions about technology

of representation. The viewer of a film might believe that there is an underlying

biological truth of an actor’s birth-assigned sex that can be known visually (given

enough scrutiny and perhaps medical expertise), and that their ability to perceive

it or not is the product of more or less successful filmic manipulation of a body’s

truth. However, the comics reader seems more likely to understand that an artist

can assert more complete control over their visual encounter with a represented

body.

Comics scholar HarryMorgan suggests that simplification and abstraction

in comics function to make characters “immediately recognizable” so that they

can unite a narrative and draw readers through from panel to panel. The evo-

lution of this form of caricature-based character in the twentieth century becomes

a defining feature of comics that set them apart from other forms. Using examples

of various iconic comics characters throughout the twentieth century, Morgan

points out that “all of these characters can be reduced to a few fixed traits, so as

to be identifiable at first sight. On the other hand, if we examine certain strips

from the nineteenth century, we find that the modern reader can have trouble

identifying them, precisely because the hero lacks marked characteristics or can

differ from one image to the next” (2009: 24). Images of characters in comics

are rendered more simply in order to allow them to be more quickly and con-

sistently recognized as the meta sign that they are—that is, as individuals.

However, Morgan also acknowledges that these recognizable yet “economical”

graphic attributes “function through opposition” and therefore “[help] define

physical appearance, or, more specifically, a complexion or even a type” (28)—and

for many popular comics, we might expect these “types” to map quite easily

onto real-world categories that we may understand to be socially constructed but

which, nevertheless, come with their own corresponding stereotypical visual

attributes.

As Trina Robbins (2002) has shown, early twentieth-century comic strips

tended to focus on children, and adult men and women were usually drawn

in a humorous and cartoony style, but from 1909, and through the next couple of

decades, a shift happens in which men continue to be drawn as “funny looking,”

but women are increasingly drawn with “perfect” faces and figures. Somewhere

during this period, cartoon animals started to be drawn with secondary sexual
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characteristics. Specifically, eyelashes were often added to mark female animals.

Hypothetically, a comic about humans could symbolically distinguish binary

gender by only one graphic sign—like the presence or absence of eyelashes. In

that case, no gender ambiguity would be possible. While even film necessarily

represents a limited vision of the variation that exists within and between genders

in humans, and often does not represent the large amount of overlap possible in

terms of what are generally construed as gendered attributes (i.e., depictions of

women with facial hair or men with breasts are not common), cartooning limits

all these ranges further. Having a smaller range of gendered attributes in play

means that any single way in which a character departs from the masculine or

feminine pattern carries a lot of power of signification.

Since the process of cartooning traditionally requires the artist to eco-

nomically and selectively encode visual information for each character, which

often serves to guide our gaze to sameness or difference between characters, this

may result in selectively screening out or simplifying some visual attributes that

we would normally use to “read” gender. This particular form of textual “passing”

that comics enable can easily be read as deceptive, even beyond the baseline level

of suspicion with which conventionally attractive transgender characters are

generally received (Serano 2016: 36). If a comic artist doesn’t appear to incor-

porate some of these attributes, readers who expect to be able to recognize a trans

character by means of cissexist caricature may feel they have been deceived, and

this is exactly what happened with one notable trans Web comic.

The autobiographical Web comic ChaosLife has been publishing strips

regularly since June 2011, but it seems that many readers were surprised by

the implication in the May 2012 strip “Hand Holding” that Stiffler and their

partner K. Copeland are frequently perceived by strangers as lesbians (Stiffler

and Copeland 2012b). In fact, Copeland does identify as a lesbian, whereas “A.

[Stiffler] chooses not to label their sexuality. A is agendered . . . and simply

chooses to exist as a non-binary entity” (Stiffler and Copeland 2012a). A day after

the “Hand Holding” strip appeared, Stiffler’s blog published a number of the

responses from readers who had assumed them to be a cisgender man, based on

the artwork. One claims, “When you draw yourself like a man people are going

to think you’re a man and you disrespect lesbians by doing that.” Stiffler’s answer

to this anonymous commenter argues, “I didn’t drawmy character as some sort of

stereotype or to purposefully confuse the genders, I just.. look.. that way.” They

add, furthermore, that it is heteronormative and enforces a false gender binary

to assume that everyone is either male or female and that they “should draw

[themselves] with long hair/boobs/makeup/wearing pink if [they’re] a girl”

(Stiffler 2012). Stiffler and Copeland are essentially mirrored in the first panel of

the “Hand Holding,” and so we can see that, other than hair and chest, the two
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look nearly identical. By the logic of easy distinguishability, it makes sense to

exaggerate the differences between Stiffler’s and Copeland’s characters by increas-

ing the curve of Copeland’s chest and rendering Stiffler’s torso as a straight line.

The reaction of this particular reader suggests, however, that they understand the

cartoon breasts as both a symbol of femininity and in terms of their resemblance

to those of a real body, whereas Stiffler claims the same graphical sign as func-

tioning more purely in terms of resemblance. Stiffler’s post concludes by asserting

that “up until this particular comic, my gender has not mattered anyway, so really:

don’t. worry. about. it.” By dismissing the significance of being able to discern the

“truth” of their body’s gender through its cartoon representation, Stiffler is more

or less providing a justification for using a limited graphic vocabulary to encode

difference along lines other than gender. In contrast, the reader’s comment seems

to suggest that it is at best deceitful and at worst immoral to fail to provide a

(biologically essentialist) visual symbol of gender.

Just as much as in reality, the question of our ability to perceive gender

in comics is based on underlying assumptions about what kinds of knowledge

about gender are possible in particular narrative worlds. Our perception of bodies

cannot be suspended, selectively or not, and will always be shaped by the worlds

in which both subject and object of perception exist. The way perceptions of

various visual attributes create an impression of a person’s gender (whether we are

encountering them in comics, film, or even in real life), however, is not always

consistent from person to person, and it may ultimately be quite plastic. Most

importantly, the way we come to perceive bodies need not necessarily be tied to

what we have come to understand as biological truths.

In contrast to ChaosLife, Christine Smith’s comic so effectively illustrates

the tension between multiple, always insufficient, ways in which one might “know”

a person’s gender because from the very beginning of Eve’s Apple, Eve wears her

gender identity on her sleeve. The comic’s very first strip puts a transgender

symbol at its center (Smith 2008c; fig. 1).

It is placed in the space between panels but in such a way that we also read

it as a closer perspective on a pin that Eve actually wears; it is structurally extra-

diegetic, while referring to and mirroring an object within the strip’s diegesis. It

is ambiguous whether it complements Eve’s first-person confessional-style cap-

tions or if this graphic narration should be understood as coming from a dif-

ferent source. While Eve, as narrator, is vague about the nature of what makes

her “inadequate,” as she says, the trans symbol makes immediately transparent

to some readers certain “truths” about Eve. We could read this gesture as sig-

naling the centrality of the pin to interpreting Eve (or the story) as a whole and

creating two groups of readers—the knowing readers who can read Eve’s gender

or body correctly and the unknowing readers who are unaware of what there is to
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be revealed about her. We might also see this as being related to the panel border

that is a silhouette of the character Lilith, the noirish trans-exclusionary butch

lesbian, and therefore aligning the reader’s gaze upon the symbol with hers. For a

reader that perceives Eve’s drawn body as feminine, there is still the possibility of

imagining that Lilith’s gaze must be able to recognize visual signs of Eve’s birth-

assigned gender on her body. Both the character Eve and the artist Smith

immediately disclose Eve’s trans identity by means of a symbol on a pin, but a

transphobic reader may believe that Smith’s drawing deceives by not providing, or

screening out, visual signs that would allow them to judge Eve’s femininity as

fundamentally different from cis femininity. Thus this very first strip of the comic

invites us to think about our own relation to the symbolic order in perceiving and

interpreting various aspects of Eve’s body. It sets us up for the way that the story as

a whole plays with the fact that bodies we perceive are always preconfigured by a

socially conditioned process of selectively judging various traits.

Even within a single comics text, we can encounter the possibility of alter-

native cartooning methods representing different ways in which tension between

the symbolic and imaginary registers might allow a person to engage with reality.

During a brief but symbolically dense scene in Smith’s strip, two characters

supposedly born from Eve’s subconscious debate the nature of Eve and Lilith’s

Figure 1. “Eve’s Apple . . . First Strip!,” Eve’s Apple, by Christine Smith, strip no. 1. Courtesy of the artist
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relationship. They imagine the situation differently, therefore each producing

their own symbolic visual coding of the situation. Rollo—the “‘dead little boy

who wanted to be a girl’ from the funny books” (Smith 2008a)—romanticizes

Lilith as a “rival,” which is reflected graphically through an Archie-style repre-

sentation of the two (fig. 2).

Fight Girl imagines the situation to be much more predatory, and, con-

sequently, Lilith gains claws, fangs, and pointed ears, while Eve is drawn with lines

of alarm and pointed features that might appear birdlike. Eve and the divided

aspects of her psyche (which are themselves both appropriated from comics that

exist in the Eve’s Apple world) have a tendency to perceive people so that they can

be resolved into comics archetypes. Perceiving the similarities between Lilith and

Veronica means recognizing her future actions as limited by what is possible for

Veronica and furthermore what is possible in Riverdale—even if this is a queerly

reinterpreted Riverdale.

Desiring the Immaterial

In a discussion of social relations and attraction between comics characters, it

seems relevant to note that sexual orientation seems to persist even for bodies

that aren’t real. Although there seems to be a lack of research on sexual attraction

to nonsexualized cartoon characters in general, and specifically on how gender

attribution plays into this, Zoe Alderton’s essay on “Snapewives” and “Snapeism”

Figure 2. “C’mon, Dumpling,” Eve’s Apple, by Christine Smith, strip no. 131. Courtesy of the artist
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gives some idea of how a noncorporeal character might be experienced as a

material and even heteronormative object of attraction for some J. K. Rowling

fans, and both Heiko Motschenbacher’s and Jennifer Terry’s studies on object

sexuals suggest that perception of gender plays into many people’s sexual and

romantic attraction toward inanimate objects. Our perception of gender is

extremely moldable, but even after we have learned to associate certain traits with

a particular gender, orientation has an incredible power to resolve difference and

discrepancies into a homogenously gendered whole. One of themost intense ways

this manifests is through attraction. Correspondingly, attraction may offer evi-

dence of gender perception.

Romantic social posturing fuels the struggle for appearances between Eve

and Lilith that is central to the plot of Smith’s comic. Lilith believes that her goal is

to expose Eve and, even though Eve advertises that she is transgender, Lilith thinks

it possible to intervene such that what everyone can already “see” will take on a

different meaning. Perhaps in keeping with the noirish atmosphere of the comic

(and Lilith’s character especially), her initial strategy is to flirt; she says to Eve,

“Confess how you feel . . . when I look in your eyes” (Smith 2008c). However, the

next time we see her, she is much more openly derogatory—referring to Eve as

“that thing” and telling her sibling Digby that “it is something that wants putting

in its place” (Smith 2008b). This openly hostile attitude comes out the next time

the two meet, and she refuses to “pretend” other than the “truth” that Eve is “[a]

man, of course. Playing dress-up” (Smith 2009). It is the initial strategy that is

themost interesting, though. Howwould pretending to have sexual interest in Eve

play into Lilith’s strategy to “expose” her to others or (Eve) herself? While this

particular fictional romantic intrigue may seem far removed from the issues faced

by real trans people, the use of gendered perception to either validate or under-

mine trans identities is, I believe, very relatable for many of us. The world in which

these two characters exist is one where it is socially unacceptable to deny the

reality of someone’s gender identity. However, if Eve were to admit to attraction

to Lilith and Lilith were to deny her own attraction, it might appear that Lilith is

more obviously a proper object of lesbian desire. If no one is deceived that Eve is

cisgender, then there is a sense in which she can’t be exposed, but Eve and Lilith

can still struggle over who can be recognized by gendered attraction within the

social-symbolic order.

If we argue that there is nothing essentially gendered about bodies, orien-

tation itself becomes disoriented. What does it mean to be attracted to an immate-

rial felt identity? Understanding gender as a social construct does not mean that

we do not perceive it, as we certainly do. We recognize gender—perceive the

features of bodies a certain way and make assumptions about that which cannot

be immediately sensed—based on a psychic background of objects that we have
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been socialized to judge as similar, whether or not we found them sexually desir-

able. If we accept that desire is affected by our recognition of gender, which in turn

can be shifted by knowledge of gender identity, then, while bodies may be the

object of attraction, what we perceive and what another’s body becomes to us is

both more and less than the empirical “truth” of the stimuli it makes available to

the senses. Sexual interaction is transformative, not merely in the sense of per-

ceiving what isn’t there or not perceiving what is, but in the sense of a mutual

understanding and focus on the slippery but generative potential of what does or

doesn’t align with one’s memory of similar objects.

Using gender identity as a means to unmoor social-symbolic categories

from a naive assumption of their direct correlation to an imagined binary bio-

logical reality is rightly felt as a threat by some cisgender people. In Eve’s Apple, a

strong sign of the heroine’s success in her romantic life (as well as the larger

struggle over the symbolic register as it relates to gender) is Lilith’s rising anxiety

about her failed lesbianism. When we see Lilith voice these fears (Smith 2010a)

(see fig. 3), it comes after a montage of imagery that reflects the kind of hard-

boiled masculinity Lilith has idealized: “rawhide” cologne, collared shirts, and

neckties.

As always, Smith’s cartooning makes it unclear how the fleshier, isolated

aspects of Lilith should be read. In the image of the mouth, are we seeing/being

shown voluptuous and feminine lips, a masculine sneer, both, or something

else? Similarly, the next image might appear as an eye framed by eyelashes and a

Figure 3. “Adam? Adam!,” Eve’s Apple, by Christine Smith, strip no. 137. Courtesy of the artist
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well-groomed brow, or it might appear as an eye lined by worry, with white lines

indicating an intensity of focus or emotion connected to the act of self-reflection.

The lack of self-awareness that makes Lilith so vulnerable to crisis when finally

exposed to the perception of others could perhaps even be interpreted as a

masculine trait.

The world of Eve’s Apple does not give us an easy answer for how to read

Lilith’s gender, but neither is it clear in this strip whether Lilith’s reaction is in

response to her perception of her masculine gender expression as failing to suf-

ficiently support her lesbian identity, or to her perception that this habitual

masculinity might actually be evidence that she is not a woman at all. The comic

offers one easy solution to this problem through a kind of neoliberal tolerance

and diversity rhetoric. Eve’s friend Lucy tells Lilith, “You want to live your gender

as you see fit and on your own terms. When Eve lives her gender as she sees fit

on her terms, you are threatened” (Smith 2010c). When Lilith then claims that

genitals validate her “tough guy” womanhood and mark Eve’s as fraudulent,

Lucy yells that Lilith must know better, based on her acceptance of their trans-

masculine friend Adam. Yet while Lucy comes through as Eve’s defender in this

scene, the first page actually establishes Lucy as the one who initially makes Eve

feel “inadequate.” Lucy accepts trans people and is able to act respectfully toward

them, but there might be something to her particular way of perceiving trans

people that is not completely fulfilling or validating in the same way that Lilith’s

desire is.

In attempting to understand her desire for Eve, Lilith is disoriented by the

shift this seems to demand—from a biologically essentialist mode of recognizing

gender to a more plastic trans-positive model. Therefore her only options are

to either understand Eve as an object that is inappropriate in light of her historical

orientation toward women or understand her attraction as a recognition of Eve’s

similarity to her previous partners, in which case her own gender becomes harder

to take for granted. When they finally go on a date, she explains, “I’d never had

to askmyself . . . what does it mean for someone to be a woman. Never met anyone

who made me wonder” (Smith 2010d). Lilith’s identity relies on there being an

essential sameness between her and everyone she desires, and meeting Eve dis-

rupts that. Conversely, Eve’s gender identity is threatened by the awareness that

the lines of desire circulating in queer women’s spaces are never directed toward

her. It is not enough to say that her experience is simply being unattractive.

Feeling structurally excluded from desire means that she cannot experience one

key aspect of being recognized as a particular identity.

Transgender activism often revolves around basic expectations like respect-

ing our wishes about how to be addressed and which washrooms to use. However,

people like Lucy—who don’t “mispronoun” but perceive the transgender person
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as fundamentally less desirable or a less natural member within a gendered

space—will always remain somewhat unsatisfying allies. This is not to say that

it is possible to train oneself so that someone’s gender or how they arrived at it

has no effect on attraction. I am claiming instead that the way we perceive people

as being similar to or associated with other people—the basis for understanding

our attraction—is necessarily based on a symbolic schema of gender that runs

deeper yet is fundamentally plastic. Similarly, whether we believe that a trans

person can be “exposed” depends on whether we think that perceiving their

genitals or birth assignment grants us knowledge that is unexpected and signif-

icant such that we understand it to be more “true” than our previous impression.

Pretending with Žižek

As a trans literary scholar, I found Žižek’s position in “The Sexual Is Political”

especially surprising because his earlier work on the struggle for appearances

within the symbolic order can be such a useful way to think about issues of gender

that might otherwise get lost somewhere between models of passing and sub-

jectively felt gender identities. In the recent essay, he asks the question, “If they

so proudly insist on their ‘trans-,’ beyond all classification, why do they display

such an urgent demand for a proper place?” (Žižek 2016a). In amuch earlier essay,

he himself explains the necessity of investment in symbolic categories, even as

we recognize the truth of their insufficient translation of the real or imaginary

registers:

We effectively become something by pretending that we already are that. To grasp

the dialectic of this movement, we have to take into account the crucial fact that

this “outside” is never simply a “mask” we wear in public but the symbolic order:

by “pretending to be something,” by “acting as if we were something,”we assume a

certain place in the intersubjective symbolic network, and it is this external place

that defines our true position—if we remain convinced, deep within us, that “we

are not really that,” if we preserve an intimate distance towards “the social role

we play,” we just doubly deceive ourselves. The final deception is that the social

appearance is deceitful: in the social-symbolic reality, things ultimately are pre-

cisely what they pretend to be. (1990: 4)

When a trans person uses a washroom that is incongruous with our gender—

whether that is because there are no washrooms that are the “correct” gender or

because using the “correct” binary-gendered washroom would be unsafe—are we

not “pretending” to be that gender?While I wouldn’t say that to pretend in such a

way leads a person to “become” what they are pretending to be, it is likewise not a

position in which it is generally possible to remain “heroically indifferent” (Žižek
2016a) to the force of the perceptions of others.
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The 1990 essay from which the above quote was taken—“How the Non-

duped Err”—is somewhat removed from the present context; in it, Žižek per-

forms a reading of assumed identities in Alfred Hitchcock’s films, especially

the trope of romantic cover stories becoming real romances. While bathrooms

have become a topic of major public interest in the recent past, the question of

transgender belonging in gendered spaces (and the grounds on which it is or isn’t

possible to recognize gendered belonging) is much broader and certainly includes

romance. To pretend along with the biologically essentialist or “natural attitude”

of our social environment (in light of our sophisticated deconstructive under-

standings of gender) and to attempt to nurture a healthy sense of self against the

social categories we are otherwise perceived to belong to would only be to deceive

ourselves. Accepting that we will be recognized as something, one way or another,

we must reckon with categories within the symbolic order even as we denounce

the possibility of any material knowledge of another person’s gender.

Sidney Cunningham is a doctoral student at York University. His research focuses on altered

perception and the intersections of critical theory with transgender literary nonfiction and

visual media.
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Notes

1. The two most influential examples here seem to be Jay Prosser’s Second Skins (1998) and

Gayle Salamon’s Assuming a Body (2010), both of which employ psychoanalytic

understandings of embodiment (and in particular, the bodily ego). Outside the field of

psychoanalysis, Jacob Hale’s (1996) “Are Lesbians Women?” (which builds on the work

of Monique Wittig and Kate Bornstein) discusses perception of gender but focuses on

hetero- and cisnormative models fairly exclusively.

2. These images are reproduced in the first Transgender Studies Reader (Kessler and

McKenna 2006).

3. Sam Warren Miell’s response to Žižek has a substantially different focus than my work

(not addressing the issue of perception or gender attribution), but he also argues that a

Lacanian framework is useful in understanding gender because Jacques Lacan, like most

trans theorists, avoids both purely social constructivist or purely biological essentialist

models of gender.
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Cisgenderism and Certitude
Parents of Transgender Children

Negotiating Educational Contexts

DAMIEN W. RIGGS and CLARE BARTHOLOMAEUS

Abstract In accounting for their experiences of having a transgender child, cisgender parents often

make recourse to a trope of loss to account for their journeys. A focus on loss is also evident in guides

for parents and academic writing. In this article, the authors seek to produce an alternative account

of loss, one that shifts the focus away from transgender children themselves and onto the broader

context in which parents and their transgender children live, with a particular focus on schools.

Specifically, the authors consider how cisgenderism produces a loss of certitude for parents, in that

parents lose the invisible privileges that accrue to those who occupy an unmarked place within the

cisgender norm. To do this, the authors draw on survey data from sixty Australian cisgender parents of

transgender children, exploring specifically how they spoke about experiences with schools, both

negative and positive.

Keywords transgender children, parents, schools, education, cisgenderism, loss of certitude

A s the literature—both popular and academic—on parents of transgender

children grows, an emphasis on loss as a founding trope of parent experi-

ences is becoming increasingly noticeable. For example, Stephanie Brill and

Rachel Pepper (2008) tell parent readers that “initially most parents feel that their

world is falling apart.1 There is a profound sense of devastation, loss, shock, con-

fusion, anger, fear, shame, and grief. This personal, internal crisis, for some,

can take years to resolve. Not all the responses described [here] pertain to every

parent, but we imagine that you will find yourself reflected here” (39). In this

type of statement, the authors go beyond acknowledging the possible types of

responses that parents may experience (all of which are negative) and instead

produce something of an injunction to have these types of responses, thus turning

a possibility into an expectation. Brill and Pepper then go on to state:

The grief that parents raising gender-variant and transgender children experience

falls into two distinct categories. The first is the grief over lost dreams for your
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child. The second is the grief that parents of transgender children feel for the child

who goes away in order for the new one to emerge. . . . Perhaps the most painful

part of the process of accepting your child is letting go of the fantasies you held for

your child—and also the fantasies of what you were going to share together in the

future. (45)

Again, in this quote, grief is treated as a fact that is taken for granted, rather than

one possible response from a whole spectrum. Furthermore, the idea that a trans-

gender child causes “lost dreams” and that one needs to let go of fantasies rein-

forces the idea that all parents will have particular (gendered) dreams for their

children (Riggs and Peel 2016). Such dreams are gender normative and hence are

dashed when a child’s gender differs from that which is normatively expected of

their assigned sex. While it may well be the case that many parents do have dreams

about what they think a child will be like, it seems somewhat overdetermined to

presume that all parents will share this viewpoint and therefore that all parents

will experience a transgender child as a loss. Indeed, to speak of a transgender

child as a loss, when so many actual losses are routinely dismissed (such as the

cultural silence over pregnancy loss, or the lack of social recognition accorded

to the loss of an animal companion, or, more widely, the lack of attention that

occurs on a daily basis to the loss of life experienced by people in war-torn and/or

developing nations), is to exalt gender as an exceptional category, one that is treated

as a pregiven fact rather than a cultural construct.

The normalization of narratives of loss with regard to transgender children

also appears in the academic work of both Kristen Norwood (2013) and Jeni

Wahlig (2015). In conceptualizing what is referred to as ambiguous loss, Norwood

suggests that although transgender children do not neatly fit within the ambig-

uous loss framework (in which a person is either physically present but psy-

chologically absent, as in the case of dementia, or physically absent in ways that

are unresolved, as when a child is abducted), the framework is nonetheless appli-

cable to the experiences of parents of transgender children: “The ambiguous loss

that surrounds a transition of sex/gender seems different than other noted types;

that is, the trans person is not exactly absent in mind or body (barring estrange-

ment) and yet something is lost. . . . Parents of persons who are trans-identified

often claim to feel the loss of a son or a daughter [as the loss of a] sex/gender

identity that is grieved” (2013: 26). Wahlig claims that the ambiguous loss frame-

work is directly applicable to parents of transgender children:

Parents of transgender children struggle with both types of ambiguous loss—a

kind of dual ambiguous loss; their child is physically present but psychologically

absent, and they are also physically absent but psychologically present. That is,

a parent’s child is still physically present—they still have a child, but that child’s
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psychological existence as a certain gender is significantly changed andmay be per-

ceived as no longer there. At the same time, the child’s physical presence as a

certain gender is absent, yet many aspects of their personality, the sense of who

they are (psychological presence), is still available to the family. (2015: 316)

We suggest that this type of statement is highly problematic in that it reinforces the

idea that the veracity (and indeed tenacity) of gender is determined by assigned

sex; hence, a child who is assigned either male or female can be psychologically or

physically absent if their gender does not accord with expectations normatively

associated with their assigned sex. This is a problem, we would argue, not simply

for parents of transgender children. It is also a problem for all transgender people,

who are positioned as challenges to be lived with, rather than people to be cele-

brated. Further, it is a problem for cisgender people more broadly beyond parents

of transgender children, given that the language of loss reinforces the idea that the

problem lies with transgender people rather than gender norms and expectations.

Importantly, our claim here is not to deny that for some parents a chal-

lenge to their worldviews about sex and gender may result in an emotional

response. Most parents cannot realistically be expected to exclude themselves

from the normative expectations that surround sex assignation, expectations that

may be confounded when a child is transgender. Nonetheless, our concern is with

the ways in which authors such as Norwood and Wahlig normalize, and indeed

naturalize, a narrative of loss and justify it through the idea of absence, which

is itself marginalizing of transgender children. Furthermore, we are concerned

with the ways in which narratives of loss attribute the cause of loss to transgender

children themselves rather than to cisgenderism. Here we follow the work of

Gavriel Ansara (e.g., Ansara and Hegarty 2013) in understanding cisgenderism as

the ideology that marginalizes people’s own understandings of their genders and

bodies. In other words, as an ideological apparatus, cisgenderism reinforces

the idea that there are only two genders, that gender is determined on the basis

of assigned sex (primarily on the basis of visual inspection of the genitals), and

that the mistreatment of people on the basis of their gender is thus legitimate and

understandable (i.e., such mistreatment is seen as caused by transgender people’s

nonconformity rather than social norms and forces).

In this article, we seek to produce an alternative account of “loss,” one that

shifts the focus away from transgender children themselves and onto the broader

context in which parents and their transgender children live. Specifically focusing

on schools, our interest in this article is to suggest that rather than focusing on

how transgender children allegedly produce a loss for their parents, parents of

transgender children who experience any form of loss do so because they fall from

a place of certitude within an assumed gender norm, a norm within which they

had expected that their lives would largely fly under the radar. Unlike in the
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accounts summarized above, this loss of certitude does not attribute the cause of

this loss to transgender children but, rather, to cisgenderism. Framed in this way,

the loss that some parents of transgender children narrate maymore accurately be

seen as the loss of the invisible privileges that accord with having a child who is

cisgender, and that reflect the ways in which cisgenderism works in many facets of

society, including in educational settings. Thus, the certitude with which parents

with cisgender children engage in the school system, where their child’s gender is

not called into question, is lost to parents of transgender children.

In what follows, we first summarize previous literature that has explored

the experiences of cisgender parents of transgender children in the context of

schools. This literature, we suggest, highlightsmultiple avenues by which cisgender

parents fall from certitude, landing squarely in a space where their privileged

position within school environments is placed in question. Having examined this

literature, we then turn to consider the experiences of Australian cisgender par-

ents of transgender children as reported to us in a survey. These data specifically

focus on experiences with schools and again highlight how cisgenderism appears

to produce a falling from certitude for many cisgender parents of transgender

children.

Previous Literature

Searches of scholarly databases identified eight pieces of academic work that

focused on the educational experiences of parents of transgender children (Baldwin

2015; Barron and Capous-Desyllas 2017; Johnson et al. 2014; Kuvalanka, Weiner,

and Mahan 2014; Pullen Sansfaçon, Robichaud, and Dumais-Michaud 2015;

Pyne 2016; Riley et al. 2011; Slesaransky-Poe et al. 2013). Of these, one in partic-

ular provides a useful framework through which to summarize all eight pieces

of work. Drawing on interviews with twenty-two cisgender parents or caregivers

of transgender children in the United States, Dawn Renee Baldwin (2015) suggests

three distinct patterns of experiences. These three patterns were 1) schools that

were inclusive, 2) schools that tried to be inclusive, even if they didn’t always

succeed (or needed extensive parent support in order to succeed), and 3) schools

that were restrictive with regard to supporting transgender children and their

parents. We consider the work we identified in our search, including Baldwin’s,

under these three groupings.

Schools That Are Inclusive

As elaborated by Baldwin (2015), a key feature of inclusive schools is that they are

proactive in having policies and protocols that are inclusive of transgender stu-

dents, in advance of any student enrolling in the school. Of the studies we

reviewed for this article, only Baldwin reported on experiences of what could be

construed as inclusive schools. For the small number of Baldwin’s participants
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whose children attended an inclusive school, one of the most positive aspects was

not simply that the school had a strong antibullying policy, but that the school

enforced it. As Baldwin’s participants noted, schools were inclusive when it did

not fall to parents to identify bullying and report it. Rather, the school identified

bullying very quickly and responded to it comprehensively, without the parents

having to advocate for intervention, though parents were kept informed of inci-

dents that occurred at the school. It is also important to note that the significance

of inclusive schools is that antibullying and antidiscrimination policies are gender

inclusive and therefore directly address the reasons for bullying, rather than

viewing bullying as isolated incidents (see also Payne and Smith 2012).

Schools That Try to Be Inclusive

Of the studies, more than half included examples of experiences with schools that

could be considered attempts by the school at being inclusive. In Baldwin’s (2015)

research, attempts at inclusion occurred when parents requested that schools

revisit their policies on bullying or their (often nonexistent) procedures when it

came to transgender students (such as with regard to the use of toilets, wearing

uniforms, or joining sports teams), and this was met with a positive response.

Different from inclusive schools, then, schools that tried to be inclusive did not

typically have inclusive policies at the time that a transgender child was enrolled

(or an already enrolled student was transitioning), but they were willing to make

changes to policy and procedures in order to be inclusive, although these were

sometimes limited. An example of how this action was limited is clear from Jake

Pyne’s (2016) US research, which found that when cisgender children expressed

discomfort sharing a washroom with gender-nonconforming children, a gender-

neutral washroom was created for the gender-nonconforming children to use.

Importantly, in schools that tried to be inclusive, parents had to be strong

advocates for their children. In some studies, parents spoke about providing free

information sessions to schools so that the educators and administrators knew

how to respond to the family (e.g., Slesaransky-Poe et al. 2013). While parents

often viewed this as a positive reception provided by the school, and saw this as an

important opportunity to effect change for their child, we would note the con-

siderable burden this places on parents to educate their child’s educators in order

to ensure their child’s inclusion. We would also note that parents will likely hold

divergent views on, for example, appropriate language or procedures. Relying on

individual parents to educate the school staff may result in educators receiving

information that may be out of step with state policies and legislation and current

research evidence or best practice recommendations.

Another limitation associated with schools that attempted to be inclusive

was that the time-pressured nature of moving toward inclusion meant that some
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educators experienced burnout. Danielle Johnson and colleagues (2014), for exam-

ple, note that while one of their participants had an initially positive reception

from the school when she advocated for the inclusion of her child, over time she

was told that school staff were burnt out by the level of support needed to be

inclusive, particularly in relation to addressing bullying.

Schools That Are Restrictive

Of the studies reviewed, the majority reported on schools that were (often highly)

restrictive. Such findings mirror the largely negative experiences that transgen-

der students report with regard to schools, as documented in previous research

(e.g., Greytak, Kosciw, and Diaz 2009; Jones et al. 2016; McGuire et al. 2010). In

terms of negative experiences reported by parents, there are three key areas that

predominate. The first area pertains to how schools conceptualize transgen-

der students. Annie Pullen Sansfaçon, Marie-Joëlle Robichaud, and Audrey-Anne
Dumais-Michaud (2015), for example, suggest that parents often find schools

restrictive when educators view transgender-related topics as taboo or when they

conflate gender and sexuality diversity. The lack of a clear and accurate concep-

tualization of transgender people’s lives can lead to schools adopting a restrictive

or regressive approach to engaging with transgender students and their families.

The second areawhere parents had negative experiences was with regard to

other parents. Katherine Kuvalanka, Judith L. Weiner, and Derek Mahan (2014),

for example, report on the experiences of a parent who attempted to enroll her

child in a school, only to be met with a wave of resistance from parents of children

already at the school. Unfortunately, rather than challenging the views of these

parents, the school administrators did not take action. For some parents, this type

of response can lead to the decision to homeschool their child, while other parents

cast a wide net to find schools that are inclusive, which can necessitate moving so

as to be nearer to inclusive schools (Baldwin 2015; Johnson et al. 2014; Pyne 2016;

Riley et al. 2011).

Finally, a number of studies report that school community responses to

transgender children can be so negative that parents are threatened to be reported

to social services (and sometimes are actually reported) under the presump-

tion that supporting a transgender child constitutes abuse. Cecillia Barron and

Moshoula Capous-Desvllas (2017), for example, document the experiences of one

family who were accused of forcing their child to wear clothes that were viewed as

inappropriate for their assigned sex. While the allegation in this case was made

by another parent at the school, in a case researched by Johnson and colleagues

(2014), the threat of an abuse allegation was made by a school psychologist.
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Cisgenderism in Schools as a Loss of Certitude

The analysis of parents’ experiences we present below draws on a survey we

undertook with sixty Australian cisgender parents of transgender children in

2013. The parents who participated self-identified as raising at least one trans-

gender child and were sourced via existing networks and snowball sampling

(including e-mail lists and social media sites). The majority (90.5 percent) of

participants identified as female, with the rest identifying as male. All participants

identified as heterosexual. The majority of participants were in heterosexual

relationships (90.5 percent), with the remainder stating that they were not cur-

rently in a relationship (9.5 percent). Participants resided across five different

states in Australia. The average number of children within each family was

2.5 (SD= 1.05). Each participant had one transgender child, and the age range of

the transgender children was six to sixteen years. Parents were asked about a wide

range of their experiences of parenting a transgender child, some of which has

been reported elsewhere (Riggs and Bartholomaeus 2015; Riggs and Due 2015).

For the purposes of this article, we focus specifically on two open-ended questions

that asked about experiences with schools: “If your child attends school, please

provide some more information about support from your child’s school” and

“Please provide some more information about support from other families at

your child’s school.”

In terms of the analysis, having extracted all instances in which parents

spoke about schools, we then read the data set as a whole, focusing on identifying

common themes. Although we initially considered the data set through the lens of

Baldwin’s (2015) typology of schools (i.e., inclusive, tries to be inclusive, restric-

tive) so as to map our data onto Baldwin’s findings, it was quickly apparent that

a more detailed thematic analysis was the best way to represent the data. We also

considered whether accounts of experiences were differentiated by the age or

gender of the child, but this was not the case; hence we analyzed the extracts as one

data corpus.

In our analysis below, we begin with a section on the overarching theme

of positive school experiences because it highlights what it looks like when cis-

genderism does not produce a loss for parents in the context of schools. This

is important, we suggest, for the ways in which it demonstrates the capacity of

schools not to instigate or perpetuate the type of loss-based logic that Brill and

Pepper (2008) treat as axiomatic to parenting a transgender child. The second

theme then explores what it looks like when cisgenderism-related losses are pro-

duced by schools and school communities. Importantly, while quotes included in

the first theme were relatively homogeneous, there was considerable heterogeneity

in the overarching theme of negative experiences; hence within this theme we

present a number of subthemes that further unpack the specifics of negative
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experiences with schools in terms of cisgenderism. We would also note that the

extracts included are not exhaustive of all the extracts included in our analysis but

rather are indicative of each of the themes or subthemes.

Positive Experiences with Schools

Echoing the findings of Baldwin (2015), in our survey positive experiences with

schools were primarily associated with schools and educators proactively devel-

oping and implementing inclusive policies and procedures. The following quotes

provide examples in which schools were proactively inclusive:

The school allowed transition without any fuss, told him to get a boys uniform,

use staff toilets until unisex are complete. Also they got in LGBT support volun-

teers to discuss his situation with all staff and then explain to the entire school in a

morning assembly. At the same time the school was anxious not to exoticise him.

(mother of fourteen-year-old transgender son)

There is a policy here in [our state] for transgender and intersex students. They

follow those guidelines. They communicate well with me. I haven’t really had to do

a thing as they had it all in place by following the guidelines. (mother of six-year-

old transgender daughter)

In these quotes, schools are depicted as taking the lead in ensuring the inclusion of

transgender children. This included providing information to staff and following

already existing guidelines.

Of the other quotes that we have classified as positive, it is arguably the

case that the schools referred to did not have the same level of existing inclusive

practices as described in the quotes above, though they nonetheless did try to

provide inclusive responses to transgender children, as per Baldwin’s (2015)

research. For example:

We discussed it with the teacher on the first day of school this year, and she was

very understanding, and said she would use male pronouns in class. The other

students in my child’s class now all know as well, and are very supportive. (mother

of seven-year-old transgender son)

School has gender neutral uniform but child is allowed to wear nail polish and

sometimes jewellery. Child has selfportrait (as female) displayed in class with

other children’s portraits. Teachers have always asked how they can best support

my child, including keeping an eye out for teasing. Child allowed to participate in

female only cultural activities. (mother of seven-year-old transgender daughter)
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In these quotes, the parents were asked about how teachers “can best support my

child,” and parents used this opportunity to proactively discuss issues with their

child’s teacher. As we noted earlier in this article, this type of injunction to

proactively advocate for a child is potentially a considerable demand placed upon

parents. However, in the instances described above, it would appear to have had

positive outcomes, including a willingness for support and action by teachers. In

addition to such accounts of inclusion arising from advocacy, the quotes above

also indicate that what constitutes a positive experience may, for many parents,

be that their child is simply “accepted” as they are. Given the importance of

supporting and affirming transgender children, such as in terms of mental health

outcomes (Olson et al. 2016), it is understandable that parents would view

“acceptance” as constituting a positive experience with schools.

Negative Experiences with Schools

Importantly, and similar to the previous research summarized above, while a

reasonable number of participants in our survey data reported positive experi-

ences with schools, it is nonetheless the case that still more survey participants

reported negative experiences. As we noted above, negative experiences were het-

erogeneous in terms of the forms they took. Specifically, there were three forms

that negative experiences took: always having to be vigilant, feeling shut out, and

needing to educate the educator.

Always Having to Be Vigilant. In the positive accounts discussed above, we

highlighted how parents who proactively advocated for the inclusion of their

children experienced positive responses from schools. However, parent advocacy

does not necessarily mean schools are supportive. Parent advocacy could also be

unsuccessful in changing school practices, resulting in negative experiences for

both parents and children, as can be seen in the following quotes:

She has been asked to remove earrings and necklace, despite other female students

being allowed to wear such items. The teachers have never stepped in during times

of bullying, despite me asking them to and feeling that there was an agreement

from the school that they would monitor this, so it falls to me to do that. (mother

of six-year-old transgender daughter)

There were some children and parents who didn’t understand my child and why

she would identify as female. So I organised through the school to distribute

educational material on gender variance. Now most families and children accept

her, though I am there in the school fairly often volunteering so that I can keep an

eye on things, because still now sometimes people aren’t accepting of her. (mother

of eleven-year-old transgender daughter)
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For these parents, despite their advocacy and what some had thought was an

agreement with the school that they would be inclusive and monitor bullying, it

continued to be the case that parents had to closely monitor the school so as to

identify instances of bullying or discrimination and ask the school to respond.

In many ways these accounts mirror the example provided by Johnson and col-

leagues (2014) with regard to burnout. In other words, while schools may claim to

be well intentioned, the perceived demand that a transgender student produces

may at times result in poor responses from teaching staff and administrators.

Importantly, our suggestion here is not that transgender children are inherently

demanding but, rather, that any student who is perceived by educators as outside

the norm, and hence requiring additional support to ensure their inclusion, may

be perceived as a demand.

The point about being outside the norm as producing a demand for

support illustrates our focus in this section on the effects of cisgenderism for

parents. As a general principle, parents expect that their child will have a positive

school experience and will be supported and included in the school environment.

Given the discrimination andmarginalization that can arise from cisgenderism in

schools, parents of transgender children often cannot have these same expecta-

tions. Rather, they must be constantly vigilant in order to protect and support

their children. Schools for parents, then, become yet another context where they

must oversee the care of their children on a daily basis to keep them safe. Like the

demand perceived by teachers, cisgenderism, at least for some parents, produces

a similar demand to provide additional support, a demand that might be very

familiar to parents raising children living with disabilities (e.g., Janus et al. 2008)

but that may arise more unexpectedly for parents of transgender children.

Feeling Shut Out. A logical follow-on from having to be vigilant is that parents

can feel shut out. This can mean feelings of being shut out from schools entirely,

or shut out from supportive school communities, as is evident in the following

quotes:

I felt most of the families would have embraced my son but his school did not see

it that way, so we didn’t share any info with other families at the school. In some

ways this has been isolating as we feel like we are hiding something, and the school

seems to endorse that approach. On the one hand it is good that he is just accepted

as a boy, but on the other hand I worry about what lies ahead if someone finds out.

(mother of seven-year-old transgender son)

The school itself was okay. Some of the parents weren’t, and a few wrote letters

and tried to cause trouble. They didn’t allow her to use the female toilets, though,

76 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/67/526491/67riggs.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



only the sickbay toilet. We have since decided to homeschool to escape all gender

expectations. (mother of eight-year-old transgender daughter)

In the first of these extracts, the parents were precluded from feeling a part of the

school community by the suggestion from the school that they should not disclose

to anyone that their child is transgender. By contrast, in the second quote dis-

closure meant that the family was met with resistance from some of the other

parents in the school. These two quotes thus highlight the dilemma of disclosure

faced by many transgender people: to not disclose and thus potentially feel anxiety

that others will learn from other sources they are transgender, or to disclose and

face discrimination (Galupo et al. 2014).

Importantly, our point here is not that families should avoid disclosure.

Decisions about disclosure are individual and personal and should entirely be the

right of families, particularly the transgender children themselves. Rather, our

point pertains to the potential costs of disclosure for some families, and the costs

that cisgenderism can bring to parents in terms of producing a feeling that they

are shut out from school communities, which for many could otherwise be an

important resource.

Educating the Educator. This final subtheme takes up a point we made earlier in

this article, namely, that to ensure the inclusion of their children, some parents

felt compelled to educate the educator. As we have suggested in our previous work

on lesbian and gay foster carers (Riggs 2007), having to educate the educator to

ensure one’s inclusion constitutes a very limited form of inclusion. Thus as Celia

Kitzinger suggests, “That ‘we’ teach ‘them’ about our oppression may constitute

one form of that oppression” (1990: 130).

An example of parents having to “educate the educator” appears in the

following extract:

They have allowed him to wear the boys uniform. The Deputy read the “Trans-

gender Child” book I lent her and suggested the class teacher read it too. The class

teacher tries not to say things like “good girl” but forgets sometimes. (mother of

seven-year-old transgender son)

While earlier in this article we raised concerns about the book referred to in this

extract, it is nonetheless the case that the book has sold widely, is stocked in many

libraries, and is written for professionals. That the deputy had not already read the

book and directed their staff to do so, but instead learned about it from the

parent, indicates the injunction placed upon parents of transgender children to

educate the educator in order to facilitate the inclusion of their child (and in the

example above, even this was tenuous with regard to misgendering).
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In the final quote included below, a parent shares an experience in which

educating the educator required providing “proof” to the school that inclusion is

warranted:

My child starts school next year and at this stage they are being open-minded

about it and have asked me to get a psychologist/psychiatrist report as well as get

genetic testing done in order for them to make a decision on whether they will

allow her to attend school as a girl. (mother of five-year-old transgender daughter)

This type of request made to parents is a particularly insidious form of having to

educate the educator, namely, by providing evidence that their child is trans-

gender. Certainly the parent could have questioned this demand, or attempted to

educate the school about why a diagnosis or genetic testing should not be required

to warrant inclusion. But this again places the demand upon the parent, rather

than the school itself becoming educated about inclusive responses to trans-

gender children and their families.

This final subtheme of having to educate the educator again highlights

how cisgenderism produces something of a loss for parents, in that educators need

help from the parents themselves, rather than parents having the certitude that

educators will already know how to work with their child. It is not unreasonable

for parents to expect that schools will educate children, that is, that trained and

paid professional educators will know how to teach students. Instead, parents

are placed in a difficult and unusual position in which they must submit to

requests to educate the educator or potentially risk the exclusion of their child and

themselves.

Discussion

In this article, we have suggested that the broader context of cisgenderism, and

specifically with regard to how it plays out in schools, can produce a loss for

cisgender parents of transgender children. Importantly, we have been clear that

this loss is not a product of the children themselves. Rather, and different from

the views of authors such as Brill and Pepper (2008), Norwood (2013), andWahlig

(2015), our discussion of loss, specifically in terms of a loss of certitude about what

parents can expect from schools, is a product of a failure on the part of schools to

address cisgenderism and ensure that inclusive policies and protocols are in place

and followed.

As we noted in the opening to this article, while our focus has been on

cisgender parents of transgender children, our findings have relevance beyond

this group. Cisgender parents in general have a significant role to play in ensuring

the inclusion of transgender children in schools. As some of the examples
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included in our analysis above would suggest, parents of the peers of transgender

children may often be a source of problems or discrimination. Seeking to prevent

transgender children from attending schools, for example, constitutes a signifi-

cant form of cisgenderism that both transgender children and their parents face.

Further, cisgender peers of transgender children were reported in our data as

bullying or discriminating. While discriminatory attitudes can be the product of

many factors, one potential contributing factor is the attitudes of parents. Again,

then, cisgender parents in schools in general can serve as significant gatekeepers to

the inclusion of transgender children.

Implications for Educational Policy and Practice

The role that parents within school communities can play in terms of facilitat-

ing or acting as barriers to inclusion suggests that while at times there may be a

clear rationale for not disclosing information about an individual transgender

child—and, as we noted, disclosure is a personal and individual decision that

families must make—this should not prevent schools from providing informa-

tion sessions to all families about the inclusion of transgender people in schools.

In other words, there is no need for such information to be connected to an

individual transgender student, and indeed there is no need for a transgender

student to be enrolled to warrant the provision of such information. Rather, a

proactive school that seeks to promote inclusion within the community in general

would be well served by including information about transgender people’s lives as

a matter of course. This may help facilitate inclusive attitudes among the school

community but may also be helpful if, down the track, a child discloses that they

are transgender, so that both the school and the parents are informed and pre-

pared to be supportive.

Given the growing numbers of transgender children who are disclosing

information about their gender at a young age, schools have much to gain by

increasing, revising, or implementing policies and procedures that facilitate

inclusion. This should be seen as a gain for all, rather than focusing on a “minority

agenda.” A school that is inclusive of all people is likely to produce graduates who

are suitably equipped to move in the world in ways that are inclusive of all people

and that open them up to a range of experiences in their adult lives. In addition,

for those children who grow up and have children themselves, they may have

children who are transgender, or who attend schools with fellow students who are

transgender. Therefore, learning from a young age to approach gender diversity in

inclusive ways sets up the next generation of transgender children to experience

supportive relationships with their parents, as well as encourages the creation of

inclusive school communities.
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The importance of schools being supported by education departments and

broader policy structures must also be noted. While policies may be developed at

the individual school level (such as in relation to bullying and use of gender-

segregated school facilities), it is important that broader supports are in place to

assist schools in this work. As one of the parents from our survey noted, a state-

wide policy for transgender students was followed by her child’s school, resulting

in a positive schooling experience. Education departments may also provide

professional development and training for teachers to support transgender stu-

dents and make their schools more inclusive. However, such actions need to be

supported by school administrators to allow the time and funds for teachers to

attend this training.

Conclusion

In conclusion, and to return to our point about a loss of certitude, we do not wish

to simply dismiss the challenging emotions that parents may experience when

a child discloses that they are transgender. Certainly, some of the emotions

documented by Brill and Pepper (2008), Norwood (2013), and Wahlig (2015) may

be felt by some parents. Importantly, however, our suggestion has been first that

not all parents will experience these emotions, and second that such emotions are

the product of living in a context of cisgenderism. As we have suggested in our

analysis above, schools have an important role to play in mitigating cisgenderism

by proactively working to ensure the inclusion of transgender children and their

parents. As we have suggested, this role is important, as it has the potential to

avoid compounding any losses that parents may feel (i.e., with regard to dreams

and expectations they may have had for their child that are associated with

assumptions or stereotypes about a particular gender). Instead, schools that are

inclusive of transgender children may actually facilitate the journeys of parents

who feel that raising a transgender child is a challenge they are faced with.
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Note

1. We note that similar themes are discussed in Brill’s more recent book The Transgender

Teen (Brill and Kenney 2016), highlighting the continued use of a loss framing.
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Paradoxes of Visibility
The Proposed Guatemalan Gender Identity Law

ALEJANDRA WUNDRAM PIMENTEL and MÓNICA LEONARDO SEGURA

Abstract Identification documents are essential for the recognition of individuals within the nation-

state. By denying trans people the right to change the M or the F on these documents, governments

perpetuate perceptions of trans people as frauds and of trans bodies as fake. Examining both legal

examples and ethnographic data, the article calls attention to the current attempts to formulate a

national gender identity law in Guatemala. Doing so, we discuss trans visibility as contentious.

Because of the need for social inclusion, including access to services, trans activist organizations

work to make trans people visible within the nation-state. At the same time, changing the sex marker

on their identification documents could make trans populations more vulnerable to surveillance.

Therefore, trans activists seek to ensure that trans individuals’ status and history as transgender is

rendered invisible in these legal name and sex changes. The article argues that the apparent tension

between visibility and invisibility, made evident in the process of drafting the gender identity law,

can be understood only in the context of local trans discourses that aim to claim inclusion in

normative gender categories through renegotiating the meaning of men and women.

Keywords gender identity law, Guatemala, documentation

P ersonal documentation serves to recognize the individual within the nation-

state while also functioning as a form of surveillance (Caplan and Torpey 2001;

Lyon 2001). In the case of trans people in the Guatemalan nation-state, the ability

to change sex markers on identity documents is of vital importance for the rec-

ognition of their existence and the legitimation of their humanity—recognition

and legitimacy that is often denied them. At the same time, leaving a visible trace

of a change of sex in state-issued documents creates a paper trail that enables new

opportunities for the surveillance of trans identities and bodies that are already

policed through transphobic and cissexist ideologies that define trans bodies

as fraught, fake, and even subhuman. In this article, we examine the apparently

contradictory politics of identity documents within the gender identity law cur-

rently being developed in Guatemala, drawing on our respective experiences as an

ethnographer (Wundram Pimentel) working with trans activists and as a lawyer

TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly * Volume 5, Number 1 * February 2018 83
DOI 10.1215/23289252-4291538 ª 2018 Duke University Press

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/83/526493/83wundram.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



and legal consultant (Leonardo Segura) for a trans human rights organization

involved in drafting the gender identity law.1 We argue that the apparent con-

tradictions can be understood only within the context of local trans discourses

that aim to renegotiate the meaning of, and claims for inclusion within, the

categories of “men” and “women.”We acknowledge the limitations of this article

based on our position as cisgender women scholars. Because our research arose

out of our advocacy for, participation in, and ethnographic observation of activ-

ism around the gender identity legislation, the community we observed and

interviewed was already in formation. As a result, the primary focus of this arti-

cle is on the work done in Guatemala by trans women on these issues. As we

explain below, trans men still have little visibility in the country, and they have

had little involvement in the development of the proposed law. We hope this

article expresses and respects the experiences of the trans women who shared their

histories and their work with us.2

The Lack of Legal Recognition for Gender Identity

Although scholarship on sex/gender diversity in Guatemala is limited, the situ-

ation of trans women in Guatemala has been documented by human rights

reports produced by local activists as well as international organizations (CAS

2010; FMM 2012; Marroquín 2015; Leonardo Segura 2014; Polanco 2008; OTRANS
et al. 2012; REDLACTRANS 2012; Zapeta Mazariegos 2011). Although the Office

for the Defense of Sexual Diversity was established in 2014, the minister of health

approved a protocol on trans health in 2015, and the Office of the Prosecutor

and the police have recently started to collect data on crimes against trans indi-

viduals, the government has made little real effort to improve the precarious

social position of trans people. For example, Guatemala does not yet have leg-

islation that protects individuals from discrimination based on sexual orienta-

tion or gender diversity. Despite token gestures to the contrary, Guatemalan trans

people exist on the margins of a conservative state that, through active engage-

ment in religious politics, not only privileges heteronormative relationships but

also actively rejects sexual and gender diversity.

Cisgenderism and transphobia operate throughout Guatemalan legal,

social, and economic institutions and have a profound effect on trans people’s

lives and their capacities to survive. The lives of trans people are constantly

threatened by institutionalized exclusion and by vulnerability to violence, abuse,

and evenmurder. To be unintelligible within the gender binary means, in practice,

to be denied the right to exist as human (Butler 2004: 2). Reflecting what scholars

working with transgender communities in Latin America have found, the mar-

ginalization of trans people in Guatemala leads to family rejection, exclusion from

education, and lack of access to the formal labormarket. The only available option
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often becomes work in the informal economy, especially sex work (Kulick 1998;

Prieur 1998; Lewis 2010; Fernández 2004; Gonzáles Pérez 2003). In Guatemala, 78

percent of trans women have engaged in sex work at some point in their lives

(Guardado 2015).

Trans activists in the country link social exclusion to the lack of legal

recognition of gender identity. To counteract this exclusion, trans activists,

together with national consultants and support from the United Nations, have

drafted a proposal for a gender identity law that would allow individuals to

change their legal sex in national records and identity documents. They consider

this change an important step toward challenging the institutionalized trans-

phobia that diminishes their daily lives. Through engaging in a political struggle

for the right to legally change their sex in their identity documents, Guatemalan

activists are following the recent precedent of other Latin American countries

(Leonardo Segura 2014). The law that Guatemalan trans activists crafted would

make gender identity the standard for legal sex classification. Moreover, it priv-

ileges autonomy and self-definition by eliminating the requirements for the

approval of psychologists, medical professionals, or judges.3Currently, a coalition

of the three existing organizations working with trans activists is developing an

advocacy plan to promote the introduction and adoption of this legislation.

The political prospects for passing this law, however, are bleak. There is

significant opposition to discussions of sex-gender diversity among elected offi-

cials, bureaucrats, and the general public.4 Discussions about gender identity or

sexual orientation are generally absent in the newspapers with the highest dis-

tribution. Although these topics appear slightly more in broadcast media, most of

the discussion over sex-gender diversity takes place in social media—and much

of that is negative. Responses to campaigns about sex-gender diversity often give

rise to comments that use religion or social inequality to argue against claims

of discrimination of sex-gender diversity. The following comment was made in

response to a newspaper article discussing the “propuesta de ley para la protección
de la vida y la familia” (law proposal to protect life and the family; Manny Dionisio

in Gramajo 2017).5

Respeto a la PERSONA homosexual, mas no apoyo la homosexualidad, al con-

trario, la repruebo, pues es un mal que aqueja. Hay personas actualmente que

están tan metidas en esto de la promoción de la homosexualidad, y se olvidan del

pobre e indigente que está a su lado. Yo creo que si queremos ayudar a nuestro

prójimo, más aún, al prójimo homosexual, deberíamos comenzar primero ori-

entándole al bien, al amor, a la verdad, a la rectitud moral, y no a que se encapriche

en sus ideas de género.
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[I respect homosexual PEOPLE, but not homosexuality.6 On the contrary, I am

against it, it is a real societal ill. There are people so involved in promoting

homosexuality that they forget the homeless next to them. I believe that if we want

to help our neighbors, especially our homosexual neighbors, we should begin by

giving them a proper orientation toward good, love, truth, moral rectitude, and

not allow them to obsess with the whim of their gender ideas.] (translation ours)

Even if the gender identity law is not passed, merely proposing it constitutes a

crucial intervention in a vicious circle in which social exclusion justifies the denial

of official recognition and accurate identity documents, which in turn deep-

ens social exclusion. Withholding identity documents that reflect one’s gender

identity not only denies trans people’s right to self-determination. It also suggests

that trans people are not fully human and thus not worthy of protection from the

state.

Because this research grew out of both authors’ work with primarily trans

women in Guatemala City, this study has some limitations. In 2013, a community

consultation concerning the gender identity law was organized with support from

the United Nations Development Programme (UNPD). Most of the attendees

were members of the Organización Trans Reinas de la Noche (OTRANS), the

largest organization of trans women in the country, which included some mem-

bers from various regions of the country. However, other organizations of trans

women, such as the Red Multicultural de Mujeres Trans de Guatemala (RED-

MMUTRANS), have criticized the process of the consultation, claiming that trans

women from areas outside Guatemala City did not have significant representation

in the work (Wundram Pimentel 2015). Doubtless, the voices of trans women

activists in major urban areas have been privileged over the experiences of gender

nonconformity outside these, as have the voices of mestizo over indigenous indi-

viduals. Second, as REDMMUTRANS also noted, there was very little represen-

tation of trans men. Although a few members of the newly organized collective

of trans men, Colectivo TransFormación, attended this consultation, the overall

participation of trans men has been very limited throughout the process. Their

absence does not indicate lack of interest. Instead, it reflects the general invisibility

of trans men’s experiences and the lack of a trans men’s group with organizational

capacity. Although the gender identity law will affect both trans men and trans

women, trans men’s experiences with gender and transition differ considerably

from those of trans women. While some of our discussions of identity and sub-

jectivity might resonate with Guatemalan trans men, we cannot assume that their

understanding and interpretation of gender, activism, and visibility will corre-

spond with those of the trans women represented in our study.
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Mirarse Como Pescada

The rise of the large modern administrative state made identity documents nec-

essary. State-issued personal identification papers, including birth certificates,

enable recognition. Our identity, as Claudine Dardy points out, is “enacted and

reenacted, stamped and affirmed in these papers” (1998, quoted in Caplan and

Torpey 2001: 6). Identification in the modern nation-state, and especially iden-

tification that proves citizenship, is considered necessary for people to count and

have a voice within the nation-state. As Jane Caplan and John Torpey explain,

“These records furnish people with the means to ‘write’ themselves into life and

history. In this they do not just behave in accordance with the requirements of

bureaucratic categories, but create themselves as ‘legible’ subjects of their own

lives” ( 6–7). Providing identification is generally a prerequisite to access to the

formal labor market, education, health care, and other social services. In Gua-

temala, birth certificates are the first legal form of identification. To obtain any

other forms of legal identification, including passports, drivers’ licenses, personal

identification documents (DPI), and social security numbers, one has to present

a birth certificate. All children must be registered and have a birth certificate no

later than sixty days after birth.7 The requirements for registering an infant in the

Registro Nacional de Personas (National Registry of People), also known by its

acronym in Spanish as RENAP, include the validation by amedical professional or

a midwife of parentage, assigned sex, date of birth, and location of birth. These

facts, including one’s classification as male or female, are used to verify identity

because it is assumed that they do not change over the course of an individual’s

life (Currah and Moore 2009: 126; Spade 2008: 746).

Sex assignment at the moment of birth is based on normative notions of

sex as a simple biological binary. Moreover, the two permitted categories, female

and male, are assigned based on the appearance of external genitalia that cul-

turally correspond to those categories (Kessler and McKenna 1978). The M or F

ascribed to an individual functions as a legal and medical tool to make bodies

legitimate and normal (Cromwell 1999: 36). Moreover, according to what Harold

Garfinkel (2006: 63) called “the expected attitudes,” sex is thought to define an

intrinsic truth of the individual and align with cultural expectations of gender

roles, presentation, and identification throughout the individual’s life. However,

contrary to these expectations, individuals can have a gender identity that does

not correspond to their assigned sex at birth. Some may adopt a variety of gen-

dered presentations across their lifetime that may, or may not, be associated with

their legal sex. Thus the category “sex” in identity documents does not prevent

gender nonconformity. But it can and does preserve normative views of dichot-

omous sex. Because an individual’s gender identity is expected to be culturally

aligned with the sex they were assigned at birth, the disjuncture between one’s
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gender identity and/or presentation and one’s documentation puts people outside

the limits of what is conceivable. Medical and legal classifications ofM and F play

an active role in the production of gender inequality and support the oppres-

sion of gender-nonconforming people (Spade 2008: 747). The pervasive ideas of

binary gender are detrimental to those who are difficult to classify or who are

consistently classified wrongly. The blind acceptance of static legal sex categories

as tools for governance has its consequences: the economic, political, and social

inequality of those inadequately categorized (747).

The visibility that comes from inadequate identity documents facilitates

and supports social exclusion and persecution. Trans people are denied access to

health services and state protection. Moreover, trans people are often harassed,

abused, assaulted, and killed. Toby Beauchamp explores how security anxieties

drive individuals who can “pass” as cisgender to go “stealth,” not disclosing

transgender history in order to escape surveillance. In Guatemala, many trans

women refer to this as mirarse como pescada. This phrase translates directly as

“looking like a female fish”; however, in this context pescada is a colloquial ref-

erence to cisgender women. Thus this phrase refers to looking and being read as a

“biological” woman. “Going stealth” and mirarse como pescada imply, in part, an

ability to erase one’s legibility as transgender (Beauchamp 2009: 358). However,

for trans women in Guatemala, mirarse como pescada goes beyond a desire to

escape surveillance. It is also a strategy for economic survival and a renegotiation

of gendered categories.

The multiple implications of mirarse como pescada become evident

through the complex ways trans women utilize their gender presentation in daily

interactions. The following examples demonstrate the complex significance of

mirarse como pescada in the context of sex work. These examples reflect ethno-

graphic data and interviews with trans women activists whom one of the authors,

Alejandra Wundram Pimentel, worked with in 2014. These women have been

involved in one or more activist organizations both for trans women and gay

men, andmost of them participate in the sex work industry. The majority of these

women live in Guatemala City, where the author met them while working as a

volunteer assistant with one of the national trans women rights organizations.8

Reflecting on the difficulties of practicing sex work during the day, when

most men are looking for ciswomen, Lucía, a trans women activist stated,

“Cuando los hombres me preguntan si soy pescada, siempre digo que si” (When

men ask me if I am pescada, I always say yes) (Wundram Pimentel 2015).Mirarse

como pescada allows trans women to engage in sex work with clients who are

looking exclusively for ciswomen, who are better compensated for their work.

Although these trans women are aware that woman has a particular conno-

tation to these clients, their strategy is less about “duping” clients than about
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renegotiating and reclaiming multiple meanings for the category woman. We

can consider mirarse como pescada as a trans discourse, a way to describe trans

experiences as affirming, empowering, and reflective of trans people’s lives

(Cromwell 1999: 19). Similarly, activists working on the gender identity law are

not calling for the rejection of gender categories but for the inclusion of trans

people within them. The desire to be recognized as women, however, does not

require the uncritical acceptance of the centrality of the body as the determinant

of gender. As Marta explains while discussing what being a woman means to her,

“Me siento como ella porque ella se expresa, se posiciona, se realiza como una

mujer” (I feel like a her because she expresses herself, she claims a position, she

develops as a woman) (Wundram Pimentel 2015). Marta’s comment illustrates

how gender is not only a property of the body. For Marta, to be a woman is to

“claim” that status; it is more about self-determination than it is about bodies.

At best, the normative legal and social conventions create a distinction

between cisgender and transgender women; at worst those norms construct

“woman” and “trans woman” as mutually exclusive categories. While these

women are not necessarily interested in destabilizing the gender binary, they use

mirarse como pescada to undermine the trans-cis binary. When Lucía is asked,

“Are you a woman?,” she responds with a simple yes (Wundram Pimentel 2015).

With this answer, Lucía is refusing the narrative that permeates much of the

popular and legal discourses on trans people: trans women are not “really”

women, trans men are not “really” men, and the (non-trans) public must be

“protected” from the fraud and deceit of these false representations (Currah and

Moore 2009: 118–20; Matambanadzo 2005: 224). Of course, in attempting to chal-

lenge norms about real womanhood by affirming their membership in that cate-

gory, these women put themselves in danger. Clients often become violent when

they encounter bodies that do not fit their expectations.

Identification papers, like the body, put trans people at risk. Lisa describes

what happened to her after an apparently successful job interview (Wundram

Pimentel 2015):

Cuando acabé la entrevista me dijeron que tenía toda la experiencia que necesi-

taba, que solo tenía que darles mis documentos. Les mandé una copia de mi DPI y

ya no oí de ellos. Cuando llame para preguntar, me dijeron que no tenían una

posición abierta. Vieron que me miraba así pero que mi documento no decía eso y

no me dieron el trabajo.

[When I finished the interview they told me that I had all the experience I needed,

that I only had to give themmy paperwork. I sent them a copy of my DPI and I did

not hear from them. When I called to ask, they told me that they did not have a
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position open. They saw that I look like this [like a woman] but that document did

not say that and they did not give me the job.]

Lisa’s story reflects the experiences of many trans women in Guatemala. The lack

of documentation facilitates transphobic attitudes that are pervasive there and

elsewhere. Moreover, those same attitudes appear in the consultations to develop

a solution to the documentation problem. This has become especially apparent in

policy discussions about the production of new birth certificates, which raises two

concerns in particular. First, should a new birth certificate be issued or should the

original certificate be amended? Second, if a new birth certificate is issued, should

it reflect the previous legal sex of the person? Both these questions create par-

ticular concerns regarding confidentiality and surveillance.

The incongruence between gender identity and presentation and the

identification document that is supposed to show the “real” or “authentic” self is

one of the causes of the oppression, discrimination, and marginalization that

transgender people in Guatemala and elsewhere experience (Beauchamp 2009;

Spade 2008). The ability to change birth certificates—and thus in Guatemala all

other identity documents—could do much to alleviate the discrimination that

trans people face. But if newly issued or amended identity documents reveal the

sex originally assigned at birth, trans people will remain vulnerable to the same

attitudes that necessitated the policy reform in the first place. At best, people with

a female gender identity who were assigned male at birth will be seen as trans

women, not women. Those with a male gender identity assigned female at birth

will be seen as trans men, not men. The trans people present in the 2013 con-

sultation raised these concerns. Most of the trans women activists showed a

preference for secrecy in the process and archival changes. In addition, these

activists fear that making evident that there had been a legal change of sex would

open the door not only for discrimination but also for others questioning the

authenticity of their identity. That is why most enacted and proposed policies on

legal sex reclassification on official documents ensure that the new document is

indistinguishable from any other birth certificate, indicating only the new legal

sex and name (Rangel Jurado 2016).

Denying Invisibility

Even if the new identity documents do not indicate that the sex marker had been

changed, retaining the traces of the process in administrative records could

potentially undermine the intended benefits of the law. How can we ensure that

trans people will not be subject to fact-checking in order to allow “discovery” of

their “real” gender? In most jurisdictions with policies on sex reclassification, the

original birth certificate showing the previous legal sex continues to exist but does
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not indicate that there is an associated or alternative birth certificate. A number of

these rules allow certain authorized agencies, with court permission, to access the

information showing the links between these certificates, but the link is invisible

to the general public (OTRANS, REDMMUTRANS 2017).

The existence of a law that supports the ability of people to change their

legal sex does not necessarily lead to a change in general attitudes toward trans

people. However, as Esmeralda states (Wundram Pimentel 2015):

Una Ley de Identidad de Género no nos va a solucionar la vida. No significará que

mañana voy a ser universitaria o que voy a tener un trabajo de ejecutiva, pero sí

ayudará a combatir el estigma que produce que mi documento de identificación

diga una cosa y mi apariencia, mi identidad de género, diga otra.

[A gender identity law will not solve our lives. It does not mean that tomorrow

I will be in a university, or that I will have an executive job. But it will help fight

the stigma that arises when my identification documents say one thing, and my

appearance, my gender identity, says another.]

Because reducing stigma is at the core of Guatemalan trans activists’ call for

adequate identification, obtaining new birth certificates has to be coupled with a

guarantee of confidentiality in the process and in the records (Rohrmoser 2015).

The current proposal for the gender identity law contemplates that a new birth

certificate should be issued and that all certifications that are extended based on

this record reflect only the most current information. Therefore, only the pre-

ferred gender identity will be indicated on any new birth certificates and other

personal identification papers (OTRANS, REDMMUTRANS 2017). However, the

request for this change would have to be filed according to the Law of Access to

Public Information.9 Therefore, the papers documenting the change will remain

in the files and with those papers. As a result, anyone who is authorized to have

access to the file could trace the process. Although the lack of confidentiality has

implications for everyone, the ramifications for trans people are particularly

serious, especially for individuals who not only are going stealth (se miran como

pescadas) but also have been able to modify their bodies to conform to gender

norms. Given that the gender identity law would be unable to guarantee absolute

confidentiality, records of the sex reclassification process could continue to make

trans people vulnerable to surveillance and the possibility of becoming visible.

Unfortunately, because this law would permit legal sex changes without medical

or judicial approval that retains only minimal records, its approval is unlikely

(OTRANS, REDMMUTRANS 2017).
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For whom is invisibility possible? To what extent do administrative

apparatuses of surveillance and control make it impossible for trans people to

become invisible as trans, to fold into the categories F orM? In 2014, the European
Court (EU) of Justice found that Internet users have the right to have their

information removed from the online sphere. In its ruling, the EU Court stated

that based on the right to be forgotten, individuals have the right—under certain

conditions—to ask search engines to remove links with personal information

about them.10 This applies where the information is inaccurate, inadequate,

irrelevant, or excessive for the purposes of data processing. Although this case

dealt specifically with personal data online, the debate is relevant because the

principle it enunciated—the right to be forgotten—derives from the idea that

people should have control over their own personal data. Individuals, not cor-

porations, should be endowed with the power to decide what is made accessible

and kept as a record and what is not. As a result of this case, individuals in the EU

may now have certain data deleted to prevent third parties from finding it or

tracking them. Moreover, it establishes what privacy advocates have long called

for—“the right to silence on past events in life that are no longer occurring” (Pino

2000: 237).

In the same year as the EU Court decision about search engines, a trans-

gender woman in Great Britain made the same “right to be forgotten” argument.

This time, however, the demand was made to the state, not to a private entity. “C,”

as she was named in the petition, demanded that the Department for Work and

Pensions (DWP) delete any reference to her sex assigned at birth (Vidal 2014). The

court ruled that the current policy promoted discrimination against transgender

people, who should have the right to have their previous sex marker forgotten,

except in circumstances in which it is strictly necessary.11 This case is remarkable

because it shifts decisions about visibility or invisibility from the state to the indi-

vidual, letting them determine the development of their lives without being per-

petually stigmatized as a consequence of specific past actions (Mantelero 2013: 230).

Even if courts and legislators adopt the “right to be forgotten” as a gov-

erning principle, it is another question entirely whether “forgetting” is even

feasible. The rise of the modern administrative state in early modern Europemade

personal identity documents necessary—how else could citizens be recognized,

be known? The rise of the hypersurveilling national security state, the increasing
permeability between governments and the private sector, and the extension of

“big data’s” tentacles into the most private parts of private life may be making

it impossible for any bit of data, no matter how seemingly insignificant, to be

forgotten or erased, or encased in a protective confidential sheath. Because of the

amount of paperwork and digital traces accumulated and saved over one’s life

course—frommedical records, identity documents, school transcripts, shopping
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histories, credit cards, and court records, among others—it may no longer be

possible to effectively transfer agency over disclosure to the individual. It seems

difficult to imagine how a law could effectively treat all this information as the

inalienable property of the individual (Trudy Huskamp Peterson, pers. comm.,

August 13, 2013).

Reclaiming Visibility

Susan Stryker calls for the rejection of the demand to erase transsexuality from the

body and from personal history by becoming invisible (1994). The seemingly

futile attempt to erase the process of legal sex change from personal documen-

tation and individual records might provide grounds for reclaiming trans visi-

bility within the state. As we explained above, mirarse como pescada has multiple

functions: it provides a way to become invisible; it is a personal accomplishment

and a form to reclaim gender. At first sight, the ability and desire to be read as the

perceived gender contrasts with a collective need for recognition. Representatives

of the organizations working for trans rights in Guatemala have explicitly iden-

tified the need to visibilizar nuestra realidad como personas trans (make visible the

reality of trans people). Their activism is a response to what Viviane Namaste

defines as erasure, a way through which “transsexuality is managed in culture and

institutions, a condition that ultimately inscribes transsexuality as impossible”

(2000: 4–5).

Even trans women, who are hyper visible because of their gender non-

conformity, are also invisible as a public to legislators and policy makers. This

exclusion from the social imaginary can be even worse for trans men, who are

often erased from general discussions about trans people (Blackwood and Wier-

inga 1999; Cromwell 1999; Halberstam 1998; Noble 2004). As trans women activists

have explained, trans women do not appear in the official transcripts doc-

umenting violence. Battery, sexual assault, and even murders are often recorded

as happening to men, gay men, or men dressed as women (REDLACTRANS 2012:

18). Paradoxically, the need to become visible as trans people in Guatemala is a

prerequisite to acquiring any type of personal invisibility. The strategic visibility

that trans people, and trans women specifically in our case study, utilize in order

to lobby for rights within the state has to be weighed against the increased sur-

veillance and violence that this visibility causes. Trans activists who, because of

their role, are hyper visible, not only as gender nonconforming but often also as

sex workers, are at greater risk of violence (18).

Visibility is contentious, and dangerous. Yet it is needed to expose the

reality of vulnerability and marginalization that trans people are subject to in

Guatemala. Visibility is necessary to gain the recognition that is a prerequisite for

making claims to the state (Caplan and Torpey 2001: 12) in order to gain access to
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basic social services. Visibility is also needed to construct collective identities and

support networks. At the same time, visibility has the potential to increase the

surveillance, institutionalized exclusion, and violence that activists seek to end. It

is clear from the analysis above that maintaining the visibility of legal sex changes

in the documents puts trans people at risk of discrimination and violence.

However, is something lost when trans bodies and the process of sex change are

erased from personal documents and other national records? What is the poten-

tial for visibility? We want to recall Sandy Stone’s concerns from her 1991 man-

ifesto, “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto”: “It is difficult to

generate a counterdiscourse if one is programmed to disappear. The highest purpose

of the transsexual is to erase h/erself, to fade into the ‘normal’ population. . . . In

the transsexual’s erased history we can find a story disruptive to the accepted dis-

courses of gender, which originates fromwithin the genderminority itself andwhich

can make common cause with other oppositional discourses” (295).

We find Stone’s concerns useful in thinking through the conundrum that

changing identity papers creates. To what extent is producing new birth certifi-

cates and erasing (or attempting to erase) the paper trail that documents the

gendered history of trans people another form of erasure?Keeping records of legal
sex changes might allow for continued surveillance. However, they might also

provide proof of the existence of trans people within the nation-state. Elisabeth

Kaplan (2000) discusses the role of archives in constructing communities. She

discusses how archives come to be through a political process in which organi-

zations support their values. Archives and communities, according to Kaplan,

are mutually dependent. Documentation grants legitimacy and authenticity

to identity. Once this identity is forged, “further collection of archives and writing

of histories would confirm and sustain it, continually ‘proving’ its existence”

(149). In the case of trans activists in Guatemala, keeping legal sex changes in

the record helps construct collective history. Similarly, this record stresses the

importance of embodied history for both trans individuals and collectives. While

discussing gender with Marta, she explained that identifying as trans (Wundram

Pimentel 2015)

es un orgullo. Es una escala más alta donde se encierra todos los sentimientos,

todos los dolores y los enfrentamientos que realmente significa ser una persona

trans. Toma la decisión de enfrentarse ante la sociedad, a una posición política, y a

defender sus derechos.

[is a form of pride. It is a higher step, one which encloses all the feelings, all the

pains, and the confrontations that signify what it really means to be a trans. It

makes the decision to face society a political position, and to defend one’s rights.]
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Marta’s words illustrate the violent consequences of gender self-determination.

Putting herself in the world as trans becomes a story of not just violence and pain

but also political potential. Her refusal of the social demand to erase one’s gender

nonconformity is an example of a trans discourse. In presenting personal histories

of gender and transition, trans individuals renegotiate meanings, so that both

succeeding and failing to be read as a pescada challenge the meaning and sub-

stance of the category “woman.” In this way, we can see that the struggle for

recognition by the state that is proposed by the gender identity law is less a

struggle to be assimilated into legible genders and more about a rejection of

institutionalized exclusion through the right to self-determination. Having ade-

quate identity documents allows trans people to practice strategic invisibility in

order to be able to access rights and services that are currently closed to them.

Attempting to erase the archival history of such individuals might prove to be

impossible. There might always be a paper or digital trail that displays an indi-

vidual’s gender history. This law and its application should minimize the risk of

exposure and outing as much as possible. It should have as a principal aim the

protection of the trans community. Thus, all should respect the confidentiality,

privacy, and the desire to be invisible, especially in a context in which visibility can

engender violence. This includes policy makers, administrators who implement

policies and programs, and activist groups. This is particularly important if we

accept that legislation does not necessarily create a change in public attitudes.

Certainly, some trans women activists might insist that their trans history remains

visible in the archive. Defying institutionalized exclusion and violence and choos-

ing, as part of their activism and personal process, to make their history visible

should always be a personal choice and never an imposition. But such deliberate

decisions would be a political tool that would challenge normative gender cate-

gories and draw notice to the existence of trans people in Guatemala.
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Notes

1. In Guatemala, sex and gender are used interchangeably in legal documents. Femenino/

mujer and masculino/hombre are used to refer to biologically deterministic divisions

among people. However, the National Registry of People defines sex, not gender, as a

necessary requirement to obtaining personal documentation. In this article, we will use

legal sex to refer to the administrative category that aims to label individuals as female/

women or male/men. We recognize that the dichotomous division of citizens based on

binary “sex” is an arbitrary and part of an oppressive regulatory system. By using legal sex

we are not focusing on the gendered identity or gendered presentation of individuals, but

on the way they are categorized by the state.

2. The Guatemalan activists that we discuss in this article self-identify as mujeres trans—

trans women. We will use trans here as a shorthand for gender-nonconforming people

that identify either as transgender or transsexual. By doing so, we aim to employ these

activists’ understandings of trans.

3. Uruguay passed its law in 2009 (La identidad de género y al cambio de nombre y sexo en

documentos identificatorios, L. No. 18.620. November 17, 2009, No. 27858), and Bolivia

did so in 2016 (Ley de identidad de género, L.807,. May 21, 2016), though both still require

psychological interventions. Mexico passed its gender identity law in 2008, though it is

effective only in Mexico City. Subsequent approvals have taken place in two additional

states. Ecuador passed a law that effectively outs people as trans if they seek modifications

to their legal documents, stating “gender” for trans people and “sex” for cis people (Ley

orgánica de la cuestión de la identidad y datos civiles. B.O. February 4, 2016). The gold

standard in the region continues to be the law passed in Argentina in 2012 (Ley de

identidad de género, L. 26.742, May 24, 2012, No. 32.404). There are parliamentary

debates currently being held in Chile and Costa Rica. Brazilian and Colombian courts

have granted name and sex changes to transgender individuals.

4. Some religious leaders have shown less opposition. In an interview with one of the

authors, the representative of the Episcopal Conference of Guatamala, the Catholic

leaders in Guatemala, indicated that they might be able to support legal changes, if these

were limited to changes to personal identification documents. They remained firm in

their opposition to the legalization of same-sex marriage. However, they claimed that the

legal proposition would have to be studied and analyzed by their legal advisers before the

Episcopal Conference could make a formal decision on the matter.

5. This law was proposed with the aim to further prohibit same-sex marriage and the pro-

motion of sexual diversity and “gender ideology,” protect the right for people to express

dissent with homosexual conduct, and to increase penalties for abortion. This law is

currently being discussed in Congress. See Rojas Espino et al. 2017.

6. Often homosexuality is used as an all-encompassing term that includes the entire spec-

trum of gender and sexual nonconformity.

7. Ley del registro nacional de personas (Law of the National Registry of Persons). D. No.

90–2005, article 71 (December 14, 2005).
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8. All the names of the activists mentioned in this article have been changed to protect their

identity.With the permission of the leaders of the organizations, we have not changed the

names of the organizations.

9. Ley de acceso a la información pública, D. No. 57–2008. October 22, 2008.

10. Google Spain v. AEPD and Mario Costeja González, Case C- 131/12 OJ ECLI:EU:C:2014:

317 (2014).

11. The Queen (on the application of C) v. Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, (2014)

EWHC 2403. uktrans.info/attachments/article/152/cvdwp.pdf. The judge also concluded

that the DWP had recently taken sufficient steps to eliminate discrimination and harass-

ment and victimization of transgender people, which had an impact on the relief provided

to the claimant. Later, C appealed this decision, but her appeal was denied. See C, R (on

the application of) v. Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, (2016) EWCA Civ. 47.

www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWCA/Civ/2016/47.html.
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R E S E A R C H N O T E

“What do you want us to call you?”
Respectful Language

JAMISON GREEN, DALLAS DENNY, and JASON CROMWELL

Abstract In 1998 the authors circulated a questionnaire asking transgender respondents their

reactions to various and assorted terminology and usage, including information about what the

respondents did and did not wish to be called (N = 134). The authors followed up with focus groups

at two trans conferences and presented their results at the 2001 symposium of the Harry Benjamin

International Gender Dysphoria Association. In 2011, to see how language usage had evolved, the

authors circulated a similar questionnaire (N = 2,633) and presented those results at the 2011

symposium of the World Professional Association for Transgender Health. These results are now

presented in print.

Keywords transgender, descriptive terminology, gender diversity

The Problem

I n the vibrant world of transgender studies, a year rarely goes by without

the emergence of new vocabulary. This linguistic creativity, though, is a lux-

ury, a relatively new development in the long arc of history over which gender-

nonconforming and trans people have struggled to understand and explain our-

selves. For most of this time, our own voices have not been heard at all. We

have been called “mahu,” “berdache,” “hijra,” “freak,” “pervert,” and many other

objectifying names. This research note discusses the transition from externally

imposed definitions to self-determined terminology by way of community-based

research done between 1998 and 2011.

Early sexologists, in their attempts to define and aid us, effectively med-

ically colonized us. In an attempt to describe and define requests by his patients,

German sexologist Max Marcuse (1877–1963) published on the “drive for sex

transformation” (Geschlechtsumwandlungstrieb) in 1916. In the Germanic/Anglo

context, it was Karl Ulrichs (1825–95), a German writer who studied law, theol-

ogy, and history, who first worked to create a taxonomy to enable discussion

of sex and gender variance. According to Ulrichs’s modern translator, Michael
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A. Lombardi-Nash, “Ulrichs said that while he was a male, his body ‘included’ a

female spirit” (Lombardi-Nash 2008: 64), giving us language that was adopted in

the early twentieth century to describe transsexual people. Once doctors began to

transform the bodies of living trans people in the 1910s, some—both physicians

and laypersons—viewed this practice as a way of “curing” homosexuality.

Magnus Hirschfeld (1868–1935) believed science and scientific understand-

ing of sexuality would lead to justice and social acceptance for sexual minorities. He

contended that “in each person there is a different mixture of manly and womanly

substances, and as we cannot find two leaves alike on a tree, then it is highly

unlikely that we will find two humans whose manly and womanly characteristics

exactly match in kind and number,” thus asserting his “intermediaries theory,”

(Hirschfeld [1910] 1991: 228–29) a concept that can be traced back to Charles

Darwin (see also Meyerowitz 2002: 22–23), and even to the ancient Greek physi-

cian Galen (see also Laqueur 1992: 4–7). Hirschfeld first invoked the term trans-

sexual by way of the phrase seelischen Transsexualismus (spiritual transsexualism)

in a 1923 essay, “Die Intersexuelle Konstitution.” His Institute for Sexual Science

in Berlin was a site of some of the earliest “sex change” or “sex reversal” surgical

procedures, later referred to by English speakers as sex reassignment surgery,

transsexual surgery, gender (or sex) confirmation surgery, and (most recently)

gender affirmation (or affirming) surgery.

The medicalized view of gender-nonconforming people who were seeking

relief from their discomfort began as a binary view. Doctors viewed intersex and

nonbinary people as candidates for sex reassignment because they deemed it

better for us to conform and be seen as normal. Despite Hirschfeld’s Theory of

Intermediaries, the concept of the (dichotomous) female spirit or psyche in a

male body persisted and informed many people who were desperately looking for

language to explain and validate themselves. Medical training continues to dictate

that there are only two sexes, with two corresponding appropriate genders, and

everyone must be either one or the other. How could outliers be made to conform

when their behavior could not be reformed? Surgery!
The term phalloplasty was first used by Jos. Sprengler in 1858 to mean

a repair to external tissues of the penis (Song and Neligan 2018: 311), and the first

reconstruction of an entire penis was reported by Nikolaj A. Bogoras (1936a,

1936b), while the first application of the procedure in a transsexual patient was

reported by Harold Gillies and R. J. Harrison in 1948 (see also Ettner, Monstrey,

and Eyler 2007). The first reported vaginoplasty performed on trans women

was by Felix Abraham in 1931 (Abraham 1931). Surgical normalizing of intersex

children enabled a practice forum for the fashioning of both male and female

genitalia. Gillies and others created new techniques to create normal-appearing

genitals in gender-variant people. Normalizing was the goal and the only moral or

ethical justification for these procedures; trans people could access these services
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only if they subscribed to the medical definitions of who trans people were and if

they claimed to share the medical objective.

By the late 1950s, the medical community had assumed captaincy of the

ship of sex and gender, which were thought to be essentially the same thing.

Debate in the medical and psychological communities continued, with some

asserting that trans people were helped by finding congruence between their body

and mind (see Benjamin 1966; Green and Money 1969), and others arguing that

people who requested sex reassignment were perverted, delusional, or disturbed

(see Ostow 1953). For trans people, to look for information about one’s self in the

psycho/medical scientific literature (almost the only literature available) of the

second half of the twentieth century was to catch only rare glimpses of sunlight

through thick smoke above a battlefield in devastation.

One of the most prolific psychiatrists writing about trans people during

that argumentative period was psychiatrist Ira Pauly, who was rare among mental

health providers and researchers for being open to taking trans people at their

word (see Pauly 1973). It was to Dr. Pauly that Louis G. Sullivan, founder of

the San Francisco support group FTM, which later became FTM International

(FTMI), directed his efforts to explain the difference between sex, gender, sex-

ual orientation, and gender identity. Sullivan, who died in 1991 of HIV-related

complications, hoped to change the psycho-medical attitude to one that was more

cognizant of the reality and validity of trans bodies and minds. Pauly had been

ready to listen.

In 1997 Pauly was in attendance at the Harry Benjamin International

Gender Dysphoria Association’s (HBIGDA) Biennial Scientific Symposium in

Vancouver, British Columbia, where he attended a session during which Jamison

Green presented a paper coauthored with Dallas Denny, who was also present in

the room. As part of that presentation, Green mentioned some terms commonly

employed by the medical and psychological community to refer to transgender

and transsexual people, pointing out that many trans people find those terms

pejorative, dehumanizing, and objectifying. After the talk, Pauly asked the two

of us, “What do you want us to call you?” Being reluctant to speak off the cuff on

behalf of an entire community, we were at a loss for an answer, but we saw an

opportunity for a thoughtful response. We were unaware of any survey about

language preference of trans people, so we told him we would get back to him.

Methodology

Returning to our respective homes, we collaborated to devise a questionnaire

(on file with Denny), asking transgender and transsexual people their reactions

to seven terms and several styles of usage, seeking information about what the

respondents did and did not wish to be called from among the terms in then-

current professional use. We recruited Jason Cromwell to help us with statistical
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analysis. Because none of us was affiliated with an institution with a review board,

we did not seek IRB approval. Our goal was a simple, informal survey of a wide

swath of people, and with the intention of inspiring others to do more rigorous

and comprehensive research in this area.

In early 1998, we distributed our original questionnaire through direct

mailings to subscribers of publications from the community-based nonprofit

organizations FTM International and the American Educational Gender Infor-

mation Service (AEGIS). Both had widespread international readerships that

represented a wide range of demographic characteristics with respect to racial

diversity, socioeconomic status, and trans identities. FTMI represented the trans

masculine spectrum almost exclusively and was based in San Francisco; AEGIS,

based in the Atlanta area, predominantly represented trans women, though trans

men were subscribers, too. We invited readers to duplicate and share the survey

with friends. One hundred thirty-seven questionnaires were returned over the

course of roughly one year. Of these, 2 were incomplete and 1 was a duplicate,

leaving 134 usable responses.1

We also conducted focus groups in September and October 2001 at the

Southern Comfort (Atlanta; mostly white, mostly trans women in their thirties

and forties) and Fantasia Fair (Provincetown, Massachusetts; almost exclusively

white trans women, ages twenty-five to sixty) conferences. We did so to discuss

our project and ask what message(s) about language use would participants like

to deliver to cisgender professionals. Participants self-selected by choosing to

enter the room based on a description of our session’s purpose in the program

guides. Roughly twenty-five people participated at eachmeeting. Themessages we

gleaned from these encounters are reported at the end of this article.

We presented the results of our original survey at the 2001 HBIGDA

International Symposium in Galveston, Texas, and received an enthusiastic

response. In fact, our presentation had a transformative effect on the assembled

medical and mental health providers. Many subsequent presenters edited their

projection transparencies to remove terms we had flagged as offensive and insert

terms we reported as preferred. Some presenters even stopped themselves mid-

stream and asked their audiences whether certain terms or usages were acceptable.

This demonstration of a collective intention to get it right was literally unprec-

edented, and it was welcomed by trans people, allies, and professional colleagues

alike. We did not attempt to publish the earlier article but hoped to gather more

data and refine our ideas.

After a decade had elapsed since the formal presentation of our results, we

thought it a good time to revisit the survey to see how the language of gender

variance had evolved. We launched essentially the same survey on theWorldWide

Web, though we offered thirty-seven terms instead of only seven, and this time

used the online survey engine SurveyMonkey, which did not exist in 1998. We
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solicited responses by announcing the survey in an e-mail directed toward diverse

and well-connected community members known to us as activists and scholars,

encouraging them to spread the word and invite participants throughout trans

communities. The survey was live from April 26 through June 30, 2011. This time

we received 2,651 responses, of which 18 were duplicates, leaving 2,633 usable

questionnaires.

Demographics

In both surveys, we asked only age and sex assigned at birth as demographic

markers. We did not ask for racial or geographic information because in 1998,

trans people were often reluctant to give away much personal information. With

the 2011 instrument, we decided to follow the same question format but offer

more terms for respondents to evaluate, sincemanymore terms had been brought

forth since 1997. The limited demographics from the two surveys are compared

in table 1.

Results

In 1998 we asked respondents to choose which of seven terms best described

them. The terms chosen most frequently were transsexual (50 percent, sixty-seven

respondents) and transgender (including transgendered and transgenderist) (17.9

percent, twenty-four respondents). Other terms selected were androgyne, cross-

dresser, transsexed, intersexed, and nontranssexual/nontransgendered. With 67.9

percent of respondents indicating they were transsexual or transgender/ed, we

surmised that our sample comprised primarily individuals with considerable

gender diversity.

In 2011, we offered a wider range of terms (thirty-seven) from which

respondents could choose as many as they felt applied to them.We included terms

that had been offered by community members in the 1998 survey, plus a field in

which respondents could insert their own terms. Some respondents in the second

survey had vociferous reactions to some of the terms from the first survey, terms

that had apparently fallen out of favor, evolved, or failed to catch on in the twenty-

first century, such as tranny, transie, and bigender (as opposed to bi-gender).

Table 1. Demographic distribution from 1998 and 2011 surveys

1998 2011

Respondents 134 2,633
Age range 15–71 13–81
Assigned male at birth 42.5% (57) 42.1% (1109)
Assigned female at birth 49.3% (66) 56.7% (1493)
Intersex 2.2% (3) 0.3% (7)
Did not answer 5.2% (7) 1.6% (42)
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Responses were highly idiosyncratic. The most popular self-descriptor in our

2011 sample was transgender (47 percent), while transsexual was chosen by only

24.8 percent.

The embracing of the term transgender (17.9 percent in 1998 increased to 47

percent in 2011), and the reversal of popularity for the term transsexual (50 percent

in 1998, declined to 24.8 percent in 2011) can be attributed to several factors.

One phenomenon is that as visibility of the community increased, many people

strove to distance themselves from stereotypes about sexual behavior, preferring

the concept of gender to the reference to sex or sexuality. Another phenomenon is

that rejection of the medical model led to rejection of the medical term trans-

sexual in favor of the less binary constructs offered by newer grassroots termi-

nology. Other phenomena may have contributed as well, but these two are readily

documentable through community publications (correspondence, newsletters,

magazines, blog posts) of the period.

The respondents’ selections of terms are shown in table 2 in descending

order of preference. It is interesting to note that while 56.9 percent of respondents

were assigned female at birth, only 25.3 percent preferredmale as a self-descriptor.

This, too, would indicate a significant amount of gender diversity (identities

outside the binary) in the sample.

Discussion

The issue at hand—and our reason for doing this study—is larger than a matter

of language preference. Clearly, terminology goes hand in hand with particular

viewpoints. In retrospect, a great deal of the literature from the 1950s through the

early 1990s can be seen as imbued with negative attitudes about transgender and

transsexual people (see Bolin 1988; Denny 1997).

Writings from the 1990s begin to reflect a different and more positive view

of gender variance, tending, for example, to acknowledge the role of society in its

lack of tolerance toward transgender and transsexual people rather than heaping

the blame for their problems with institutional acceptance solely upon trans

people. This new viewpoint has paved the way not only for greater social accep-

tance and legal protections for transgender and transsexual people but also for

new scientific understandings, such as Aaron Devor’s ([1997] 2016) multitiered

analysis of FTM gender variance, which replaced the “all FTMs want the same

thing” dogma that had existed for more than thirty years since the highly stigma-

tizing work of D. O. Cauldwell (1949), L. Lothstein (1983), and R. J. Stoller (1985).

In the late 1990s, an increasing number of professionals began to publish

work that acknowledged trans people as healthy human beings (see Lev 2004).

The debate taking place through professional clinical reports and academic

research has shown an increasing respect for trans people’s experience of them-

selves, and increasing recognition that our perception of our identities has validity.
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Despite this, as Y. G. Ansara and P. Hegarty (2012) point out, cisgenderist bias

(the ideological assumption that a self-declared gender is disordered and people

whose gender identity and expression does not conform to heteronormative and

gender-normative beliefs are somehow defective) persists in the most influential

clinical journals.

In 1998 respondents gave an amazing variety of responses to question

no. 4, “What word or words would you use to describe yourself?” This finding is
similar to Denny and J. Roberts’s (1995) survey of attitudes about the HBIGDA

Standards of Care; their 339 respondents used more than forty self-identity terms.

Table 2. Preferred self-identification terms in 2011 (high to low ranking)

from 2,633 survey respondents

>20% 10–19% 5–9% <5%

Transgender 47.0%
(1238)

Androgynous 17.4%
(458)

Gender
Neutral

7.9%
(207)

Androgyne 4.9%
(130)

Queer 40.0%
(1052)

Transmana 16.6%
(437)

Gender
Fabulous

6.6%
(175)

Genderless 4.7%
(125)

Woman 34.3%
(903)

Transwomana 16.2%
(427)

Boi 6.5%
(170)

Third Gender 4.4%
(115)

Female 31.9%
(841)

Lady 16.0%
(420)

Cisgendered 6.2%
(164)

Gender
Ambidextrous

4.2%
(111)

Genderqueer 27.2%
(715)

MTF 15.0%
(394)

Crossdresser 6.2%
(162)

Butch Dyke 2.7%
(71)

Male 25.3%
(667)

Undefined 5.7%
(149)

Girly Male 2.6%
(68)

Transsexual 24.8%
(654)

Butch 5.2%
(136)

Intersexed 2.4%
(64)

Man 24.3%
(640)

Pan‐gender 2.4%
(63)

FTM 22.9%
(604)

Butch Female 2.2%
(58)

Girl 22.0%
(580)

Dyke Fag 2.1%
(55)

Grrly Boi 1.9%
(50)

Gender
Enhanced

1.6%
(42)

Transgenderist 1.4%
(37)

New Woman 1.0%
(26)

New Man 0.8%
(22)

aMany (210) respondents commented that they prefer a space between trans and man or woman; some of these
respondents indicated they did not select these terms in the survey because the space was not present. The space
emphasizes that transmodifies man or woman, indicating “we are real men, women, people, and trans is just one
of our traits.” Running the words together apparently feels affirming in a transgressive way to some respondents
but dehumanizing to others.
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In our 2011 survey, the variety was equally extensive, with one new term and a

number of new strong opinions, which we will discuss below. The terms our

respondents offered appear in figure 1, with no hierarchy implied.

The majority of terms self-selected in 2011 were already in use in 1998;

however, cisgender/ed is one term that is unquestionably new since the 1998

survey. This term is an alternative to non-transgender/ed, and it has generated

strong opinions concerning its usage. It was loved or liked by 22.8 percent and 37.2

percent, respectively, or a total of 1,541 of 2,567 respondents. Although it was hated

by only 135 (5.3 percent) of the respondents, some of the comments about it were

quite pointed: “Please don’t use cis terminology; it’s offensive to non-trans

people.” And, “I reject anything other than woman and female . . . cis is the worst

idea to come down the pike in decades.”

The “cis/trans” conceit is fraught with complications and in-group con-

notations (see Serano 2007; Enke 2013). The prefixes cis and trans are derived from

Latin, and the conceit arises from organic chemistry, in which cis means that

related elements in a molecule are on the same side of the carbon chain, and trans

means that the related elements are on opposite sides of the carbon chain. It has

been a stretch for some people to conceive how that relates to gender (which, of

Figure 1. Self-identity terms offered in 1998 and 2011 (*offered in = 2011 only; all others span both)

female, male, transgender/ed, transsexual, transgenderist, crossdresser,

transsexual woman, woman, trans woman, trans, transsexual man, man, trans

man, androgyne, anomalous, transie, tranny, trannie, pre-op transsexual,

pre-op TS, non-op transsexual, boi, boy, guy, transguy*, female dyke with

a twist, neutrois, intersex/ed, intersexual, intergender, cisgender/ed*,

polygenderal, queer, transboy*, transperson, gender variant, genderqueer,

transexed, transfag, new woman, new man, gendertrash, genderfuck,

gender-free, dyke, human, me*, gender atheist, gender variant, transsexual

lesbian, femisexual, non-normatively gendered, occasional drag queen,

ambiguously sexed, ambiguously gendered, female-toward-male, queerboy,

TG woman, former transsexual woman, gender euphoric, transvestite, woman

of transsexual experience, man with transsexual history, man with transgender

history, two-spirit, third sex, genderless, bigender, bi-gender, gender

challenged*, gender gifted*, gender blender, gender bender, gender neutral,

transmasculine, transfeminine, post-transgender, transitioned man, extra

binary*, alien*, inter-gender, gender fluid*, flexible*, agender, nongendered,

pangender, butch, female boy, gender deviant (positively!), dysphoric*,

questioning, gendered, stealth trans boy*, t-person, person, non-gender-

specific, fluctuating gender*, incomplete gendered person*, transWoman*,

in-betweenie*, gender-fabulous!*, cross dreamer*
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course, trans people quickly understand because of our own divergence from

people whose sex and gender seem the same), though it certainly is clever. As

educators and trainers, we have found the cis-trans conceit to interrupt learning,

and not in a positive “ah-hah” way. Even though some dictionaries now include

the transgender/cisgender pairing in their definitions, the connection to gender

seems strikingly unfamiliar to most nonacademic people who want to learn about

what it means to be trans.

Ansara and Hegarty (2012) opine that the concept of cisgenderism is a

highly useful one for confronting, deconstructing, and disarming transphobia.

The utility of telling other people, whether or not they are trans, how their gender/

body configuration is to be labeled has not been proven. However, the utility in

describing “a prejudicial ideology, rather than an individual attitude, that is sys-

temic, multi-level, and reflected in authoritative cultural discourses” (Ansara and

Hegarty 2012: 5) seems quite useful. Rather than label other people as “cisgender/

ed,” we would prefer to make people aware of the cisgenderism in their world-

view and sensitize them to the damage that worldview inflicts on those who, for

whatever reason, do not—or cannot—share it.

Conclusion

In September and October 2001 at the Southern Comfort and Fantasia Fair

conferences, respectively, we conducted focus groups to discuss our project and

ask what message(s) about language usage our audience would like profession-

als to hear. Seven principles came from those focus groups; judging from the

responses in the 2011 survey, and our continued interactions with the trans

community, these principles still apply today:

� Treat us with respect.

� Acknowledge and respect our differences, individual choices, and life paths.

� Treat us as individuals, with concession to our differences.

� Do not make decisions about our lives based upon our biology or natal

genitalia.

� Do not use descriptive terms based on our biology or natal genitalia.

� In the absence of evidence of dysfunction, do not use language that imbues us

with pathology, particularly psychopathology.

� Make a distinction between external and internal sources of impairment, that

is, acknowledge the role a dysfunctional society plays in traumatizing us.

While we have seen evolution and revolution in language usage, we must ulti-

mately conclude that what most of us want is to be called by the names and

pronouns we choose for ourselves, regardless of how others may interpret us.

While this should be a simple matter of courtesy, it still seems to be a much bigger
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challenge than some of our fellow humans are willing to meet. Our study doc-

uments the slow but steady progress toward self-definition trans people have been

working toward since before the time of Magnus Hirschfeld. Our linguistic crea-

tivity persists, and we seem to be developing a greater collective tolerance for

variety and ambiguity; today we are less reactive when someone else’s terms don’t

conform to ours. We are fortunate in the twenty-first century that more providers

and researchers are listening to our language rather than simply applying their own.

Dallas Denny, MA, is a writer, editor, and educator on transgender issues and an applied

behavior analyst. She is author of Gender Dysphoria: A Guide to Research (1994) and Current

Concepts in Transgender Identity (1998) and former editor of Chrysalis Quarterly and Transgender

Tapestry magazines. She is a licensed psychological examiner (Tennessee, retired). Her work

can be found on her website at www.dallasdenny.com/Writing.

Jamison Green, PhD, is a legal scholar, writer, and educator on transgender issues, and a policy

consultant to corporations, governments, and professional organizations. He is the author of

Becoming a Visible Man (2004) and a contributor to academic anthologies and scholarly

journals. His website is www.jamisongreen.com.

Jason Cromwell, PhD, is an anthropologist and author of Transmen and FTMs (1999).

Note

1. In the late 1990s, and even the early 2000s, 134 subjects was a quite respectable number for

a questionnaire, since the transgender community had not yet coalesced and the World

Wide Web was not yet well established as an avenue of access to many segments of the

community. Important needs-assessment studies were being conducted in major met-

ropolitan areas with even smaller numbers of subjects (see Bockting and Avery 2005).
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T R A N S L A T I O N

Trans Voices from Turkey
Pelm Ulaş Dutlu, Sibel Yükler with Gani Met,

Meydan News with Esra Arıkan

Trans lated by EMRAH KARAKUŞ

Edi ted by EMRAH KARAKUŞ and DAVID GRAMLING

If Only We Weren’t Dying a Little

by Pelm Ulaş Dutlu

First published in Turkish as “Keşke biraz ölmese(K),” in Kaos GL News, July 11, 2012,

kaosgl.org/sayfa.php?id=11808.

Editors’ note: Pelm Ulaş Dutlu is a trans activist who lives in Berlin and works as a

boom operator. Since 2011, he has been involved in Turkey’s first transman initiative,

Voltrans, and has worked on the production of several documentaries, including

Voltrans (dir. Özge Özgüner and Ulaş Dutlu, 2014) and #direnayol (dir. Rüzgâr
Buşki, 2016). He occasionally writes columns for Kaosgl.org, an LGBTI news portal in

Turkey. He is interested in literature and particularly poetry, the politics of resistance,

and solidarity movements. This text was first published following the murder of a

trans woman named Seçil on July 10, 2012.

They’re afraid of our laughter. . . . Did I read this somewhere? I may have.We’re like

each other because we experience the same pain. Our grievances, our riots, and

our anger are alike. When we try to explain ourselves, we’re always up against a

wall, and so we may have said the same kinds of things. It’s true that somebody

before me might have said this.

On the days when none of our friends dies—that is to say, the days when

we’re thinking “who’ll be next?”—we do what they call “everyday politics.” It’s

a bit different than in other movements, in that there’s less discussion around a

table and more throwing shade and chatting for fun (madilik ve gullüm).
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Whether nighttime, morning, or afternoon, it’s always “we’re on our way.”

To a protest or to the hospital, or to a table somewhere, or to a party, or to a

march, or to a funeral, or to a funeral, or to a funeral . . .

We’re “on our way” to cemeteries fairly often—fulfilling our friends’ last

wills and testaments either by pouring some rakı on their graves or by praying. We

do this even if we don’t believe in it. Everyone’s will and testament is prepared

ahead of time, of course, since so few among our trans friends die a natural death.

We know to write our wills beforehand. Putting aside some money for a death

shroud means sleeping with at least two men, three men in order to give some

money to the imam. Our families generally don’t come; rejected children remain

forever alone.

We have to fight to take our friends’ bodies out of the outcasts’ graveyard.

We fight off the men and yank their hair. Usually all of them are men, as are the

men hitting us with their nightsticks. We hit back too, and some photographer kid

takes one photo and puts it in the newspaper. Our hands are balled in fists, and

the headline is ready-made: “Travesti Horror at the Cemetery: They Don’t Even

Respect the Dead!” says the journalist who comes up with the title. Our fathers see

us there in the photo, snicker, and tell our mothers to “go pour some tea!”

We leave there in shambles and come back home. And drink, and drink,

and drink. Subconsciously we hope that, when we wake up in the morning, there

won’t again be more news that “we’re on our way” somewhere. We hope, we hope,

we hope. And that’s why they’re afraid of our laughter. Yes, I’m sure I read that

somewhere. They fear us because, even with all this pain, we don’t go insane, we’re

still smiling. I think, wherever I read it, this was part of the sentence too.

Interview: Every Trans Is a Guerilla

by Sibel Yükler with Gani Met

First published in Turkish as “‘En dipte olan trans hareket’ten yaşam hakkı

mücadelesine’: Interview with Gani Met,” in Jinha News, July 9, 2016,

jinha.com.tr/TUM-HABERLER/content/view/57527.

Editors’ Note: Gani Met is a trans activist and a sex worker living in Ankara whose

radical trans activism has mobilized many trans women throughout Turkey. Gani

Met has openly questioned some of the normative tendencies that the Turkish queer

and trans communities have adopted in recent years. She works as an activist and

organizer at PembeHayat (Pink Life), an LGBTI solidarity association based in

Ankara, and writes columns on her own blog, Abesle iştigal (Busy with Nonsense;

ganimeth.blogspot.com.tr). Gani has presented her work on trans lives, sex work, and
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the politics of resistance and has shared her experiences as a trans woman at various

conferences organized by LGBTI associations throughout Turkey. Sibel Yükler, a
journalist at Jinha News Agency, conducted this interview to explore intersections

between the Kurdish movement and the trans movement in Turkey, as well as the

possibilities for further solidarity between the two movements.

Sibel: You have been involved with identity-based struggles for years. As for your own

identity, you have experienced more than one struggle. Indeed, you display aspects

that transcend identities. Still, how do you make sense of all the oppression you have

experienced?

Gani Met: When I talk about Kurds, I am called Kurdphobic; when I talk about

women, then I’m called womenphobic. When it comes to trans people, I become

transphobic. For homos, I become homophobic. Sometimes I say to myself:

damn, it’s never going to get better. And there are times I tell myself that Kurds

and women deserve this. In fact, the issue isn’t that I’m Kurdphobic, transphobic,

or womenphobic, but it’s that I’m one of them and this is why I use such critical

language. I’m in the middle of a war. There is a war in this country, and for me

this interview is going to be a very tragic one. Because I am a woman who is doing

nonidentitarian politics. My politics are about disidentification (kimliksizleş-
tirme), but the Kurdish question is amatter that has different consequences forme.

Sibel: How do you evaluate the problem of identification/disidentification that is

imposed on Kurds?

Gani Met: The state isn’t trying to impose disidentification on Kurds. The goal

is to eliminate Kurdish identity and impose another. It is not a disidentification

but, rather, the state’s imposition of an identity that it has considered to be

appropriate.

Sibel: Previously, you went to Diyarbakir with One Thousand Women1 and met

with women living there. What did you see and witness at that meeting?

Gani Met: When I went to Diyarbakir and saw the women’s movement there, I felt

invigorated; feminist women in Ankara had tired me out so much already. And

those trying to impose Kemalism through feminism had exhausted me as well.

I looked around Diyarbakir and saw that there are different women, too. Forget

about speaking English, there were women who didn’t speak Turkish there,

despite living so close by. This fact made me say, “I suppose this must be the

feminist movement.”
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Sibel: When you say “different women,” how do they differ from the women’s

movement you are coming from?

Gani Met: I think the feminist and LGBTI movements in theWest and those in the

Middle East do not envision the same ideals. Because the enemy there is different

in many ways than the enemy here. You can evade the enemy in the West by

responding through political discourse and legal support. Here you need to wage

war. Both trans people and Kurds have to fight. I am saying this as an antimili-

tarist who’s against war.

Once when I was giving a presentation, the mother of a guerilla spoke, and

what she said broke my heart. She had a kind of pride. Her daughter had died, and

she was demanding the corpse. She wasn’t able to find her corpse, and because of

this she was suffering so much pain. But I saw a pride in that pain. She was proud.

She was proud of her daughter, her child, dying for this cause. For trans people,

the situation is not like this. When trans women die, their mothers cry, saying “my

son” and hiding their tears. They can’t even say that she is trans.

Sibel: You say they both have to wage war. What is the reality that both trans people

and Kurds have to fight against?

Gani Met: There is a pride in Kurdishness, in the condition of being a Kurd. In

the condition of being trans, there is monstrosity, and a freedom exists in that

monstrosity. Once you become a monster, you get rid of all identities. Nobody is

killed because they are a “Kurdish trans person” but because they are trans.2 It’s

not their ethnic or religious identity that is seen. Because they are at the bottom

of the heap, a trans person, the one who turned, they deserve to be murdered.

Those murders are conducted according to this reasoning. But being a Kurd

breeds pride, and it has to. There is no other alternative for an identity that is

repressed this much. There is a need for pride, to reclaim it. If it didn’t exist, then

the Kurdish question would end, which is what Turks are trying to impose.

Sibel: There is a separation between these two movements, as you mention. What do

you think this has to do with womanhood?

Gani Met: Indeed, there is no ethnic identity attached to womanhood. It is the

men who generate ethnic identity and sustain it with flags and arms. Women deal

with issues very different from these. It is a gender that works for production-

reproduction, while men work for killing. Being a Turk, owning a flag, being the

state, waging war, and killing are all men’s issues. In a time of gender equality and

freedom, all of these will disappear.

There is a guerilla woman, and in this geography, there is a women’s

movement, there are lesbians and Kurds. Even though I do not speak Kurdish, I
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understand Kurdish people’s and lesbians’ language. Lesbians’ and women’s

issues are different. I am not a part of the Kurdish movement, but I am very close

to it. I see Kurdish people who are working for human rights right next to me,

around me. They are here, too, and they are working so hard. Because they came

from a struggle based on identity politics and they have struggled for their

identities, they struggle for the existence of Kurdish trans identity. I see how trans

corpses and Kurdish corpses are exposed to similar cruelties. Men inflict these

cruelties upon the corpses by mutilating their genitals. Same cause, different

struggles, but isn’t it tragic that the forms of resentment and revenge are the same?

Sibel: What is the reason behind taking revenge in the same way on women whose

struggles differ, do you think?

Gani Met: Where, and by what, are these actions fed? Hate! Because the guerilla

is the enemy. But the ravages on our corpses are always in the same place. Cutting

off our breasts, dismantling our vaginas, amputating our penises. The cruelty

inflicted on a Kurdish guerilla woman’s corpse and on a trans woman’s corpse

is the same. I don’t understand the hate, but I know it. I know that, because of

homophobia, trans women’s corpses are being mutilated on the basis of the idea

that “this organ cannot be here.” But why are you taking this revenge upon a

guerilla woman? She is a warrior. Every warrior wants to die proudly. If I am

warring with somebody, I wouldn’t want to humiliate whomever I defeated. What

kind of hatred is this when, recently in Cizre, two women were killed and their

tortured bodies were exhibited by soldiers? How is the Turkish Republic, Turkish

fascism, seduced by this?What does this feed into?Where it is feeding into is very

dangerous. Two women. The ones you killed. All right, then! This is your victory;

you are the best murderer! But you are exhibiting these corpses in the middle of

the street, and sharing it on social media. This is more dangerous than the killing

itself.

Sibel: How would you explain a trans person’s war?

Gani Met: Every trans is a guerilla! This is because every night they go out to war, to

a war about existence. They go out to a war about existence, a war about breath, a

war about identity. Believe me, we’re no different from guerillas. Just like the

guerillas being killed, everyday trans people are also killed. Trans corpses and

guerilla corpses are being hated in this way. You fight for your existence and each

day, each night, your fight never ends. Hate, too, never ends. I am a woman who

has worked on the streets for twenty years. The police love guerillas and me in

the same way. Many times, the police have thrown me into gangs of men. It’s no

different from the state’s cruelty.
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Sibel: In which way has the Kurdish struggle touched you? Freedom, identity,

massacre?

Gani Met: We, trans people, are at the bottom of society; my struggle is from the

absolute bottom of society. Nobody sees me. I just recently saw that we are

included in the bylaws of the Kurdish movement.3We have never beenmentioned

in any other bylaws. This shows that I must be in a place that I cannot reject. I am

in a place where you cannot reject me because I am in a place which is very much

interwoven with your politics. I am forty-six years old, coming from a middle-

class white Sunni-Turkish family. And I have seen the slaughter of Kurds for forty-

six years. They are the ones that can understand me the most because there is an

identity struggle. I am doing nonidentitarian politics within an identity. It’s a

pressure chamber, and all of us are being drowned inside. But only the blood-

suckers win. All of our friends are being murdered.

A Kurdish mother has pride, but the mother of a Kurdish trans doesn’t

have that pride. Yet, both of them struggle for freedom. One is in the mountains,

the other in the streets. Indeed, both of them have gone to the places where they

can live. This oppressed identity is making me very tired. Let’s suppose that one

of the two children is a guerilla and the other is trans. She cries for one with

clamoring pride, but there is no crying for the other. Both of them struggle for

freedom. I don’t like to criticize, but I want to show how much the trans move-

ment is oppressed. This is an immense cruelty; I’m living at the lowest of iden-

tities. Yet, I am not in a position to struggle along the lines of “I’m Kurdish, I’m

Turkish, I’m Sunni, I’m Zaza” like you. I am at the bottom of society, please

understand me. Recognize my right to live.

I am trying to say that these struggles resemble each other very much. I

can understand discrimination by a white Turk, a Sunni. He is like a god of the

country, like its owner. But I can’t understand when a Kurd comes to me with the

same transphobia.
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Barefoot: An Interview with Transvestite Prisoner Esra Arıkan

by Meydan News with Esra Arıkan

First published in Turkish as “Yalınayak: Tutsak travesti Esra ile röportaj,”

in Meydan News, December 14, 2014, meydangazetesi.org/gundem/2014/12/

yalinayak-tutsak-travesti-esra-ile-roportaj/.

Editors’ note: Esra is a trans woman who has been kept in solitary confinement,

sentenced to aggravated life imprisonment (ağırlaştırılmış müebbet hapis cezası).
According to this interview and the few letters she has been able to send, Esra is

exposed to violence, torture, alienation, and transphobia in the prison, while

her attempts to file complaints and send letters to activists are prevented by the prison

directorship. After the publication of this interview in Turkish, activists established an

initiative for solidarity with Esra over social media and campaigned for others to send

letters to her. In addition, they have organized a solidarity group, through which they

have collected money for Esra. This interview was first published in Turkish by

Meydan News, a monthly anarchist print newspaper in Turkey.

Meydan News: Could you please introduce yourself?

Esra: My name is Esra, and I’ve been living as a travesti for twenty-one years. I live

for just one hope: to get my pink identity card. But I can’t get it because of the

procedural obstacles in prison.

Meydan News: Could you talk about specific perceptions and policies, maintained by

the state and various power mechanisms, regarding different identities?How do these

affect you?

Esra: Being homosexual in this country means living a very difficult life. Some-

times the burden of life feels very heavy. Frequently, the difficulties start from

the point at which you choose this life. First your family excludes you, and then

society. Your rights are revoked by the state just because you are homosexual.

Even if it’s not official, you are deprived of your legal rights. They don’t even treat

you like a human.

Meydan News: Can you briefly talk about the judiciary process?

Esra: In the simplest terms, you don’t have a right to speak in court. Your defense

does not have any power. In the eyes of prosecutors and judges, you are seen as

a potential criminal, felon, or a monster. You are judged as an inferior human.

They make you feel it in every move they make. If the subject at issue is a travesti,

they impose a penalty based on the judge’s personal inclination, although there
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is nothing about personal inclination in the laws. Despite the absence of any

evidence, I was accused just because I was at the scene of an incident. Based

on a handful of false testimonies, I was found responsible. I was sentenced to

aggravated life imprisonment for a crime I did not commit. They gave me this

aggravated penalty based on the personal inclinations of the judge, just because I

am a travesti.

Meydan News: Aggravated life imprisonment has its own particularities in terms of

punishment. Can you talk about your experiences in prison?

Esra: It is the same as how it is in society. We are exposed to insults, verbal

harassment, degrading attitudes, and behaviors. We are groped by prison guards.

If we complain about it, nothing is done about it. Let me relate one of my

experiences. I was subjected to sexual assault by a guard in a Samsun prison. I

complained, delivering sperm residue and other evidence with my own hands. He

was imprisoned during the course of the judicial proceedings, which lasted one

year. After the judicial proceedings, they acquitted the guard, stating that “it

was consensual, not forced.” They disregarded my reports of battery. The judge

decided to find him not guilty, stating that the guard “shall be reinstated to his

duty, and his detention time shall be retracted and compensated.” Where is the

justice? How do they come to the decision to reinstate a molester guard? I don’t
understand it. They hand down this decision casually because, in their eyes, we

homosexuals are potential criminals. I’ve been in prison for eleven years, and for

nine of those years I have been held in solitary confinement, on my own. Since my

penalty is aggravated life imprisonment, there are legal restrictions, but because I

am homosexual, I am deprived of the rights generally granted to those serving

aggravated life imprisonment as well. I don’t have access to any social activities.

I am not allowed to use indoor or outdoor sports halls. Because I am in solitary

confinement, they’ve said to me, “What would you want with a sport center,

anyway?” They allow me to use open areas for one to two hours per day. I walk up

the concrete floor in front of the room and go in bymyself. Twenty-two to twenty-

three hours of my day are spent in a ten-square-meter room. My range of motion

is restricted. My only connection with the outside world is television. There is no

one I can sharemy distress and troubles with. Only by letters am I able to share my

troubles, and I am only allowed to send them to very few of my friends. Whatever

I write is censored, and the topics that can be written about are restricted. It is a

prison. There is no family, no visitors, no money.

Meydan News: In order to survive in prison, you need to make money, right?

Esra: According to the penalty given to me, I will be staying here until the end of

my life. How long can a person bear these conditions? I don’t know how to answer
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this question. In prison, if you are in solitary with no money, you are nothing.

Nobody should assume that “in prison, one lives a life of ease; what would you do

with money anyway?” It’s not so. Electricity costs money. If you don’t pay, they

cut it off. Tea, coffee, sugar, soap, detergent, shampoo, whatever you can think of,

costs money. Don’t misunderstandme: I’m talking about basic needs. Things sold

in the canteen are extremely restricted and are twice as expensive as the ones

outside. No one in the prison helps. I make handicrafts in order tomeet my needs.

If anyone buys my beadwork—though they often go unsold—I will earn only 6

liras if I work all day until the evening. For me, 6 liras are worth a fortune. I wish

my beadwork sold consistently, so that I could earn 6 liras daily, then I would earn

180 liras per month. I can’t buy my personal needs because I don’t have money. I

want people to hear my plea.

Meydan News: Would you like to talk about the problems you recently experienced at

the hands of the institution’s administration, which led us to do this interview?What

kind of abuses are you experiencing?

Esra: On top of all the problems I have, I’m also struggling to defend my rights,

but I can’t do it onmy own. If I want to meet with a psychologist or the director in

this hospital I’m staying in, I can’t. If I feel unwell, I can’t go to the infirmary. The

obstacles I experience are completely arbitrary. I’ve already forgotten how to

socialize. I send a letter, and it is delayed at least four to five days, and sometimes it

takes ten days. The solitary room I stay in does not get any sun, and it does not get

warm in winter because the administration only turns on the radiator for certain

hours. I complain about these problems to the Ministry of Justice, but the prison

administration lies to them. Since they will not believe a travesti, the prosecutor

and the ministry believe the director of the prison. Under these conditions, it’s

impossible for me to stay in this prison. I wrote for a transfer, and I got a rejection.

I wrote for a transfer, citing these problems, but I wasn’t allowed to leave because

the prison director wrote that there is no problem. I staged a hunger strike, I still

couldn’t leave. The prison director threatened me by saying, “I will not let you out

of here until you die!”He is doing all of these things because he is friends with the

guard who sexually assaulted me. He told me this openly. If I go and meet the

deputy director, he degrades me, insults me, throws me out of his room, cursing.

Even though I have the right to send a letter to an official institution in a closed

envelope, he seized the letter I sent to the Office of the Chief Public Prosecutor

(Cumhuriyet Başsavcılığı). Just two weeks ago, we went through the same issues.

He didn’t send my letter, again. I became so desperate that I attempted suicide. I

took a bottle of pills, and I was taken to the hospital. My stomach was pumped,

and I stayed in the intensive care unit. With the help of the hospital’s psychologist,

I reported to the police and complained about the deputy director to the prison

prosecutor. But to whom am I to complain about those who are the ones I am
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complaining to? I am on my own, a travesti who doesn’t have anybody! I don’t

have anybody who would claim my body if I die, I’m not able to do anything. In

this prison, when I proved that one of the officers lied on documents, and I told

him, “You are lying. Here is the proof, you are a liar,” my statement was con-

sidered an insult, and they gave me a disciplinary punishment: two months! Now,

the deputy director insults me.

Meydan News: Is there anything else you would like to mention, in closing?

Esra: I seek justice! I’m asking you: will you stay silent about the cruelty inflicted

on me and on homosexuals in other prisons by directors and guards?Or will you

say “no” to this cruelty?

Emrah Karakuş is a PhD student in the Department of Gender and Women’s Studies at the

University of Arizona whose research interests include political theory and practices of

resistance, Kurdish movement, trans and queer resistance in Turkey, queer theory, urban

transformation, and neoliberalization in the Middle East. He received his BA in international

relations from Istanbul Kültür University, and he holds an MSc in security studies from Uni-

versity College London, where he studied as a Jean Monnet Scholar.

David Gramling is associate professor of German studies at the University of Arizona and a

translator from German and Turkish. His most recent book is The Invention of Monolingualism

(2016). With Chantelle Warner, he coedits the interdisciplinary scholarly journal Critical Mul-

tilingualism Studies.

Translator’s Notes

1. Organized in response to escalating violence between Kurdish guerilla organization PKK

(Partiya KarkerênKurdistanê [KurdishWorker’s Party]) and the Turkish state in late 2015,

One Thousand Women for Peace called on women from all around Turkey to join

protests for peace in the region, with slogans such as “We are on the side of life, not death”

and “Peace, truth, negotiation.” The last protest related to One Thousand Women was

organized in Diyarbakir, a predominantly Kurdish city in southeastern Turkey that was

kept under siege by the Turkish special operations forces until March 2016.

2. Turkish has no gendered pronouns she/he or her/his, only a single third-person pronoun

set o and onun. Thus, in these translations, pronomial gender is only noted when the

individual’s gender has been specified previously in the text.

3. Gani Met is referring here to the bylaw of the HDK (Halkların Demokratik Kongresi

[Peoples’ Democratic Congress]), a coalitional platform established in 2011 for the

oppressed and exploited masses in Turkey. Participants in the coalition include LGBTI

associations and initiatives, including Kaos GL, Istanbul LGBTI, and Hevi LGBTI.
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P O L I C Y

G.N.B. v. the Government
of the City of Buenos Aires, 2015

FRANCISCO BERRETA

I n February 2015, in what appears to be the first of its kind, a judge in Buenos

Aires awarded a transgender woman a public pension in recompense for

harms wrought upon her “as a result of the discrimination and the institutional

violence—of a general, constant, and direct nature—permitted by an absent state

and promoted by police officers” (G.N.B. v. GCBA). The judge, Victor Trionfetti,

ordered the City of Buenos Aires to pay the woman, identified as Ms. G. (Sra. G.),

a monthly allowance equivalent to the minimum living wage, which in 2015 was

$4,716 pesos. Ms. G., who was sixty-one at the time of this ruling, had expressed

a female gender identity from an early age and left home at nine. She had been

raped and tortured by police and prison guards on numerous occasions, had

been denied care in hospitals, and, because of discrimination due to her gender

identity, had been unable to find formal employment. In her brief, Ms. G. stated

that, as a result of her transgender status, she had spent about half her life in

prison and the other half living on the street as a sex worker. She eventually left sex

work to labor as a seamstress. As a result, she has no pension or financial resources

of any kind. Ms. G. sued the government of the City of Buenos Aires for damages.

Although the pension was awarded only to Ms. G. and not to all trans

people, and the judge’s decision sets no precedent and is currently under appeal,

the case is among the first of its kind anywhere to provide reparations to a trans

person for the damage caused by state-sponsored violence and the abrogation of a

government’s duty to protect. The argument of Ms. G. mirrors the rationale for

proposed legislation in the City of Buenos Ares and the Argentinian National

Congress, which would award pensions “to those who have been deprived of their

liberty for reasons related to their gender identity as a consequence” of actions

taken by officials in the criminal justice system (G.N.B. v. GGBA).
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In 2012, Argentina passed the Gender Identity Law (Global Action for

Trans* Equality 2013), which Judge Trionfetti describes as “a turning point” in the

recognition of trans people. In his decision, the judge relied on the reports of

advocacy groups documenting violence and discrimination and the testimonies

of witnesses at the trial to find that discrimination and violence directed at trans

people is a generally accepted fact. By doing so, he shifted the burden of proof

from Ms. G. to the city government. The city responded by simply—and lazily,

according to the judge—denying these facts and provided no evidence to counter

Ms. G.’s claim. Trionfetti acknowledges that the nature of Ms. G’s claim exceeds

the traditional standards of tort law. While the law as a tool is insufficient, the

language of the decision expands the realm of what might be possible in the

process of reparation. The judge characterizes the harms suffered byMs. G. as part

of the “structural nature of her stay in the world.” The damage “is not the result

of a particular event, but rather part of a continuum. . . . It is a damage that is

endured by the ‘sheer boldness’ of establishing oneself as an autonomous Self in

front of others.”
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Case No. C67586-2013/7

City of Buenos Aires, February 25, 2015

Judge: Victor Trionfetti

Translated by Francisco Berreta

Translator’s note: In the translated excerpts below, Ms. G. is identified as the

applicant, and the Government of the City of Buenos Aires is referred to as GCBA or

as the respondent. All the notes are those of the judge, and they appeared as footnotes

in the original text. Citations of case law and legislation have been omitted. The

numbers for section headings have also been omitted.

122 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/1/121/526470/121berreta.pdf
by FLORIDA STATE UNIV user
on 06 April 2019



. . . .

“Reading the world precedes reading the word”1

As with most judicial cases, the conflict that I must resolve here focuses on the

legal situation of the parties. However, I would be guilty of cynical shortsight-

edness if I were to consider the situation posed byMs. G. as a legal drama that only

concerns her as an individual. The particular facts of the case, the evidence

provided by the witnesses, and the other evidentiary elements introduced in this

suit demonstrate that the applicant belongs to a group that has been systematically

and viciously discriminated against.

To my mind, the nature of this claim exceeds the standards of “tort law”

as understood by the civil or administrative legal doctrine, whose categories and

classifications, despite being recently updated, are insufficient to give effect to the

protection of the dignity of groups such as the one the applicant belongs to. State

activity, until very recently, has been clearly passive in providing protection to

this group and has often played a central role in the attacks against lesbian, gay,

bisexual, transsexual, or intersex people (hereinafter LGBTTI)2 through its agents

or employees.

Indeed, “the struggles of groups fighting to exist and to define how to exist

require an analysis that does not reduce politics to aesthetic categories. Decon-

structing interpretive schemes should lead to political approaches in which crit-

icism of symbolic orders, the conquering of new spaces of social existence, and

the reconstruction and exploration of identities be located at the heart of the

social relations that organize our societies, from families to public places, and

from thence can they be understood and analyzed.”3 To approach this case only

from the proposed views of certain legal doctrines would lead to an interpretative

result of brutal consequences.

. . . .

Uncontested Facts

It is proven that Ms. G. is and wants to be a trans person. The respondent has

not challenged this fact, and the witnesses confirm this point. It is important to

highlight this point because the underlying foundation of the claim lies in the

violation of the right to gender identity, an indivisible right of the autonomy of

the human person, constitutionally and conventionally protected.

Generally Acknowledged Facts. The Vulnerability of the Trans Population

It is an undisputed fact that the existence of human rights violations based on actual

or perceived sexual orientation or gender identity constitutes a global and entren-

ched pattern of serious concern (Introduction to the Yogyakarta Principles).4

. . . .
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Examples of “generally acknowledged facts” in relation to violations of

sexual orientation and gender identity, like the present case of the applicant,

are “extra-judicial killings, torture and ill-treatment, sexual assault and rape,

invasions of privacy, arbitrary detention, denial of employment and education

opportunities, and serious discrimination in relation to the enjoyment of other

human rights” (Introduction to the Yogyakarta Principles).

. . . .

The condition of vulnerability of LGBTTI groups is so well acknowledged

that it led to the enactment of Law No. 26.743, known as the “Gender Identity

Law.”5

. . . .

Finally, the nation’s highest court of justice, referring to sexual minorities

such as the trans groups, clearly stated

that it is not possible to ignore the existing prejudices about sexual minorities,

which recognize universal historical roots with terrible genocidal consequences,

based on racist ideologies and false statements to which our country has been

no stranger. Nor can we ignore current persecutions of a similar character in

many parts of the world which have led to a growing global movement to claim

rights based on the dignity and respect for the autonomy of conscience of the

individual. . . . It cannot be ignored that people belonging to the minority that the

appellant association represents not only face ongoing social discrimination but

have been victimized in serious ways through abuse, coercion, rape, assault, and

even homicide. As a result of prejudice and discrimination that deprives them of

jobs, such persons are virtually doomed to marginal conditions, aggravated in

many cases by the fact that many already belong to the most disadvantaged sectors

of the population, with dire consequences for their quality of life and health, thus

recording high mortality rates within that community, all of which is verified in

field investigations. (CSJN, Fallos 329:5266; Asociación Lucha por la Identidad

Travesti—Transexual c/Inspección General de Justicia, decision dated November

21, 2006)

National and Local Bills

The evident vulnerability suffered by the LGBTTI population is so extreme that

there are two bills to redress this problem: one in the ambit of the national

Congress and the other under the auspices of the Legislature of the Autonomous

City of Buenos Aires. Both bills seek, with nuances, to fully address the problems

of this group. In the case of the National Congress, the bill intends to make avail-

able a compensatory pension to those who have been deprived of their liberty

for reasons related to their gender identity as a consequence of undue actions

of federal security forces, judicial orders or actions by the public prosecutors
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(in national or federal jurisdiction). In the legislature of the city of Buenos Aires a

bill titled “Integral Law for Trans People” has been proposed. It seeks to ensure the

full and equal exercise of the rights and freedoms of trans people by providing a

monthly stipend for transgender people over the age of forty. The underlying

reasons for both projects are yet more proof of the intense and evident mar-

ginalization of LGBTTI community members.

Gender Issues and the Situation of Trans Groups

Many behaviors, by commission or omission, affect the dignity of trans people

and deepen the inequality gap. Such acts of discrimination, structurally ingrained

and continuing on a daily basis, result in an increased level of vulnerability that

minimizes trans people’s conditions of life and excludes them from any possi-

bility of realizing any kind of life plan. It should be noted that the enactment

of the Gender Identity Law is a turning point and the beginning of an improve-

ment of the above conditions, although much remains to be done to counteract

demeaning social practices. State action is also necessary to vehemently prohibit

any kind of discriminatory conduct.

To support these claims, I will evaluate, among others things, the report

provided by the NGO FundaciónHuésped titledGender Identity Law and Access to

Health Care for Transgender People in Argentina (hereinafter FH Report), con-

ducted in 2013 with 498 trans people.6 The document makes it possible to com-

pare the situation of these groups, before and after the enactment of the Gender

Identity Law and contains relevant data indicating that “the systematic legal, eco-

nomic, and social exclusion of trans people affected every area of their lives:

family life, health, education, employment, housing, and security.”

The FH Report indicates that while the trans population is still in a vul-

nerable position because of stigma and discrimination, the enactment of the

Gender Identity Law will produce a markedly positive impact on their conditions

and quality of life. In fact, the document indicates that these changes are already

occurring.

The report shows that of the 452 trans people surveyed across the country,

61 percent still perform sex-related work, and 23 percent did at some point of their

lives but no longer continue to do so. This is very important in terms of the health

data, given that it explains the high prevalence of HIV and other sexually trans-

mitted diseases (STDs), such as syphilis and hepatitis, in the population of trans

women due to the high frequency of sex work in this group. It also highlights the

need for public health sectors to address this issue, given that for these socio-

economic reasons, people inexorably turn to public health care providers.7

It is stressed that trans people live at great risk throughout the process

of developing their sexual identity; a case in point is in relation to hormone
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treatments. The FH Report asserts that of the 452 trans women interviewed, 54.4

percent self-administered the hormones needed to change their bodies due to the

lack of access to public health services; the report notes it is a common practice

among trans women in Argentina to inject industrial oil to produce the needed

changes (61 percent of the interviewed women performed such practice).

The interviewees, according to this report, had high levels of internal-

ized stigma. More than a third of those said they feel ashamed (38 percent), have

low self-esteem (28 percent), or feel guilty (22.7 percent). Also, 28 percent reported

suicidal thoughts (I refer to the testimonies below corroborating this), and 31.5

percent attempted suicide at least once in their lives. However, the report notes

that the risk of suicide is higher among trans men and considers the situation

of this particular group as worrisome (four of ten trans men have attempted

suicide).

Self-excluding behaviors include failure to attend social gatherings and

isolation from friends and family because of their gender identity, although these

behaviors have decreased since the enactment of Law 26.743.

Self-excluding behaviors are motivated mainly by the fear of living situ-

ations of stigma and discrimination (fear of gossip, being insulted, threatened,

verbally harassed, and even physically).

As for the stigma and discrimination suffered in the health arena, it is

clear from the trans people interviewed that such aggressions come from doctors,

nurses, administrative staff, and even other professionals such as psychologists

(24.4 percent of cases).

The report also shows significant discriminatory behavior in the work-

place, in the opportunities for access to decent housing, in the education sector,

and so forth.

The report produced by the LGBTArgentine Federation is also persuasive.

It begins by describing the history of extreme vulnerability of these groups up

until Decree No. 1086/2005 (National Plan against Discrimination) and then

with the passing of Law No. 26.743, in which the empowerment of the LGBTTI

community begins. For example, in 2005, 452 trans people died, and 62 percent of

these deaths were AIDS related. Thirty-five percent died between the ages of

twenty-two and thirty-one.

. . . .

According to the information provided by the Instituto Nacional contra

la Discriminación, la Xenophobia y el Racismo (INADI), the complaints filed to

them, in the period between 2008 and May 2014, included private and public

discrimination (in the three branches of government, federal and local levels) in

media graphics, television, over the Internet. The perpetrators were usually rel-

atives, neighbors, and government officials. These discriminatory actions take
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place in public streets, clubs, hospitals, schools, universities, businesses, hotels,

social work, and so on. Such discrimination occurs via insults, outright denial of

rights—for example, not being allowed to donate—and labor abuses through an

abuse of ius variandi or direct attacks; by advertisements on Web pages or in the

street, and so forth.

The range of discriminatory acts is extensive: denying affiliations in health

coverage plans; aggressions by the tenants associations toward people because of

their sexual orientation or gender identity; hostile emails, graffiti painted on the

doors of the houses of the victims; security personnel in dance clubs discriminate,

managers of hotels discriminate by their abuse of the right of admission, busi-

nesses such as restaurants refuse to serve people dinner; school authorities ignore

the claims of a student discriminated against because of his sexual orientation;

discriminatory commercial ads on websites are made; insults are uttered by staff

in charge of ticketing at subway stations; layoffs, arbitrary arrests, refusal by rel-

atives of the deceased partner to be present at the wake of their partner, among

many other cases.

Thus, the aforementioned issues only verify the constant attacks on the

dignity and autonomy of LGBTTI people. For people like Ms. G., for many years

even social life was a hostile territory. As a result, the relationship with the state

and its agents was replete with rejection and denial of their autonomy. This

reveals an ominous side of our “argentinity” [argentinidad].

For the foregoing reasons, it cannot be understood that the protective

action originally filed byMs. G. is obsolete, as the respondent state suggests, given

that the breaches to the fundamental rights of the applicant are continuous and

ongoing.

Evidentiary Issues

Does the applicant, who is over sixty years old and trans, have the burden of

proving that her self-esteem, confidence, and life plans were severed by the

omissions of the state?
Children do not have to prove they are defenseless, the poor do not have

to prove their needs, women suffering domestic violence do not have to prove

they are in danger, to give some examples. Shifting the burden of proof to the

applicant would only result in yet another victimization of the already vulnerable

party. Trans people need not prove their vulnerability. I understand that trans

people, as members of an already vulnerable group, do not have the burden to

prove that they belong to that group when seeking judicial protection to exert

their right to be heard.

. . . .
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On the other hand, it is not sufficient for the state, in its capacity as

guarantor of fundamental human rights at stake, to simply—and lazily—deny

the facts that the counterparty has introduced. It must be noted that important

aspects of access to justice are the evidentiary standards and assumptions that

victims possess to make their situation known to the Tribunal. There are cases in

which equality of arms is not obtained in perfect equality of the parties but in

a reasonable imbalance between them. The ritualistic process interferes with the

right to defend oneself. Hence procedural practices in labor cases, consumer

relations, family law or criminal proceedings show a deviation from the arith-

metic balances (e.g., assumptions of gratuity, retroactivity in favor of the pros-

ecuted party, ultra petita decisions, etc.).

I shall therefore consider the evidentiary inactivity of the respondent. . . . In

the respondent’s brief it was stated that “it is not understood how the GCBA is

linked to any of the events described by the applicant.” It should be highlighted

that the gender identity of the applicant was not challenged by the GCBA, but the

harmful situations I have described as a generally acknowledged fact are dismissed

as untrue. It seems, from the perspective of the respondent state, that the appli-

cant constitutes a rare exception. The above-mentioned facts and the consider-

ations below demonstrate otherwise.

I turn now to the testimonies of the witnesses at the hearing held on May

23, 2014. . . .

The witness, J. R., is a transsexual woman and said she personally knew the

applicant. She stated that the applicant was deprived of her liberty on several

occasions and went to the Devoto penitentiary at the time when the police edicts

existed. She said that there were two kinds of edicts that criminalized their sexual

orientation. There were two articles in the Offenses Code frequently used, Article

2H and Article 2F. She clarified that Article 2H was applied for “incitement to

prostitution or sexual intercourse with people of the same sex.” Article 2F was

used for cases in which the person used clothes corresponding to the opposite

sex, as evidenced by their national document. A thirty-day prison sentence was

applied. The treatment by police officers when conducting the arrests consisted of

insults, beatings; “we went in and did not know when we would get out.” They

even bore the risk that once released, by crossing a street they would be within a

new police district and thus subjected to a new detention.

She testified that as far as she knew, the applicant had no formal work;

she stated that they knew each other by name and could not share public spaces

because they would run the risk of being imprisoned. They could not even go

outside with their own relatives because they could be deemed to be “provoking.”

They had to prove family ties with the person to avoid being accused of violating

the edicts.
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The witness stated that they lived in precarious conditions; it was very

difficult to have any kind of social exchange between them as they could not visit

one another.

She stated that the main livelihood of the applicant was sex work. She

assumes that the applicant sought a formal job “as they all had at some point.”

She stated that “the idea was to find a formal job to avoid all the risks we faced, the

beatings, arrests, the jail on cold days without any shelter, in order to be a little

more sheltered.” The witness said she wanted to enjoy “integral” social access and

to socially belong.

She testified that “more often than not, our families were ashamed of

having a person like us as a family member.” She proceeded to narrate the mis-

treatment in public hospitals but said that, [while] currently they respect her

identity, there are still cases in which doctors require them, even when making an

eye exam, to “take their clothes off.”

She expressed that she was unaware whether Ms. G. received any pen-

sion or financial assistance, or if she completed her studies. She said that on one

occasion they talked, she realized that the applicant could not read or write.

She stated that the applicant does not have medical coverage because she goes to

public hospitals, and found it doubtful that treatment in public hospitals took

place without discrimination. She reiterated that some doctors or nurses in some

hospitals still continue to abuse them.

The respondent asked the witness what government agency exerted vio-

lence onMs. G., and the witness replied that it was the federal police, ever since the

time of the “national reorganization process” up to the time of the presidency of

De la Rua. She said that since the enactment of the Gender Identity Law, they

began to have access to areas that [they] were previously barred [from]. This law

allows them to demand social inclusion and rights. She stated that many trans

girls manage to finish college but remain sex workers because they cannot find

work. She tried to be a graphic designer but was not allowed.

M. Y. M. offered a searing account of her situation and that of the trans

community. When the witness was asked about her occupation . . . she declared:

“Despite the fact that I am a teacher in French language and literature, a certified

expert in psychology and psychometrics, due to the removal of all constitutional

rights by being born a woman in the wrong body and not having any identity

rights, I could not exercise any profession. So my current profession is sucking

penises, despite having end-stage HIV . . . and with that I can eat some rice and

soup. The academic degrees are in the desk drawers.”

She stated that the applicant was deprived of her freedom, which they

all were at some point. . . . She also referred to the edicts and the situation of

criminalization of the transsexual community. All of those, like her or the
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applicant, who had been born in the wrong body “would go out to get some bread

and end up in prison.” The police precincts that chased them the most were the

numbers 17, 19, 21, 23, and 25. “They were the most terrible.” Sometimes they

would be imprisoned for up to thirty-one days. She stated that it was unlawful

because “we just wanted to be what we felt to be and what we were born to be:

women!!” . . . When asked by the respondent when was the last arrest suffered, she

stated that even under democratic rule she was detained, in 2007 or 2008. She was

always detained within the City of Buenos Aires, clarifying that she has resided in

this city since 1978.

At one point in her statement the witness said, “I would like to go to sleep

tonight and suffer a heart attack because I am not interested in living this way.”

Regarding the treatment endured during detention in police stations, she

described in detail the degradation to which they were subjected: “They would

insult us and tell us that we were outcasts and pariahs, the laughingstock of the

entire police station.” She stated that she was detained in the police station for

over forty days and was not regularly fed, she had to bathe in ice water, was forced

to perform oral sex and endure regular beatings. She said that N. G. was deprived

of her liberty on several occasions in the prison of Devoto, and she knew this was

because of her activism.

When asked whether the applicant had any formal work, the witness said

that this was impossible, that none of them could. She said that she has a resume

(CV) and was a teacher for three years, until the parents of one of her students

met with the headmaster who then decided to dismiss her because of her gender

identity. The witness stated, “None of us could pursue any profession.”

She continued: “No one wanted to date me because that would result in

their imprisonment. . . . In my case, I was illegally detained 189 times”; “so was the

applicant”; “one would go and ask for work and they would say, ‘how can this

fuckingman dare to ask for a job’ or Iwould be discriminated bymy voice, or shoe

size, or data identification that said ‘masculine.’”

When the witness was asked if she knew what was the livelihood of the

applicant, she stated: “hunting and fishing, whatever she could.” At that time, in a

poignant moment, the witness stated: “I contend that we, and I say this with my

head held high, rented our body to be torturously raped in exchange of 10 or 20

pesos—current currency—to eat bread and rice at night. That’s the job: a covert

violation by an absent state; by the nonexistence of our constitutional rights!!”

She indicated that the applicant receives no state allowance or financial

help, but she “thanks God” for having HIV because she receives a monthly stipend

of $1,700 pesos. She talked about her education and said that was marked by

constant discrimination. The witness referred to the fact that the applicant had no

primary studies. She claimed the need for an allowance or some sort of state aid
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because out of her sixty years of life, fifty-eight were that of a dead civilian. Just

two years ago, and through the judicial courts, she was given her identification

papers. “They stole my life, I want—at least in these last years—to eat every day,”

she explained.

She claims to have suffered discrimination in public hospitals and had to

self-medicate because of it.

I would like to remark on something else. During the hearings, one could

listen to the silent cry of the applicant; it renewed her pain to remember the

violent experiences endured and the violations suffered. Remembering a trauma

constitutes a trauma in and of itself, a trauma that would not have occurred in

the first place had the state, through its other branches of government, acted

promptly.

State Responsibility

It is more important to establish how can the local state now provide protection

to a person who has suffered situations of violence and discrimination than to

determine how many or what actions or omissions were authored by the state

against the dignity of N. G. B. For the harms suffered, past and present, by N. are

in the structural nature of her stay in the world, and as a consequence she had

to survive in a hostile society and with an indifferent state that persecuted and

repressed her gender identity. It is not about inventorying the damages suffered.

One should bear inmind the words of the Supreme Court of Justice in stating that

“no matter how respectable the personal opinions of the judges are, they cannot

override constitutional rules nor can they nurture the dogmatic development of a

concept from the Civil Code contrary to the Constitution and international

treaties therein” (Fallos 329:5266).

The damages suffered by the applicant are not physical, mental, or moral;

it is damage to the self that is all embracing and irreversible. It is not the result of a

particular event but, rather, is part of a continuum. Such damage has no date or

place because it is a damage that is endured by the “sheer boldness” of establishing

oneself as an autonomous self in front of others. Such damage does not destroy

hope, it prevents hope from being born in the first place.

In fact, rather than reparation, what is required is protection. This can be

achieved through state activity that recognizes the existing damage, the omissions

(illegality) incurred, the relationship between such omissions and injury (cau-

sation), and that such omissions are due to the lack of mechanisms and actions

necessary to protect and uphold the full autonomy of Ms. G. in a timely manner

(lack of service).
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The primary responsibility of the state is based on the lack of protection

of Ms. G.; her vulnerability is extreme and requires that the respondent state offer

effective guarantee of the rights that are curtailed.

At this time, judicial protection represents the last resort in order to trans-

form the reality of the applicant and give effect to the constitutional and treaty

rights that protect her.

Throughout the biography of the applicant, we will find situations of

discrimination. The quality of life of transgender persons is affected since child-

hood and adolescence “with the stigma associated with being ‘different’ in a way

that defies and escapes gender normativity. However, society ignores the damage

that involves remaining, feeling, being out of the required ‘normativity.’ Trans-

gender people, however, feel it every second of their lives.”8

Does the applicant suffer discrimination for being trans? Is the applicant
an exception to the previously described “generally acknowledged facts”? Did she

enjoy full life with plenty of life projects? Was the daily life of Ms. G. populated

with warm affection, gentle words, open doors, hugs, pats of approval and pro-

tection of her family, of society and of the state?Or, conversely, was the existence

of the applicant painfully interrupted by the undisguised violence exerted thereon

by behaviors, omission, and indifference of the state?
The damage sustained by Ms. G. occurred throughout her life as she was

violently interfered with in the process of developing her autonomy—that is, her

sense of self—and in her desire to fully embrace her identity.

The applicant has survived a matrix that excludes those subjects who

do not undergo such standardization and whose punishment is usually to con-

sider them abject beings. The world of the applicant has been a truly inhospitable

world. If this does not constitute damage, hardly anything can be considered so.

A damage is said to exist when a right or an interest recognized by law is

injured, whose purpose is the person, the assets or collective rights (in accordance

with Article No. 1731 of the future Civil and Commercial Code, which takes effect

in August of this year and provides guidance as an updated version of the concept

of damage).

Thus, it is proved by the “generally acknowledged facts,” as well as the

testimonial declarations of the witnesses, that a situation of stigmatization and

discrimination against the applicant existed because of her gender identity.

For her condition as a trans person, I am entitled to presume that the

discrimination endured has been of a permanent nature and deriving from dif-

ferent social and institutional environments. The proposed witnesses as well as

the reports by NGOs also corroborate this conclusion, which further evidences

the existence of the damage personally sustained by Ms. G.
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The apex of our legal system is set by the Constitution and the interna-

tional human rights conventions “in the conditions of their validity” (Article 75,

para. 22 of the National Constitution and Articles 26 and 27 of the Vienna

Convention on the Law of Treaties).

The local state is responsible by omission when its inefficiency in giving

effect to the rights of the applicant results in a lack of protective mechanisms to

safeguard them. More precisely, this omission is derived from the lack of com-

pliance with specific rules that protect gender identity, equality, autonomy,

freedom, and dignity of the human person. That represents an unlawful conduct

because illegality occurs in all positive or negligent conduct that is contrary to law.

I should clarify that gender identity refers to each person’s deeply felt

internal and individual experience of gender, which may or may not correspond

with the sex assigned at birth, including the personal sense of the body (which

may involve, if freely chosen, modification of bodily appearance or function

by medical, surgical, or other means) and other expressions of gender, including

dress, speech, and mannerisms (Yogyakarta Principles).

Gender identity, therefore, is intricately related to the dignity, freedom,

and equality of the person. The usual way to infringe them is through practices

of stigmatization and discrimination. These practices, in turn, violate the right to

health, to education, to work, and so forth, due to the universality, complemen-

tarity, interdependence, and indivisibility of all human rights.

Based on the foregoing, due to the omissions and inadequacies of the

legislation and regulations, the following standards were breached: Articles 1, 2,

and 5, among others of the American Declaration of the Rights andDuties of Man

[one of the founding documents of the Organization of American States, a polit-

ical organization of countries in theWestern Hemisphere]; Articles 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, and

7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Articles 1, 2, 3, and 5.1 of the

American Convention on Human Rights; Articles 2 and 3 of the ICCPR and

Articles 2, 7, 16, 17, and 26 of the ICESCR; as well as Articles 16 and 19 of the

National Constitution.

By the duty incumbent on all judicial officers of the member states of the

American Convention on Human Rights, and in particular the duty imposed to

judges to apply the standards of advisory opinions and judgments of the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights, I must highlight the case of Atala Riffo9

in which the IACHR stated: “The Court has established that Article 1(1) of

the Convention is a regulation of a general nature, whose content extends to

all the provisions of the treaty and it establishes the obligation of the state parties

to respect and guarantee the full and free exercise of the rights and freedoms

acknowledged therein ‘without any discrimination.’” That is to say, whatever the

origin or form it assumes, any treatment that may be considered discriminatory
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regarding the exercise of any of the rights guaranteed in the Convention is per

se incompatible with it. . . . Regarding the principle of equality before the law

and nondiscrimination, the Court has stated that “the notion of equality springs

directly from the oneness of the human family and is linked to the essential

dignity of the individual. That principle cannot be reconciled with the notion

that a given group has the right to privileged treatment because of its perceived

superiority. It is equally irreconcilable with that notion to characterize a group as

inferior and treat it with hostility or otherwise subject it to discrimination in the

enjoyment of rights which are accorded to others not so classified.” The Court’s

case law has also indicated that at the present stage of development of inter-

national law, the fundamental principle of equality and nondiscrimination has

entered the realm of jus cogens [Latin: preemptory norm]. The juridical frame-

work of national and international public order rests on this principle and per-

meates the entire legal system.

Moreover, the Court has mentioned that “the states must abstain from

carrying out any action that, in any way, directly or indirectly, is aimed at cre-

ating situations of de jure or de facto discrimination” (para. 86). The states are

obliged “to take affirmative measures to reverse or change discriminatory sit-

uations that exist in their societies to the detriment of a specific group of per-

sons. This implies the special obligations to protect that the state must exercise

with regard to acts and practices of third parties who, with its tolerance or

acquiescence, create, maintain, or promote discriminatory situations” (paras.

78, 79, and 80).

Also, in that case, when addressing the issue of discrimination because of

sexual orientation it was specified that

according to Article 1(1) of the American Convention, the specific criteria by virtue

of which discrimination is prohibited do not constitute an exhaustive or limitative

list, but merely illustrative. Indeed, the wording of said article leaves open the

criteria with the inclusion of the term “another social condition,” allowing for the

inclusion of other categories that have not been explicitly indicated. Consequently,

the Court should interpret the term “any other social condition” of Article 1(1) of

the Convention in the context of the most favorable option for the human being

and in light of the evolution of fundamental rights in contemporary international

law. In this regard, in the Inter-American system, the General Assembly of the

Organization of American States (hereinafter the OAS) has approved, since

2008, in its annual meetings four successive resolutions referring to the protec-

tion of persons against discriminatory treatment based on their sexual orientation,

demanding the adoption of specific measures for an effective protection against
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discriminatory acts. With regard to the inclusion of sexual orientation as a for-

bidden category of discrimination, the European Court of Human Rights has

stated that sexual orientation is “another condition” mentioned in Article 1498 of

the European Convention on Human Rights that forbids discriminatory treat-

ments (99). Specifically, in the Case of Salgueiro da Silva Mouta v. Portugal, the

European Court concluded that sexual orientation is “a concept covered by Article

14 of the European Convention.” It also reiterated that the list of categories in said

article has illustrative purposes and is not exhaustive (100). Recently, in the Case of

Clift v. United Kingdom, the European Court reiterated that sexual orientation, as

one of the categories that may be included under “another condition,” is another

specific example of those found on said list, which are considered as personal

characteristics in the sense that they are innate or inherent to the person.” (paras.

85, 86, and 87)

The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights found that

sexual orientation can be framed under the term other status in Article 2.2 of the

Covenant.

Also, the provisions of the Gender Identity Law are breached by the

conduct of respondent state, in particular, Articles 1, 11, 12.

Moreover, Article 10 of the Constitution of the Autonomous City of

Buenos Aires is also breached because it prohibits limiting or denying the rights

and guarantees by omission or by failing to take measures to implement them.

There have been no public social policies put in place aimed at overcoming

the conditions of exclusion of the trans group through the use of budgetary,

technical, or human resources (Article 17 of the Constitution of the Autonomous

City of Buenos Aires). Furthermore, trans people have not been subject to assis-

tance nor has there been sufficiently promoted access to public services despite the

fact that their basic needs are usually unmet (Art. 17, CCABA).

Indeed, the overall health of trans people in public hospitals is not fully

guaranteed (Art. 20, CCABA).

No educational plans inspired by the principles of freedom, ethics, and

solidarity, aimed at integrating trans people to enable them to perform in a just

and democratic society, are known by this Tribunal. Neither has this Tribunal

found any rules or regulations to ensure trans people, and the applicant specif-

ically, equal opportunities in the access and use of the health system (Art. 20,

CCABA).

There are no local public policies to educate the population of the city on

the rights that the Gender Identity Law guarantees. Nor can be found any kind of

structural plans in the education system that address the gender perspective,

beyond those relating to the man/woman paradigm (Art. 24, CCABA).
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Trans people are not contemplated in the various programs that the City of

Buenos Aires designed to promote and guarantee the full exercise of citizenship.

The respondent state has not provided any evidence to refute this conclusion.

There are no training programs in place formedical professionals in public

hospitals, particularly endocrinologists and urologists, on interventions for the

construction of identity through hormone treatments and reassignment surgeries

(cf. Art. 20, CCABA). The local health law (LawNo. 153) is silent in this regard. For

example, Article 14 sets out the general objectives of public health, but the trans

problematic is not included therein.

The trans groups are affected by so-called minority stress,10 and this is

because they transgress the binary categories of sex. In this sense, Mental Health

Law No. 448 does not take into account the uniqueness of trans patients when

seeking treatment, except a very generic reference to identity in article 3 (cf. Art.

21.12, CCABA).

Furthermore, when LBGTTI people are detained, they do not have ade-

quate health services appropriate to their sexual orientation or gender identity.

The analysis made in the preceding paragraphs shows a significant incom-

pleteness of the local health law regime for effectively guaranteeing the rights of

the trans population.

Moreover, there is no evidence in the case that demonstrates that there

are training and awareness programs for the Metropolitan Police and all public

officials who are in a position to perpetrate or prevent trans people from falling

victim to cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment (Principle No.

10, Yogyakarta Principles).

Nor does the judiciary have any standards for this purpose as, for example,

the excellent Action Protocol issued by the Supreme Court of Mexico as a guide-

line for those who administer justice in cases involving sexual orientation or

gender identity, and demonstrated [the judiciary’s] concerns about these aspects

of access to justice, because “in the end, homophobia and transphobia are no

different from sexism, misogyny, racism, or xenophobia, but while these latter

forms of prejudice are universally condemned by governments, homophobia and

transphobia are too often neglected.”11

Causation and Attribution Factor

As for the causal relationship and attribution factor, I shall consider them jointly.

Is there a causal relationship between the state omissions identified and the

lack of protection of Ms. G’s dignity, autonomy, and other fundamental rights?
My answer is in the affirmative. I have no doubt that the omissions indicated

above contributed to aggravate the existential damage that Ms. G has suffered.
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The Autonomous City of Buenos Aires is not, in principle, liable for the

breaches to fundamental rights produced in its territory prior to the assumption

of the constituted powers. However, once the local authorities took charge with

full autonomy, as established by Article 129 of the Constitution, very little was

done to neutralize and remedy the situation of transgender people, the group to

which the applicant belongs.

Therefore, since 1996, when the local executive and legislative branches

were created, the omissions and legislative inadequacies that failed to reverse

the cruel reality of the applicant can be construed only as a lack of service of

local authorities, as it was their express constitutional mandate to give effect to the

rights and liberties set forth in the Constitution, the national laws, and the

international treaties (Article 10 of the Constitution of the City of Buenos Aires).

Early on in this case, when I decided to reject the request made by the

respondent to seek the addition of the federal state as a third party in these

proceedings, I stated that “the local state—respondent—is the successor to the

rights of the Municipality and is able, in the event of an unfavorable decision, to

accept its responsibility and give effect rights that are at stake. This is so by virtue

of having autonomy granted by the federal constitutional reform of 1994.”

. . . .

According to my interpretation of the federal clause enshrined in Article

28 of the ACHR and by the views expressed by the Supreme Court of the Nation

(Fallos 323:3229; in particular para. Nos. 34 and 35), the main responsibility should

be borne by the City of Buenos Aires—respondent—as it was due to its lack of

service that the applicant suffered the damages. Thus, the federal government’s

liability is only supplementary. Under these premises, I understand that the GCBA

can be sued and be held liable for the omissions that have been verified in the

present case.12

It must be remembered that the doctrine of lack of service in the current

holdings of the Supreme Court of Justice refers to an objective and direct liability

and therefore is not subjected to the vicarious liability of Article 1113 of the Civil

Code, since the activity or inactivity of state bodies or officials should be con-

sidered inherent to the state. Hence, the state must be liable as a principal and in a

direct manner.

To leave a human being to their own devices in a state of pure survival

constitutes a clear lack of service by the respondent state. The reason for the very

existence of the state is to protect people, their lives, and their dignity; if such

protection is nonexistent due to indifference or omissions, the state has failed to

fulfill its purpose.
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The Supreme Court of Justice has stated that direct responsibility based on

the lack of service is defined as a breach or failure to meet the obligations required

of the regular service; it entails taking into account the nature of the activity

involved, the means available to provide the service, the link between the victim

and the service, and the degree of foreseeability of damage (Fallos 330:563).

When examining the situation of Ms. G., a trans person residing in the

City of Buenos Aires, the omissions by the state and the means available (legis-

lative, regulatory, economic, etc.) to provide an effective service, that is, to protect

the rights of transgender people, leads to the conclusion that the respondent state

is liable, especially when the damage was foreseeable in view of the inherent

vulnerability of the trans collective.

It is clear that the respondent has breached certain specific legal mandates

and has also delayed to meet the goals set by the Constitution for the enhance-

ment of the rights of transgender people.

The passing of Resolution No. 2272/GCBA/MSGC/0713 was insufficient,

as it has been clearly established that to neutralize an entire universe of behav-

iors and discriminatory practices by different social actors and institutions, the

Constitution of the City of Buenos Aires requires the promotion and coordi-

nation of public policies sustained over time to combat those forms of exclusion

(art. 17, CCABA).

Similarly, a necessary contribution is provided by Law No. 3062, which

guarantees the right of transvestites or transsexuals to use their name according to

their gender identity. However, it is an isolated measure that lacks the necessary

impact to change or transform other situations of vulnerability of the collective

trans population. The inadequacy of the aforementioned law is exemplified by its

failure to address the situations presented by the applicant in the case at hand.

It constitutes a breakthrough that Article 65 of the Felony and Mis-

demeanor Code condemns acts of discrimination on grounds, inter alia, of gen-

der. However, Article 65 presents an undeniable tension with Article 81 of the

same Code, which penalizes the supply and demand of sex on the street. As long as

there are no mechanisms for the inclusion of trans groups, stigmatization and

discrimination will often lead to prostitution, the only option left open to them.

Under those conditions, the criminalization of acts described in Article 81 is

particularly paradoxical for a guardian state with the duty to remove the barriers

of exclusion.

For the aforementioned reasons, I consider that the constitutional man-

date enshrined in Article 17 of the Constitution of the City of Buenos Aires has not

been fulfilled, owing to the lack of efficient and effective removal of barriers that

preclude the applicant from having her basic needs met.
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Damage and Reparability

The concept of “effective protection” enshrined in the Conventions and Treaties

mentioned in Article 75, paragraph 22 of the National Constitution would be

devoid of all meaning if the rights that Ms. G. was deprived of, such as the right to

a decent life, would not have a concrete state response.

The Supreme Court of the nation sets as a standard that the damage

must be repaired, arguing the constitutionality principle that precludes individ-

uals from affecting the rights of a third party, including both private and public

law situations (Fallos 327:3753).

The respondent state failed to uphold its conventional and constitutional

obligations by omission to enforce the rights to a decent life, gender identity,

autonomy, and other fundamental rights. It is in fact the lack of progressiveness

in ensuring the right to gender identity of the applicant that must also be repaired

(Art. 2.1. ICESCR). The applicant’s rights exist despite the lack of implementation

by the respondent state (Art. 10 CCABA).

The responsible party to give effect to the fundamental rights protected in

the international covenants and conventions is the state, and that includes the

judiciary.

The Public Prosecutor’s Office, through its legal opinion produced in

pages 885–87 of the record, can be seen to pose an obstacle for the recognition of

the applicant’s request by arguing, “Because it is an inherent power of the Leg-

islature to approve allowances as the ones intended here, I understand that by

acceding to the request of the applicant the Tribunal would become an active

legislator.” I disagree with the statement of Ms. Prosecutor, Dra. Catalina Legarre.

Beyond—way beyond—the nomen juris [Latin: law, legal name; in this

context positive law] legal status or deontic construct with which the applicant

seeks justice, there is a basic principle of law that states that wrongful damage

must be repaired. This is not a decorative legal expression. The reparation sought,

notwithstanding the fact that it is established by a periodic benefit, is anchored on

the principle of effective judicial protection. In cases such as the present one, a

judicial decision that merely limits itself to declare fundamental rights does not

ensure the guarantee of those rights.

The ICESCR states in Article 2.1, “Each state party to the present Covenant

undertakes to take steps, individually and through international assistance and

cooperation, especially economic and technical, to the maximum of its available

resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of the rights

recognized in the present Covenant by all appropriate means, including partic-

ularly the adoption of legislative measures.” An interpretation of this clause in

good faith, that is, in an expansive sense and pro homine approach, undoubt-

edly includes the exercise of jurisdiction within the meaning of the phrase

“all appropriate means.” The article’s reference to “the adoption of legislative
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measures” does not exclude the role of the other constituted powers, such as the

judiciary, given that it is preceded by . . . including, that is, being part of a whole.

In this sense, it is relevant to recall the vote by Justice Petracchi in the

case QC, SY v. Government of the City of Buenos Aires s/amparo (Fallos, 335:452),

when analyzing the lack of public policies of the GCBA to ensure access to decent

housing (para. Nos. 10–16). In the last lines of paragraph 15, Justice Petracchi

stated the serious consequences that occur when a vulnerable sector of the pop-

ulation suffers the omissions of the local government to fulfill its constitutional

duties.

Currently, the protection of fundamental human rights in the Constitu-

tion and in international treaties and conventions suggests that the use of the

expression “active legislator” by the prosecutor is unfortunate and even anach-

ronistic. No country that is part of an international convention may invoke the

provisions of its internal law as justification for its failure to perform a treaty

(Art. 27, Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties). Hence the argument of the

separation of powers and competence (constituted powers, horizontal division)

to justify violating a treaty simply ignores and undermines another division of

powers of greater prominence: that between constituent and constituted power

that defines the hierarchy of our legal system. Last but not least, if the views of the

prosecutor would prevail, then jus cogens would also be affected (IACHR, OC-18,

September 17, 2003).14

The proposed view of the prosecutor results in the impossibility of having

an actionable claim for the protection of economic, social, and cultural rights, a

view that would be understandable in the 1990s but has been superseded. Cur-

rently, the issue is more complex. The judiciary has an indirect role in achieving

the implementation of these rights, but its role is not entirely absent in this task

because

what qualifies the existence of a social right is not simply the compliant behavior

by the state but the existence of any legal mechanisms to allow the rights holder

to claim for breach of the duty owed. It is only possible to consider a right an

economic, social, or cultural right if—at least to some extent—the rights holder

is able to produce, by a lawsuit or complaint, the issuance of a judicial decision

requiring compliance with the duty imposed arising from the violation of their

rights.15

Moreover, this decision is only binding for the parties involved, that is,

for Ms. G. and GBCA. This judicial decision does not have the status of a rule of

general application, an inherent right of the legislature, nor does it instruct other

administrative branches to pursue a policy on the rights discussed here.
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Finally, to argue that a judicial decision may lead the Tribunal to become

an “active legislator” simply ignores that “individual rights exist and protect

individuals by the mere fact of being enshrined in the Constitution, regardless

of the laws implementing them” (CSJN, Faults 239:459) and disregards the fact

that the National Constitution and the Constitution of the Autonomous City of

Buenos Aires, especially in human rights issues, are not mere declarations but full

operational rules.

Conclusion

In light of the above-mentioned considerations, one can appreciate that the

discrimination suffered by Ms. G. was not limited only to the work environment,

education, and so on. Rather, it covers an area of greater density. The applicant

suffered and continues to suffer existential discrimination. The atrocities and

stigmatization endured have been numerous and continuous and have always

suffocated her sense of self. Her right to seek protection and the chance to spend

the last years of her life with dignity should be upheld in light of the serious

omissions by the local state.

Legal Fees

. . .

For these reasons, the Court RULES: 1) in favor of the claim filed by the

applicant, N. B. G., and consequently sentences the respondent state, GCBA, to

pay a monthly monetary allowance to the applicant, equivalent to the minimum

living wage . . . .

SIGNED

JUDGE VICTOR TRIONFETTI

Francisco Berreta holds a JD from the University of Buenos Aires Law School, an LLB from the

University of London, and a master’s degree in law from Columbia University in New York. Prior

to joining Human Rights Watch as the Columbia Law School David W. Leebron Fellow, he

contributed to a handbook for parliamentarians on human rights, sexual orientation, and

gender identity.

Notes

1. Paulo Freire.

2. It is not my intention to present a taxonomy on sexual orientation and gender identity.

Reference to LGBTTI is provided here as a point of reference and is in no way intended to

close off other possible manifestations of sexuality and gender identity.
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3. Josefina Fernández, “Cuerpos desobedientes” (“Desobidient Bodies”), in Travestimos e

identidad de género (Transvestites and Gender Identity) (Buenos Aires: Edhasa, 2004), 198.

4. The Yogyakarta Principles—principles on the application of international human rights

law in relation to sexual orientation and gender identity—are not mandatory, since

they are “soft law.” However, due to their wide-ranging acceptance and legitimacy in all

international debates on gender and sexual orientation, such principles are an unavoid-

able interpretative guide for any legal practitioner.

5. Enacted on May 9, 2012, and promulgated on May 23, 2012. The situation of LGBTTI

collective vulnerability is confirmed by watching the hearings held before the Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights concerning complaints of LGBTTI people.

www.oas.org/es/cidh/audiencias/TopicsList.aspx?Lang=es&Topic=32 (accessed October

2, 2015); I particularly emphasize the hearing that can be accessed in the following link:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=245zpmTobCM&list=PLkh9EPEuEx2st1_lW6cr0o3oH9Dx

BSDc&index=12 (accessed February 11, 2015).

6. Report by Fundación Huésped, introduction.
7. In this case the report reduced the population surveyed to 452 people.

8. Heline Adrián and Alba Piotto, Cuerpxos equivocadxos: Hacia la comprensión de la

diversidad sexual (Wrong Bodies: Towards an Understanding of Sexual Diversity) (Buenos

Aires: Paidos, 2012), 23.

9. Atala Riffo and Girls vs. Chile, Case 24702/12. Merits, Reparations, and Costs.

10. Adrián and Piotto, Cuerpxos equivocadxos, 193n16.

11. Words of the High Commissioner of the United Nations Human Rights Navi Pillay. www

.unfe.org/es/actions/pillay_homophobia (accessed February 10, 2015).

12. The preamble to the Constitution aims to “promote human development in a democracy

founded on freedom, equality, solidarity, justice, and human rights, recognizing the iden-

tity in plurality, for the purpose of ensuring dignity.” This process is an opportunity to

name the beneficiary of those intentions and hold the respondent liable for its omissions.

13. It requires that every department of the Ministry of Health respect gender identity of

patients.

14. “Owing to the progressive development of international human rights law, the principle

of nondiscrimination and the right to the equal and effective protection of the lawmust be

considered norms of jus cogens. They are norms of peremptory international law, which

create an international public order that cannot be opposed validly by other norms of

international law, and particularly by the domestic legislation of states. Norms of jus cogens

rank higher than other legal norms, so that the validity of the latter depends on their con-

gruency with the former” (IACHR, Advisory Opinion OC 18/03 of September 17, 2003).

15. Víctor Abramovich and Christian Courtis, Los derechos sociales como derechos exigibles

(Social Rights as Enforceable Rights) (Madrid: Editorial Trotta, 2004), 37–38.
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E P H E M E R A

PolySensorium Tells Your Fortune
An Action Art Object

JULIAN CARTER, DORAN GEORGE, MAXE CRANDALL,

SELBY WYNN SCHWARTZ, and ZACH OZMA

P olySensorium is a group of scholars and artists who sponsor experiential

knowledge creation in academic settings. For the 2016 Trans*Studies Con-

ference, PolySensorium created a workshop based on the premise that knowledge,

like gender, is simultaneously collective, imagined, and embodied. Academic con-

ferences typically prioritize individual performances of more or less abstract ways

of knowing. We especially appreciated the Tucson organizers’ commitment to

including activist and artistic participants. Because it’s never only about ideas and

never only aboutmaterial practices, trans being offers rich opportunities to connect

different ways of understanding change and agency. The things we do with our

bodies are also things we know about how and where we can push the limits of the

possible. And so our workshop was designed to explore shared, embodied forms of

understanding and what these can contribute to trans studies.

We felt that embodied explorations were particularly critical at this con-

ference as part of our preparation for forming an international trans studies

association. We don’t want a trans studies association that treats bodies as objects

to study or ignore, or that reproduces the disproportionate status accruing to

academically trained English-language speakers. We want a discipline that treats

physical experience and understanding as central, rather than incidental, to the

project of generating a body of knowledge—and that foregrounds the inter-

relational aspect of embodiment. Out of these concerns we created a studio

workshop for generating bodily knowledge/knowing.

This workshop was called the Trans Agency Studio. We invited participants

interested in sharing their understanding of embodied social and individual

change through structured verbal exchange, physical movement, and gently inten-

tional touch. Our exercises explored how our lived experience of transformation
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and persistence inform a collective vision of what trans studies could be and do.

What experience of collective physical copresence and mutual recognition can

strangers create and share in an air-conditioned professional space? What could

we accomplish together if our whole selves were often welcomed and involved?
At the close of the workshop, when people were sharing about their

experience, we distributed our action art object to the participants. This object is a

takeaway fortune-teller designed by Maxe Crandall and Zach Ozma.

The fortune-teller is a simple paper toy many people remember from

adolescence. Because fortune-tellers are inherently participatory and tactile

objects, they provide a playful opportunity to literally get in touch with what we

can collectively imagine into being. In this way the object reflects our workshop’s

interest in considering and cultivating trans agency. We offer it to you as a way to

extend this invitation to people who were not present at the Trans Agency Studio,

a small gesture of inclusion to anyone who cares to copy (or cut out) the paper

pattern, fold it, and play our game with another person.

When the printed paper is folded and put to use by two players, the fortune-

teller as an object materializes our understanding of agency as playful; it captures

some of the creativity involved in dreaming up new bodies, new lives, new ways

of being in the world. It also captures some of the randomness of the results!

Directions for Play:

� Player 1 holds the object with two hands (thumb and two index fingers in each

pocket). Player 2 asks a question about the future, then chooses one of the four

outer panels.

� Player 1 spells out the chosen word, moving the panels in a pinching and

pulling motion with each letter.

� Next Player 1 chooses a drawing from among the middle panels and offers a

word for what they see. Player 2 spells out this word, again moving the panels

with each letter.

� Player 1 chooses a drawing again. Player 2 unfolds the fortune-teller to read the

message under the chosen drawing. This is Player 2’s fortune.

The fortune-teller is a toy—it’s meant to be played with any way you can imagine.

When we call the fortune-teller an “action art object,” we are drawing attention to

the way the actions we take in the moment of play help us reflect on action we

have taken and action we might take. While its primary intention is to stimulate

and sustain imaginative reflection, like the workshop it has a social function

as well. These toys are made to be used in pairs. Those of us who played with

fortune-tellers in middle school typically used them to explore one another’s

hopes for the future. We preserved this memory in our version but added an
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intentional ambiguity to it: each step of our fortune-teller requires interpretation.

It isn’t always clear when you’re asking a question and when you’re getting an

answer. Sometimes you have to decide which word might describe an image with

many possible valences. Part of the reason for this is that the questions we ask

as trans adults are complicated, and part is that we cannot answer them alone;

the fortune-teller’s ambiguity, and embrace of the poetic, is meant to stimulate

conversation between the people playing with it.

As an object, then, the fortune-teller activates trans agency as inseparable

from sociability. It is also a device for extending the time of the workshop. We

wanted to give people something to hold, something tangible to activate the

memory of the interactive physicality of the workshop. So our agency toy has a

trans-temporal dimension: it carried embodied knowledge into the future of the

conference and beyond, while it also serves as a backward-looking record and

Figure 1a. PolySensorium fortune-teller (inside)
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trace of our gathering at the Trans*Studies Conference. It also takes time.

The toy’s material layers, folds, and geometries invite multiple approaches and

therefore hold the promise of prolonged engagement. In this way the fortune-

teller enacts how our futures are bound up in other futures.

The contents of the fortune-teller repeat this exploration of trans agency

as connected to trans temporalities. One side of the object contains the text of

an intentionally fragmented manifesto, in which the boundaries of bodies render

pronouns into collective agreements, and political elements mobilize different

tenses. Some passages gaze into a time to come, casting anxieties and hopes in a

science-fiction future tense that emphasizes the combination of technological and

creative agency involved in becoming-trans. Other passages speak from and to old

bodies, old selves. The manifesto’s temporal complexity thus expresses aspects

of our experience of memory and the “ongoingness” of embodiment. We do not

Figure 1b. PolySensorium fortune-teller (outside)
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always know how to connect our embodied trans knowledge to a source or a

moment, whether past or future. Both the workshop and the fortune-teller claim

the project of stitching time together as a part of being trans.

We are offering our object in TSQ to extend and distribute the experi-

ments of our workshop. We invite you to play.

PolySensorium is a collaborative performance group of scholars, artists, and activists. We craft

embodied interventions into academic settings, creating topically pertinent, site-specific

conceptual structures and movement scores that support our workshop participants in explor-

ing their collective capacities for critical feeling.

Julian Carter teaches embodiment theory and practice at the California College of the Arts. He

is the author of The Heart of Whiteness: Normal Sexuality and Race in America, 1890–1940

(2007); his writing appears in TDR, GLQ, TSQ, and the Journal of the History of Sexuality as well

as numerous anthologies. He is PolySensorium’s principle instigator.

Doran George —dancer, choreographer, academic—passed away unexpectedly as this issue

went to press. Doran devoted themselves to exploring intimacy and deconstructing notions of

the natural body in performance and in life. They are sorely missed by their colleagues in dance

and disability studies at the University of California, Los Angeles, by their international

community of artists, and by all of us in PolySensorium.

Maxe Crandall teaches in the Program in Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Stanford

University. His novel about AIDS archives and cultural trauma, The Nancy Reagan Collection, is

forthcoming.

Selby Wynn Schwartz, a writer and dramaturg, focuses on dance and the politics of embodi-

ment. She teaches at Stanford University, works with the Artistic Ensemble at San Quentin

Prison, and is beginning a project with Prison Renaissance. Her book on drag dance is forth-

coming.

Zach Ozma is a poet, potter, and social practice artist living in Philadelphia. His practice aims

to engage participants in a pleasant homosociality. Ozma is involved in a long-term embodied

research practice in the Louis Graydon Sullivan Archive. His first book of poetry, Black Dog

Drinking from An Outdoor Pool, is forthcoming.
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B O O K R E V I E W

Blacktinex Broke Back Bridges

C laudia Sof ı́ a Gar r iga-L ópez

Blacktino Queer Performance

Edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Ramón H. Rivera-Servera

Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016. ix + 573 pp.

Blacktino Queer Performance is the textual fruition of a sustained collaboration

between scholars and performance artists working to construct what wemight call

“Blacktino queer performance studies.” The term Blacktino signals the cultural

resonances, shared histories, and mutual influences between Black, Afro-Latinex,

and Latinex peoples in the United States. This collection is part of a surging wave

of cultural productions that center on the experiences of Blacktino queers as they

navigate various structures of oppression. Each of the nine sections provides

ready-made lesson plans, with all the components needed for a lively classroom

discussion: the full script of a play or performance, a scholarly analysis on the

featured play/performance, and an interview with the director, author, or main

actor. These varied textual formats provide multiple entry points for their audi-

ence. I found the articles to be a good place to start as they establish a frame

through which to understand the text of the plays/performances, and I enjoyed

reading the interviews after the script as a “behind the scenes” space for artists to

discuss their process, and at times to speak back to the scholarly analysis of their

work.

The collection begins with Sharon Bridgforth’s The love conjure/blues Text

Installation, a haunting and powerful multivocal “biomythography” (Lorde 1982)

of spiritual, political, social, and sexual resistance and resilience by Black ances-

tors who offer a “wealth of knowledge and experience that extends back indefi-

nitely in time” (Matt Richardson, 67). The following section, which features the

playMachos by Coya Paz, gives voice to the experiences of Latino men by staging

overlapping monologues performed by the actresses of Teatro Luna dressed in
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drag. Although this play delves into the social constructions and constraints of

masculinity, which is a recurring theme in this collection, it does not develop a

meaningful engagement with queer gender or sexuality, and in some respects the

play seems to reinforce “gender binaries by highlighting the performance as cross-

dressing” instead of an “exploration of female masculinity” (Tamara Roberts,

160). In contrast, the section devoted to Ah mén by Javier Cardona demonstrates

how a performance can effectively challenge the norms that Christian religiosity

imposes on heterosexual masculinities; draw linkages between homoerotic desire,

hypermasculinity, and homophobic violence; as well as critique patriarchal con-

structions of nationalism, “without ever explicitly claiming to be talking about gay

or queer identities” (Celiany Rivera-Velásquez and Beliza Torres Narváez, 265).
Many of these plays and performances function as instances of “intra-

vention,”whatMarlonM. Bailey describes in the context of HIV prevention work

within the “Ballroom scene” as activities that are “conducted and sustained

through practices and processes within at-risk communities themselves” (2009:

255), where the audience is a “coperformative witness” (Bailey, 376) to the process

of Blacktino queer self-making. The sections featuring Dancin’ the Down Low by

Jeffrey Q. McCune and Strange Fruit: A Performance about Identity Politics by

Patrick Johnson both address the social vulnerability faced by Black queer men.

The “down low” and hyper masculinity are demystified in these performances,

not as practices of deceit but rather of survival, even as they carry their own risk of

violence (Lisa B. Thompson, 322). These are practical solutions to a deep “tension

between the black masculine self and queer sexuality” (Thompson, 337). The plays

Cuban Hustle and I Just Love Andy Gibb and their accompanying texts offer

layered and complex understandings of Blacktino queer desire and longing,

especially as these relate to anti-Black racismwithin gay social life. I Just Love Andy

Gibb guides the audience through the experience of a “therapeutic dream” where

the two main characters, both Black queer Puerto Rican men, are prompted to a

deeper self-awareness of their internalized racism and ultimately make a com-

mitment to restructure their desires (Lawrence LaFountain-Stokes, 542). Cuban

Hustle rebukes Black queer men’s status in the United States as “second class erotic

citizens” (Cedric Brown, 353) with a frank discussion of “black queer diasporic

desire” in the context of sexual tourism (Marlon M. Bailey, 373). Paul Outlaw’s

Berserker stands out as a performance that shocks its audience into nuanced

understandings of violence, internalized oppression, and interracial sexual desire

by delving into “African Americans’ attraction to the white berserker” through an

interpolation of the essay “Ceremonies” by Essex Hemphil alongside the written

court testimonies of Nat Turner and Jeffrey Dahmer (Charles I. Nero, 491).

This is a groundbreaking project, and in the tradition of This Bridge Called

My Back, one that is sure to inspire more collections like it. At over 550 pages long,
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it would be difficult to fit more sections into this book, but evidently the central

concepts of Blacktino Queer Performance lend themselves to a deeper engagement

with queer women’s sexuality, which is addressed only in the section on Scenes

from the Unexpectedness of Love by Pamela Booker, as well as performances

produced and staged outside the continental United States and the work of trans

and gender-nonconforming artists and scholars. Readers of TSQ, and anyone

engaged with trans studies and theorizations of queer gender malleability, will

want to consider what it means that an image of Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia

Rivera is on the cover of the book when none of the texts in this collection speak

to the experiences of self-identified Blacktino trans and gender-nonconforming

people. The introduction and dedication to the book invoke these figures as

foremothers and inspirations for this project, but the lack of representation of

Blacktino trans and gender-nonconforming people in this collection should give

us all pause.

Claudia Sofı́a Garriga-López is a doctoral candidate in American studies in the Department

of Social and Cultural Analysis of New York University. She is the author of “Transfeminist

Crossroads Reimagining the Ecuadorian State,” published in the Transgender Studies Quarterly

special issue on transfeminism (2016).
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B O O K R E V I E W

Intimate Navigations,
Refracted Perspectives

BENJAMIN HEGARTY

Gender on the Edge: Transgender, Gay, and Other Pacific Islanders

Edited by Niko Besnier and Kalissa Alexeyeff

Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2014. 378 pp.

In Gender on the Edge: Transgender, Gay, and Other Pacific Islanders, Niko Besnier

and Kalissa Alexeyeff have brought together a collection of original essays that

include some of the finest contemporary scholarship from and about this part of

the world. The Pacific,1 the editors note, remains an exemplary cultural laboratory

for considering questions of sex, gender, and sexuality. Margaret Mead’s (1928)

research in Samoa, for example, was foundational for developing the concept

of gender as socially constructed rather than biologically given. It is not surprising

then that more recent political concerns inWestern contexts, including the growing

visibility associated with the popularization of the category transgender, has led

to further expeditions to the Pacific in search of data. This volume problematizes

the resurrection of these tired tropes, calling into question ongoing process of

ethnocentric knowledge production in the global North through reflexive inquiry.

Collectively, the volume dismisses the reduction of transgender and same-sex

Pacific islanders to theoretical fodder. Instead, each essay asks nuanced questions

which are relevant to the contemporary lives of all Pacific islanders. Drawing on

ethnographic or historical evidence, and in many cases both, the essays present a

comparative perspective that attends to the complexity of the processes theoretically

referred to as globalization within a single area. Yet the Pacific is a vast ocean made

up of many islands and cultures, each with long histories of exchange: assembled

and read together, the essays facilitate further insights into the continuing power
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of the circulation of concepts, people, goods, and objects within the Pacific (see

also Tomlinson and Tengan 2016).

The editors embed their comparative project in a shift away from identities

and toward social practices and relations that they describe as nonheteronor-

mative. The volume presents nonheteronormative subjectivities and practices as a

privileged location from which to consider the performative nature of political

life more generally. The Pacific and its islands have been considered among the

most strategically important of geopolitical locations, from the colonial period,

throughout the ColdWar, and into the present day. This looms large over the lives

of all Pacific islanders, as a number of authors point out, with continuing (and

at times increasing) American military presence representing a major source of

economic and social influence. The lives of nonheteronormative Pacific islanders,

situated on the edge of these complex processes, present a window onto these

related concerns.

In clear prose, each of the essays navigates these concerns and traces

many other lines of inquiry. Placing a complex and diverse range of histori-

cal and ethnographic materials within a graspable conceptual frame, Besnier

and Alexeyeff set out in their introductory essay the defining concept for

the collection they call “the edge.” The edge is offered as a location from which

to explore nonheteronormative practices, a term that the editors describe as

useful for relating what is conventionally understood as gender and sexuality to

other experiences that extend beyond what those concepts usually stand for in

the West. Conversely, perspectives from the edge offer indispensable under-

standings of the meaning of heteronormative practices, as well as a raft of

other complex social and cultural transformations that are underway in the

Pacific. Lastly, the editors suggest the edge as a privileged point from which to

view the dynamics between the global and the local, a particularly important

concern given the problematic way Pacific islands have been situated in relation

to empire building.

The essays are grouped in three sections. These present perspectives on

transgender and same-sex history (Elliston, Dolgoy, Schoeffel), gender perfor-

mance (Kuwahara, Tcherkézoff, Ikeda, Presterudstuen, Dvorak), and global pol-

itics (Good, Pearson, Teaiwa, George, Stewart, Farran). Each section is oriented

toward the other, and the editors’ voices are patiently present throughout,

reminding readers that the concern here is comparative rather than merely

descriptive. Each essay is steered gently toward reflection on questions raised

by other authors and on the volume as a whole, suggesting that it should be

approached in its entirety. Doing so allows for consideration of the overall

concern of the editors—to engage in a comparative project that refracts under-

standings of local and global processes through multiple analytical locations.
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As such, the editors skillfully avoid an overly determined comparison between

Western and indigenous perspectives in the style of some anthropological theory.

The concern for history in the first section, “Historical Transformations,”

underscores the importance of adequate attention to the history of everyday life

in the formation of sexed and gendered subjectivities. The representation of

gender and sexuality in the Pacific in an ahistorical manner has been a problem

since early anthropological research such as Margaret Mead’s. Placing history

into conversation with ethnography allows for the critical interrogation of the

development and use of certain concepts, allowing a richer understanding of how

they traveled and their reception within specific locations at particular points in

time. Deborah Elliston’s essay, “Queer History and Its Discontents in Tahiti,”

charts the way in which Tahitians use queer history to make demands for social

acceptance. Her essay explores contestations between those who claim identifi-

cation with the more recent category raerae, and māhū, usually represented as

indigenous to the islands. The essay charts how the watershed moment for the

category raerae came with the intensification of French economic presence in the

islands in preparation for nuclear weapons testing in the early 1960s. This influx of

money led to the emergence of thriving erotic economies with French men as the

primary clientele. In the recollections of Elliston’s interlocutors, it was at that time

that raerae could be distinguished frommāhū, as a reflection of global femininity

linked to consumer capitalism. Elliston describes how academic representations

of māhū as an indigenous third gender in particular have shaped understandings

of both that category and raerae in Tahiti. In stressing the differences between

themselves and māhū, raerae assert the visible form of femininity they adapt as

an externalized expression of availability for sexual encounters with men. Some

raerae even go so far as to assert that the worst misunderstanding about them

would be a misreading of them as māhū. This essay persuasively shows that

scholarly representations too must be located both within their historical context

and understood via subtle consideration of the effects that those representations

have. Elliston’s approach, which runs parallel to the analytical insights offered via

the field of transgender studies, offers a template for understanding how scholarly

categories enter the popular realm and are taken up to make claims for political

legitimacy.

The section “Performing Gender” extends the historical perspectives

offered in the first section, acting as the theoretical anchor of the entire volume.

It is here that the editors’ methodological focus on practices and social relations

over identities is made most explicit. Greg Dvorak’s essay “Two Sea Turtles” is a

richly reflexive account of the spread of LGBT rights to the Marshall Islands,

another nation for which the experience of globalization has been mediated

by American militarization in the wake of World World II. Dvorak’s essay is a
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striking testament to how silences and omissions shape broader social meanings

of intimacy. He demonstrates the difficulties of categorizing or naming rela-

tionships between men in the Marshalls (which may or may not include erotic

intimacy) in the context of transnational movements centered on gay marriage

and increased visibility. The reference to two sea turtles comes from a conver-

sation with Dvorak’s interlocutor, who recounts with good humor a tale of catch-

ing two male turtles “going at it.” This essay above all emphasizes how indigenous

understandings can confound social scientific attempts to categorize and establish

authoritative accounts of the world. Troubled encounters with globalization are

described with reference to a male interlocutor’s description of experiencing his

sexuality first through the indigenous category kakōļ—a feminine male or male-

bodied transgender-identified person—and then through the global category

gay. This interlocutor narrates discomfort in his initial association with (and

identification as) a feminine kakōļ, and the pleasure found in the pull of global gay
modernity founded on the possibility for same-sex love. In contrast, Dvorak

draws out in detail the indigenous concepts of jerā (intimate bonds) and iakwe

(love for you) as better descriptions of the emotional and physical bonds of

intimacy, regardless of sex, gender, or sexuality, as experienced in the Marshall

Islands. In drawing out the incongruence of Western terms, Dvorak describes

how categories and the identities that they name may be important, but they

do not entirely foreclose possibilities for other forms of intimacy. His essay

also hints at how other forms of intimacy both persist and flourish, but can be

overshadowed by the overwhelming and ethnocentric emphasis on desire and

power in studies of sexuality and gender.

The last section, “The Politics of the Global,” mediates between the prac-

tices and social relations that amount to gender and sexuality in the Pacific, and

broader global processes with which they are linked. The politics of the global

in the Pacific centers on the current global dominance of the United States and

other residual histories of empire; here, the military both produces and is a part of

gendered economies of desire. Teresia Teaiwa’s essay, “Same Sex, Different Armies,”

like those of the first section, draws on the past to unpack histories of gender and

sexuality as they emerge from specific social encounters. In this case, the relation-

ship between Fijian and British military forces has been a key route through which

the possibility for the expression of sexualities has taken place. This may seem

surprising, given that military forces around the world are undoubtedly

homophobic and transphobic institutions. Yet even the muscular hetero-

normative ideology of the military does not entirely foreclose the possibility of

nonheteronormative practices. Like Dvorak’s example from the Marshalls, it is

silences and omissions that produce possibilities for a livable life in Fiji. This

means that visibility is fraught for queer Fijians and their families, and represents

a serious ethical dilemma for scholars as Teaiwa herself experienced. This is a
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timely gesture to the ethics of knowing, the unknowability of certain experiences

of intimacy, and its relation to producing forms of subjectivity linked to a politics

now global in scope. Christine Stewart’s essay on nonheteronormative practices in

Papua New Guinea, “On the Edge of Understanding,” is a captivating and wel-

come inclusion in the volume. This essay is not a merely tokenistic gesture to

include a rare account of transgender and same-sex lives in that part of the world.

Rather, the essay insightfully captures how some areas (the Pacific writ large and

various parts of neighboring island Southeast Asia) can become representative of

particular types and kinds of transgender and nonheteronormative bodies, while

others remain unexplored or unknown. While Papua New Guinea may be very

much at the center of anthropological theorizing of exchange, reproduction,

kinship, and ritual, it sits very much on the edge of the focus of this volume.While

national histories are certainly one reason why queer subjects are or are not

present in research, for this reader Stewart’s essay suggests that another reason

may also be the historical heteronormativity and masculinity of the study of what

is now Papua New Guinea. That geographical and disciplinary interests align here

to produce particular kinds of scholarly silences reiterates the need for sustained

critique of the gendered relationship between empire and knowledge production.

Throughout, Besnier and Alexeyeff ’s editorial acumen facilitates such sub-

tle comparisons and unexpected encounters. It was a pleasure to read the essays

against one another, with many themes and possibilities for further questions

emerging in the process. But the real strength of this volume, even for readers

unfamiliar with the Pacific, is the delight in stumbling across essays such as

Stewart’s that unsettle confident assertions of expertise by researchers working in

the global North. To this end, the editors and authors hold firm in their effort

to place the voices of transgender and same-sex Pacific islanders front and cen-

ter, with little abstract theorizing or quests for universal answers. This unremit-

tingly reflexive attention to tender experiences of intimacy, even under conditions

in which words or concepts cannot possibly constrain possibilities for them,

prompts reflection on the ethics of making such practices visible through

scholarship. It signals an important reflection on what scholarship on transgender

and same-sex practices might mean, and what effects it has, beyond its role as grist

for the mill of academic theory. In contrast, the use of nonheteronormative as the

overarching descriptor for such a broad range of people, practices, and rela-

tionships at times feels burdened by its Western theoretical meaning. However,

the use of the term is certainly forgivable, given the scope of the volume and the

bewildering array of categorical distinctions found in the chapters.

In turn, that transgender and same-sex are used overwhelmingly to refer to

male-bodied femininity or male-bodied transgender-identified individuals res-

onates with observations made around the world, suggesting that comparative

inquiry beyond the Pacific may yield important insights for transgender politics
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and theory. The process of imagining transgender in the Pacific, as is the case

elsewhere, continues to be dominated by what Elliston refers to as the “Global

Femme.” This concept captures the unsatisfactory focus on individuals either in

terms of their availability for heterosexual encounters with cisgender men, or as a

variation of “third gender” bound to tradition and thus socially condoned. The

relationship between knowledge production about transgender and the global

politics of LGBT is a topic that is present, if submerged, in this volume. From this

perspective, it appears that a certain kind of femininity (from Marshallese kakōļ
to Tahitian raerae) has been established as abject, within both dominant gay dis-

courses and broader heteronormative social structures. Here I see the need for a

complementary focus on emergent forms of globalized masculinity at the inter-

section of evangelical Christianity, American military domination, and neoliberal

self-fashioning. From this viewpoint, the richly textured collection of essays in

this volume suggest the study of gender and sexuality in the Pacific remains an

open field, offering further critical insights just over the edge of the horizon.

Benjamin Hegarty is a research fellow in gender and sexuality studies at Deakin University

in Melbourne. He recently completed his PhD in anthropology, on the topic of the transgender

body and national modernity in Indonesia, at the Australian National University.

Note

1. In this volume, “the Pacific” refers to the islands—and movement between them—that

compose the island groups and contemporary nation-states in the regions conventionally

called Melanesia (Papua New Guinea), Micronesia (the Marshall Islands), and Polynesia

(Hawai‘i, Samoa, the Society Islands, Tahiti, and Tonga). There are three essays about Fiji,

which is often considered part of both Melanesia and Polynesia. It also refers to the

diaspora of Pacific islands and travel between nations of the global North located around

the Pacific, including Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and the United States of America.
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B O O K R E V I E W

Champion of Youngmen
Lou Sullivan and the Possibilities of FTM

JACOB LAU

Lou Sullivan: Daring to Be a Man among Men

Brice D. Smith

Oakland, CA: Transgress Press, 2017. 264 pp.

Researchers, activists, and students alike will be pleased to know that Brice D.

Smith’s long-awaited biography of gay female-to-male (FTM) and trans com-

munity icon Lou Sullivan is everything they have hoped for and more. Lou Sul-

livan: Daring to Be aMan amongMen is the culmination of a ten-year labor of love

by Smith, whose painstaking archival research of Sullivan’s journals, video inter-

views, print articles, and photos began during his undergraduate days and

spanned through a doctorate at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Readers

benefit from Smith’s own interviews with those who knew and loved Sullivan, and

they can feel the care with which Smith relates Sullivan’s life as an act of con-

necting transmasculine people to both a larger community and a longer history

of existence. Within the field of trans studies, those with particular interests

in masculinity studies, disability studies, trans and gay memoir, and the overlap

of gay and trans movements in organizations during the late mid- to end of the

twentieth century will find this of particular interest. Additionally, psychologists

and historians researching the history of understanding gender identity as distinct

from sexual orientation would do well to read and teach this moving monograph.

Writing in an accessible and clear style, Smith chronologically narrates

Sullivan’s gender-nonconforming childhood and coming of age in Milwaukee;

his move to San Francisco; the indelible mark he made by creating FTM com-

munity spaces, setting up a record for FTMs within the San Francisco GLBT

Historical Society, and advocating for FTMs and persons with AIDS within
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medical institutions; and finally succumbing to a terminal AIDS diagnosis.

Smith’s narrative is guided by lengthy quotations from Sullivan’s own remarkably

detailed journal entries, an astonishing record that Sullivan began at age twelve

and continued until his death. The result of Smith’s fine work is the portrait of a

man who is extremely self-aware of the importance of memoir and community

control of narratives to battle internalized transphobia, homophobia, and insti-

tutional stigma.

Smith, importantly, takes us through Sullivan’s recorded romances, which

were at times monogamous, open, and/or contingent. These include his many

with long-haired gender-nonconforming straight cismen, gay cismen, drag queens,

and MTFs. Lou Sullivan: Daring to Be a Man among Men chronicles the ways

Sullivan came to understand his brand of gay masculinity through queer cultural

figures and texts, such as musician Lou Reed and particularly the young men of

John Rechy’s City of Night (20). Indeed, what is particularly poignant is Sullivan’s

deep understanding of his gay masculinity culturally, and how that knowingness

interplayed with both his desire for gay cis men and his desire to morphologically

embody gaymaleness. This drive for life as an openly gayman after being assigned

female at birth frustratingly and repeatedly interfaces with heteronormative gate-

keeping medical institutions and professionals (particularly those at the Stanford

Gender Identity Clinic), certain well-documented branches of 1970s feminism (and

finds allies in less-discussed pockets of lesbian feminism as discussed in previous

TSQ issues), and the marked absence of a visible FTM community within trans

affirming spaces (as Smith documents through Sullivan’s descriptions of the

Milwaukee-based Gay People’s Union and San Francisco–based Golden Gate

Girls/Guys organizations).

Smith shines a light on Sullivan’s drive to open the possibilities of medically

transitioning to all people on the transmasculine spectrum regardless of sexual

orientation or HIV status, and to utilize FTM as an umbrella term recognizing

a full spectrum of transmasculine community bridging the divisions between

transvestites and transsexuals. Additionally, Sullivan’s lifelong work with LGBTQ

community activists in the Midwestern United States and Canada (particularly

with Eldon Murray and Alyn Hess of the Gay People’s Union in Milwaukee, and

Rupert Raj in Toronto) importantly centers the work of trans affirmative gay

organizations away from the coasts and documents many ways Sullivan created

bridges between LGBTQ communities across geographical boundaries.

In the later chapters of the biography, Smith shows how adept Sullivan

was at utilizing media to produce a visual record of out gay FTMs to reach a wide

audience ranging from the general television watcher to the medical specialist

during the 1980s. As both author and case subject, Sullivan had a reach that extended

through self-published community magazines and booklets (first with GPU News
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in Milwaukee, and later with The Gateway and FTM in San Francisco), larger-run

gay periodicals (Bay Area Reporter and The Advocate), filmed and audiotaped

interviews, and photojournalist essays on the AIDS crisis. Sullivan volunteered

to be a case study for psychologists willing to consider striking sexual orienta-

tion as a diagnostic means of determining transsexual identity, and his narratives

served to change prevailing opinion that gender identity be considered separate

from a subject’s sexuality. (Sullivan appears as the main subject of Eli Coleman’s

and Walter Bockting’s publications on FTM transsexual homosexuality, and his

filmed interviews with psychiatrist Ira B. Pauly were screened for the 1989 annual

meetings of the American Psychological Association and the Harry Benjamin

International Gender Dysphoria Association.) This is without mentioning the

impact of Sullivan’s widely popular booklet Information for the Female-to-Male

Crossdresser and Transsexual. A manual on medical topics for FTMs, “[Sullivan’s]

booklet was alsowidely read by gender professionals and loved ones of FTMs” (112).

In both the introduction and the final chapter on Lou Sullivan’s legacy, it is

clear that Smith is paying forward a brotherly trans affect from Lou to the reader,

and we are all the better for it. By writing this feeling into the text, the text itself

replicates Sullivan’s (1990) own biography of Jack Bee Garland. Readers interested

in male-loving trans men will undoubtedly want to read Sullivan’s biography of

Garland as a companion book to Smith’s, after reading Smith’s telling of Sulli-

van’s own research and passion project to publish Garland’s memoir under the

ticking clock of terminal AIDS. Finally, finishing Smith’s biography incites a

desire to read Sullivan’s journals themselves, and hopefully the popularity of this

monograph will be an added push to see the journals come to press as a stand-

alone volume.

Jacob Lau is a University of California President’s Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of

California, Irvine. Along with Cameron Partridge, he is the editor of Laurence Michael Dillon’s

1962 memoir Out of the Ordinary: A Life of Spiritual and Gender Transitions, for which they also

coauthored an introduction.
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