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Introduction: Thinking Brown and Trans Together

Two Scenes of Pride, Summer 2015
Scene 1: Jennicet Gutiérrez Shouts the White House Brown

In the summer of 2015, just days before the US Supreme Court released
its historic decision on the marriage equality case Obergefell v. Hodges, the
White House hosted a reception for LGBTQ leaders. During President
Obama’s speech to his guests he was interrupted by trans Latina activist Jennicet Gutiérrez, who admonished Obama for his administration’s treatment
of LGBTQ immigrants in Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
detention. Gutiérrez delayed President Obama’s speech for two minutes as
she demanded the immediate release all LGBTQ immigrants from ICE
detention and a halt to the deportation of LGBTQ immigrants. Obama responded to Gutiérrez by pointing at and admonishing her, “Shame on you.
You’re in my house!” Soon after that, someone in the crowd booed, and
suddenly it appeared as if the entire room was simultaneously booing Jennicet and chanting, “Obama!” As Gutiérrez was removed from the room at
Obama’s request, someone in the crowd yelled, “This is not for you. This is
for all of us.”
Following the incident, Gutiérrez’s comments to the press about her experience highlighted a sense of disappointment “because the community
I’m part of turned their backs on me.”1 Gutiérrez later said the interruption
had not been planned and that the content of Obama’s speech prompted
her to act. In his speech Obama publicly lamented the high rates of violence against transgender women of color, but for Gutiérrez this implied
that Obama did not see his administration’s explicit role in the violence.
She referred specifically to the violence suffered by transgender women in
1

2
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ICE detention and the immigration policies of mass deportations for which
Obama’s administration was becoming known.2 It is easy to understand
Gutiérrez’s sense of abandonment when the same LGBTQ leaders who
booed her had just moments before applauded Obama for acknowledging
violence against transgender women color.3
Guest columns by fellow activists Isa Noyola and Matthew Rodríguez
were immediately published in the Advocate in response to the incident.
Both writers highlighted the irony of the backlash against a transgender person especially in the context of increasing trans visibility following Laverne
Cox’s and Caitlyn Jenner’s appearances on the covers of Time ( June 9, 2014)
and Vanity Fair ( June 15, 2015), respectively. Noyola and Rodríguez drew
attention to the respectability politics in play in how Gutiérrez’s interruption was received. Rodríguez notes, “Unfortunately, nowadays, in a time
when friends of mine share pictures of Caitlyn Jenner and Laverne Cox,
with a healthy dose of ‘Yaaas,’ there is no room for brave souls like Gutierrez.”4 Gutiérrez’s silencing and shaming by the president and LGBTQ
individuals at the event and on social media after the video of the interruption went viral revealed the ongoing tension concerning the place of transgender rights within the larger, mainstream LGBTQ rights movement. It
also provoked the question of whether immigration rights activism and organizing are or can be imagined as part of LGBTQ rights–based political
organizing. In comments on Noyola’s and Rodríguez’s guest columns, critics of Gutiérrez’s disruption mentioned that while her cause was important,
it was not brought forward in the appropriate way or context. Some commenters went further and maligned Gutiérrez for her undocumented status,
specifically describing her as an “illegal” and a “criminal.”5
Many described Gutiérrez as a “heckler.” However, it would be more appropriate to name the reception attendees as such for attempting to silence
her with booing and chanting in support of Obama. The most violent iteration of heckling that took place was the attendee who shouted, “This is
not for you. It’s for all of us.” In that moment national identity congealed
around the negation, silencing, and expulsion of Gutiérrez from the White
House. Gutiérrez and others like her were deemed not to be part of the
imagined “us” in attendance at the White House reception where belonging was clearly demarcated along the lines of race, sexuality, gender, and
citizenship. A trans Latina immigration and trans rights activist was emblematically rendered as a problem. Within the walls of the White House,
Gutiérrez’s comportment, specifically her affective projection of outrage,
interrupted the affective protocols of pride, gratitude, and respect that had
cohered into an imagined homonormative nationalist affect. The intensity
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of the negation experienced by Gutiérrez signaled that she and others like
her will never belong. Gutiérrez was rendered as a figure devoid of personhood, an undocumented, trans Latina instantiated only in what she lacks:
whiteness, class, respectability, citizenship. Gutiérrez’s interruption introduced a nascent articulation of a trans Latina affective particularity that
is marked by a failure to conform to affective protocols of normative cultural citizenship.6 Her disruption was a performative utterance, specifically
a brown trans utterance. Gutiérrez’s interruption and the responses to her
political action index a historical negation of trans Latina subjects while also
bringing to the national stage a mode of “belonging in difference” for people
who might recognize themselves and others through this kind of negation.7
The theoretical frame of brown trans figuration offered in this book provides a hermeneutic to capture the nuance of how Gutiérrez’s positionality
as undocumented, trans, and Latina disrupts the social, political, and embodied protocols of normative LGBTQ politics. On social media, many of
the disparaging responses to Gutiérrez’s political action were premised on
one of the following claims: “I am a transgender person, but . . . ,” “I think
this is an important issue, but . . . ,” “I am gay and support trans rights,
but . . . ,” or “I have transgender friends, but . . . .”8 Such statements highlight that the performative gesture of claiming proximity to or affinity with
Gutiérrez is often accompanied by a simultaneous negation. There was even
one comment that described Gutiérrez as an “it” that should be deported,
highlighting the ease with which outright hate speech toward undocumented and transgender people occurs in the United States. The comments
taken together reveal an easy congealing of transphobia and nativism. Each
derisive comment announced and acquiesced to a political climate in the
United States that sanctions hate and violence toward transgender people
and undocumented immigrants. Gutiérrez’s racialized trans embodiment
and comportment are so excessive that she cannot ever be imagined as part
of a mainstream, US-based LGBTQ community, much less as part of the
United States. The repeated negation of Gutiérrez in the public sphere revealed the political efficacy of her intervention and the indelible mark her
brown trans body made on this celebratory moment of progressive LGBTQ
politics. The responses to Jennicet Gutiérrez and her embodiment, narrative, and strategies of political intervention demonstrate how brown trans
subjects are easily depicted as problems because their existence disrupts
teleological narratives of progress and also possibly cultivates modes of recognition and feelings of belonging among minoritarian subjects.
I begin with Gutiérrez’s story to demonstrate “the problem” that trans
Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x folks pose to the social and public sphere while
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also pointing to the potentiality (socially, politically, or otherwise) in “feeling together in difference.”9 Gutiérrez’s story reveals the antitrans nativist
and xenophobic sentiments that dominate the US public sphere and circulate within the political aims and discourses of minoritarian communities organized around vectors such as sexuality, gender, and race. Despite
the markers of what might be considered progress in 2015, such as the
Supreme Court’s affirmation of same-sex marriage in its decision on Obergefell v. Hodges and the cultural impact of “the transgender tipping point,”
reactions to figures like Gutiérrez demonstrate that there are certain racialized trans subjectivities that continue to be silenced, erased, negated, and/
or forgotten.10
Scene 2: De/Facing the Visual Markers, or the Placas of Transness

On June 13, 2015, in the heart of San Francisco’s Mission District, Galería
de la Raza unveiled a digital mural on the gallery’s exterior wall on Bryant
Avenue entitled Por Vida, by visual artist Manuel Paul, a member of Los
Angeles–based Maricón Collective.11 The Maricón Collective, a group of
four queer Chicano/Latino DJs and artists, was invited by Galería de la Raza
because of its social and cultural work around preserving queer Chicana/o
and Latina/o East Los Angeles.12 The collective was asked to bring the spirit
of its work in promoting racialized queer pride to the Mission District during LGBTQ Pride Month. Manuel Paul, an artist and member of the Maricón Collective, described the group’s work as creating “brown space for the
people who don’t really have it.”13 Paul was referencing how gay spaces are
often imagined as predominantly white and that there are spaces in the gay
community where “some gay Latinos aren’t accepted.”14 He said that even
within Chicano/Latino spaces there is a refusal to acknowledge the existence
of gay and lesbian identities, and therefore the mural was conceived as an
assertion that gay Latinos exist, “from the little boy in the neighborhood to
that old veterana.”15 Gilda Posada points out Paul’s assertion that the mural
was created to “celebrate Transgender life, especially in the Latino Community.”16 The title of the mural, Por Vida, means “for life” but also connotes the
permanence of gay, lesbian, and transgender Chicana/o/xs and Latina/o/xs.
The queer brown style in Paul’s mural is visually intelligible through the
use of artistic motifs and imagery associated with lowrider, pinto, and paño
art. Paño art is a form of pinto art, which references la pinta, a caló term for
“prison.” Ben Olguín explains that la pinta “not only signals a Chicana/o discourse on power but also suggests a coherent Chicana/o prison culture.”17
Paño art, then, is one form of visual art created by Chicana/o prisoners. The
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Figure I.1. Manuel Paul, Por Vida.

art form is characterized by the use of ballpoint pens to draw on handkerchiefs available for purchase in prison commissaries.18 The mural portrays a
triptych of scenes framed by chains and adorned by flowers. At the center
is a solitary figure, a cholo who is bare-chested with tattooed thorns adorning his chest and a tattooed teardrop on his face. His eyes are looking off
into the distance, he is surrounded by flowers, and a scroll with the phrase
“Por Vida” (for life) is positioned just below his torso. The central figure is
also framed by lines that radiate outward, taking visual cues from traditional images of La Virgen de Guadalupe. The solitary figure is flanked by
two couples: one couple are two mustached cholos with their eyes closed
and their heads tilted downward, one embracing the other from behind;
the other couple are two cholas gazing into each other’s eyes, one caressing
the other’s face, foreshadowing a kiss. The figures are stylized within queer
homeboy/homegirl aesthetics, which Richard T. Rodríguez describes as a
style that circulates within “Chicano/Latino gay male spaces, whose visibility emanates from the interplay of materiality and fantasy.”19 The mural
depicts a scene of fantasy, desire, and intimacy that recasts “existing cultural
narratives . . . , reusing their structures and thematic concerns, but bring[ing]
in new material, new contents, new characters or cultural agents, new issues
and themes drawn from the contemporary world and its social arrangements.”20 The representation of queer homeboy/homegirl aesthetics on a
mural on the corner of Twenty-Fourth and Bryant Streets therefore transformed this Mission District corner into a site of fantasy that located the
historically Chicano/Latino neighborhood as a setting where queer homeboys/homegirls could potentially congregate for “episodic fulfillment.”21
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The exhibition inside the gallery included the film Homeboy by Dino
Dinco and photos from The Q-Sides, a collaborative project by the Mission District artist Vero Majano, photographer Kari Orvik, and DJ Amy
Martinez. The Q-Sides photos reimagine queerness within lowrider culture
through restaged and reinterpreted album covers in the twelve-volume East
Side Story collection of classic R&B and soul songs that are closely linked to
lowrider culture.22 Taken together, the Q-Sides exhibition, Homeboy, and the
Por Vida mural “destabilize gender norms that commonly frame Chicano/
Latino masculinity” and alter “the ways in which the homeboy[/homegirl]
aesthetic has been made always already heterosexual or rendered antithetical to homosexuality.”23
Almost immediately following the dedication of the mural on June 13 it
became the focus of threats on social media. By June 16 the mural, which
was printed on heavy paper, was defaced; the frames depicting the two
same-sex couples and the text “Por Vida” were scribbled out with red and
blue spray paint. Galería de la Raza immediately launched a social media
campaign and received support to replace the mural. With more media attention, artist Manuel Paul and others elaborated on the imagery and message of the mural. In the first instance of vandalism, the solitary figure in
the center was left unmarked by the vandals, signaling a sense of connection
with that image. As media coverage began to circulate, it was disclosed that
the man in the center of the mural was a “trans man,” and the thorns that
adorned the man’s bare chest were meant to symbolize the scars associated
with “top surgery.”24 The mural was replaced two more times, and the center
figure was also crossed out in the subsequent incidents of vandalism, which
ultimately escalated to arson.
The markers of transness in the mural were initially visibly imperceptible
to the vandals, which suggests that Paul’s depiction of trans masculinity
falls in line with the norms of Chicano masculinity. The markers of transness in the mural index trans surgery but also very clearly overlap with forms
of body modification such as tattoos, specifically pinto tattoos that for some
would suggest a nontrans brown masculinity that is apart from the queer
homeboy aesthetics depicted in the romantic scenes featuring the gay and
lesbian chola/o couples. From the perspective of the vandals, the scars may
have simply looked like thorns tattooed across the homeboy’s chest, but to a
trans Chicano the placement of the thorns just under the pecs resemble the
scars on their own chests.25 Thorns and chains are common motifs in pinto
tattoos and paño arte; they symbolize pain and imprisonment, and therefore
in the mural the use of these two symbols aligns pain and imprisonment
with being trans.26
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The representation of trans masculinity in an artistic style rooted in lowrider and “pinto visual vernacular” was initially imperceptible to the vandals;27 in the barrio, Chicano trans masculinity is “beneath notice but is still
‘like’ everybody else,” and that is something other than “being in the closet”
or “passing.”28 The initial invisibility of trans masculinity disrupts the teleology of coming out and transition that Paul and others imagined in the
project of representing pride and the existence of the LGBTQ community
within the barrio. The trans cholo disrupts the mural’s queer brown space;
unlike the two couples, he gazes outward into the distance and toward a
horizon, which interestingly aligns with Richard T. Rodríquez’s readings of
Chicano movement–era visual culture that feature the Chicano family with
the patriarch at the center as the only figure allowed the future-oriented
gaze. Although the trans figure is featured prominently in the center, he is
alone; the couples are oriented away from him, and he bears markers of pain
inscribed upon his body in the scars on his chest and the tattooed teardrop
on his face. In contrast to the queer homeboys/homegirls whose representations create possibilities for pleasure, fantasy, and collectivity, the solitary
trans cholo is contained by the chains that frame him and is legible as trans
only in relation to the scars that make evident the “constructedness of transsexuality.”29 This provokes me to ask what kind of future brown trans folks
are imagined as looking toward and how their narratives are imagined. The
answers to both questions appear to be characterized by solitude and pain,
especially if the imagined subject is a brown trans person who has chosen to
surgically and/or hormonally modify their body.
The mural invites the viewer to visually consider how the overlap of tatuaje and scars on the brown masculine body might be familiar or whether
the familiarity resonates “with a material force not readily apparent” in
existing narrative forms of Chicana/o and transgender autobiography, autobiographical fiction, testimonio, or poetry.30 If a large digital canvas stretched
across a wall displaying a mural “can be likened to human skin,” the collective skin or garment of the barrio is inscribed with brown trans social discourse.31 To elaborate on the relation between the tatuaje (tattoos) and scars,
Olguín’s description of placas (badges or tags) is instructive. He describes
placas as “floating signifiers that remain grounded in the material and subjective conditions of their production and consumption.” I suggest that in
the mural, the scars should be read within the Chicana/o vernacular episteme of the placa, as badge or tag, defined by Olguín as an instance of the
“Chicana/o lumpenproletariat practice of ritually marking a space for the
purpose of laying a symbolic, even material claim.”32 The placa “is used to
mark or claim a space of one’s own”;33 in this instance the doubling or over-
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lap of the visual markers of tattoo and scar proclaim a racialized and trans
barrio identity. The single trans cholo’s brown, marked body in the mural
announces the entrance of a brown trans narrative. This narrative is one of
a brown trans subject who falls outside the confines of gender and sexuality
prescribed by Chicana/o culture, the state, the law, and other normative
grids.34 Here the brown, trans, cicatrix-marked body can be read as exceeding the act of claiming a space as one’s own; the body is inscribed by the
barrio and the scripts of transsexuality that can at times be imperceptible by
choice, necessity, or both.35
Although the mural was envisioned by Paul to claim the existence of
gay, lesbian, and trans identities within Chicana/o and Latina/o culture, the
trans cholo disrupts such attempts at LGBTQ visibility politics, highlighting the limitations of declaring, “We exist.” Unlike the queer homeboys/
homegirls, the trans homeboy does not, at first glance, disrupt the brown
space; the visual markers or placas of transness are imperceptible to those
outside the LGBTQ community until the figure is announced as trans. In
the earlier example it is Jennicet Gutiérrez’s brown trans affect that disrupts mainstream LGBTQ space and politics when her embodiment and
existence are rendered impossible in the space of the White House. In the
Maricón Collective’s mural Por Vida, it is the markers of transness that are
imperceptible in relation to brownness. Both examples demonstrate how
brown trans embodiment, identity, politics, and affect trouble mainstream
LGBTQ and Chicanx/Latinx politics. The summer of 2015 marked a moment of continued silencing and devaluation of trans-of-color voices in a
political climate suffused in transgender visibility and marriage equality.
The Possibilities of Brownness and Transness
In this book I demonstrate the continued silencing and erasure of brown
trans narratives within queer, trans, and Chicana/o and Latina/o cultural
politics. By thinking transness and brownness together, I trace and highlight how narratives about brown trans subjects appear and are represented,
mobilized, and materialized. I consider the contexts in which these narratives appear, how the narratives circulate, and how they are reproduced
within politics and sexual cultures as well as racialized economies, and to
what aims. Rather than pit brown and trans against each other or examine
the two alongside each other, I have chosen to employ a reading practice or
methodology that stresses how the two interact within social, cultural, and
political contexts. I posit “brown trans figuration” as a theoretical frame-
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work to describe and draw attention to what happens when transness and
brownness coexist within the social and larger queer, trans, and Chicanx/
Latinx historical narratives and material contexts.
In a sense, Gutiérrez’s challenging of Obama and the Maricón Collective’s mural demonstrate what brownness and transness do: they disrupt,
linger, provoke, enliven, and most importantly mark a presence. Both examples emphasize relationality, affect, and embodiment within scenes that
index the literal and figurative containment of brown trans subjects. Reading these scenes through a frame that privileges transness and brownness
foregrounds the generative possibilities that emerge when the two come
together. Gutiérrez and the trans cholo signal how brown trans subjects
exceed literal and figurative containment. Gutiérrez’s interruption called
attention to the “corporeal fact” of her transness and her “deportable presence,” but her refusal to be silenced by the president and crowd commanded
a response.36 The response was twofold: Gutiérrez called attention to the
precarity faced by trans and queer detainees in US immigration facilities,
and she evidenced the position of brown trans subjects as a matter out of
place. The critical response to Gutiérrez’s actions made visible the existing
nativism, racism, and transphobia within the LGBTQ community. Alternatively, allies of Gutiérrez found in her brown utterance a sense of collectivity; they were looped into a collective sense of being with, a sense of
becoming through her brown trans performative utterance. While it is conceivable for national LGBTQ groups to champion or take up Gutiérrez’s
political issues, her tactics did not align with the nationalist discourses and
legal frames of recognition that are valued by those organizations. Her tactics were inseparable from her embodiment and comportment, which are
a brown trans excess of affect, race, noncitizenship, and (im)mobility. Her
narrative cannot be incorporated into rights-based political projects that
might be named as “trans(homo)nationalism.”37 Gutiérrez’s interruption,
or her “willful enactment of the self ” for others like her,38 contested social
subordination and also inscribed her as a historical subject.
In Manuel Paul’s trans cholo figure is a register of brown transness that
disrupts brown style and form through the cut; the scars are the mark on
the mural that “trans-figure embodiment.”39 “The cut is possibility,” and
thus the figuration of the scars as the marker of transness disrupts, affirms,
and rescripts brownness.40 The scars of top surgery are not the only sign
that mark brown trans masculinity, however; in this example, trans “cuts”
brownness.41 The trans cut enacts regeneration and produces a new figuration of Chicano masculinity, one that is unbounded and marked by the
brown and trans affective excess. This material-discursive cut reimagines
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the bodily boundaries of brownness and transness where the tatuajes/scars
can index a “body created out of necessity, ingenuity, and survival.”42 For
those in the know, the scars represented as thorns in this image make evident the constructedness of transsexuality while also revealing the pleasures
and dolores (pains) of a trans, racialized, barrio identity.43 The tatuajes/scars
as placas write trans embodiment into the barrio, and the placas that mark
the body as trans also mark the body as a cholo, as a Chicano. The trans cholo
and his tattoo-marked brown body, initially unscathed by the violent vandalism of the queer figures in the mural, highlight how transsexuality can be
imperceptible yet present in the barrio.
“Brown” as it is mobilized in these pages draws on José E. Muñoz’s conceptualization of “feeling brown” as part of a theoretical catalog of different
modes of Latina/o self-fashioning. “Brown” does not stand in for identity or
culture; it indexes ways of being, belonging, and recognizing that describe
latinidad. Muñoz’s theorization of latinidad as an anti-identitarian concept
in which group identity coheres along the lines of affect without being exclusionary is also a concept that is historically situated. Muñoz’s intervention here in how latinidad might be mobilized requires understanding race
and ethnicity as “affective difference,” by which he means that various “historically coherent groups ‘feel’ differently and navigate the world on a different emotional register.”44 He notes that his usage of “brown” indexes,
for example, the Brown Power movement, which captures a “certain political utopian aspiration” that does not cleanse the stains of brownness.45 For
Muñoz, invocations of brownness are always connected to a historically specific affective particularity.
Curtis Marez’s theorization of “brown” as the “hazy in-between space of
Chicano culture within the racial economies of the United States,”46 though
rooted in historical and material analysis of cultural texts, has affinities with
Muñoz’s affectively driven mobilization of brownness. Despite Marez’s discussion of brown as specifically Chicano and rooted in forms of cultural
representation, his turn to “brown style” marks a moment of affective possibility. Marez defines “brown style” as a critical counterdiscourse that affirms
Chicano working-class difference. This difference is described by Marez as
an aesthetics of excess that takes shape through performance. Of the various examples Marez provides of this aesthetics of excess, his discussion of
musical legend Freddy Fender most closely resonates with Muñoz’s theorization of brownness. Marez asserts that Freddy Fender’s repertoire is “wet
with affect” and that his vocal style and lyrics are “excessively emotional”
and define a “working-class Chicano aesthetic that transgresses the norms
of whiteness.”47
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Marez’s observation suggests that the transgression of norms occurs
within the realm of affect; brownness disrupts the norms of affective
comportment of whiteness. Through the reading of Fender, Marez’s and
Muñoz’s frames of brownness overlap and force one to look at whiteness
from a racialized perspective in which, for Muñoz, the affect of whiteness
“appears flat and impoverished.”48 Marez’s analysis of Fender’s brown affective style demonstrates how group identifications “play a larger role in
the nation-state’s understanding of national character or affect.”49 Marez’s
discussion of Chicano difference and aesthetics, in his conceptualization
of brown style as modes that he names as “makeshift, flamboyant and nostalgic,” similarly locates brownness as an embodied, self-fashioning project
of being, belonging, and recognizing.50 Although Marez’s essay has an exclusively identitarian focus on Chicana/os and Chicana/o cultural production, the sense of belonging and affective potentiality that underpin Marez’s
“brown style,” resonate with Muñoz’s anti-identitarian latinidad. Marez
locates value in the negation projected onto brownness and does not seek
to cleanse it. Marez describes “brown style” as a process of the construction
and valorization of racial identities in the context of systematic negation and
material resistance to experiences of economic and political oppression.51
The process of negation described by Muñoz is one that is projected onto
brownness by a “racist public sphere that devalues the particularity of non-
Anglo Americans” and “underwrites racialized poverty while supporting
other asymmetries with the social.”52 Marez’s brown style is rooted in the
act of making do as an aesthetic practice that is inventive and affirms brown
ingenuity. If making do is considered outside the realm of aesthetic practice,
it indexes the pedagogies, survival strategies, and ingenuity that mark the
quotidian realities of brown folks. The affective particularity of brownness
that Muñoz seeks to capture is present in the ways “brown people endure,
strive and flourish in relation to systemic harm.”53 Through their different
approaches, Marez and Muñoz both encourage seizing brown excess; its
potentiality is rich with agency and can be redirected in the service of liberationist politics.54
Alongside this potentiality of becoming, Muñoz has also described vitalism, élan vital, as a force of brownness that emerges within contexts of loss
and negation.55 The heuristic work of bringing together brown and trans
allows me to track the pleasure, pain, loss, and danger that underpin the distinctive vitality that emerges through violence and the precarity of life and
more specifically the affect that lingers even after the official “ontological
closure of life itself.”56 I mobilize “brown” and “brownness” in this book to
analyze race and racial formations in terms of what they do, by which I mean
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the “political doing” of brownness. Muñoz treats racial identity as neither
ontological fixity nor effect or symptom of an unchanging culture. According
to Eng, Muñoz understands racial identity as a performative cluster of common affects and emotions, how people act and feel together.57 Theorizing latinidad or chicanidad as brown, or more specifically brown feeling, opens the
potential to reveal shared historicized and affective particularity, a mode of
analysis that can “think about the intertwined nature of consciousness and
history.”58 I use the terms “Latina,” “Latino,” “Latinx,” and combinations
of them, as also with “Chicana,” “Chicano,” and “Chicanx.” However, the
subjects whose narratives appear in this book are exclusively Chicana/o/x,
that is, Mexican American. Thinking with Muñoz and his preference for affect as opposed to the specificities of ethnicity or identity does not absolve
me from the erasure enacted in the lack of trans Central American or other
non–Mexican American Latina/o/x narratives. However, in a context where
there is little to no trans Latina/o/x and Chicana/o/x research, it is my hope
that others working in transgender studies and Latina/o/x studies will find
this study instructive and think of the ways Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x
bend with transness and conversely transness bends with Chicana/o/x and
Latina/o/x.
In Black on Both Sides, C. Riley Snorton examines the “double relation” of
“transitive” and “transversal.” In his study of blackness and transness, double
relation derives from Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore’s
notion of “doubly trans.” Snorton engages modes of inquiry that reference
“transgender” yet move “beyond the narrow politics of gender identity.”59
In these pages, I make similar moves but incorporate considerations of the
experience of race by reading brownness as a category of social valuation
that interacts with, overlaps, and at times is cut by trans. “Trans” itself is an
expansive category that might be shorthand for various forms of gendered
embodiment while at the same time referencing a set of analytics that congeal under the frame of trans studies. I am concerned with the work of trans
as a heuristic that works similarly and most specifically in relation to brown,
in that both frames center modes of relationality. “Trans-” in its prefixal
state, has a “propositional force” that reveals the ways “we autonomize and
generate embodiment.”60 Diverse forms of gendered embodiment may be
considered specifically because of the work that the prefix “trans-” does; it
infers movement across, crossing, beyond, and through. Within the spatial
metaphor of prefixal “trans-” there is also change or transformations that
are material, discursive, and affective. So when engaging “trans-” heuristically, it might describe forms of attachments, disciplining, and enmeshments that are not solely attributed to bodies that subjectively identify and/
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or are identified as being transgender. “Trans-” as described by Stryker, Currah, and Moore is the “capillary space of connection and circulation between
the macro- and micro-political registers through which the lives of bodies
become enmeshed in the lives of nations, states, and capital-formations.”61
Gender becomes one of several sets of variable techniques or temporal practices such as race or class through which bodies are made to live.
“Trans,” “trans-,” and “trans*” are among the variations of the heuristic
I mobilize throughout this book, although “trans” more generally refers to
the processes through which “thingness and beingness are constituted” and
functions as a frame to mark the “with, through, of, in, and across that make
life possible” or impossible.62 The prefixal trans has an affinity with Muñoz’s
force of brownness, vitalism, the élan vital that emerges within contexts
of loss and negation. I thus pose a provocation, identifying and outlining
various encounters with transgender phenomena that elicit consideration
of how modes such as trans and brownness are always already relational.
Transness and brownness are frames that reveal processes of materialization, specifically mattering that is moving. The moving here is a doubling,
as it simultaneously refers to movement and affect or the emotive forces that
are integral to processes of transformation. Transness can often disrupt or
cut through the material and affective registers of brownness with its own
kind of force that is similarly underpinned by excess, potentiality, vitality,
and becoming. Thinking brown and trans beside each other through their
shared expansiveness and unboundedness does not render them floating signifiers or provide a new spin on theories of gender, race, or embodiment in
transgender studies and Chicanx or Latinx studies; rather, it unsettles these
theories by drawing attention to the presence of the bodies, lives, and material circumstances of brown trans subjects even as they are troped or used
as metaphors. The challenge in this text is to read these two heuristics relationally in a way that does not reify tropes that presently structure the narratives of brown trans subjects, such as the deceiver, the hateful other, and
the ideological FTM/butch border wars.
Brown Trans Figurations
I am concerned here with how brown trans subjects are figured as inconceivable, stuck, deceptive, nonexistent, unnatural, and most importantly impossible. I use the term “figuration” to refer to the multiple ways narratives
about trans people, specifically brown trans people, are mobilized through
tropes. The most familiar of these tropes is perhaps the “trapped in the wrong
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body” narrative. Narratives by and about trans persons are often organized
into an “archetypal story structured around shared tropes and fulfilling a
particular narrative organization of consecutive stages: suffering and confusion; the epiphany of self-discovery; corporeal and social transformation/
conversion; and finally the arrival ‘home’—the reassignment.”63 In his early
work, Jay Prosser specifically privileges transsexual narratives in autobiographies; the narratives I examine about brown trans bodies, life, and death
are often not created by the subjects themselves, and thus many of the representations adhere to Prosser’s archetypal narrative formula. Many of the
subjects I discuss are rendered as figures without personhood or agency; I
turn that type of figuration or troping on its head. I excavate existing representations of brown trans lives and ask how to relieve these figures of their
representative roles. I strategically examine their narratives as figurations
of becoming, thus intervening in the ways the narrative practice of troping
typically robs brown trans people of their humanity.
Donna Haraway finds that figuration is “about resetting the state for possible pasts and futures” and is a mode of theory when conventional “rhetorics
of systematic critical analysis seem only to repeat and sustain our entrapment in the stories of the established disorders.”64 Haraway’s observations regarding narrative entrapment resonate with the interventions I aim
to make, as the lives of brown trans figures I discuss are often represented
through formulaic, standardized, and recognizable trans narrative structures
that trap them in “spaces of unmarked universality.”65 Eva Hayward describes this trap as an “investment in nameable identity over and against the
precarity of subjectivity.”66 Figuration is about identifying the archetypal
tropes that structure brown trans narratives and the effects that this narrative entrapment imposes upon trans subjects both living and dead. Hayward
elaborates on her observation: “I may want to wish away the narrative demands imposed on transsexuals—after all, they are transphobic, internally
and socially—but this imperative reveals the discursive nature of bodies and
embodiment, of how political, affective, and social registers work to produce
‘my body.’ ”67 Hayward’s observations about the demands imposed upon her
and her suggestion to focus on the expressivity of transsexuality break with
theories of subject formation that are founded upon what Haraway terms
“masterful coherence.”68 Thus, in many ways Hayward resets the stage (as
called for by Haraway) by demanding that trans scholars offer “affirmative
and critical account of emergent, differentiating, self-representing, contradictory social subjectivities” when writing about trans lives.69 If Hayward’s
demands are to be taken seriously, especially when attending to brown trans
life, and brownness has its own set of narrative demands, then in this book I
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identify where and how brownness and transness interact and trouble those
demands.
Figuration, as I posit it, draws on Hayward’s turn to the expressivity of
transsexuality, which focuses on the expressive potential of the body, its
capacity to respond to the world—how, that is, the body is transfigured
through corporeal, spatial, and temporal processes. Figuration is not another form of metaphorizing or troping; it is a frame that provokes thinking about processes as opposed to concepts. It is an adaption of Rosi Braidotti’s definition of figurations as “materialistic mapping of situated, i.e.,
embedded and embodied, social positions” rather than “figurative ways of
thinking.”70 Braidotti’s frame is cartographic, attentive to geopolitics, social
historical, and genealogical dimensions; this project, however, integrates
the affective dimension of the constitution of the brown trans subject.
The cartographic facet of figuration also maps the power relations that
define subject positions. I suggest engaging with the rootedness in the material conditions that frame the lives and often the deaths of brown trans
subjects is one way to circumvent the often parasitic nature of representations that are founded on the metaphorization of brown trans lives through
troping.71 Figuration becomes the critical tool to illuminate the material,
discursive, and affective conditions that are often left out of brown trans
narratives because they are framed by existing tropes that predominantly
cast brown trans subjects and their narratives as exploitable and sensational.
Figuration requires a resetting of the stage that demands revisiting the
existing tropes that frame these narratives. Upending and remapping brown
trans narratives this way blurs the boundaries between bodies, discourses,
identities, and communities to invoke understanding representations of
brown trans lives in which figuration becomes, Braidotti asserts, “a politically informed image of thought—that evokes/expresses an alternate vision
of subjectivity.”72 The undertaking here is to demonstrate how tropes about
brown trans subjects trap the subjects and to mine these tropological traps
for modes and instances of utterance. Hayward encourages consideration of
other genealogies of the word “trap.” A mouth is a mode of utterance, she
notes, and “the ‘O’ curve of lips and throat that sounds out . . . names the
apprehension of being embodied.”73 So then the representation of brown
trans subjects that are framed by sensational and formulaic narratives is fundamentally concerned with making these trans bodies, narratives, and embodiments intelligible to nontrans audiences. Mining the traps for accounts
of “alternative etymologies of articulation” might reveal moments in which
brown trans subjects are speaking themselves into culture and history.74 I
look for the gaps or spaces where brown trans subjects move beyond formu-
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laic scripts to make room for themselves within “cultural and political fabrications,”75 while also illuminating instances in which these subjects find a
tempo or beat within the context of entrapment.
Figuration might also work as what Hayden White describes as a “tropological move,” a “swerve” from the universal to the particular.76 In his introduction to Tropics of Discourse, White observes that within topics of humanistic inquiry such as culture, history and society we never quite say exactly
what we wish to say or mean exactly what we say. White finds that the discourse produced about these topics slips away from the “data towards the
structures of consciousness with which we are trying to grasp them. . . . The
data always resists the coherency of the image which we are trying to fashion of them.”77 The “tropical element” of all discourse is of interest to White.
He notes that this element is inexpungible from discourse within the human
sciences; the tropic is prefigurative in the sense that it implies a kind of
imagining resisted by objective forms of human sciences. The tropic is the
“shadow from which all realistic discourse tried to flee,” but fleeing is futile,
as “tropics is the process by which all discourse constitutes the objects which
it pretends only to describe realistically and analyze objectively.”78
White offers an etymology of “tropic” from Classical Greek origins to
Classical and Late Latin to show how the meanings of tropikos, tropos,
tropus are sedimented within the early English word “trope.” His genealogy of the term “tropic” reveals meanings such as “turn,” “way,” “manner,”
“metaphor,” “figure of speech,” “mood” and “measure” that, White contends,
taken together capture the force of the concept intended by the word “style.”
Trope or troping thus has moving and embodied qualities; for example, tropos means “turn” in Classical Greek and “way” or “manner” in Koinē. So,
then, the acts of troping and trapping are not unrelated; trapping is the
utterance, and troping sets the scene for the trap. Tropes generate figures,
which could be figures of speech or thought. This process is set into motion
by the ways tropes vary from what might be expected and by the associations the figures generate between concepts not usually felt to be related
or in ways that differ from what is suggested in the trope.79 The process of
troping and the figures that are generated through this process are what I
have been describing as “figuration.” If, as White suggests, “tropes are deviations from literal, conventional, or ‘proper’ language use, swerves in locution sanctioned neither by custom nor logic,” then catching the swerve does
not always signal the “deviation from one possible, proper meaning, but also
a deviation towards another meaning, conception, or ideal of what is right
and proper and true ‘in reality.’ ”80 Figuration is a process that is felt and generated through movement. Troping makes visible a discursive framework
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that foregrounds the emergent and transformative agency of the figures that
emerge from between the slippages and shadows of discourse. White asserts
that “troping is the soul of discourse,” the mechanism that without which
discourse ceases to do its work.81
Within Chicana/o studies, I am not the first to adapt White’s tropological approach. The Chicana historian Emma Pérez adapted White’s theory
of tropes to critique the dominant modes of thinking and writing Chicano
history. Pérez has considered Chicana/o historians to be “captives of tropological interpretation” by structuring the Chicana/o historical imagination
around four dominant periods and modes of thinking. The result of this
captivity for Pérez was a Chicana/o historical imagination and a practice
of historiography that created “dominant Chicano discourses that excluded
voices unfitting to the structure laid out, whether consciously or unconsciously.”82 Within Pérez’s approach to Chicana/o history she demonstrates
how the decolonial, specifically what she names the “decolonial time lag,”
has shifted the four dominant thematic categories of Chicana/o history:
Ideological/Intellectual, Immigrant/Labor, Social History of the Other,
and Gendered History. In her text, published in 1999, Pérez observes that
the category “Gendered History” transformed into what she names “Technologies of Sexualities/Desire/Gender,” which happens in part by the disruption through the “decolonial imaginary” that reimagines gender as a
category of analysis that explodes as “technologies” remap the category.83
While she does not explicitly identify what constitutes “technologies,” I
draw insight from her critical engagement to ask what results from viewing
what Lucas Crawford considers various “styles of affect [as] a constitutive
technology of embodiment.”84 The Chicana feminist intervention by Pérez’s
decolonial imaginary as the intangible and “interstitial space where differential politics and social dilemmas are negotiated” influences how I mobilize
brown trans figuration to demonstrate how trans embodiments, identities,
and narratives might remap the category “gender” within Chicana/o cultural critique. Considering styles of affect in this way allows accounting for
resistance and loss. Antonio Viego notes that Pérez is not interested in “the
fixity and rigidity that mark knowledge projects guided by the ego’s will to
mastery”; Pérez is committed to “exploring the whole range of losses (and
the full range of meanings that explain the effect of those losses) a human
subject stands to suffer in the world.”85 Introducing affect as another facet
of the decolonial imaginary makes room to interpret the unfelt as well as the
unseen, unheard, and unthought activities of Chicana/x/o and Latina/x/o
non-normatively gendered subjects.
Therefore, Pérez’s reimagining of gender as a category of analysis in
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Chicana/o studies and her resistance to fixity and rigidity lay the groundwork for the theory of ethnoracialized trans subjectivity that I propose. The
narratives I present and analyze focus on lack and loss as much as vitality
and potentiality to enrich my theorization of brown and trans. The interplay
between lack and loss and excess link brown and trans to open up theoretical possibilities for mapping different circuits of belonging. Figuration reanimates brown and trans so as to disrupt the existing metaphors and tropes
about brown trans folks that are framed by scarcity, lack, and the “placid
gloom of renunciation.”86 By the same token, the excess of brown trans subjects and the brown subjects in their lives, Viego notes, “are often fantasized as and hallucinated as possessed with a kind of jouissance—and are in
fact symbolically and materially punished daily for this in myriad ways.”87
This requires understanding how transness and brownness work in proximity to each other to create this imagined and real excess that falls outside
the norms of what is deemed productive or useful.88
Invoking Eve K. Sedgwick’s “beside” as part of the work figuration does
is integral, as thinking beside enables a kind of critique that does not culminate in a “drama of exposure”; it is a critical practice of analysis that allows
one to see how brown and trans lie alongside each other relationally and spatially without the burden of dualistic thinking.89 At times in this text brown
and trans might relate to each other in ways that are contradictory, complementary, or even competitive. The notion of brown trans figurations is
also about the individuals in proximity to the brown trans subjects featured
in the narratives I present and reveals how brownness and transness enfold
them willingly or unwillingly into the narratives. In this way, brown trans
figuration is propelled by proximity and characterized by forms of relationality that threaten the borders of bodies and identities. Brown trans figuration thus reveals the multiple social, political, and cultural actors who are
all “entangled, reshaped and transfigured” within the narratives I examine.90
In doing so, the field of representation of brown trans subjects is ruptured,
transfigured. More precisely, I examine how brown and trans trouble and
rework the language available within the fields of Chicana/o/x, Latina/o/x,
and transgender studies to attend to racialized gender and sexuality.
Organization of the Book
In the following pages, I broadly argue that brown trans narratives and subjects have been relegated to the margins or the backdrop of queer, transgender, and Latina/o/x and Chicana/o/x studies. The narratives of brown
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trans subjects have been either systematically repressed or mobilized in the
service of projects that see these subjects only as metaphors, both of which
simply relegate them to empty signifiers and abstract the materiality of the
lives of brown trans subjects.91 I thus present a collection of representations
that move beyond the “transgender problem,” as in the examples of Jennicet
Gutiérrez and the mural Por Vida, to reveal the repression of brown trans
narratives and make that repression visible, palpable, and audible. I argue
that this might require retelling narratives from a fundamentally intimate
perspective, including my own as a Chicano trans man. While this exercise
might at first glance appear to be narcissistic closure, my own proximity to
the project is not premised purely on identifying and substantiating the existence of my own identity as a brown trans person. I propose that the narratives and representations I have assembled here reveal the terms and conditions that instantiate brown trans subjectivities as socially and culturally
intelligible. These terms and conditions are more often than not repression,
denial, devaluation, death, exploitation, and appropriation. My work does
not and cannot remedy the social and material losses experienced by the
real and imagined brown trans subjects in this book, but I do propose a reparative way of reading that is attuned to the losses that are constitutive of
subjectivity. In addition, by deploying figuration, I reveal how these subjects
attach to models of subjectivity that do not doom them to remain stuck in
traumatic pasts and/or to impossible futures and in doing so, flourish even
in dying and in death.
The book is organized in two parts, each with two case-study chapters.
The first part’s two chapters focus on the documentation of the deaths of
two transgender Latinas and the corresponding narratives that emerge about
their lives during and after the trials of their murderers. The second part’s
two chapters analyze and interrogate the invisibility of brown trans masculinity. Thus the book is purposefully organized in two binary parts; while
neither part is meant to be an exhaustive investigation of Chicana/Latina
trans femininity or Chicano/Latino trans masculinity, I return to the binary
to read these narratives so as to “rupture the identity between the binaries”
and open up a “transitional space between them.”92 I invoke the binary because the brown trans narratives in the book raise the stakes of the gender
binary; many of the figures and their attachment to racialized femininities
and masculinities demonstrate the extent to which it is impossible to simply
move beyond the binary.93 Prosser, citing Sedgwick and Frank, invokes the
need to resist mobilizing readings into the enclosure of binaries (“binary homogenization”) but also to refrain from reading as if they do not matter or
hold no sway (“infinitizing trivialization”).94 Attempting to read narratives
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that emerge from subjective experience through the categories of brown and
trans means taking the “risk of essentialism.”95
The first two chapters focus on Gwen Araujo and Angie Zapata, two
brown transfeminine subjects who are no longer alive. My purpose is not
to locate a definitive attachment to the identity categories of transgender
or transsexual within their narratives. Rather, within the various sources I
examine, I am attentive to the ways both of these women have been constructed as provoking their deaths through their very existence/nonexistence. I find it significant to explore their lives and afterlives as narratives
of transsexual embodiment, which is, as noted by Hayward, “a provocation
to live-out, to feel different corpo(realities) through zones of transition and
intervention. As such, these provocations are responses to our capacities
to resonate (to various degrees and not terms of maximization) with environments, habitats, and spaces.”96 What these two chapters reveal is the
“-sexual” of “trans-sexual”; that is, racialized transsexuality is a provocation. These chapters lead to confronting the foundations of such a provocation. Hayward explains that “to be transsexual is, in part, about desire, fantasy, wish fulfillment, and the register of the Eros.” Writing about racialized
transsexuality requires consideration of how gender and sexuality function
for racialized trans subjects.97 Examining and assembling these narratives
also reveal how the environments, habitats, and spaces within which these
women moved in life and are characterized in death are marked by the relational and improvisational nature of transsexual embodiment.
The second two chapters focus on the imagined invisibility of brown
trans masculinity. Taken together, the two chapters assemble and trace
various representations of brown trans masculinity within queer Chicana/
Latina lesbian feminist cultural works, lesbian feminist edited collections,
film, and visual culture. The two chapters engage debates about lesbian and
trans identity that inform the butch/FTM border wars of the 1990s. The
chapters focus on competing claims to categories of racialized masculinity
by queer and transgender subjects.
The first case-study chapter, “Dolorous Proximities of Race and Transsexuality: Reading the Gwen Araujo Archive,” centers on the murder of
Araujo, a transgender Mexican American teen. I argue that Araujo’s murder
represents a crucial moment in trans history and continues to be culturally
significant long after her death in 2002. I situate Araujo as a predecessor to
contemporary trans Latina activism and as a figure that symbolically continues to endure violence. I examine Araujo’s transition narrative and murder alongside the representation of her Chicano/Mexican American family
as it is portrayed in the film A Girl Like Me: The Gwen Araujo Story. I read
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the portrayal of Chicano culture alongside the representation of the trans
narrative created for Araujo, ending in murder, that ultimately renders life
for trans Latinas as inevitably violent. I locate Araujo as a significant trans
Chicana/Latina historical figure whose narrative, memory, and legacy bring
the categories of brownness and transness into close proximity. In doing so,
I expand the category “woman” as it has been constructed by Chicana and
Latina feminists.98
In chapter 2, “Examining Transphobic Violence and the Politics of
Valuation: The Death of Angie Zapata and the Incarceration of the Hateful
Other,” I examine the death of this transgender Mexican American teen, the
murder trial and conviction of her killer, and the mobilization of Zapata’s
murder to demonstrate how Chicana/Latina trans life, bodies, or forms of
trans embodiment and desire become visible, are sensationalized, and accrue
value as they are mobilized within LGBTQ rights-based political work.
This was the first murder trial in which the defendant was found guilty on all
counts, including a hate crime enhancement, and the case was used to campaign for the national legislation passed the next year, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act. I analyze the cultural
and political location of Greeley, Colorado, to reveal a complex history of
white supremacy and contemporary anti-immigration politics that I argue
take place in relation to the celebration of the successful application of a hate
crime enhancement conviction. I examine court transcripts, newspaper and
magazine articles, and the documentary film Photos of Angie to demonstrate
how Zapata’s trans narrative is only intelligible within the confines of the
courtroom and in relation to her killer. Justice for Angie Zapata can only
be realized through a complex system of valuation in which her death and
the incarceration of her killer demonstrate that the successful application
of hate crime laws is impossible without dead trans women of color and the
incarceration of the men of color who kill them. Finally, I demonstrate how
the Zapata family’s memorialization and narrative about her fall out of sync
with common transsexual narratives.
In chapter 3, “Fleshing Out the Chicana/x Butch and Chicano/x FTM
Borderlands,” I examine the construction and circulation of the figure of the
Chicano/Latino FTM within Chicana lesbian feminist writings. I examine
how and when Chicano/Latino FTM life and narratives appear within these
writings and specifically how transsexuality is rendered as incompatible and/
or alien within Chicano culture. The representation of transsexual narratives
and subjectivity in these texts relies exclusively on medical, surgical, and
hormonal bodily transformation, and transsexuality functions as a condition
that can be remedied or cured, very much in line with how transsexuality
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has been understood as a pathology or disorder. Transsexuality appears and
functions only as a phenomenon that has no intelligibility within Chicana/o
culture; it appears as an invention or technology of whiteness. This rendering of transsexuality enacts an erasure of the lives and experiences of trans
Chicanx/Latinx communities. I identify where Chicana lesbian feminism
converges with second wave white lesbian feminism, in its conceptualization
of transsexuality as a monstrous figuration and a threat to womanhood. I do
so by examining Cherríe L. Moraga’s “transgender controversy” alongside
the similar controversy between queer theorists and transgender scholars
and communities. I then move to a discussion of Carla Trujillo’s What Night
Brings to illustrate that Moraga’s representation of transsexuality is not new
and does in fact emerge from the project of Chicana lesbian feminism in its
critique of Chicano masculinity.
In chapter 4, “The Wound Makes the Man: Trans Figuring Chicano
Masculinities,” I demonstrate how Chicanx and Latinx trans masculinities
are constituted relationally. I work through the Lacanian concept of “the
sinthome” to analyze the work of brown trans figurations within the documentary film Mind If I Call You Sir? by Karla Rosales, a sexological study by
Ira B. Pauly published in 1969, and the Q-Sides photography exhibit by Kari
Orvik, Vero Majano, and Amy Martinez. I examine these texts to theorize
brown trans masculinities that represent a counterinvestment in queerness,
maleness, and non-normativity that does not further reify heteropatriarchal
Chicana/o nationalisms.
Finally, in the coda I reflect on photos from The Gay Essay by the photographer Anthony Friedkin. I discuss visual objects as well from the Getty
Foundation initiative Pacific Standard Time: LA/LA, specifically the exhibit Axis Mundo: Queer Networks in Chicano L.A. I enter current debates
with Latina/o/x studies on the “x” framed by the politics of gender inclusivity
and language. I address the debates by focusing on how reading for the x reshapes reading practices and opens up questions of how to grapple with
bodies that trouble sex-gender-sexuality paradigms within Chicana/o/x and
Latina/o/x studies. What follows then is not solely the recovery of brown
trans narratives, but the ambitious project of demonstrating that despite
the erasure these brown trans figures endure, they disrupt, linger, provoke,
enliven, and most importantly mark a presence within Chicana/o/x, La
tina/o/x, and transgender studies.

CHAPTER 1

Dolorous Proximities of Race and Transsexuality:
Reading the Gwen Araujo Archive

The first transgender Chicana/o/x narrative I ever encountered was that of
Gwen Amber Rose Araujo, and like most people, I learned about her existence after her death made national headlines. Gwen Araujo was murdered
in 2002 in Newark, California, near Silicon Valley, by four men with whom
she had been partying over several weeks. Michael Magidson, José Merél,
Jason Cazares, and Jaron Nabors variously took part in beating, kicking,
and strangling Araujo after forcibly exposing her genitalia to confirm their
suspicions that she was transgender. After the initial attacks they bound
Araujo’s hands and feet and beat and kicked her some more, then one of
them twisted a rope around her neck. When she was unconscious they
wrapped her in a blanket, put her in a truck, and drove four hours away to
bury her body in a shallow grave just outside the Sierra Nevada foothills.
The men had known Araujo as Lida, a woman they pursued sexually. Of the
four, Magidson and Merél admitted to engaging in sexual intercourse with
her. Araujo’s body was missing for nearly three weeks and was found only
because Nabors accepted a deal for a lesser charge from the Alameda County
district attorney in exchange for testimony against his friends. Magidson,
Merél, and Cazares were charged with first-degree murder with hate-crime
enhancements.1 Defense lawyers for Magidson, Merél, and Cazares pursued
a “trans-panic” defense, a legal strategy similar to the “gay-panic” defense.
Defendants who use this strategy argue that their violent behavior is a rational response to discovering that the victim is gay or trans. This defensive
strategy is rooted in the premise that such violence is acceptable and defensible and is likened to “heat of passion” defense strategies. It was deemed
unsuccessful by LGBTQ advocates when the first trial resulted in a hung
jury instead of an acquittal. In the second trial, in May 2005, Magidson
and Merél were convicted on second-degree murder charges. In December
23
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2005, Cazares pleaded no contest to a manslaughter charge to avoid a third
trial. Nabors had pleaded guilty in 2003 to voluntary manslaughter.
Araujo’s family members endured two murder trials and the detailed
repetition of the violence their young loved one experienced, a gruesome
death marked by overkill. Both murder trials received extensive media attention, perhaps the most coverage of a transgender murder trial since the
1993 murder of female-to-male transsexual Brandon Teena in Nebraska.2
Araujo’s murder sparked activism for transgender rights in the San Francisco Bay Area. The activism took various forms, including attendance at
Araujo’s memorial service, documentation of the murder retrial through the
court-watch blog Justice for Gwen Araujo, and the beginnings of what would
become the San Francisco Trans* March, an annual event that takes place
on the Friday night of San Francisco Pride Week. In 2004 Araujo’s mother,
Sylvia Guerrero, successfully pursued a posthumous name change for her
daughter; she also worked with activists and California legislators for the
passage of the Gwen Araujo Justice for Victims Act (Assembly Bill 1160) in
2006. This California law limits the use of “panic defenses” by criminal defendants.3 The act mandates the instruction of juries to not let personal bias
about a victim’s gender identity or sexual orientation influence their decisions.4 Shortly before the California legislature passed AB 1160, the Lifetime movie channel aired the film A Girl Like Me: The Gwen Araujo Story,
which fictionalizes Araujo’s transsexual narrative. I aim to locate Araujo
as an important trans Chicana/Latina historical figure whose narrative,
memory, and legacy bring the categories of brownness and transness into
close proximity. This proximity is revealed most saliently through the affectively charged narratives within what I provisionally name the “Gwen
Amber Rose Araujo archive”; this includes the Justice for Gwen Araujo blog,
Michelle Prevost’s documentary Trained in the Ways of Men (2007), the
Lifetime movie A Girl Like Me: The Gwen Araujo Story (2007), directed by
Agnieszka Holland, and the short film Some Reasons for Living (2003), directed by Harjant Gill and Jesse Cortez, as well as family pictures.
Dolorous Proximities
I learned about Gwen Araujo from an unexpected source, my mother. In
October 2002 I was away at college, and during one of my weekly phone
calls home my mother asked if I had heard about Araujo’s murder. I said
yes. She informed me that Araujo’s biological father was from our hometown, Brawley, a small southern California town just fifteen miles north of
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the US-Mexico border. Our small town was abuzz with news that members
of Gwen Araujo’s extended family were preparing to make a trip north to
the Bay Area to mourn and express their outrage over Araujo’s death. At
this point I had yet to transition and was just becoming familiar with information about gender-affirming procedures including hormones and surgery
but would not come out as transgender or decide to transition until many
years later. Araujo’s death shook me. Until then I found it inconceivable that
I would ever learn of a transgender person from my small town and that they
would be Chicana/o like me. In 2009 I met Gwen Araujo’s mother, Sylvia
Guerrero, and when I shared with her where I was from, she confirmed the
news my mother had shared with me years before, that Gwen and I both
had roots in a shared hometown. Sylvia and I talked about where in town
they lived during Araujo’s early childhood years and why she left Brawley.
She also told me how happy she was to meet a transgender person from
Brawley. It was at that moment that I felt compelled to write about Gwen
Amber Rose Araujo, not because I could most accurately tell her story or
because of some intimate connection to her, but rather because, like other
Chicana/o/x Latina/o/x trans and queer people, I felt the impact of her murder close to home.
The closeness I felt to Araujo and her narrative might best be described
in Roy Pérez’s theory of the proximal, which he describes as “closeness without becoming and nearness without arriving.”5 That is to say, as I examine
Araujo’s narrative, approximation allows me to work closely with her narrative while not crossing the line into appropriation or exploitation of her
life and death. Part of what constitutes the loss in Araujo’s story is that we
can never truly know the sequence of events that led to her death. In examining the Gwen Amber Rose Araujo archive, I examine the representations
of her life and the events that unfolded after her death for modes of queer,
trans, racial “affiliation that do not give themselves over to easy representation.”6 I suggest that Araujo’s narrative shows how racial politics and trans
politics circulate in proximity to each other but do not necessarily touch. A
theory of the proximal allows me to think about how brown and trans relate to each other in contradictory, complementary, and competitive ways.
Although Pérez utilizes his theory of the proximal to attend to aesthetics,7 a
light touch of his theory is a useful tool for making sense of the aporia created in the Gwen Amber Rose Araujo archive by the division of race and
transsexuality into separate histories. Pérez’s “proximity” and Sedgwick’s
“beside” bring dolor (loss) into the frame as an affect that captures the pull
of loss that entangles, reshapes, and transfigures the multiple social, political, and cultural forces at play in Araujo’s narrative.
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The affective pull of dolor I aim to document is a force much stronger than
sympathy or empathy. It is an affectively charged connection forged through
loss that at times emerges as a sense of feeling close to or in proximity to
Araujo’s brown trans narrative. Refiguring Araujo’s narrative through a
hermeneutic that foregrounds relationality enables the possibility of understanding how trans narratives accrue meaning in relation to Chicana/o culture. While some might describe the attachment and relations forged out
of loss as melancholic, I describe it as dolorous, as dolor, a kind of brown
affect that describes attending to the unfinishedness and unknowability
that circumscribes much of Araujo’s life. I posit dolor as a hermeneutic for
capturing the various ways Araujo’s life and death continue to resonate for
trans Latina/o/xs and Chicana/o/xs. Dolor differs from melancholia in the
sense that Sigmund Freud describes melancholia as a “morbid pathological disposition” born of the refusal to give up attachment to the lost object,8 while for racialized subjects, loss is integral to subject formation. More
specifically, dolor as a brown affect is not so much concerned with the loss
per se but rather an ongoing relation with loss. Following Anne Cheng, I
am interested in what an inquiry of dolor might offer “beyond a superficial
or merely affective description of sadness to a deep sense of how that sadness—as a kind of ambulatory despair or manic euphoria—conditions life
for the disenfranchised and, indeed, constitutes their identity and shapes
their subjectivity.”9
Dolor is a “brown feeling” in a Muñozian sense that imagines a narrative
of being and becoming that is not structured through purely identitarian
models of relationality; that is, affect is not a simple placeholder for identity.10 Affect instead is “descriptive of the receptors we use to hear each other
and the frequencies on which certain subalterns speak and are heard or,
more importantly, felt.”11 Dolor is a frame for identifying how different circuits of belonging connect; it is a mode through which recognition flickers
between minoritarian subjects.12 Dolor is what moves the various actors in
this narrative, including Araujo. Dolor animates Araujo, her family, those
who advocate on her behalf, and trans people of color, most specifically trans
women of color who learn about her after her death. Araujo’s death linked
individuals who have experienced shared historical trajectories of negotiating particular sets of material obstacles within the social. Araujo’s death has
had an impact on myriad trans Chicanx/a/o and queer Latinx/a/o lives and
ultimately catalyzed various forms of trans activism. In 2016, HBO aired the
documentary film The Trans List, directed by Timothy Greenfield-Sanders,
which features an interview with the trans Latina immigrant rights activist
Bamby Salcedo.13 During Salcedo’s interview she cites the murder of Gwen
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Amber Rose Araujo as a pivotal moment for her: “There was a very significant event that changed my life, the murder of Gwen Araujo. That sparked
my anger, that unleashed the deer in me. Ever since then I have been like
nonstop, doing whatever I need to do to make the voices of my community
heard.”14 Salcedo’s citation of Araujo’s death as a meaningful moment that
spurred her trans Latina activism locates the relevance of Araujo’s death as
a pivotal moment in trans Latina/o/x history and politics.15
Part of what I aim to document here is how dolor reveals the proximal
relation between tropes of Chicana/o culture and transsexuality. Examining representations of Chicano culture and the narrative of transsexuality
present in the Gwen Araujo archive reveals the “discursive nature of bodies
and embodiment” and how “political, affective and social registers work to
produce” Araujo’s body.16 I examine one object in the archive, the film A Girl
Like Me: The Gwen Araujo Story, to identify the narrative demands placed
upon Araujo and her family in the wake of her death. What constitutes dolor
in Araujo’s story is in part its troping along the lines of race and transsexuality. Race and transsexuality work in proximity in the Araujo archive, resulting in fragmented and transfigured narratives about her life. The transfigured narratives about Araujo are put to work to animate rights-based
trans politics directed at reforming the US legal system; in these instances,
dolor emerges as residue from the process of extracting strategic value from
Araujo’s death to secure future rights and privileges for more privileged,
nonracialized LGBTQ subjects.17 Dolor, however, as a brown affect cannot always be productively redirected in the service of bolstering the punishment systems and economic arrangements that make life unlivable for
the most vulnerable.18 Dolor or pain and loss mark Bamby Salcedo’s attachment to Araujo’s narrative and propel and cohere identification with Araujo.
Dolor is a point of entry for feeling close to Araujo without appropriating
her story. Dolor can motivate people in various ways. Brown trans figuration
centers here around the social, cultural, and political impact Araujo’s death
had on brown trans and queer life.
The tropes about transition that organize Araujo’s transsexual narrative
appear alongside tropes about Chicano culture. The frame of brown trans
figuration functions to index how these tropes animate the Araujo archive
so as to educate a broad audience about her death and the injustice of the
trans-panic defense strategy in the US legal system. Although newspaper
coverage of Araujo’s death and the murder trials did not explicitly address
her racial background as a motivating factor for the violence, when scrutinized, the representations of her narrative reveal that race certainly shaped
how she was perceived in life and death. The most useful text in the Araujo
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archive for demonstrating this racialization is A Girl Like Me, a film that
demonstrates how Chicano culture and transsexuality function in proximity
to one another but touch only provisionally and conspicuously.
A Girl Like Me
In June 2006, the premiere of the Lifetime network movie A Girl Like Me:
The Gwen Araujo Story drew five million viewers. The premiere was scheduled during Pride Month and aired continually over the next few months as
California state lawmakers prepared to vote on the Gwen Araujo Justice for
Victims Act.19 The film depicts Araujo’s trans narrative and the impacts of
Araujo’s transition on her life, with a specific focus on her relationships with
her mother and her extended family. Araujo’s trans narrative is portrayed
largely through flashbacks linked to dramatized testimony from the murder
trials. The courtroom is a central space where the film takes place in order to
educate the general public about the trans-panic defense strategy that was
used by the defendants in both murder trials. A Girl Like Me features a predominantly Latina/o cast, which at the time was not common in Lifetime
programming. Prominent Latina actors include Academy Award–winner
Mercedes Ruehl as Sylvia Guerrero and noted Hollywood actor Lupe Ontiveros as Araujo’s maternal grandmother, María Guerrero. The casting of
Ontiveros appealed to Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x viewers, as she was often
cast as a mother or abuela embodying the role of the quintessential overbearing Mexican American matriarch. With Ontiveros in the role of Araujo’s
grandmother, known as “Mami” in the film, the central institutions represented in the film are the courtroom and the Chicano family.
While the film depicts the inherent denigration and dehumanization of
transgender women in the use of a trans-panic defense, it also resonates
among Latina/o/x viewers who may or may not be familiar with transgender
identity and politics. One of the aims of the Lifetime network is to promote
and influence viewers’ perceptions about key women’s issues, but with the
focus on a Latina/o trans person and her family, the filmmakers, director
Agnieszka Holland and co-executive producer Gloria Allred, made a film
that relies on stereotypical notions of Latina/o/x culture, gender, and sexuality.20 Herein lie the complexity and difficulty of representing a story of a
trans woman who is only publicly known because of her death.
The film has continued to air on the Lifetime network and is available
for purchase on Amazon. Its continued airing is not surprising, as the film
provides diversity to the network’s programming of “emotionally gripping
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stories centered on strong women protagonists.”21 The film remains a central vehicle through which Araujo’s transsexual narrative circulates in her
afterlife. A Girl Like Me is only one facet of Araujo’s afterlife; other traces of
her life are available through the memories of her loved ones, newspapers,
magazines, blogs, and court transcripts. Araujo’s life narrative is shaped by
her loved ones, the media, and court transcripts but not by her own voice;
thus, it is impossible to capture how she lived. Uncertainty about how she
lived is directly related to C. Riley Snorton and Jin Haritaworn’s description of trans-of-color life as inconceivable.22 Scrutinizing and analyzing the
afterlives of trans people of color reveal the systematic degradation and devaluation of their lives. Trans women of color lives function literally and figuratively as resources for the “articulation and visibility of a more privileged
transgender subject”; therefore one risks enacting further violence upon the
dead.23 One could make the argument that Araujo’s death brought visibility
to trans politics and was a precursor of the transgender tipping point, but
the number of deaths of trans women of color after Araujo was killed belies
the notion that visibility around trans violence somehow works to reduce
that violence. Transgender women of color continue to live within a context
of economic, social, and political precarity, while a privileged subject such
as Caitlyn Jenner may enjoy a certain visibility and cultural intelligibility
as a transgender subject. Jenner is an important figure because, as noted by
Marissa Brostoff, she attempted to position herself as the “the trans woman,
a spokesperson for trans people everywhere.”24 Ultimately, Jenner fails to
occupy this position by alienating high-profile trans activists and organizations due to her discordantly conservative political views.25
Gwen Araujo and many other transgender women of color who were
murdered are not able to be the authorial subjects of their trans narratives in
the traditional form of autobiography, which is the most utilized and widely
disseminated genre of transgender writing. Prosser asserts that “transsexuality is always narrative work, a transformation of the body that requires
remolding of life into a particular narrative shape.”26 A Girl Like Me attempts to represent the narrative work of transsexuality, but that narrative
is molded around a specific end point, Araujo’s death. Since it is impossible
for Araujo to be an authorial subject, the transsexual narrative in the film is
one imagined primarily by the screenwriter and director. Leaving the narrative work in the hands of others creates problems and obscures viewers’
understanding of how Araujo experienced transgender life and the actual
work Araujo did in her lifetime to be trans. This type of work is not readily
capturable because it falls within a realm of experience between two zones
of death—social and corporeal death.27 The film imposes the typical narra-
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tive demands experienced by most transsexuals, that we are all compelled at
one point or another by a doctor, psychologist, lover, friend, family member, or other person to “tell our story.” In this instance, the story is told on
Araujo’s behalf, and the film’s treatment of Araujo’s transition as a sociological production renders her life experience, specifically her expression of
transsexuality, as devoid of pleasure. In the film, viewers are not able to witness or get to know Araujo’s “material, psychical, sensual, and social self,”
as the film does not allow viewers to see anything beyond a series of events
that led to her death. Eva Hayward observes that for the transsexual, to tell
our story is to tell lies, as the story is informed by “a wish to be seen as I
want to be seen.”28 The film, then, aims to portray Araujo’s life and death as
well as the injustices surrounding her death in the legal system through the
point of view of nontranssexuals. It was crafted to serve as an entertaining
yet pedagogical film about the injustices of human rights violations endured
by transgender people.
The narrative demands placed upon trans people, Hayward asserts, are
transphobic, internally and socially, but at the same time they reveal the discursive nature of bodies and embodiment.29 Despite the project of the film
to humanize Araujo, the filmmakers ultimately made a film that blames
Araujo and her family for her death. A closer reading of the film demonstrates how Araujo’s body and embodiment are constructed discursively and
illuminates the political, affective, and social registers that frame her narrative. The filmmakers portray Araujo’s life through strategic signifiers and
tropes that are both brown and trans. I do not intend or presume to give
voice to Araujo but rather focus on how family is mobilized as a central discursive site where Araujo’s trans narrative is constructed. At the surface, the
family appears to be used as a universal site of identification for all audiences,
to humanize Araujo and her family, thus making the plight and injustices
faced by those like Araujo and her family intelligible to a general audience.
What lies beneath the surface is the significance of the family in Chicana/o
cultural and political discourse and the potential cultural impact of locating
transsexual embodiment, narratives, and politics as emerging from this location. Doing so goes against and interrogates any claim that la familia is a site
where transsexuality and Chicano culture are always at odds.
Given that Araujo is not present to narrate her own life experiences, the
information available about her is discursively shaped through the courts,
her family, and LGBTQ advocacy groups. Her family and LGBTQ organizations intervene in the construction of Araujo’s narrative in the media with
the intention of not further pathologizing or devaluing the deceased. What
is of interest to me is how these interventions actually reproduce prescrip-
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tive narratives that universalize Araujo’s life experiences. When one closely
examines the existing texts on Araujo’s story in newspaper articles, magazine articles, documentaries, and the film A Girl Like Me, it becomes clear
that the narrative of Araujo’s life is folded into a shape that renders transsexuality as a pathology that includes three narrative arcs: identifying childhood behaviors that foretell transsexual or transgender life, such as cross-
gender identification in play activities, role play, and clothing; highlighting
the family’s concern for the victim’s safety and a reiteration that they communicated repeatedly that the victim did disclose their transgender status
to potential lovers; and describing the rejection of the victim by institutions
such as a church, the family, and school.
These three themes are present in A Girl Like Me and are more about how
nontrans people understand transgender people, as opposed to how trans
folks understand or construct their own narratives. The result is that the
film obscures much of the material realities Araujo faced but also further
reifies narratives about transition that do not often translate across diverse
cultural contexts. The film renders Chicana/o and Latina/o culture as lacking, backward, and ignorant in relation to the transsexual narrative crafted
on Gwen’s behalf. The narrative structure devalues Araujo’s life because the
film is created explicitly for nontrans individuals and for political purposes
to help secure the votes needed to pass the legislation named for Araujo.30
Several essays have been written about Araujo that tend to focus on the
political organizing that happens as a result of the murder.31 Linda Heidenreich and Talia Mae Bettcher both published essays within five years of
Araujo’s death, and each contributes early definitions of transphobia and
topically engages the function of race in how Araujo was portrayed in the
media. The focus of Heidenreich’s essay “Learning from the Death of Gwen
Araujo?” is to compare the social, cultural, and political impact of Araujo’s
murder to the impact of Matthew Shepard’s murder. She notes that Shepard was a more proper subject to mourn and illuminates political tensions
between gay and transgender activists and even between queer and transgender studies at the time.
In Susan Stryker’s 2004 essay “Transgender Studies: Queer Theory’s Evil
Twin” she clearly notes that trans people had become exceptionalized and
abstracted as figures for antibinary subversion of gender.32 Heidenreich asks
what queer Latina/os can learn from the death of Gwen Araujo, yet on the
basis of shared racial background and thus shared experiences with racism
and heteropatriarchy, she reproduces the queer/transsexual conflation with
the US Latina/o LGBTQ communities she seeks to complicate. In my
own past essays on Araujo’s murder I have written about the significance
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of Araujo’s murder to the trans community and advocated for honoring
the specificity of the experiences of trans Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x individuals. Despite Heidenreich’s use of the work of “Queer Chicana Studies”
to attend to the transphobic violence Araujo experienced, violence against
brown trans bodies is conflated with violence against brown queer bodies
through Heidenreich’s use of “transgender” and “queer” interchangeably.
Given the debates at the time, Stryker is challenging the conflation of queer
and transgender and by extension the white queer theory that Heidenreich
cites as influential to “Queer Chicana projects.”33 Although I might not
agree with how Heidenreich conflates queer and transgender, her essay does
importantly point out how disagreements between LGBTQ organizers and
Araujo’s family highlight gaps between the political aims of the organizations and the lives of Chicana/o/x families and communities.
In contrast, Bettcher’s essay “Evil Deceivers and Make-Believers” focuses on the embededness of transphobic violence within other systems
of oppression. As a “white, Anglo transsexual woman” Bettcher writes
the essay as a reply to the charges of “deception, betrayal, and rape” made
against Gwen Araujo (and others like her) in media representations and the
defense strategies mobilized in the two murder trials of Araujo’s killers.34
Sexual deception is a concept that Bettcher uses to clearly locate the transphobic violence Araujo experienced as sexual violence against women. I suggest that Bettcher’s discussion of “deception and betrayal” has affinity with
Chicana feminist discourse around gender-based violence, as it provides a
point of entry for understanding transphobic violence against trans women
of color. Bettcher observes that because “transphobia is fundamentally a part
of (hetero)sexual systems of violence and rape mythology, we must immediately accept the view that it is also fundamentally imbricated in systems of
racial oppressions, sexual violence and racist rape mythology.”35 Bettcher
situates this observation within Angela Davis’s discussions of the myth of
the black rapist as a tool of racial oppression and the sexualization of black
women. Building on Bettcher’s observation I would add that the rhetoric of
deception and betrayal also has a history within the sexualization of Chicanas. Chicana feminists such as Norma Alarcón and Cherríe L. Moraga
have identified the trope of betrayal as central to patriarchal construction of
Mexicana, Mexican American, and Chicana womanhood and sexuality.36
Given that Chicana feminists and Chicano patriarchs have identified the
family as the most important site of cultural reproduction, particularly in
gender and sexual roles, the family is then a discursive site within A Girl Like
Me for examining where transsexuality can be located within the boundaries
of la familia.
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Cynthia G. Franklin and Laura E. Lyons focus on how Araujo’s family’s
grief and subsequent frustrations with the legal system led them into activism on behalf of LGBTQ people. In doing so the authors characterize political action springing from the family, which is one of the most complex,
contradictory, and nuanced constructions in Chicana/o culture. In addition,
Franklin and Lyons posit that relational witnessing and testimony through
cultural texts such as victim impact statements and the film A Girl Like Me
can imbue humanity upon Araujo and other victims of human rights violations. Franklin and Lyons examine the family’s transformative experience
of loss and how the political action that it prompted can work to “reconfigure heteronormative forms of kinship and other societal structures along
with our conception of a human rights violation.”37 The consequence of this
reconfiguring is that transgender and race become neutral categories in the
authors’ focus on the universal appeal of how Araujo’s family grieves and
mobilizes politically to advocate for transgender rights. Still, the authors
note, representation of “the family’s Catholic and Latino identity” in the
film could bear further exploration. For this reason, the representation of
Araujo’s family in A Girl Like Me merits scrutiny in relation to the cultural
specificity of Chicana/o kinship systems.38
Richard T. Rodríguez views the trope of the family as a “double-edged
sword, a signifier with many meanings that both troubles and assists in the
struggle for communitarian politics.”39 His analysis provides a frame for
understanding how Araujo’s trans narrative unfolds in the context of a traditional Catholic, Chicano family. A Girl Like Me is about how a Chicano
family transitions as much as it is about Araujo’s own transition and death.
Unlike Franklin and Lyons, who downplay the significance of the representation of the family’s Latino/Chicano identity in the film, I examine how
the family is portrayed as an essentialist and racialized, heteropatriarchal
unit that bends with Araujo’s transition and ultimately mobilizes dolor as
brown relational affect. The film presents her family as the immobile and
inflexible obstacle to Araujo’s transition that impedes her from realizing the
fantasy of the mobile, shape-shifting, identity-morphing body imagined in
transition narratives; the family is even to an extent implicated in the sequence of events that led to her death.
“I Have a Family”
One of the most memorable moments in the film A Girl Like Me is Araujo’s
final utterance, “I have a family,” just before she is dealt a blow to the head
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that the audience is led to presume as her final moment of life.40 This situates
the value of family for Araujo in both life and death; it is a plea for her murderers to spare her family the dolor of losing her. The narrative is framed by
courtroom testimony, and the film opens with a courtroom scene in which a
forensic medical examiner is testifying about the condition of Araujo’s body.
Shortly thereafter the screen is filled with images of a beaten and bruised
body that is gagged and bound. The objectification of Araujo’s body renders her nonhuman. The viewer’s initial encounter with Araujo is her body
being held captive for the viewer to witness the violence that occurred the
night of her death. The images of her beaten body are accompanied by the
testimony of the medical examiner, who guides viewers through an inventory of the parts of Araujo’s fragmented body, “the neck,” “the mouth,” “the
hands,” “the torso.” Araujo’s dehumanization culminates with the prosecutor’s question “What was the gender of the victim?” and the medical examiner’s answer, “It was a normally developed male.” The film begins by denying Araujo’s existence and life as a woman; she is relegated to existing only
as the gender she was assigned at birth.
Araujo’s trans nonexistence indexes the plot of the film, which aims to
reveal the social conditions that made Araujo subject to being killed. In the
film these social conditions are revealed to primarily be school, family, and
church. If the film begins with establishing Araujo’s nonexistence, to what
ends are liberal projects framed by visibility, accessibility, and progressivism, like this film, effective in teaching about antitrans violence? The opening scene demonstrates that the filmmakers approached representing trans
identity, narrative, and politics predominantly through Araujo’s death. This
observation can and should be understood in relation to current work in
“trans negativity,” which asks, in Hayward’s assessment, how “trans identity, representation and politics have needed the murdered bodies of black
trans women and trans women of color to constitute ‘the transgender tipping point.’ ”41 That is, violence toward individuals like Gwen Araujo is conceived as inevitable, as trans/sexual/gender political projects often require
this kind of violence to incite action. I find validity in Hayward’s claim that
trans/sexual/gender political and intellectual projects are built on the bodies
of dead trans women of color.42
Because the film begins with establishing Araujo’s trans nonexistence, it
is important to read how that nonexistence unfolds in regard to her family.
The first flashback to Araujo’s childhood years is a scene in which her
mother, Sylvia Guererro, is getting the children ready to attend a birthday
party for Sylvia’s father, whom they call “Papi.” Araujo’s older sister, nicknamed Chita, is rebelliously refusing to wear a dress and exhibits behav-
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iors outside the norms of girlhood. In contrast, Eddie (Gwen) is quiet and
obediently watches as his mother struggles with his older sister. The film
then cuts to the home of Sylvia’s parents, where her mother, called “Mami,”
and sisters are discussing Sylvia’s tardiness to the party. It is revealed that
Sylvia has r ecently left her husband, and she and the children have just relocated back to her hometown. Sylvia and the children enter late, and Sylvia
is noticeably frazzled. Soon the viewer sees for the first time what becomes
a repeated theme in the film: Sylvia’s ability as a mother is called into question because she is raising her children by herself. As Sylvia joins the other
female family members in the kitchen, they are disapprovingly discussing
her new role as single mother. Sylvia’s mother declares, “Children need a
father. No woman can be father and mother at the same time.”43 Sylvia’s
mother voices strong disapproval of Sylvia’s decision to leave her abusive
husband. She suggests that Sylvia was to blame for the domestic violence
she suffered at his hands.
Sylvia’s mother establishes a strict division of sex and gender roles, further bolstering the film’s overall representation of the impossibility of portraying Araujo as a woman. One of the sisters affirms Sylvia’s decision to
leave the marriage, but another attacks Sylvia’s decision, declaring, “You
don’t turn your back on family.” Their mother’s response to this is to declare to Eddie that he is now “the man of the house.” In this brief interaction, Araujo’s early childhood is introduced to the viewer as tumultuous.
It also sets up single-parent households as outside the boundaries of traditional Chicano/Latino family structures. Another early scene confirms the
family’s Chicano/Latino ethnic background, if it was not already clear from
the actor Lupe Ontiveros’s appearance as the matriarch.44 The family is representationally marked as Chicano/Latino by the inclusion of a few simplistic visual and sonic clues that function to accentuate the family as nonwhite.
In the initial shot of the family party is a banner that reads “Feliz Cumpleaños” as Spanish songs play in the background. Spanish and English are spoken interchangeably, and bottles of tequila are on the table. The family says
a collective “Salud!” to toast Papi’s birthday and welcome Sylvia and her
brood back home. The party scene culminates in Eddie appearing in grand
fashion in Chita’s dainty pink party dress, only to be met with Sylvia’s embarrassment in the face of her family’s disapproval and dismay.
While Franklin and Lyons cite the film’s use of the family as providing
a kind of universal appeal, the visual and sonic markers they used register
more as generalizations and thus stereotypes about Chicano/Latino families. The stereotypes in the film about trans people may leave some viewers
genuinely believing that all Chicano families are patriarchal and conform
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to rigid gender roles and that trans women of color are treacherous, self-
loathing, and sexually promiscuous. Charles Ramírez Berg observes that the
use of these stereotypes delineates power relations, in a process similar to
troping.45 In this example the delineation between cis individuals and trans
women of color like Gwen Amber Rose Araujo maintains the systems that
shape unequal power relations and diminish life chances for trans women
of color. Moreover, the stereotyping of the Chicano/Latino family also in
part normalizes the assumption that the family, most specifically Araujo’s
mother, is equally responsible for Araujo’s death. The representational consequences of this troping is that the assumption that transsexuality and gender non-normativity are somehow unable to coexist within racialized familial spaces can become unquestionable truth. From the start, multiple
forms of gender transgression mark Araujo’s immediate family, in contrast
to the extended family. Such transgression is indicated through Eddie’s shy,
soft-spoken, agreeable behavior in contrast to his older sister’s combative,
tomboyish behavior. Sylvia is explicitly depicted as a transgressor to the cultural values of the family because she has returned as a single mother and is
unable to successfully reproduce the essentialist heteropatriarchal values of
Chicano families.
The chronological documentation of Araujo’s transition from child to
teenager ascribes to the compulsory trope of feeling trapped in the wrong
body that is the norm in transsexual narratives and is most intelligible to
those who are not trans. Over the course of the film, Sylvia struggles with
Araujo’s cross-gender desires and behaviors; Sylvia takes Araujo to the doctor, and the only symptom she can give the doctor is that Eddie is “too
helpful” for a boy. In the next scene, Sylvia makes it a point to tell Eddie,
“You know you’re a boy, right?” Soon after that, the children are home alone
playing, and Eddie is wearing makeup and large hoop earrings. Sylvia comes
home gleefully announcing that she got a new job and dances with her other
children, Chita and Danny. Eddie comes into the room to inquire about
the good news, and when Sylvia sees him in makeup and earrings the celebratory scene becomes one of crisis. As Sylvia is removing the makeup and
questioning Eddie about how often he has done this she asserts, “Look, we
have a chance for the first time in our lives to be a happy, normal family. Do
you understand what I’m saying?” Sylvia unzips Eddie’s hooded sweatshirt
to discover a stuffed bra, to which the exasperated Sylvia says, “Oh God,
this has to stop. Do you promise me?” Eddie replies, “I promise.” In Sylvia’s
plea for Eddie to promise to stop, his gender non-normativity is regarded
as a deviance that stands in the way of their being a happy, normal family.
Already, gender non-normative behavior is shown in tension with norma-
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tive family values. Given the scrutiny Sylvia faces from her traditional Mexican American family, Araujo’s gender non-normative behavior becomes another obstacle for her and the family to overcome. In this way, the audience
is invited to question Sylvia’s motherhood in relation to Gwen’s developing
womanhood. The representation of Sylvia leaves her repeatedly confined to
a place within the narrative between the cultural orders of Chicano hetereopatriarchy and the devalued position single mothers of color represent
in dominant white culture. Sylvia as a single mother of color cannot be read
outside of a larger history of the demonization of poor women engaged in
non-normative sexual relations. Cathy Cohen points to a legacy of scholarship that portrays black and Latina women as “unable to control their sexual
impulses and eventual reproductive decisions, unable to raise their children
with the right moral fiber.”46 This reveals that not only is Araujo subjected
to culpability for her death, but Sylvia also is subject to scrutiny for the ways
race and class bias influence how she is pathologized by the same institutions as Araujo for the decisions she makes as Araujo’s mother. Here the
way race and class intersect cannot be ignored, as this story of antitrans
violence and transphobia reveals how racialized womanhood and motherhood are pathologized as non-normative. In addition to being scrutinized
intraculturally by her own mother, Sylvia’s Chicana single-mother parenting is scrutinized by school officials who are represented as subscribing to
a rhetoric of “disorganization,” “disintegration,” and “deterioration” in relation to Sylvia’s female-headed household.47 Sylvia is called to pick up Chita
and Gwen from the high school principal’s office after a fight with a white
male classmate who was harassing Gwen. Sylvia is shamed for the behavior
of Chita, who has transformed from tomboy to a Los Locos gang member,
and Eddie, now calling herself Gwen and wearing women’s makeup in public. In the scene with the principal, Sylvia is implicitly blamed for her children’s racial/gendered deviance, and Araujo is for the first time blamed for
being the victim of gender-based harassment and violence.
The nexus of race, gender, sexuality, and class reveals how each of the
family members is highly regulated within the school space. The representations of Chita and Gwen register as excessive racialized femininity although
gender-transgressive in different ways. All three family members are disciplined by white males, the principal and the harassing classmate. From a
Chicana feminist perspective, the film reveals how racialized womanhood
and motherhood are highly regulated. That is most evident in the representation of identity primarily by Sylvia’s failure to adhere to the demands
and constraints of heteropatriarchal familial norms. This complicated racial,
gender, sexual matrix of deviance and regulation circumscribes Araujo’s
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transsexual narrative. This is the first of many scenes in which Araujo’s embodied presentation and expression of transsexuality are represented as the
cause of violence and a symptom of the subordination and/or abandonment
of a cultural institution such as the family, implicitly rendering Sylvia also
culpable for Araujo’s death.48
The two central characters of the film, Sylvia and Gwen, are represented
through various prevailing stereotypes and tropes that reinforce some attitudes and beliefs about Latina sexuality, womanhood, and transsexuality.
Instead of appearing as historical subjects, these women appear as what Rosa
Linda Fregoso describes as “metaphors for the emotive side of Chicano collective cultural identity.”49 Metaphor has an important function in the process of figuration in the case of Araujo, whose trans womanhood is characterized by excessive sexuality, represented as flirtatious and oversexed. The
result is that Araujo is transfigured into an “evil deceiver.” In the context of
the courtroom, “deception” becomes the central descriptor for portraying
transgender nonexistence, or rather this deception becomes the provocation
for justifying violence against transgender women.50 Araujo’s story demonstrates that even the possibility of racialized trans femininity is always already a betrayal that might incite violence. Scenes that show the challenges
Araujo faced as she transitions are marked with instances in which embodying femininity goes hand in hand with provocation. In one scene Araujo’s
family members are being supportive and offering a compliment on the dress
she wears for her sister Chita’s wedding, but Gwen is set up as both a deceiver and as hypersexual, implying that she will deserve the violence that
the audience knows is coming.
Uncle: Me parece bien.
Gwen: What?

Uncle: Nothing. It looks great. You just want to be careful. That’s all. Guys

will take advantage.

Gwen: That’s the idea, right?

A scene of familial acceptance and affirmation of her femininity highlights the kind of sexual availability and seduction Magidson, Merél, and
Cazares will claim Araujo employed to deceive them. In the shot of Gwen’s
response to her uncle’s compliment and caution, she is looking straight at
the camera and winking as she concedes that perhaps she willingly wants to
be taken advantage of. This scene reinforces the idea of her own culpability
for her death because she did not heed her uncle’s caution to be careful. This
moment is doubly damning because Gwen is scripted as embodying a femi-
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ninity that is provocative, the hypersexual Latina, but familial acceptance
is marked by dominant notions of macho attitudes about acceptable forms
of comportment of women’s sexuality. Jillian Báez contends in her historicization of the hypersexualization of the Latina body that its roots can be
“traced back to the colonization of the Americas.”51 In the film Araujo is
represented in a sensationalist manner and stuck in a binary alternating between two tropes, of the “(sexually) desired exotic Latina” and the suffering,
tortured transsexual.52 This fracturing greatly inhibits the viewer’s ability to
get a clear sense of Araujo’s material, psychic, sensual, and social self. This
representation of Araujo reveals how these two tropes impede the ability to
identify the corporeal, spatial, and temporal processes that trans figured her
body. The tension is palpable between Araujo’s successful embodiment of
femininity and the hypersexualization to which Latinas are subjected; she
is assumed to be “sexually proficient, insatiable, and available” and to invite
the threat of violence that might accompany exuding Latina femininity.53
The culmination of the scene with Araujo’s flirtatious smile and wink sets up
the characterization of Araujo as hypersexual and deceptive, as is laid out in
the defendants’ trans-panic defense. Araujo is not outright forbidden from
wearing a dress at the wedding; she is complimented and then cautioned
that her successful expression of femininity comes with the possibility of
romantic and sexual encounters.
This caution comes from her uncle, who in the absence of a traditional
domineering patriarch within Sylvia’s single-parent household, underscores
Mami’s words at the start of the film, “Children need a father. No woman
can be father and mother at the same time.”54 After the scene of Gwen’s
dress, Sylvia advocates on behalf of her daughter so that Gwen is allowed to
serve as maid of honor at her sister’s wedding. In the absence of a male patriarchal figure, Sylvia must negotiate her mother’s attempts to reinforce and
reproduce the heteropatriarchal values that are missing from the household
and are at odds with Araujo’s gender identity. Sylvia aggressively advocating for her daughter is an important sign of acceptance of Gwen’s transition,
while the struggle between Sylvia and her mother is staged in a way that affirms the essentialist assumption that “Chicano and Latino families are inherently ruled by patriarchy.”55 Mami receives Sylvia’s pleas as an attempt to
disrupt the sanctimony of patriarchal culture and religion within the family.
The exchange takes place as a struggle between mother and daughter, and
thus the conflict is staged as a corrective to the absence of a domineering
father figure. This scene demonstrates how Chicana/o/x culture comes into
proximity with transsexuality in the narrative, but they never touch.
Sylvia is sitting across a large dining room table from her mother. The
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Figure 1.1. Sylvia and Mami sitting in the dining room. A Girl Like Me: The Gwen

Araujo Story.

dining room is painted a vibrant yellow, and a Virgin Mary statue is in the
background. Religion has been established as a cultural and spiritual institution for the family in earlier scenes of Sylvia and her brood showing up
late for church and Gwen wearing headphones, makeup, and dyed hair during Mass. In the dining room scene, the statue of the Virgin Mary, the most
sacred mother figure in Chicana/o/x culture, is framed just behind Mami. It
appears as the camera pans back and forth between Mami and Sylvia as they
speak while sitting across from each other at the family dining room table.
The religious and cultural significance of the Virgin Mary to Mexican and
Chicana/o Catholics is directly related to the virgin/whore dichotomy that
permeates expectations and discourse about Mexicana, Chicana, Latina
sexuality. The icon of the Virgin Mary represents the expectation of Mexicanas, Chicanas, Latinas to be virginal, pure, and ultimately dutiful mothers.
The placement of the icon in this scene in particular not only ties the regulation of Mexicana, Chicana, Latina sexuality to the Catholic Church but
also locates the home and family table as a place where sexuality and, in
this example, gender roles are disciplined. Based on the way Araujo has at
this point in the film already been constructed as hypersexual, the exchange
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between her mother and grandmother demonstrates how the virgin/whore
dichotomy is being applied to Gwen; she is being disciplined as virginal in
the home by the family and yet is always already perceived as hypersexual
outside the home in the public sphere.56 Interestingly, the set designers did
not choose the most identifiable representation of the Virgin Mary that is
associated with Catholic Mexican, Mexican American, and Chicana/o/x
communities. This would fit in with strategies early in the film to represent
the family as unspecified Latinos, presumably figuring that a non-Mexican
family would appeal to a diverse audience.57 Although I do not have evidence to support this, I suggest that the Virgin Mary statue in this shot is
Our Lady of Sorrows, Mater Dolorosa, referring to the sorrowing Virgin
Mary. While Mater Dolorosa does not refer to any single iconographic type,
the image represents grieving and is closely related to the more well-known
Pietà.58 The figure’s presence portends the role Sylvia will soon undertake as
the sorrowing mother.
In this scene Sylvia and her mother discuss Gwen serving as the maid
of honor at her sister’s wedding. Sylvia’s mother, relying on religion, makes
her disapproval known and again offers judgment of Sylvia’s nontraditional
single mother household.
Mami: If he wanted to dress like a banana, would you let him do that?
Sylvia: No, absolutely not. He doesn’t look good in yellow.
Mami: This is because you stopped going to church.

Sylvia: No, I stopped going to church because I was no longer welcome there.
Mami: No vestirá la mujer en traje de hombre, ni el hombre vestirá en ropa de

mujer! Es abominación adelante a Dios cualquiera que lo hace. [A woman
shall not dress as a man, and a man shall not dress as a woman! Anyone
who does so is an abomination before God.]
Sylvia: It also says we can sell our daughters into slavery and that people who
work on Sunday should be put to death. Should we do that too?
Mami: You are supposed to be his conscience, not his friend!
Sylvia: I am supposed to be his mother.
Mami: If Eddie stands in a dress next to our priest we will be mocking what
they teach.
Sylvia: How? How is it mocking?
Mami: I think it’s best that I don’t go.

The disagreement is demonstrative of the family’s struggle in real life to
accept Araujo, which Guerrero has reiterated in countless interviews.59 In
this scene Sylvia advocates on her daughter’s behalf while also refusing the
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disciplining of public and private patriarchal expectations of women. Sylvia
in this instance takes the opportunity to attempt to disrupt the family’s acquiescence to the Church’s moral doctrine, adding that this institution and
its teachings that are seen as integral to the reproduction of familial values
are not open to her or her daughter. The two reach an impasse as Araujo’s
gender non-normativity and Sylvia’s single-parent household again disrupt
the family gendered structure. It is the potential threat of Gwen enacting a
social and cultural identity as a trans woman in the public sphere, specifically
at the altar in front of the extended family and friends, where transsexuality
bumps up against Chicano culture. Ontiveros’s masterful portrayal of the
conservative and traditional matriarch stands in for the patriarch, evoking a
rigidity that is familiar in representations of Chicano/Latino families more
broadly. The exchange between Sylvia and her mother, in which Mami likens
Gwen wearing a dress to the absurd, such as dressing like a banana, becomes
an example of Sylvia’s failure to reproduce normative, acceptable gender
roles; where it is likened to a joke, transsexuality is an impossible phenomenon. The conflict implies that Sylvia’s failure to uphold and be contained
and disciplined by heteropatriarchal familial structures is causally related
to Gwen’s death, and in this scene it is confirmed that transsexuality and
Chicano culture are incompatible. Franklin and Lyons suggest that A Girl
Like Me mobilizes the family as a meaningful and universal institution that
is relatable for viewers regardless of their race, ethnicity, class, gender, or
sexuality; however, their attempt to capitalize on universality to educate the
general public about transgender issues has consequences. The relatability
achieved through universality also bolsters racist and essentialist tropes and
character archetypes about Chicana/o/xs and Latina/o/xs. In this scene and
others, to depict the psychic and social suffering that accompanies Araujo’s
transition, painful moments and events prior to her death must be depicted
to make the suffering real. Must the project of educating the general public
about transgender issues do so by capitalizing on the pain that accompanied
Araujo’s desire for what seems like the impossible, to be seen as a woman?
Because the portrayal of events that led Araujo to hang out with the men
who murdered her is obscured and highly fictionalized, I do not find it pertinent to the analysis. From the dramatization of the murder trial viewers
learn that the men culpable for her death maintain that they were victims of
deception. For the viewer, all of the moments when Araujo is constructed as
hypersexual, self-destructive, and self-loathing come together and neatly fit
into the defendants’ trans-panic defense strategy. At the end of the film the
Guerrero family comes together to support Sylvia when Araujo goes missing. Mami copes with the possibility that Gwen may be dead by assuming
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the role of caretaker and making coffee for the family as they wait for news
from the police.
After the family learns of Araujo’s death, the national and local impact of
her murder is shown as protesters and media descend on the family. Araujo’s
family must mourn while also navigating the media attention and throngs
of supporters and antitrans/queer protesters who journey to Newark, California, for the funeral. Sylvia tells her parents that they do not need to exit
the house publicly and face the mob of homophobic protesters. Her parents’ response is that they are a family, and they walk out with Sylvia and
her children, affirming Araujo in death. The family is shown in the courtroom during the trial scenes throughout the film. These scenes are set up as
moments in which the viewer sees “how far they have come from dominant
Latino, Catholic, and Western family configurations,” given the challenges
and conflicts that revolved around religion, Chicano/Latino culture, and
the disruption of the heteropatriarchal family.60 In short, this scene implies
to the viewer that the family has made progress as it is forced to encounter
antitrans violence; and the family also has progressed past the obvious trappings and the implied and assumed deficits of Chicano/Latino culture. The
film would have viewers believe that the family’s ability to reconfigure itself
to make space for Araujo only happens as a result of Araujo’s death, when
loss and sorrow catalyze the support and affirmation the family struggled to
give Araujo in life. Araujo’s struggles with bullying, heartbreak, alcoholism,
and familial rejection are installed as par for the course for a transgender
teen coming of age, as is the inconceivability of a future in which she would
be able to live, love, and build a life as a transgender women of color.
In closing, the filmmakers construct a transsexual narrative for Araujo by
representing her cross-gender identification over time, from childhood to
adolescence. Given that the narrative is written from perspectives other than
Araujo’s, the film omits details viewers will never know, such as how Araujo
understood her cross-gender identifications and what language she used to
express her gender identifications. In an interview on a Silicon Valley–based
closed-circuit television show, Sylvia Guerrero clearly states that “transgender” was not a word that Araujo used.61 The film mirrors her statement,
as the word “transgender” is not uttered by Araujo or family members in
the film. Nonetheless, the representation of these early moments of cross-
gender identification fit the “born in the wrong body” medical narrative of
transsexuality that likely is familiar to most viewers. The production of a film
that portrays a Chicano/Latino family and how family members make sense
of transgender issues is significant; director Holland and producer Allred’s
reliance on stereotypes brings Chicano culture into close proximity with
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transsexuality. The film takes a politically charged stance against the transpanic defense and does so by offering a palatable narrative to a wide base
of potential sympathizers and supporters. Part of this approach is portraying transgender narratives and Chicano/Mexican American culture through
tropes and stereotypes that are intelligible and thus relatable to a mainstream
audience. The end result is that the film, in its aim to advance political causes
such as the Gwen Araujo Justice for Victims Act, is a representation of trans
Chicana/o lives that are rendered incomplete, in crisis, and lacking.
In the film, transsexuality and Chicano culture become limitations to
overcome, and the lack that is associated with the two is only resolvable
through Araujo’s death. While for some spectators, as argued by Franklin
and Lyons, the film might compel them to political action for transgender
rights, at the same time it also reproduces perceptions of Chicano families
as dysfunctional. In this case that dysfunction is causally related to the dolor,
suffering, and rejection Araujo endured. The film effectively allows most
spectators to maintain a distance from the violence Araujo and other trans
women of color endure and to ignore how these women are marginalized
socially, culturally, and politically. Representing Araujo and her mother as
culpable for her death reassures a white cisgender American spectator of the
truth of the tropes about Chicano/Latino culture they have been exposed to
in film and television.62 Despite the film’s attempt to portray the struggles
of transgender life, the result is a film that reifies problematic assumptions
about both transgender and Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x life.
The Brown Affect of Gwen Araujo’s Afterlife
Given the predominantly Latina/o cast and the focus on the life and death
of a trans Latina, it is not surprising that the film would become a favorite of
the Mexican American transgender teen Angie Zapata. She was murdered a
few years after the release of A Girl Like Me; the film was a cultural text she
insisted her family watch. The dehumanization Gwen Araujo faced in death
and the familial struggles she faced in life as represented in A Girl Like Me
taught Zapata and her family about remembrance, narrative, and mourning. For a trans Latina teenager from a Colorado suburb similar in racial
and class demographics to Newark, the film has a pedagogical function that
Zapata likely found appealing for herself and her family. Surely her family
recognized Lupe Ontiveros from her many roles in mainstream Hollywood blockbuster films such as The Goonies (1985) and As Good As It Gets
(1997) or Chicana/o films Selena (1997), Real Women Have Curves (2002),
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and My Family/Mi Familia (1995). Ontiveros’s familiarity to Chicana/o/x
and Latina/o/x viewers and her acting choices in the film give depth to what
otherwise might have been “flat stereotypes”; to borrow from Berg, she enacts “performative excess.”63 The most significant example in A Girl Like
Me is Ontiveros’s delivery of a Bible verse during her argument with Sylvia
in Spanish without translation and the occasional use of Spanish and other
emotive outbursts that signal as markedly brown and out of sync with the
written script. There is something affectively familiar in the loss, the dolor in
Araujo’s story that will be repeated in Angie Zapata’s narrative.
I return here to the narrative work of transsexuality, the act of remolding life into a particular narrative shape. In focusing on the life of Araujo
I show how filmmakers shaped the narratives of the women in the family.
Araujo’s story received significant attention immediately after her death and
through the criminal trials of her assailants, but should she remain exclusively bound to primal scenes of violence in her final moments? Araujo complicates Prosser’s theorization of transsexuality, that “transsexuality emerges
as an archetypal story structured around shared tropes fulfilling a particular
narrative organization of consecutive stages: suffering and confusion; the
epiphany of self-discovery; corporeal and social transformation/conversion;
and finally the arrival ‘home’—the reassignment.”64 The home that Araujo
arrives to is not embodied or corporeal; her final destination is in the memories of loved ones, the records of the state, and representation by others. The
universal experience of sudden loss and unexpected death is credited with
uniting folks to organize and advocate for protections of transgender persons, but doing so requires “narrating their lives through the same ideals,
morals, and ethics that disciplined them while they were alive.”65
Araujo’s affective life is invisible, considering the ways it was narrated
for her. However, dolor was a connective and relational brown affect that
permeated Araujo’s life and remains with her family after her death. Lucas
Cassidy Crawford finds that “affect is not an expression of transsexuality
but is, rather, the definitive condition of it.”66 Araujo’s dolor is the brown
and transsexual affect that binds her to her family, to Angie Zapata, and to
those of us who have come to know her story. In an instant, her ability to
shape her own narrative was ripped from her and left in the hands of varying
and conflicting interests. Based on photos her family has shared and interviews with family members, Araujo could be described as a trans woman
whose self-making was about being beautiful, desirable, and normatively
feminine. Performing racialized trans femininity and Latina excess in the
pursuit of “realness” does not yield forms of being and action that are easily
incorporable to narratives of “subversion and reinscription of norms,” yet
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her death enabled the work of LGBTQ activists to become valuable, and
the creation of the film gave Zapata access to a representation of a life of a
girl like her.67 Araujo is certainly not the first trans Latina/Chicana woman
to be murdered, but in a different context, the narrative of Angie Zapata
demonstrates that trans Latina femininity is often scripted through frames
of devaluation and death.

CHAPTER 2

Examining Transphobic Violence and the Politics
of Valuation: The Death of Angie Zapata and the
Incarceration of the Hateful Other

On July 17, 2008, Monica Zapata discovered her sister Angie’s lifeless body
covered with a blanket on the floor of her 500-square-foot apartment.
Angie Zapata was eighteen years old, just short of her nineteenth birthday,
and had recently moved from her hometown, Fort Lupton, Colorado, to
Greeley, Colorado, to live on her own for the first time. In July 2008, Zapata
met Allen Andrade on a social media dating site called MocoSpace. Over
a span of three days, Angie and Andrade exchanged hundreds of text messages and arranged to meet for a date.1 Zapata told her good friends that
she had met an older guy who was going to stay with her for a few days, and
she was going to get him to pay her bills.2 Zapata borrowed her mother’s car
and drove sixty-five miles south to the Denver suburb of Thornton to pick
up Andrade. She and Andrade spent three days together, and during that
time Andrade accompanied Zapata to a court hearing for a traffic ticket in
which she was called up by her legal name.
According to an arrest affidavit, Andrade told police that Zapata performed oral sex on him that night but did not allow him to have further
sexual contact with her, and the two slept in separate rooms.3 The day after
the hearing, Zapata left to take care of her sister Monica’s children; Zapata
was employed by Monica as a nanny. Again according to the arrest affidavit,
Andrade stated that when he was alone in Zapata’s apartment, he began to
look at photographs and other personal possessions in the apartment, and
this prompted him to confront Zapata about her gender.4 When Zapata returned home in her sister’s green PT Cruiser, Andrade confronted her and
asked her if she was a woman, to which, according to Andrade, she replied
with a smile, “I’m all woman.” Andrade indicated that Zapata’s performative utterance, the statement coupled with the gesture, was enough provocation for him to beat her until he believed her to be dead. As he began to
47

48

Brown Trans Figurations

collect his belongings and other items belonging to Zapata, he noticed her
attempting to sit up, and he delivered the final, lethal blow to her head with
a fire extinguisher.5 Andrade fled in Zapata’s sister’s car and was later apprehended on a noise complaint that was called in from an apartment complex
in Thornton.6
Andrade was found alone in the car and did not resist or attempt to flee.
Once in police custody, Andrade confessed, in part due to the aggressive
questioning tactics employed by Detective Greg Tharp. The tactics he used
to extract the confession from Andrade included playing upon what Tharp
described as shame and anger that would be “normal” or reasonable for
someone to feel upon discovering that he had had sexual relations with a
transgender woman.7 Tharp described this method of interrogating a suspect as talking “down to their level,” a way of relating to the subject that
creates a connection to break down a barrier that might get the suspect to
talk to them.8 The point of connection Tharp created with Andrade set the
deceiver/deception trope in motion, and this transphobic trope became a
point of intimacy between the two men and a mechanism to further dehumanize Zapata.9 The jury was shown only an excerpt of the video of Tharp
questioning Andrade; Judge Marcelo Kopcow did not allow the jury to see
the portion of the interrogation that included Andrade’s confession. The
interrogation video appears in Photos of Angie, the 2011 documentary film
directed by Alan Dominguez documenting Zapata’s life and the activism
that emerged in Colorado after her death. The following is a partial transcript of the recording:
Detective Greg Tharp (showing Andrade a photo): This is Justin Zapata. Justin

Zapata lives in East Greeley. Justin Zapata passes himself off as a woman.
Justin Zapata has a Myspace page. Justin Zapata has a MocoSpace page
on both of those accounts. He puts very provocative photos of himself
on the sites. The dude looks like a female. . . . This guy is lying to a lot of
people. This guy is lying to people that he is being close with. Allen, look
at me. You’re not a murderer.
Andrade: Heck, no.10

What is clear in this initial presentation of the sequence of events following Andrade’s arrest is that Andrade is read always already as the hateful
other and Zapata is always a “man” in the eyes of the police and the courts.
The tropes of hateful other and deceiver work in a way that is distinct from narratives in the murder case of Gwen Araujo. Zapata, unlike Araujo, was murdered by one individual whose criminal history and appearance locate him as
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a Mexican gang member. The Zapata case proceeded amid an ongoing effort
to secure protections for LGBTQ individuals through the passage of federal
hate crime legislation but also post-9/11 immigration policies that enabled
cooperation between federal, state, and local law enforcement to embolden
the reach of “the homeland security state.”11 At first examination of the two
cases, there is a stark contrast between the representation of Araujo’s assailants as clean-cut young men and Zapata’s assailant as a gang-affiliated habitual offender. Police were not only playing off tropes of deception but also
Andrade’s gang affiliations, given his appearance and prior criminal history.
On July 30, 2008, Andrade was arrested and charged with murder. The following day, Weld County District Attorney Ken Buck announced that he
would prosecute Zapata’s murder as a hate crime, a bias-motivated crime.12
The Colorado LGBTQ community immediately praised Buck for his decision to pursue a bias-motivated crime charge against Andrade, easily forgetting Buck’s history of making inflammatory statements about gay people
and his staunch nativist, anti-immigrant legal actions in Weld County.
After a two-week trial, on April 22, 2009, the jury returned after two hours
of deliberation with guilty verdicts on all charges against Andrade: first-
degree murder, bias-motivated crime, motor vehicle theft, and identity
theft. Andrade was sentenced to life without parole for the murder charge,
and on May 8, 2009, Judge Marcelo Kopcow added another sixty years to
Andrade’s life sentence based on the habitual offender enhancement Buck
pursued for the three other crimes committed in connection with the murder: auto theft, identity theft, and bias-motivated crime.13
The verdict in Andrade’s trial was notable and drew national attention
because it was the first case in the United States in which a hate crimes law
was applied to a murder trial in which the victim was transgender.14 Zapata’s
murder was used by politicians and activists to advocate for the passage of
the federal Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention
Act, which was signed into law on October 28, 2009, by President Barack
Obama as an amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act for
2010. Andrade’s murder trial exposed how the deceiver and hateful-other
tropes are deployed within social, political, and legal discourse. The tropes
reach beyond boundaries of trans narratives to moments in which specific
populations are racialized, in this case the Chicana/o and Latina/o populations of northern Colorado and in particular of Greeley and Fort Lupton,
where Zapata’s family lived. A brown trans figuration demonstrates how the
tropes function in relation to each other and within an economy of valuation. The conviction of Angie Zapata’s killer cannot be celebrated entirely
as a victory for transgender rights and politics. Andrade’s trial resulted in
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what activists described as an ideal outcome for a hate-motivated crime, a
first-degree murder conviction with a hate crimes enhancement, a result not
achieved in the Araujo case.
The case illuminates the larger sociopolitical climate in the Greeley
area before Zapata’s murder and after Andrade’s sentencing. Araujo’s and
Zapata’s stories resemble each other in many ways, and both murder cases
mobilized politicians and LGBTQ advocacy organizations to lobby for the
passage of laws to establish rights, legal protections, and recognition for
LGBTQ individuals.15 Court transcripts, newspaper and magazine articles,
political advocacy educational videos, and the documentary film Photos of
Angie reveal the limitations of “anti-discrimination/hate crime law strategy”
and how such approaches expand the reach of “violent and harmful systems”
such as police surveillance and immigration enforcement.16 Nativist, anti-
immigrant policing and sentiments began emerging in Greeley well before
Angie Zapata decided to move into her own apartment there. Andrade’s
conviction had much more to do with the ascendance of white supremacist,
anti-immigrant, and nativist sentiments in Greeley and racial tensions that
have historically divided the community than with an affirmation or valuing of Angie Zapata’s life and the lives of transgender people more broadly.
Andrade’s conviction and sentencing raise questions about what constitutes a victory for trans rights and how such victories in actuality strengthen
the criminal punishment system and, in this example, the “deportation
regime.”17 What was it about Allen Andrade and his defense strategy that
allowed him to be easily portrayed as monstrous while Araujo’s assailants,
Merél, Nabors, Cazares, and Magidson, easily maintained the boy-next-
door images given to them by the news media? The contrast in the two
cases highlights people’s complicated relations to marginality and vulnerability and the consequences of assessing the value of lives comparatively and
relationally within “economic, legal, and political contexts and discourses
framed by a culture of punishment.”18 Such an inquiry allows for attentiveness to the nuances of intracultural antitransgender violence and the necessary discussion of the implications of race and culture in that violence.
There is no doubt that violence against transgender individuals is devastating and frequent. However, what was celebrated as the ideal outcome of
the Zapata murder trial as touted by District Attorney Buck at the postverdict press conference was “that you [transgender individuals] are safe in
our community, and we care deeply about everybody in this community and
the safety [sic]. This is a great place to live.”19 In a sense, Buck’s statement
establishes clear boundaries of who actually constitutes the Greeley community, and this indexes two types of outsiders: transgender people like Zapata
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and criminals like Andrade. That delineation calls into question the logic
that commonly frames hate crime laws as legal interventions for transgender
rights, for example. Dean Spade notes that this strategy relies “on the belief that if we change what the law says about a particular group to make it
say ‘good things’ . . . , then those people’s lives will improve.”20 Throughout
the trial, Zapata and Andrade were racialized in a variety of ways by the defense as well as the prosecution; this ideal outcome needed both the death
of Zapata (deceiver) and the incarceration of Andrade (hateful other) to
demonstrate the symbolic success of hate crime laws. Spade’s argument that
“vulnerability is distributed across populations” is borne out in the representation of the trial such that this singular instance of violence between two
individuals, one transgender and the other racialized, can be explained by
hate or transphobia. In fact, the tropes of difference imposed upon Andrade
and Zapata embed them within a complex system of valuation that in turn
is framed by systemic legal norms by which the indefinite incarceration of
perpetrators like Andrade would make life more livable for racialized trans
individuals like Angie Zapata.
The incarceration of Andrade, the hateful other/habitual offender, was
secured in part by the ongoing intensification of anti-immigrant sentiment
and surveillance in the area rather than the Greeley community’s symbolic
valuation of transgender people that is implied by Ken Buck. The anti-
immigrant racial tensions in Greeley created fertile ground for a conviction of Andrade, who was represented as a law-breaking, monstrous, and
sexually deviant repeat offender by the prosecution and media. Andrade’s
trans-panic defense was unsuccessful because the prosecution’s characterization and mobilization of Andrade as deviant positioned him as a threat
to all residents of Greeley. In the end, Zapata’s death was relegated to purely
standing in as evidence to lobby for the passage of the Matthew Shepard
and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act (HCPA). In the wake of
Andrade’s conviction, during congressional debates on the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA, Senator Michael Bennett of Colorado proclaimed that the state’s exceptional hate crimes legislation on the books
“serves as an example of how to protect the civil rights of all Americans
regardless of where they live.”21 This political discourse shows how the passage of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA signified that government is an “apparatus of egalitarianism” that promises protection against
“institutionally sanctioned bias.”22
The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA has emboldened cooperation between the US Department of Justice and state and local jurisdictions to investigate and prosecute bias-motivated crimes of violence.
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President Obama stated in the first year of his presidency that passage of
inclusive federal hate crime legislation would “help protect our citizens from
violence based on what they look like, who they love, how they pray or who
they are.” By 2011 his administration would take a hard-line approach to deportation by expanding President George W. Bush’s Secure Communities
program. The Secure Communities deportation program relies on partnerships between federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies to expel
criminals deemed “threatening to public safety.”23 On the one hand, the
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA promised to protect citizens
from bias-motivated violence, and on the other hand, programs like Secure
Communities have utilized racial profiling and state violence to “protect
citizens.”24 Together, the two approaches create a clear picture of who is
imagined to be protected by the law and who the American public must be
protected from. Each is designed to remove dangerous criminals from the
public; the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA focuses on removal
by prosecution and indefinite incarceration, while Secure Communities focuses on removal by deportation. At the nexus of these two unrelated policies is a shared focus on punishing, criminalizing, and removing racialized
others. In this example, the murder of a trans Latina points to the critical
importance of trans as an unstable and dynamic category that frames, redivides, and transforms an understanding of racialized social relations. More
specifically, the hateful other and deceiver tropes become co-constitutive
formations that demonstrate how within a specific historical and political
moment marked by nativism and LGBTQ struggles for equality (national
lobbying for the federal anti–hate crimes law), something other than “autonomous life as the opposite of disposability” emerges and conserves the
application of disproportionate violence by the state.25
The Browning of Greeley
To understand the outcome and impact of Andrade’s conviction in the geographical context of northern Colorado requires understanding the racialized social relations in the region at the time. Zapata was murdered in 2008,
just two years after the 2006 Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
raid of a Swift meat-processing plant in Greeley; the raid was part of the
largest immigration enforcement action in the United States. Six Swift
meat-packing plants, in Texas, Iowa, Nebraska, Colorado, Utah, and Minnesota, were raided simultaneously on December 12, 2006. The raids involved more than 1,000 ICE agents, with nearly 1,300 immigrant workers
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taken into custody.26 The number of workers arrested at the Greeley plant
was about 265. The raids, dubbed “Operation Wagon Train,” were triggered
by a federal probe into identity-theft rings, but only 240 of the total 1,300
detained workers were charged with identity theft such as the use of false or
stolen Social Security numbers.27 The focus on identity theft as a rationale
to round up “illegal immigrants” was seen by Greeley immigration activists
as a “declaration of war on the immigrant community.”28 The same approach
would later be taken up by District Attorney Buck’s office just after Allen
Andrade’s trial concluded.
The ICE raids were seen by many immigration activists as in line with
the political atmosphere of Colorado at the time and especially of the GOP
stronghold in Weld County and Greeley, the county seat. The raids had a
lasting impact on racial relations among the immigrant and Latinx communities and others in the city and county. Ken Buck, who later was elected to
Congress, was outspoken after the raids about what he regarded as the impact of “illegal immigration” in Greeley:
According to the sheriff, anywhere from a quarter to a third of the jail population in Weld County are illegal immigrants. And that’s a significant number.
We have a significant problem in the school system. I am told by educators
here that about one-fifth, about 20 percent of the students in K through 5 are
monolingual Spanish-speaking, so there are a lot of resources that are spent to
teach those students English that aren’t being spent to teach the other students math and other subjects that they’re tested on.29

Here, Buck describes the draining of taxpayer dollars being spent on “illegal
immigration” through the presence of undocumented immigrants in Weld
County jails and their monolingual Spanish-speaking children in Weld
County classrooms. In 2005, just prior to the raids, anti-migrant policies
and tactics were in motion in Greeley that mirrored anti-migrant attacks
in Congress. Buck and other GOP leaders in Weld County sought to link
immigrants with rising crime rates in order to propose that ICE open an
office in Greeley. In his “Lockdown in Greeley” article in the Nation, Marc
Cooper asserts that Buck and Congressman Tom Tancredo “saw political
opportunity and argued that bringing immigration cops into Greeley would
restore order.”30 In 2007, Latinos made up about 35 percent of the population of Greeley, but the city remained highly segregated, with middle-class
whites on a pristinely manicured west side and a “grittier eastern and north
Greeley” with mostly Mexican and Central American residents.31 These are
the demographics and racial, social, and political conditions that shaped the
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perspectives about crime, criminality, and Latina/o immigrants possessed
by the jury pool called for Andrade’s murder trial.
The browning of Greeley did not occur overnight. The demographic shift
in the area had occurred over time, and uneasy race relations had begun long
before taquerías, carnicerías, and tortillerías began to appear in the town. Segregation and anxieties about racial difference are not new to Greeley and
nearby towns such as Brighton, Fort Collins, Longmont, Rocky Ford, and
Grand Junction. From the 1920s through the Great Depression, the area
was home to a booming sugar beet industry, and these towns were known
as “sugar beet towns.” They were also home to highly organized chapters
of the Ku Klux Klan.32 For almost a decade before the Great Depression,
the Great Western Sugar Company had been actively and aggressively recruiting Mexicans to work in the sugar beet industry.33 In these sugar beet
towns, Mexicans and Hispanos established “Spanish Colonies,” and “Jim
Crow–like environments were commonplace.”34 While the sugar beet industry recruited Mexicans and Hispanos as laborers, this demographic
growth was viewed as a serious threat to the racial segregation that characterized the local communities.35 Besides harassing and intimidating Mexicans and Hispanos in these towns, the KKK also engaged in political campaigns to secure its members’ presence on city councils, school boards, and
other important political posts. Klan members’ elections to public office indicate a white supremacist political stronghold in the region that institutionalized segregation, discrimination, and criminalization of the Latino/a
population as common practice.36 During the Great Depression at the peak
of the forcible repatriation of Mexicans and Hispanos, Colorado Governor Edwin C. Johnson used martial law to set up what he termed the “bum
blockade,” roadblocks along the Colorado–New Mexico border to keep
Mexicans and “Spanish Americans” out of the state.37 The governor deployed the National Guard to check the national origin, financial status, and
final destinations of all travelers attempting to enter Colorado from New
Mexico. Zaragoza Vargas notes that popular conceptions of Mexican criminality gained purchase during the Great Depression: “It was at this time the
notion of the illegal alien gained notoriety, transforming Mexican workers
into potential fugitives of the law unless they procured proper documentation.”38 The racial anxieties about Mexicans and Hispanos that dominated
sugar beet towns in the 1930s and 1940s in many ways mirror anxieties later
expressed about criminality and “illegal immigration” by Ken Buck in 2006.
District Attorney Ken Buck is a central figure in this history because the
political work undertaken by his office demonstrates how the local politics of Greeley are tied to federal debates about immigration law enforce-
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ment. Or rather, the debates are shaped in accordance with the agenda
of what Alfonso Gonzales describes as the “anti-migrant bloc,” a political coalition composed of “nativist civil society organizations, elected officials operating directly within the state, and funded by billionaire foundations.”39 The agenda of this political bloc was marshalled primarily by
Representative Tom Tancredo of Colorado’s 6th Congressional District,
adjacent to Weld County. Tancredo founded the House Immigration Reform Caucus (HIRC). Tancredo and Buck are just two key players in the
northern Colorado GOP stronghold, making the area particularly vulnerable to “hardball partisan manipulation” and highly impacted by hard-line
anti-immigration politics.40 The rise of the anti-migrant bloc and upsurge
of draconian immigration policy changes at federal, state, county, and city
levels relied in part on linking immigration to antiterrorism. Gonzales explains that the rise of the anti-migrant bloc relied on discursive tactics that
criminalized and racialized immigrants.41 One tactic was to associate Mexicans with “illegal aliens, burglary, drug possession, sexual assault, murder,
violent criminal backgrounds” that must be expelled.42 This hard-line approach to immigration policy that required changes at federal, state, and
local levels is described by Gonzales as the formation of the homeland security state, which mobilizes “racial profiling and state violence to enforce the
‘law.’ ”43 The link between federal and local debates around immigration
policy during the mid- to late 2000s is seen in the figuration of the hateful
other constructed through District Attorney Buck’s application of two state
sentencing-enhancement laws in Andrade’s case, Colorado’s anti-bias law
(hate crimes statute) and the habitual offender statute; both are designed to
expel the hateful, violent criminal from the local context. That Andrade is
not an undocumented immigrant is irrelevant, as he is always already imagined as not belonging to the local area and by extension the nation-state because of his gang affiliations.
In the years following the 2006 raids, Greeley became a site where gangs
and undocumented immigrants were targeted populations to be disciplined
and managed. “Community” efforts to make Greeley safer included operations that featured partnerships between local law enforcement and ICE to
target gang members with transnational ties. Under Buck’s tenure as district
attorney, Greeley and Weld County became a space where the law is interpreted and mobilized to affix assumptions about behavior onto bodies.44
Allen Andrade’s characterization as the hateful other takes shape through
the conflation of “illegal alien” and “gang member,” two categories that are
counted, managed, and discursively represented as lawbreakers who are a
threat to the safety of the Greeley community. Zapata and others like her
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are never imagined as citizens of Greeley in need of protection from those
who fall under the figurations of illegal alien and gang member because hate
crime laws do not come into play until an act of violence is committed. More
specifically, the use of the legal system opens Zapata up to being figured as
participating in practices of deceiving others, and deception is another figuration that takes shape in relation to the criminalization of undocumented
immigrants. Deception, in the local context of Greeley, is expanded to include identity theft as a criminal practice that Buck identified as a mechanism for incarcerating and deporting undocumented immigrants. Buck used
his office to intervene in the “illegal immigration” problem that supposedly
was making Weld County unsafe for its citizens.
During Buck’s tenure as the district attorney of Weld County, his office
garnered national attention in 2008 for the Andrade case and for Operation
Numbers Game.45 In this operation, two years after the six-state ICE raids,
undocumented immigrants in Weld County were targeted and accused of
using stolen IDs and fake or stolen Social Security numbers; that is, they
were criminalized for deception. The probe was Buck’s attempt to intervene in the immigration problem he perceived to be affecting Weld County.
Citing the same reasons given for the Swift Company raids in 2006, Buck
claimed the county operation was triggered by a reported identity theft ring,
and his office coordinated with the Weld County Sheriff’s Office to search
and seize documents from a tax preparation office owned and operated by
Amalia Cerillo in Weld County.46 Operation Numbers Game resulted in
the arrests of 100 people on fraud charges, and some of the detainees were
deported. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) sued Buck’s office,
citing the search and seizure as illegal and a violation of privacy rights.47
Colorado courts agreed with the ACLU, halted Operation Numbers Game,
and required that the county return all of the seized records. Buck’s and
local law enforcement agencies’ cooperation to verify identification falls in
line with the kind of surveillance that was ushered in with the post-9/11 war
on terrorism, in this case putting undocumented immigrants in its crosshairs. This kind of surveillance brings light to where administrative violence
such as identity verification affects immigrants, trans people, and trans and
queer immigrants. These populations are not “fully authorized” in any particular administrative context, and they experience disproportionate surveillance and vulnerability.48 Buck filed an appeal to the Colorado Courts of
Appeal on December 16, 2008, and later that month announced that he
had filed habitual offender criminal charges against Andrade.49 Pursuing
habitual offender sentencing enhancement in Andrade’s case would guarantee that even if Andrade was not found guilty of the murder charge, guilty
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verdicts on the lesser charges would trigger the habitual offender sentencing
and assure that Andrade would be incarcerated for an extended period. The
actions taken by Ken Buck during his tenure as district attorney of Weld
County such as Operation Numbers Game and pursuing hate crime and habitual offender sentencing enhancements represent a turn to law and order
to solve “social problems rooted in poverty and the racial wealth divide.”50
This further appropriately situates how the racial, sociopolitical climate in
Weld County and the policies of its district attorney’s office would influence
the result of Andrade’s trial.
District Attorney Buck described his role as district attorney at a press
conference following the announcement of the guilty verdicts in Andrade’s
trial: “Our job is not to make a social statement. Our job is to prosecute a
case within the boundaries of the law and do our very best to take a dangerous person out of society so he doesn’t harm other people.”51 This statement by Buck that the mandate of his office is to enforce the law undercuts
claims that the verdicts made “a social statement” about LGBTQ rights and
equality or, as another example, about the arrest and deportation of undocumented immigrants. Buck’s commitment to enforcing the law is motivated
by the imperative “to take a dangerous person out of society”52 and minimize the risk of harm to other people in Greeley and Weld County. How
can this not be understood as a social statement? The overlap of the outcome
of successfully applying hate crimes legislation, habitual offender statutes,
and immigration enforcement solutions is the successful removal of dangerous people from society, whether it is through incarceration, detention, or
deportation. Buck’s choice to charge Andrade with a bias-motivated crime
and seek a habitual offender sentencing enhancement, as well as his role in
Operation Numbers Game, illustrates his neoliberal ultra conservative approach to law enforcement as a mechanism to bring safety to the Greeley
community. Andrade’s conviction on the bias crime charge was touted by
legislators and LGBTQ advocacy organizations as a victory for transgender
and LGB rights. After the conviction, GLAAD media strategist and blogger Adam Bass wrote, “Even in an area which many view as not being supportive of LGBT people, hate violence will not be tolerated. . . . The jury sent
that message loud and clear yesterday afternoon.”53 As noted by Spade, the
expansion of criminalization and immigration enforcement does not make
the lives of trans and queer any safer or better.54
While Andrade’s conviction symbolically communicates that LGBTQ
lives are socially valuable, further scrutiny reveals that it is instead linked
and a symbolic response to the browning of Greeley. The crisis in Weld
County perceived by Buck was addressed with ongoing criminalization and
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regulation of racialized masculinity, specifically of gang members, and the
surveillance of undocumented immigrants. This response to the browning
of Greeley reveals efforts by local government to manage, surveil, and contain undesirables such as the undocumented immigrants and gang members
by expanding the authority of the police and Homeland Security. In 2010
Buck’s vision was realized when an ICE office opened on the west side of
Greeley. Buck declared, “The community needs to know that Greeley will
be safer with ICE located here.”55 Greeley is characterized in most outside
news sources as a small, conservative town that has struggled with racial
tensions in the aftermath of the Swift raids. Yet, the history of Greeley
and Weld County broadly signals ongoing historical racial tensions; it is a
community organized by a legacy of white supremacy that spans from the
KKK’s placement of elected officials in the 1930s to the prosecutorial agenda
of Weld County DA Ken Buck. When closely scrutinized, the murder of
Zapata and the successful prosecution of Andrade as rallying and unifying
events to a community fraught with racial tension make visible complex
systems of valuation in which the death of a trans woman of color and the
incarceration of a man of color represent a success for LGBTQ rights. The
successful application of a hate crimes law is impossible without the murder
of a trans woman of color, an evil deceiver, and the incarceration of a hateful other, a man of color.
The Hateful Other and the Deceiver
The murder of Angie Zapata received wide attention. She was memorialized
in national and local news and dramatized in various cultural formations
such as documentaries, YouTube videos, and music. While there is copious evidence that Zapata was mourned publicly, her life left “a mark that is
no mark.”56 The hypervisibility of the murders of Zapata and Araujo immediately after their deaths obscures the ongoing vulnerabilities and institutional abandonment of gender-nonconforming bodies and specifically of
trans Latinas as racialized others in the United States.57 Their valuation in
death does not do anything to improve the lives of others like them. Aren
Aizura notes, “Gender non-conforming subjects who are racialized as ‘non-
white’ or ‘non-Western’ hold strategic value as the mascots for the newly
homo-friendly liberal democracies of the global north, repositories of future
rights and future privileges.”58 The murders of Araujo in 2002 and Zapata
in 2008 were mobilized to pass legislative reforms,59 and Aizura’s observations are certainly applicable to the case of Zapata, as her murder resulted
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in a landmark conviction. The jury’s decision to find Andrade guilty of a
hate crime would mark the first time in the United States that a hate crime
enhancement was successfully applied in a case involving the murder of a
transgender person.60
The 2009 verdict came in just as a nationwide campaign by LGBTQ
activists to secure the passage of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr.
HCPA was under way.61 This approach to trans rights functions on the assumption that the enforcement of these statutes by the court sends a symbolic message to imagined potential perpetrators of violence and that law
enforcement will begin to take violence against transgender persons seriously.62 The process of advocating for these laws includes media coverage
that represents the lives and concerns of trans people. Spade finds that proponents of such coverage argue that it “increases positive trans visibility
and advances the struggle for trans equality.”63 Organizations such as the
National Gay and Lesbian Task Force have actively supported legislative
campaigns by state and local organizations to pass statewide hate crime laws
and the federal Hate Crimes Prevention Act. The Let’s End Hate Together
campaign mobilized by a coalition of Colorado nonprofit organizations
used Zapata’s story to garner support for the Matthew Shepard and James
Byrd Jr. HCPA. Dean Spade contends that legal recognition and inclusion
do little to nothing to improve the lives of trans people or increase their life
chances.64 The guarantee of protection by hate crimes enhancement laws
has not eliminated bias toward the transgender community. In fact, data
collection before and after these statutes were passed demonstrates that the
existence and enforcement of these laws has not prevented bias-motivated
violence toward transgender individuals, especially transgender women of
color.65 Hate crime laws focus on punishment and frame violence in terms
of individual wrongdoers and do not actually enhance the life chances of
people they purportedly protect.66 Finally, hate crimes laws strengthen and
legitimize the criminal punishment system, a system that reproduces the
same harmful systems (racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism,
xenophobia) that advocates of these laws want to eliminate. Examining the
Andrade trial illuminates how transphobia, homophobia, and racism are reproduced within criminal punishment systems through the figurations of
the hateful other and deceiver. So while Andrade’s conviction should signal
that the system is more inclusive, the outcome is instead an enhancement of
prosecutorial, police, and immigration enforcement in the area.
Despite the similarities between Araujo’s and Zapata’s murders, one of
the key differences is that “justice” was served and punishment was swiftly
doled out to Zapata’s murderer. In contrast to what transpired in Araujo’s

60

Brown Trans Figurations

case, the trial of Zapata’s assailant, Allen Andrade, resulted in a first-degree
murder conviction as well as a bias-motivated crime conviction. Although
the trans-panic defense was used in both instances, in the Zapata case it was
unsuccessful. Initially, national LGBTQ activists and organizations were
not optimistic about the case because Greeley is in a pocket of Colorado
that is known for its conservatism. Bass, of GLAAD, recalls in the documentary film Photos of Angie that Colorado Congresswoman Marilyn Musgrave had argued against same-sex marriage legislation, and therefore it was
a surprise to most when District Attorney Ken Buck announced he would
be pursuing a bias-motivated crime charge against Andrade alongside the
first-degree murder charge.67 Using attitudes about same-sex marriage as a
measure of acceptance toward transgender people problematically conflates
gender and sexuality, and this measure was also used later by the court in the
jury selection questionnaire. This conflation underscores that a hate crime
conviction is not necessarily an accurate measure of attitudes toward transgender people in Weld County. The ways the prosecution, defense, and presiding judge approached this murder trial indicate that all court-affiliated
parties understood this to be a case purely about sexuality; the fact that
Zapata identified, lived, and navigated the world as a woman was an ungraspable notion within the judicial context.
Immediately after Andrade was charged with Zapata’s murder, the
Greeley Times published an article with details from the arrest affidavit pulled
from Andrade’s confession while in police custody. The article also included
Andrade’s prior arrest record. A Denver Post article covering Andrade’s arrest featured photos of both Andrade and Zapata. Andrade’s photo is a
mugshot obtained from the Weld County Sheriff’s Office, while the photo
of Zapata is not a mugshot but is cropped in such a way that it closely resembles one.
The photo of Zapata appears visually similar to Andrade’s in that both
have cold, sterile, gray backgrounds. Furthermore, Zapata’s shirt is orange,
which visually indexes jumpsuits worn by inmates. From the start, both
Andrade and Zapata are represented within a visual economy of criminality
and culpability, Andrade as murderer and Zapata as deceiver. Andrade’s
photo is cropped so his goatee and blank facial expression are highlighted.
Lisa Cacho’s discussion of de facto status crime becomes relevant here, if
only for the purpose of situating Andrade’s perceived criminality, which is
eventually represented as Andrade’s innate and inherent sociopathology and
monstrosity. Cacho notes, “De facto status crime does not refer to illegal activity; rather it refers to others’ perception that a person of a certain status
is certain to commit future crimes and may well have already committed
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Figure 2.1.

Allen Andrade,
mugshot.

Figure 2.2.

Angie Zapata,
Denver Post,
July 30, 2008.

crimes unwitnessed.”68 I invoke Cacho’s concept here not to assume any
kind of innocence or premeditated racial profiling of Andrade but rather
to underline how easily Andrade is imagined as the hateful homophobe
that dominant mainstream forms of representation convey as compulsory
parts of Mexican American culture and gang culture. As noted by Cacho,
“status” assumes embodiment and fixity; therefore, Andrade simply “being”
is a crime regardless of the crimes he is accused of committing.69 So then,
it becomes easy to represent a figure like Andrade, a Latino gang member
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and a repeat offender, as someone who innately has the capacity to be violent
and in this instance hateful. Moreover, in the context of Greeley, it is not
unreasonable to contend that Andrade is easily imagined as predisposed to
violence and a threat to the Greeley community more broadly. In addition
to being a murderer of a transgender woman of color, he is also a gang member to be removed from Greeley streets to prevent further criminal behavior.
Managing and punishing Allen Andrade becomes another method or exercise through which the power of the criminal justice system is validated and
substantiated. After Andrade’s arrest there were little to no new reports that
investigated his background in depth, there is no mention of his family history or educational history, and the only background details excavated by the
media are Andrade’s criminal background and gang associations. The lack of
media attention to Andrade glares in stark contrast to the media treatment
of the assailants in the Araujo case. Those four suspects were profiled in ways
that highlighted their past glories as football players and depicted them as
family men whose only vice was that they partied occasionally. What is revealed about Andrade is bound to his criminal past and his sexual history
and proclivities. There is little to no evidence of any presence of “hidden
humanity,” logic, or reason within Andrade.70 As the trial unfolded, he was
represented as unable to make “rational or normative choices.”71
In court transcripts obtained from the Weld County Superior Court, it
is clear that from the beginning the prosecution was determined to prove
Andrade had gang affiliations and use this information to frame the argument that the murder was premeditated. At a pretrial motions hearing
on March 6, 2009, the prosecution called a local “gang expert,” Detective
Michael Prill, to testify to Andrade’s affiliation with the Sureño gang.72 Detective Prill, a self-designated “expert on gang culture, specifically Sureño
and Norteños,” arrived at these conclusions by consulting data maintained by
the Office of the Inspector General, Colorado Department of Corrections.
In Andrade’s criminal history and affiliations while previously incarcerated,
he was identified by the Colorado Department of Corrections as belonging
to the Sureños, which is categorized as a “security threat group” by the department.73 Detective Prill testified that the criteria for being flagged as a
member of a security threat group is reliant upon “statements made by the
individual, admonitions, tattooing, associations, affiliations when that individual is either previously in prison, while they have been in prison, or out on
the street.”74 In other words, criteria are especially broad for being flagged
as affiliated with such a group, when the identification happens within the
prison, where inmates are consistently in contact with each other. In that
environment, statements, admonitions, associations, and tattoos are a pos-
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sibility for practically every inmate. Nonetheless, prosecution attorney Robb
Miller probes Prill on his knowledge about punishment for members of the
Sureño gang who engage in homosexual relations. The exchange between
Prill and Miller is as follows:
Miller: You mentioned—you mentioned homosexual relationship in this case.

What happened—what have you learned about this through your years
of experience as far as the violation for being involved in a homosexual
relationship?
Prill: The punishment can range from physical assault to death. It’s not tolerated. Homosexual assault is clearly not tolerated within the Sureño gang
culture.
Miller: Based on your training and experience would—even if someone were
say duped into being involved in a homosexual relationship, would that
still be a violation?
Prill: Yes.75

On the surface, the aim of the prosecution is to establish that Andrade
has gang affiliations and faced death for violating Sureño code; the motive
for murdering Zapata was a fear of punishment for this violation. However, in a conflation of gender and sexuality, Prill uses the term “homosexual
assault.” He names the sexual encounter between Andrade and Zapata as
homosexual, which in turn figures Zapata not as a woman but as a perpetrator of sexual assault by reaffirming Zapata as actively involved in the act
of deception. Zapata is dehumanized even as the prosecution is involved
purportedly in the project of seeking justice on her behalf. Andrade as hateful other is consistently tied to Zapata as deceiver. During Prill’s testimony
he was asked whether he knew Andrade to be associated with or have any
ties to gang members, to which he responded yes. A Sureño gang member
would later be called to testify during the trial. Ultimately, Judge Kopcow
ruled that gang activity and gang issues would not be allowed in the case,
specifically because Detective Prill was unable to testify with certainty that
this punishment would be handed down by Sureños in the situation that the
prosecution and defense describe as Andrade being “duped” into a homosexual relationship, that is, deceived. In Kopcow’s decision on the gang
evidence, he found that the “probative value of the evidence” was strongly
outweighed by the “unfair (prejudicial) effect it will have on the jury.”76
Andrade’s attorney, Annette Kundelius, argued against admitting any gang-
related questioning, witnesses, or evidence, citing the potential prejudicial
effect it could have. She said, “I think being a gang member is highly, highly
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prejudicial in a community such as Weld County where gangs seem to be a
problem and it’s trying to—people are unfairly trying to paint Mr. Andrade
as some type of violent person. Because I think that’s what people believe
goes along with gangs.”77
With the dismissal of any gang-related evidence there is an assumption
that any racial bias toward Andrade was eliminated from the trial and that
in some way it became race-neutral. But racial relations remained tense in
Weld County in the aftermath of the Swift Company raids and increased
discourse about the surge in gang activity in Greeley. The prohibition of any
gang-related evidence or line of questioning about Andrade’s associations
with the Sureño gang assumed that merely seeing or hearing Andrade in
trial proceedings could keep jury members from forming any independent or
prejudicial conclusions about him as looking or sounding like a gang member. Yet, Andrade’s appearance, speech, and prior criminal history render
him always already criminal in body and being. By the same token, although
Zapata was not on trial for criminal charges, her personal history also was
subject to scrutiny and constructed to fit into a narrative that categorized
her as a deceiver. The most controversial part of the trial was the most incriminating evidence that Kopcow allowed, phone calls Andrade made from
prison to his cis-gendered girlfriend Felicia Mendoza. Initial media coverage of Andrade’s arrest highlighted his criminal history and statements he
made in his confession describing Zapata as “it.” This dehumanizing language and the most infamous line from the jail phone calls, “Gay things
need to die,” locate Andrade squarely within the categories of hateful other,
gang member, and by extension a threat to the safety of the Greeley community. The impact of Andrade’s statements on the jury accentuates the seriousness of the crime and his hatred toward gay people but not necessarily
the value of Zapata’s life. The evidence offered confirmation for the jury that
Andrade was the violent, hateful other, the “predisposed to criminality and
unreformable” criminal he was imagined to be.78
Over the eight-day trial, the most cited evidence in the news media representations was a statement made by Andrade on a phone call placed from
jail to his girlfriend Felicia Mendoza.79 Andrade’s telephone calls with Mendoza that were submitted as evidence and played for the jury predominantly
featured the couple discussing Andrade’s case, their perceptions about the
trial, including the hate crimes enhancement and how the jury may perceive Andrade. The excerpt from the phone conversation that received the
most media attention is a statement that Andrade made about Felicia’s cell
phone. During one of their phone calls, Mendoza states that her cell phone
is dying and tells Andrade to hold on so she can hook it up to the charger.
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To this Andrade responds, “Your phone’s always dying, it’s gay. . . . Gay
things need to die.”80 “Gay things need to die” became the comment that
cemented Andrade as hateful other and unremorseful, while other parts of
the telephone conversations only exacerbate his hatefulness. When Andrade
said, “Gay things need to die,” he was literally referring to an object, which
is in line with how he had in his confession described Zapata as “it.” Trans
women and gender-nonconforming folks are so often dehumanized and
vilified in this way that these statements are largely normalized, given the
disproportionate violence aimed especially at trans women of color.81 Interestingly, it is Mendoza, as the faithful girlfriend although Andrade cheated
on her with Zapata, who makes statements about gay people and Zapata
that are far more hateful and inflammatory than Andrade’s. From the conversation, it is obvious that Mendoza was upset at the possibility of never
being with Andrade again if he was convicted. She tells him:
They’ll fuckin’ look at that, they’re going to say, like, yeah, that person had
no remorse. He was drivin’ her fuckin’ car around for fuckin’ three weeks, or
IT’s car around for fuckin’ three weeks. You know. I don’t even think that
what you did was wrong. I know that person fuckin’ deserved it. . . .
How the fuckin’ faggots are trying to give you the fuckin’ death penalty? 82

Mendoza’s hateful comments further stick criminality, pathology, and
guilt to Andrade;83 his actions cannot be separated from Mendoza’s homophobic remarks about Zapata and the LGBTQ activists, whom Mendoza
names as “fuckin’ faggots,” who responded to Zapata’s murder with calls
for hate crime enhancement charges. Mendoza’s comments bleed into perceptions about Andrade’s own conduct and beliefs and can be interpreted
as lacking of shame, remorse, or guilt. Members of the jury were likely to
interpret Andrade’s decision not to stop himself or Mendoza from making
these comments or divulging details about the crime as a lack of self-control
and empathy. Andrade’s and Mendoza’s comments generate an “economy
of hate.” The phone calls have an indelible effect on the jury, as they are able
to hear Andrade’s hatred. Jin Haritaworn notes, “To hate is to reveal one’s
impulsiveness and irrationality as well as one’s failure to perform oneself as
a civilised subject who has the capacity to master his destructive impulses,
empathize with others’ pain, and prove his potential for change.”84 While
not stated outright by the prosecution to the trial’s mostly white, middle-
age jury, Andrade’s conduct did not provide evidence of a hidden humanity.
When uninterrogated, the economy of hate that is produced in the brief exchange between racialized subjects Andrade and Mendoza has the potential
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to locate hate, specifically anti-LGBTQ bias, as a brown affect. This is demonstrative of what Amy Brandzel names “the logics of comparative anti-
intersectionality,” in which categories such as race, gender, and sexuality are
neatly segregated and set in opposition to each other.85 The defense’s only
strategy in response to the evidence presented by the defense is to denigrate
and pathologize Zapata as deceiver, although this is no match for the prosecution’s strategy to portray Andrade as a sociopath and hateful other.
At the end of the trial, in Judge Kopcow’s chambers, the prosecution
and defense worked with Kopcow to draft jury instructions for deliberation on the various charges in the case. The verdict on the bias-motivated
crime charge is what ultimately makes this case noteworthy. However, when
putting together the language for jurors to consider Andrade’s guilt on this
charge, all three parties, the judge, prosecution, and defense, agreed that the
jury should decide whether Andrade’s crime demonstrated hatred toward
Zapata’s perceived sexual orientation. Colorado hate crime legislation does not
include “gender identity or gender expression” in the language of the statute;
therefore, Zapata’s identity as a transgender woman is rendered illegible by
both sides that were seeking justice on her behalf through the criminal punishment system. The prosecutor on the case, Mr. Miller, advised the court
that “sexual orientation” includes transgender status, but this dangerous
conflation of gender and sexuality is what has perpetuated the dehumaniza
tion of Zapata in death and what put her in peril when she was alive. The
thrust of Andrade’s defense strategy was to prove that Zapata’s gesture and
utterance “I’m all woman” were sufficient to provoke him into a heat of passion that pushed him to murder her. The defense attempted to prove that
Zapata had been deceiving heterosexual men and seeking out their attention
in bars and on social media. At the same time, all of the testimony focused
on interrogating Zapata’s womanhood for any trace of maleness. Her former
roommate was asked what kind of clothes she wore, whether her apartment
smelled like a woman’s apartment, what name appeared on her mail, how
she walked and talked. Embedded within the defense’s strategy of proving
deception was the confirmation that Zapata was a woman; within the testimony are references to what Eva Hayward has called “sensuous and materialist transactions between body, desire and environment.”86
In the aim to destroy Zapata’s credibility, to figure her as a deceiver is also
to map Zapata’s becoming. The tactics used by both the prosecution and the
defense link the cause of her death to her desire to be a woman. The ultimate price of her desire is foreclosure, refusal, and the limits that delineate
what Hayward names as “transposition.” That is “the sensation (a composite
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of affects and percepts) of bodily change and to corporeal states constituted
through transsexual transitions which are all shaped by spatial and environmental orientations.”87 The sociopolitical spatial conditions of Greeley,
Colorado, are transposed onto Zapata’s body (as in “a racially/sexually excessive Trans Latina”), and her embodiment (the sense of being, bodily, “my
body hurts”).88 Zapata’s smell, voice, walk, makeup, and clothing choices all
reveal how she was telling her story, moving through the world, and being
seen as she wished to be seen. Obviously, court testimony cannot give an
accurate and definitive accounting of how Zapata understood herself, but
it can convey something about the expressiveness of trans. The emergence
of Zapata’s material, social self can be seen through corporeal, spatial, and
temporal processes that transfigured her lived body. The aim of the defense
was to pathologize trans (transsexuality, transgender) and to prove that
Zapata’s desire to be a woman was solely to successfully sleep with men. The
prosecution’s portrayal of Zapata as transgender was meant to demonstrate
that she actively told potential lovers that she was trans and that her family
also actively encouraged her to disclose this information. This strategy attempted to refute that the act of deception occurred, yet it also required the
jury to not see Zapata as a woman. This political tactic is akin to what Cacho
names as “claiming deservingness through respectability”; she notes that
this strategy “assumes that we can make a clear distinction between people
of color who are criminal and people of color who are respectable.”89 Cacho
asserts that respectability instead operates as a mode of discipline and an
unattainable prerequisite for “the conferral of rights and dignity,” and it demands a “disavowal of all persons of color whose . . . bodies and/or behaviors
rearrange, rather than reinforce, the meanings of race, sex, and gender.”90
Using the criminal punishment system to attain justice for Zapata required that the prosecution and Zapata’s family ultimately deny Zapata’s
womanhood. The decision by the jury to find Andrade guilty of a bias crime
on the basis of his hatred toward Zapata’s perceived sexual orientation is to
deny her womanhood. This basis for the verdict further exposes the ways
hate crime legislation focuses on individual acts of violence rather than on
institutionalized violence. Those who knew Zapata understood her to be a
woman through her appearance and gestures, although it is not her appearance that makes her a woman. Trans women, Hayward asserts, are “always
already un-male/not-man, but their appearance does allow them to emerge
situationally as women, gendered neighbors, historical subjects.”91 Unfortunately, the ways in which the lives of Zapata and Araujo can accrue value
for rights-based political strategies for LGBTQ people require that their
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desires, changes, dreams, and sacrifices be refracted through the anguish
and violence of their deaths. These strategies also reify the link between the
tropes of the hateful other and the evil deceiver.
Justice for Angie
In Zapata’s case, as in Araujo’s, the defense attorneys deployed strategies
implying that these women deserved their deaths; they figured the victims
as deceivers and provocateurs of helpless men. Memories of Zapata and
Araujo were reconstructed in the context of the courtroom, which only is a
repetition of the dehumanization they suffered in life and the final moments
before their deaths. The outcome of Zapata’s case was a guilty verdict on all
counts and a symbolic victory for LGBTQ rights on the eve of an upcoming
vote by Congress on the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA. In a
postverdict press conference, District Attorney Ken Buck praised his staff
and regarded the guilty verdict as sending the message to the LGBTQ
community that “Greeley is a great place to live . . . the kind of place that
you would want to be and raise a family.”92 The successful incarceration of
a hateful other secures safety for which subjects? Surely not the undocumented immigrants Buck concurrently was attempting to criminalize and
remove from Weld County. The successful application of the bias charge
demonstrates, as Brandzel notes, how hate crimes are an “enforcement
mechanism of normative citizenship.” In the name of protecting the nonnormative, an individual like Zapata, for example, Buck is also implicitly
justifying his office’s violation of the privacy of other vulnerable populations,
like the community of undocumented immigrants in Weld County.
The rhetoric following the guilty verdict suggested that the hate crime
conviction of Andrade symbolized the valuation of transgender individuals
and was amplified by organizations like GLAAD and Colorado LGBTQ
rights organizations. The rhetoric resulted in Zapata’s murder being tied to
the extraordinary and the heinous, while the ordinary, everyday violence of
transphobia and structural racism perpetuated by the government is obscured. Buck’s successful prosecution of Andrade in many ways hid the intent implicit in Operation Numbers Game, to safeguard normative citizenship, because the two separate actions set the categories of race, gender, and
sexuality in conflict with each other. Buck also noted that with the habitual
offender charges his office filed, he wanted to send the message to Andrade
that “he’ll never be a free man during his natural life.”93 This example sets
a dangerous precedent, in which justice was swiftly doled out and neolib-
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eral antiviolence strategies such as hate crime enhancements were successful. Aside from the dehumanization of Zapata and the exploitation of her
memory in the courtroom, the hateful other is reified as a cultural descriptor of Chicana/o/x culture, a disposable population under siege and marked
as “monocultural, irrational, backward, criminal, patriarchal and homophobic.”94 The legal system does not leave room for nuance that captures
the complex personhood and everyday life experiences of a trans Latina
living in a small town like Greeley, nor does it allow for full insight into
Andrade’s life. By all accounts, Andrade’s sexual history was also on trial.
Evidence for this includes the testimony of a forensics expert who noted
that Andrade’s DNA was on a pink vibrator found in Angie’s apartment,
DNA that could have only come from a DNA-rich source such as Andrade’s
anus.95 Among the phone call excerpts played in court is one of Mendoza
chastising Andrade for visiting the bisexual chatrooms on MocoSpace, the
site where Andrade and Zapata met.96
So, while the outcome of the trial was regarded as justice for Angie, the
guilty verdicts did not necessarily mean that the lives of trans women of
color suddenly became socially valuable or clarify why Andrade committed
the crime. Cacho asserts that when “the ‘value of life’ is measured by and
made intelligible through the criminal justice system, the lives of the attackers and their victims are assigned value and valueless-ness not only in
relation to one another, but also in relation to already not-valued others.”97
The lives of both Zapata and Andrade are impossible to assign value to
within the confines of the legal system; value is instead accrued by mainstream LGBTQ groups whose rights-based political work operates through
teleological narratives of progress that suggest that if laws are changed to
say good things about LGBTQ individuals, they are recognized as citizens.
During the trial, very few good things were said about Zapata. Instead, the
successful implementation of a hate crime statute further abstracted everyday violence Zapata experienced and sensationalized the final, fatal violence
she suffered.98
In the wake of the Andrade case, a statement on the verdict was published by the Denver chapter of INCITE!, a radical feminist antiviolence
organization that does not pursue rights-based law reform as an organizing
strategy. The statement is in line with the organization’s prison abolitionist
ethos and commitment to community-based alternatives. The organization
cited the function of the legal system in the case as committing further violence by both the defense and prosecution by focusing on Zapata’s gender
as the determining factor in Andrade’s innocence or guilt.99 INCITE! also
scrutinized the sense of justice that was celebrated after the verdict, specifi-
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Figure 2.3. Let’s

End Hate Together
campaign flyer.

cally pointing out the ways hate crimes legislation ignores the “rampant incarceration of trans people” and social and institutional transphobia.100 Most
importantly, the group critiqued the use of Angie’s case by “LGBT organizations and progressive groups” to campaign for the passage of the Matthew
Shepard and James Byrd Jr. HCPA.101
Various campaigns were launched with Zapata’s story to draw attention
to the legislation. About fifty Colorado nonprofit organizations launched
the website AngieZapata.com, which included a short video featuring her
siblings and friends, as well as a print campaign entitled “Let’s End Hate
Together” featuring the Zapata family. According to the organizers, the
print ad cost $36,000 and ran in more than twenty publications in Colorado
except northern Colorado to avoid influencing the jury pool for Andrade’s
trial.102
The Zapata family emerged as spokespersons for transgender rights
through the ad campaign and the media attention they received during the
case. The video that accompanied the ad was filmed in the family home
and features Zapata’s family and friends describing her. Monica Zapata
uses the adjectives “fun, beautiful, loving” to describe her sister, and in the
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background are the handmade memorials on poster boards bearing pictures
and words such as “beauty” and “sexyness” written in glitter.103 Among the
handcrafted memorial items is a piece of paño art, a time-consuming practice that requires precise pen strokes on a piece of fabric, usually a handkerchief. The camera pans over it to show the words “In Loving Memory” in
calligraphy framed by a pink or yellow rose in each corner that are connected
by twisted stems adorned with thorns.104
This kind of handmade art as a memorial denotes the working-class
status of the Mexican American family of Zapata and even signals a relation to incarceration, as paño art is associated, though not exclusively, with
prison inmates.105 The home altar illuminates what Tomás Ybarra-Frausto
characterizes as rasquachismo, drawing its essences from the world of the tattered, shattered, and broken: lo remendado, stitched together.106 The world
of the Zapata family was indeed shattered. The home memorial created is
rasquache, according to Ybarra-Frausto’s definitions; it creates an environment “replete with color, texture and pattern.”107 In a context where the
family has been torn apart, the altar represents the movidas (strategies) the
Zapata family used “to gain time, to make options to retain hope,” and to
piece together a memory of Zapata that pushes against the dehumanizing
circumstances that framed her life and death.108 This handmade memorial
also confronts the notion that ontological closure, death, foreclosed the possibility for Zapata to realize milestones such as starting hormone therapy
and sex reassignment therapy that often figure as central and culminating
moments in transgender bodily narratives.109 The paño signals much more

Figure 2.4. Paño art memorializing Angie Zapata. Photos of Angie.
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than remembrance; it signals the labor of making a “transgender identity.”
It is a material object that indexes the function of the symbolic and cultural
work of brown trans figuration. The paño memorial conjures the collective
yet unfinished process of Zapata’s becoming. It haunts. Zapata’s life and
the depth and textures of that life become animated in this handmade item
of remembrance, an “animation of material experience and accumulative
felt matter.”110 In this way, Zapata’s body continues to become, through her
family’s attachment to their memories of her, even if these memories may
not fully capture what Zapata or others imagined to be her narrative.
Although Let’s End Hate Together is aimed at educating the public
about anti-transgender violence and what “transgender” is through text
interspersed with the photos of the Zapata family and friends, one cannot
ignore how family’s and friends’ unfettered and unrestrained memories of
Zapata are out of sync with neoliberal aims and values of the sponsoring
organizations. In the video Zapata’s best friend, Rochelle Camacho, says,
“I want them to remember her personality, don’t look at her like a transgender, you know, look at her like Ang, like a person.”111 Her use of “a
transgender” and how it is phrased mirror Andrade’s “it.” In this interview,
though, Camacho describes Zapata’s expressiveness of trans as her personality, which is the way Camacho understood her friend to be a woman. This
characterization of Zapata very adeptly demonstrates that “transgender” is
not a term that reflects Camacho’s understanding of Zapata or fully describes how she witnessed Angie move through the world. “Transgender”
certainly does not fully capture Zapata’s racialized trans femininity that
emerged from a working-class Chicana/o context and presumably in relation to Camacho. Trans-of-color injuries do not always fit the demands
of mainstream LGBTQ rights-based politics. Camacho refused a politicization of Zapata as transgender, as Zapata was more than just a means to
an end for LGBTQ politics. Camacho’s statement does not fit into neoliberal narratives of inclusion; her wording mirrors Andrade’s, but that does
not place her in a similar economy of hate. She mourns Zapata, a trans
woman whose personality and racialized femininity she recognized through
the intimacies of their friendship. This subtle disruption exacts the critique
I have been making, that the lives of transgender women such as Angie
Zapata and Gwen Araujo have so many facets and such unknowable depth
that their memorialization and legacies exceed the narratives of the final
moments of their lives.
The use of Zapata’s family in this campaign became exceedingly ironic
two years later when Angie’s older sister, Stephanie Villalobos, fell victim
to an act of violence as well. On March 5, 2011, Villalobos was intentionally
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struck by a car and left for dead by a man who had previously been involved
with Villalobos’s ex-girlfriend.112 Villalobos suffered major head trauma and
underwent three brain surgeries. In response to the incident, their sister
Monica Zapata observed, “I’ll never understand why this continues to happen to my family.”113 The Zapata family was again thrown into contact with
the legal system. The man who struck Villalobos with the car was arrested
and charged with attempted murder but not with a bias-motivated crime.
Although the alleged motivation for the assault was heat of passion, the
assailant reportedly was upset that he had been left for a woman.114 Villalobos’s testimony was among the most memorable from Andrade’s trial, as
she combatively corrected the defense’s use of Zapata’s legal name or incorrect pronoun. Villalobos repeatedly intervened in the hateful discourse
used by the defense attorneys while on the witness stand, insisting on the
use of “Angie,” “she,” and “my sister.”115 Villalobos’s overtly butch aesthetic,
piercings, and confrontational posturing on the witness stand disrupted the
consistent interrogation of Zapata’s gender and introduced another layer of
gender trouble to the courtroom setting. I turn to the instance of violence
directed toward Villalobos to illustrate that even though justice purportedly was served for the family with Andrade’s conviction, the family would
continue to struggle emotionally, financially, and psychologically. Tragedy
did not end for the Zapata family with Villalobos’s near-death experience.
In February 2016, Zapata’s eldest sister and primary family spokesperson
during the trial, Monica Zapata, was killed in a car accident with a drunk
driver. The family, once the face of a campaign aimed at securing rights
and the betterment of the lives of LGBTQ individuals, has continued to
struggle, forever marked by the loss of Angie Zapata. Just as Andrade will
never be free, the Zapata family endures a different kind of ongoing suffering. Stanley asserts that “overkill” can conceptually extend to “excessive
violence that pushes a body beyond death,” just as the temporality of the
violence experienced by the Zapata family did not end with the conviction
of Andrade. The violence permeates the family’s social world. The extreme
violence that took Zapata’s life and the surplus violence her family experienced are overkill. Such overkill, Stanley asserts, is “precisely not outside of,
but is that which constitutes liberal democracy.”116
Araujo’s story affected Zapata and taught the Zapata family how to navigate the hurt, loss, and pain that accompanied contact with the legal system.
The stories of these two women demand that they be remembered as more
than the legal cases and laws that were born from their deaths. Having engaged the relations between immigration enforcement, hate crimes legislation, and incarceration, I would be remiss if I did not return to Jennicet
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Gutiérrez’s call to end the detention and deportation of trans people. While
I was writing this book, in 2018 and 2019, two trans women died while in
ICE detention: Roxana Hernández of Honduras and Johana Medina Leon
of El Salvador. Their deaths demonstrate the various degrees of vulnerability
faced by trans women of color in the United States. No one narrative is more
valuable than the other, but that trans Latinas endure different forms of unlivability and dehumanization is a reminder of the social and political work
that needs to be done. The deaths of Araujo, Zapata, Leon, and Hernández
illuminate the need to reconfigure Chicana and Latina feminist critique to
move with and adapt a language and framework that bend with how trans
narratives reconfigure both brown masculinities and femininities.

CHAPTER 3

Fleshing Out the Chicana/x Butch
and Chicano/x FTM Borderlands

You’re Dead to Me
The short film You’re Dead to Me premiered at the Los Angeles Film Festival
on June 14, 2013. The film was directed by critically acclaimed trans-of-color
director and artist Wu Tsang and written by the also critically acclaimed
writer, producer, director, and actor Adelina Anthony. The film is set on el
Día de los Muertos 1998 in Los Angeles, and the entirety of the film takes
place in the home of Andrea, a mother preparing for a family gathering to
honor deceased loves ones at her home. The film opens with a shot of the
living room, focusing in on a homemade altar. A gust of wind then almost
hauntingly pushes open a nearby window, letting the viewer know that a
spirit has come home to visit. The camera cuts to Andrea, an older Latina
woman who is busy in the kitchen preparing food for the family gathering.
The camera then follows her as she takes some chocolates and a glass of
water to the living room and places them on the altar. It is then that a primary subject featured on the altar comes into view, a photo of a young girl in
a baseball uniform. The camera does not linger on the photo very long, as the
visual introduction to the girl is interrupted when a timer goes off and the
camera cuts to Andrea stirring a large pot. She opens the oven and checks
on the pan de muerto she is baking for the gathering. Andrea hears rustling
coming from the living room and calls out to perhaps a guest who has arrived early. When her greeting is unanswered, she picks up a baseball bat and
heads toward the living room. As she turns the corner, she exclaims, “¡Me
asustaste! [You scared me!].” Her unexpected visitor is a young teenage boy
who is standing by the altar drinking the cup of water Andrea had just lovingly placed on the altar. It soon becomes apparent that the boy, Gabriel, is
an unwelcome visitor; Andrea tells him so and begins to close the curtains to
75

76

Brown Trans Figurations

hide him from view through the living room window. At this point Gabriel
asks Andrea, “Are you afraid someone is going to see me?” Andrea replies,
“Vete antes que viene la familia [Leave before the family arrives]. This altar
is sacred and has nothing to do with you.”
After this exchange, Andrea and Gabriel continue arguing, moving from
the living room to a bedroom with walls and furnishings bathed in pink
that perhaps belonged to the young girl whose picture is on the altar. In this
room it is revealed that Gabriel is the young girl in the picture resting on
the altar; the unwelcome visitor is Andrea’s trans son. Over the course of the
twelve-minute film, we bear witness to a grief-stricken mother who refuses
to see or accept her trans child. We also see Gabriel demand that she see
him as the young man standing before her, or at least return valuable possessions from his childhood, such as his lucky red baseball cap. At the climax
of the film Andrea asks Gabriel to put on his quinceañera dress in exchange
for his lucky cap. At first Gabriel resists but ultimately acquiesces when his
mother tells him that he robbed her of the joyous experience of seeing her
daughter enter womanhood. Andrea leaves the room to fetch Gabriel’s hat
along with other items that have been hidden away in a box in the laundry
room. When Andrea returns to the room, Gabriel is hunched over on the
floor in a dress that is now too small for his masculinized frame. The camera
pans between Gabriel and Andrea to show the contrast in their emotions:
Andrea is beaming with happiness, while Gabriel writhes in discomfort.
After what feels like a long pause Andrea becomes aware of Gabriel’s pain
and places the red cap on his head; they embrace, signaling the possibility
of reconciliation. This moment is interrupted by the buzzer announcing that
family members have arrived for the party, and Andrea motions for Gabriel
to scoot into the closet. Gabriel disappears into the closet as the door shuts
behind him. The only traces of his presence that remain are ruffles from
the quinceañera dress under the closet door. The camera follows Andrea
as she leaves the room to let the guests into the building and as she returns
to Gabriel’s room, where she opens the closet door and sees that Gabriel
has disappeared. She picks up the lucky cap and other belongings she had
fetched for Gabriel and returns them to the laundry room. As she is placing
the items back in the box where she had them packed away, she picks up a
newspaper clipping from inside the box; the clipping has Gabriel’s picture
accompanied by the headline “Homeless transgender teen found dead.” The
camera cuts away to a shot of Andrea walking through the kitchen and into
the living room to open the front door. She gazes at the altar and sees that
the red baseball cap has been placed over the picture of Gabriel as a young
girl. She walks over to the altar, takes the baseball cap, pulls it close to her
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for a moment, and places it next to the photograph Gabriel had purposefully
covered. Andrea then turns to greet her guests, and the final shot of the film
lingers for a moment on the altar and then fades to black.
The appearance of Gabriel as specter is one way of showing that the containment and repression experienced by Gabriel and other trans teenagers,
the effects of transphobia, sexism, racism, and so forth, do not disappear.1
The film is permeated by the dolor, the sorrow, that is carried by both Andrea
and Gabriel and expressed through the culturally specific ritual that conjures Gabriel on Día de los Muertos. Gabriel has returned to settle what was
left unfinished and unresolved. Moreover, Gabriel may be seen as a ghost
who, as Avery Gordon suggests, “is not simply a dead or a missing person,
but a social figure, and investigating it can lead to that dense site where
history and subjectivity make social life.”2 The social figure that Gabriel
represents is the Chicano/Latino female-to-male (FTM), trans man. The
conflict between mother and son we see unfold in the film mirrors the territorial butch/FTM debates as they have unfolded within Chicana feminist
discourse. The loss that Gabriel represents is more than the loss of his life.
It represents a path not taken. In Dead Subjects, Antonio Viego describes
how loss might give way to “generative metaphors of possibility, even excess
and not the metaphors of lack and the placid gloom of renunciation.”3 The
Chicano/Latino trans man has become an illusory figure who, like his trans
woman counterpart, is inconceivable, albeit in different ways. Gwen Araujo
and Angie Zapata are always already not women and are depicted as never
having the chance to “attain” womanhood. Chicano/Latino trans men likewise are always already not men, though it must be noted that trans men
do not experience similar conditions of violence in the United States as experienced by trans women. The trans figuration of Chicana/o and Latina/o
masculinities and femininities poses a threat to structured sexualities and
spectra of desires within Chicana/o and Latina/o culture. The complexities
and ambiguities of lived trans experience are often read as false, unintelligible, and unresolvable loss. That loss or lack might be considered as creating
generative conditions for subjectivity and desire.
I begin with this short film because it dramatizes the cultural, ideological, and affective battle over territories of gender that have unfolded in the
work of the Chicana feminist scholar Cherríe L. Moraga, who has come
under fire for her essay “Still Loving in the (Still) War Years: On Keeping Queer Queer.”4 Known by its subtitle, “On Keeping Queer Queer,” the
essay was received by many in 2011 as an attack on transgender Chicana/o/x
and Latina/o/x individuals, their identity, history, and communities. It
prompts examination of the figure of the Chicano/Latino FTM that cir-
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culated within Chicana lesbian feminist discourse and cultural production
from the early 1990s to the early 2000s, of how the figure of the Chicano/
Latino trans man appears within these writings, and how transsexuality is
rendered as incompatible and/or alien within Chicano culture. The representation of transsexual narratives and subjectivity in these texts relies exclusively on medical, surgical, and hormonal bodily transformation, and
transsexuality functions as a condition that can be remedied and/or cured,
very much in line with how transsexuality has been understood as a pathology or disorder. Transsexuality appears and functions only as a phenomenon that has no intelligibility within Chicana/o culture, as a colonial invention or technology of whiteness. This rendering of transsexuality enacts an
erasure of the lives and experiences of trans Chicanx/Latinx communities.
Racialized trans embodiment need not be rendered as a pathology or threat
to Chicana/o and Latina/o masculinities, femininities, or the family as a
“symbol” and “organizing principle for communal empowerment.”5 Taking
this premise seriously requires identifying where Chicana lesbian feminism
converges with second-wave white lesbian feminism, in its conceptualization of transsexuality as a monstrous figuration and a threat to womanhood.
The controversy around Moraga’s essay echoes the similar controversy between queer theorists and transgender scholars and communities that occurred in the early to mid-1990s. Carla Trujillo’s What Night Brings illustrates how reading practices may be modified to understand what it might
look like to trans figure Chicano masculinity.
On Keeping Queer Queer
I am the worst and the best of those macho Chicano nationalists. I picked a
man (as sperm donor) for his brains and dark beauty and the race continues.
Cherríe Moraga, Waiting in the Wings

In A Xicana Codex of Changing Consciousness, Moraga takes a hard stance on
what she perceives to be the encroachment of a transgender agenda upon
queer-of-color politics. In the essay “On Keeping Queer Queer,” Moraga
focuses on two crises facing queer politics, “gay marriage” and “transgender
politics.” Her stance on transsexuality is one that positions Chicana lesbian
feminism and women-of-color feminism in direct opposition to trans politics, history, narratives, and embodiment through what she identifies as the
recent surge of butch lesbians of color who are rushing to become “men.”
Moraga’s comments and observations about Latino female-to-males echo
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the FTM/butch border war debates of the early to mid-1990s. These debates began soon after the murder in 1993 of Brandon Teena, a gender-
nonconforming person who was raped and murdered in rural Nebraska.
The murder received broad media attention and would have significant cultural and political impact on both the FTM and lesbian communities. The
debates focused on which community, lesbians or FTMs, could rightfully
claim Brandon Teena as a symbol of hate-motivated violence and on a 1994
essay by Jack Halberstam.
Halberstam received backlash to the essay, “F2M: The Making of Female
Masculinity,” from the FTM community, especially the subscribers to FTM
Newsletter, published by the FTM support group founded by the SF Bay
Area FTM activist and historian Lou Sullivan. In this essay Halberstam
discusses the postmodern lesbian body and argues that within a postmodern
understanding of sexual identity, in particular the fragmentation of sexual
identity, “the specificity of the transsexual disappears.”6 For Halberstam the
referent “trans” becomes more and more queer to the point that there are no
transsexuals: “We are all transsexuals.”7 In a later essay, “Transgender Butch,”
Halberstam posits that term as a frame to account for cross-gender identifications that may or may not include surgery or hormones and involve a “great
deal of instability and transitivity.”8 He has been accused of eliding the experiences of transsexuality in his positing of the term “transgender butch.” In
Halberstam’s attempt to describe and delineate between masculinities that
emerged out of both lesbian and transsexual contexts, he has asked discursive questions that were interpreted by some as “saying that butchness was
postmodern and subversive while transsexualism was dated and deluded.”9
In Moraga’s essay, related questions could be interpreted similarly, although Moraga’s perspective emerges from a racialized context, in extreme
contrast to the investments motivating the critiques and theorizations in
Halberstam’s essays. Moraga is less concerned with postmodern theorizations of gender performativity but rather is mourning what she perceives as
the impending extinction of butch lesbians of color. Moraga’s attachment
to butch identity is one that is intensely political, as explicitly articulated
in the 1981 essay by Amber Hollibaugh and Moraga, “What We’re Rolling Around in Bed With: Sexual Silences in Feminism; A Conversation
toward Ending Them.” The essay takes an unconventional form, as a conversation that Sandra Soto notes is modeled “on consciousness-raising and
on the everyday but highly erotic practice of femme/butch relationality.”10
In this essay Hollibaugh and Moraga assert that their femme/butch gender and sexual difference is inseparable from their deeply felt difference in
relation to their racial and class backgrounds, which “have a huge effect in
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determining how we perceive ourselves sexually . . . [and] how we involve
ourselves politically.”11 Moraga has long relied on her firsthand narrative to
theorize her political investments such that the politics emerge from the
body, from the flesh.
Halberstam’s “F2M” and Moraga’s “On Keeping Queer Queer” converge
through the reception both essays received from members of the trans community. Halberstam’s essay was met with suspicion and hostility from members of the organization FTM International, while Moraga’s essay received
a hostile reception from the “young” (presumably Gen X and millennial)
trans communities of color she calls out. Moraga’s position as a public intellectual and her propensity for unapologetic confession, notably in relation
to her own personal and political views and imaginings, open her views and
claims about transsexuality to widespread debate and critique. A widely circulated critique of Moraga’s “On Keeping Queer Queer” written by Morgan
Collado, a “trans woman of color of Puerto Rican and Colombian descent,”
was published in 2012 by xQsí Magazine, a now defunct LGBTQ Latinx
multimedia publication founded by the trans Latina activist Bamby Salcedo.
Collado’s opinion piece, “On Actually Keeping Queer Queer: A Response
to Cherríe Moraga,” is framed as an attempt to generate an intergenerational conversation within the QTPOC community about misinformation
regarding the trans community and trans masculinity in Moraga’s essay
and anxieties it evoked.12 Collado finds that Moraga’s essay depicts trans
men of color as a homogeneous group and fails to extend her definitions to
show how trans women of color fit into her controversial claims. Collado
states that by fundamentally erasing trans women and using the language
of “born-woman,” Moraga also perpetuates the myth that “trans women
are not real women.”13 Collado’s critique of Moraga circulated quickly on
social media and sparked conversations that focused more on Collado’s critique as disrespectful to Moraga’s legacy and a presumed unfamiliarity with
Moraga’s oeuvre of writing and politics as symptomatic of her misunderstanding of Moraga’s claims. Here is an example:
I appreciate the “intent” of intergenerational dialogue, but this is just awful
. . . on multiple levels. For an article asserting that Moraga is making ageist
assumptions, the author is throwing assumptions left-and-right about
Cherríe and her politic.
I’d suggest sitting with Cherríe’s work and legacy, actually understand
her politic, then re-engage the essay. Let’s not forget that one of the primary
reasons we are even able to engage on these topics and with each other today
is because of the work of Cherríe and her contemporaries.
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When I was young, my “expertise” on my own life never superceded [sic]
respect for my elders. Challenging perceived ageism with disrespect is hardly
revolutionary. How about we start with some manners?14

Collado’s critique emerges as a counterdiscourse to Chicana lesbian
feminism that excludes trans women. Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano describes
Moraga’s writings as a public forum for carving out a Chicana lesbian politics that calls for Chicana lesbians to make “demands for entitlement as
‘citizens’ in multiple social arenas of historical exclusion and marginalization: U.S. mainstream society, Chicano nationalism, white middle-class
feminism, and the gay/lesbian movement.”15 Collado’s critique of Moraga
for eliding trans women is also a demand for “entitlement” or recognition of
trans people of color within these same arenas, as trans people of color have
also struggled for recognition and understanding from white middle-class
feminism and the gay/lesbian movement. This struggle dates back to those
of Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson against the exclusion of transgender
women from gay rights activism that emerged after the Stonewall Riots, in
which trans women of color were central actors. Dismissing Collado for disrespect toward her “elders” and for her presumed unfamiliarity with or misreading of Moraga’s oeuvre reflects the commenter’s attempt to silence any
productive discussion of the consequences of Moraga’s mischaracterization
of trans masculinity and elision of trans women in any of her writings. From
Collado’s position as a trans woman of color, she points to the erasure of the
political activism and narratives of trans people of color among Moraga’s
generation and generations before who might actually be more appropriately
called Collado’s elders.
The current moment is one in which trans lives and narratives are increasingly being excavated and made visible through the proliferation of cultural
texts and political movements that center on trans people of color, with trans
women of color being the most hypervisible.16 There is a mainstream fascination with trans bodies and narratives, and what Moraga has failed to see
is that this fascination has put trans people of color at greater risk of violence, homelessness, poverty, and other forms of endemic marginalization.
This is where Moraga misses the mark; she fails to see how race and class
might inform the making of trans masculinities and femininities. Her fear
is that trans men of color will mindlessly reproduce commodified forms of
black and brown masculinity that are homophobic, misogynistic, and patriarchal. Through this she reproduces the problems Sandy Stone identifies in
her essay “The Empire Strikes Back” that often emerge when theorizing or
writing about transsexual women: “Transsexuals are infantilized, consid-
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ered too illogical or irresponsible to achieve true subjectivity, or clinically
erased by diagnostic criteria; or else, as constructed by some radical feminist
theorists, as robots of an insidious and menacing patriarchy, an alien army
designed and constructed to infiltrate, pervert, and destroy ‘true’ women.”17
Moraga articulates each of these claims in her essay, as do the critics of Collado; their claims erase any possibility of conceiving trans people, in this
case trans Chicanx/Latinx folks, as having any kind of agency or ability to
speak for themselves. In her essay, Moraga appears to understand the process of transition as fundamentally antiwoman, a denigration of womanhood, and expresses concern that the youth of the transgender movement
lack a “women-of-color feminism” that might teach them to “view their
bodies in more complex ways.”18 In this, she is alluding to the importance of
not modifying the body, which in turn goes against a woman of color feminist politics. Moraga’s encounter with 1970s feminism offered her a way to
understand her lesbianism as politicized, but that same feminism ultimately
produced the Moraga of today, one who uses phrases such as “born-woman”:
In retrospect, I am grateful that feminism (even with all its cultural blind
spots) appeared on the political landscape as I came into my lesbianism in the
mid-1970s. It gave me a lens for looking at gender and desire outside of the
bar and mainstream prejudices and phobias. It offered me a way to live in and
with my body of desire as it was; to grown [sic] into a woman-of-color lesbian
identity on my own terms and within a critical political framework. This was
the terrain of the lesbian-of-color movement of my time, which by the 1980s
allowed for a viable range of sexual roles and gender variance among born-
women without the aid of surgery or hormones. It did not mean that all of us
felt “whole” within our bodies, but there was an evolving critical language to
house the “parts.”19

Moraga’s reference to the 1980s points to her position as a butch-femme
advocate during the “sex wars” of the 1980s, when she and others worked to
reject “cultural feminist” renunciations of butch-femme.20 When Moraga
cites contributions of the lesbian-of-color movement of her time, she is referring to the struggle that butch lesbians of color faced in articulating a
“viable range of sexual roles and gender variance among born-women without the aid of surgery or hormones.” She sees this legacy as being undercut
by what she perceives as a moment of increased surgical and hormonal transition by butches that more precisely signals an unprecedented accessibility
of transition-related health care for some trans people.21 Moraga’s articulation of butchness and, for example, Yarbro-Bejarano’s reflection on that
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butch perspective as “the conflict between the power of giving sexual pleasure to a receptive lover (‘libidinal force’) and the fear of exposure and vulnerability (‘gender dysphoria’)”22 are in line with what Halberstam describes
as “transgender butch,” a form of “gender transition that could be crucial
to many gender-queer dykes’ sense of embodiment, sexual subjectivity, and
even gender legitimacy.”23 Upon close examination of Moraga’s insistence
on situating how she came to understand her gender variance and even her
gender dysphoria within lesbian-of-color and women-of-color movements
of her time, it appears that she situates transsexuality in proximity to whiteness. This is not the whiteness of lesbian feminism that she and other women
of color struggled against; it is an understanding and whitewashing of transsexuality as violent. Transsexuality is not antiwoman in the same ways that
cultural feminists perceived butch-femme or pornography; rather, it comes
to represent the unknown, the uncertain, and it is dangerous. Here Moraga’s
anxieties reproduce logics of lesbian feminism, particularly the construction of lesbianism as the “quintessential feminism” that involved separatist
spaces such as the women’s music industry and separatist lesbian communities.24 Transsexuality, within Moraga’s “On Keeping Queer Queer,” is
figured as oppositional to the category “lesbian” simply because Moraga’s
writings since the 1980s, in Yarbro-Bejarano’s estimation, have made “crucial contributions to shaping the emergent consciousness through consistent re-creation of the category ‘lesbian.’ ”25 One might say that transgender
scholars and activists also have been consistently re-creating the category
of “transgender.” Moraga’s writings author a story of Chicana feminism in
which trans enters as new and is immediately silenced. What is most dangerous about Moraga’s work is that it leaves an understanding of 1970s lesbian feminism and Chicana feminism as biologically essentialist, as Finn
Enke asserts, “with definitions of feminist and lesbian that are always-already
so exclusive of transgender that their separation appears almost natural and
trans remains a novel and new category.”26 The danger here is that Moraga’s
essay “On Keeping Queer Queer” risks what Enke calls “posing static opposition between feminist and trans histories,” and doing so might “secure normativities that reinforce racist, ableist, and classist hierarchies that perpetuate the abjection of trans people.”27
In “On Keeping Queer Queer,” Moraga freely discusses trans-of-color
bodies and the very personal ways trans people change, shape, and modify
their bodies. Erased are the complexities of how trans people might come
to make the choices they make about their bodies. Moraga’s otherwise concerted commitment to intersectionality for approaching sites of friction is
blaringly absent in this essay. Sandra K. Soto notes that Moraga’s work often
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conceives of “intersectionality through firsthand substantive and collective
exploration of the necessity of a multi-pronged approach to knowledge,
sexual desire, power relations, oppression, and social change.”28 However,
this type of essentialist standpoint in cultural politics is not new. As documented by Soto, Moraga has continually staged self-racialization through
“essentialist terms of authenticity and racial etiquette.”29 Soto is referencing Moraga’s writings after the publication in 1993 of The Last Generation,
particularly Moraga’s despair over “the gradual disappearance of those principles among Mexican Americans through cultural, linguistic, and biological
assimilation.”30 That despair is apparent also in “On Keeping Queer Queer”;
however, Moraga’s attachment to essentialisms aligns not only with the
radical positions of masculine veteranos of the 1960s and 1970s but also with
those of the second-wave white feminists that Moraga and other women
of color critiqued so vehemently.31 Soto convincingly asserts that Moraga’s
staging of self-racialization through essentialist terms of authenticity and
racial etiquette can only be a failed effort that is circumscribed by the illogic
of racism. Moraga’s essay “On Keeping Queer Queer” is similarly circumscribed by the romanticization of the categories “lesbian” and “woman.” The
brown trans figures who appear and are critiqued in Moraga’s essay shake up
her own projects of staging of self-racialization and by extension the staging
of racialized womanhood. This example advances my broader aim to locate
how and when transsexuality is or becomes intelligible within brown contexts and by extension Chicanx/Latinx culture.
The importance of racialized sexuality, as conceptualized by Soto, becomes even more pronounced here when considering how Moraga’s essentialist thinking around race, gender, and sexuality come together. Moraga
frames “On Keeping Queer Queer” with her own reflection on writing her
first book, Loving in the War Years, published in 1983, a work she describes
as “conceived in silence and written against absence.” She observes that “one
writes to refute the vanishing of a pueblo—queer, Native, Mexican, female
. . . all those folks hanging on to the edge of the abyss of cultural oblivion.”32 The anxiety that the “queer, Native, Mexican, female” are hanging
onto the edge of cultural oblivion is a strong claim to make, especially considering that Moraga points specifically to transsexuality and its technologies as contributing to the cultural obliteration of these racial, sexual, and
gender categories. The confessional nature of this essay differs significantly
from Moraga’s prior writing particularly because she launches an attack on
transgender people of color that is shrouded in paternalism and a concern
of knowing better. Moraga’s relation to transsexuality relies on the erasure
of transsexual Chicana/os and Latina/os of her generation. Moraga’s per-
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sonal narrative leads the reader to believe that the late 1970s and early 1980s
was a time when Chicano/Latino FTMs were few and far between or nonexistent. Moraga writes, “Had I been born in 1982 instead of 1952, my own
childhood perceptions of my gender would have defined me as transgender.
Did I feel I was trapped in a girl’s body? Absolutely—at five years old and
every day for nearly fifteen years thereafter.”33
The period 1952–1970 that Moraga signals here, specifically the 1960s,
was, Jules Gill-Peterson notes, “a decade of proliferation and early consolidation for transsexual medicine,” as doctors elaborated its basic protocols.34
This is not to say that the era was not also marked by extensive gatekeeping. Access to care at, say, the Stanford Gender Clinic was determined by
the staff on the “basis of an individual sense of the ‘appropriateness of the
individual to their gender of choice.’ ”35 This meant that candidates seeking gender reassignment were evaluated on their “performance” of the gender of their choice, and clinicians were looking for candidates who would
“have the best chance for success.”36 What needs further exploration is how
FTMs of color were evaluated by these criteria, as racialized masculinities are always already pathologized within scientific and medicalized discourses. Moraga’s self-diagnosis and confession of her wrong-body narrative
suggest that those of her generation did not have access or accessibility to
living transgender or transsexual lives, and thus this enacts a violent erasure
of any trans man of color of her generation who pursued transitioning and
the subsequent struggles, pain, and suffering that accompanied having contact with the process of these medical and clinical institutions. Moraga’s text
does not acknowledge evidence, Enke has found, that the “medical elaboration of the category ‘transsexual’ 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.”37
Despite the barriers, there were trans people of color who did seek out
trans-related health care.38 Not to be overlooked are those who sought out
hormones and forms of body modification through underground markets
that contributed to the vulnerability of these trans-of-color individuals.
Moraga relies on a logic of the transsexual narrative that she describes not
of her communities’ making, that transsexuality and its technologies are collusions with whiteness. Here her anxieties are at once about the disappearance of a brown nation and a queer nation. Moraga imagines a queer brown
nation in “Queer Aztlán” in The Last Generation: “Chicana lesbians and gay
men do not merely seek inclusion in the Chicano nation; we seek a nation
strong enough to embrace a full range of racial diversities, human sexualities,
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and expressions of gender. We seek a culture that can allow for the natural
expression of our femaleness and maleness and our love without prejudice
or punishment.”39 Despite the call to embrace a full range of “expressions
of gender,” the phrasing “natural expression” limits the expression of gender
nonnormativity to one that stops at the introduction of surgical modification or hormones. This initial reference interjects a narrowing of what kinds
of gender expression and practices should be accepted within Chicano culture and particularly in a “Queer Aztlán.” What animates Moraga’s critique
is the danger that trans masculinities might reinforce and reproduce gender
and sexual dictates of heteropatriarchy rather than refusing them.
Unfortunately, Moraga’s investment in the project of creating a discrete
border between Chicana butches and Chicano/x trans men risks fortifying
the power of heteronormativity in Chicana/o/x culture. For example, Halberstam concludes that “in relation to the project of making concrete distinctions between butch women and transsexual males, all too often such
distinctions serve the cause of heteronormativity . . . by linking transsexuality to new heteronormative forms.”40 A critical blind spot here is that
FTMs of color, in the process of becoming men, do challenge the notion of
a singular, universal “transsexual community.” The most visible and mainstream transgender politics have been overwhelmingly white, so while for
white FTMs an identity politics solely constructed around a trans identity
is comforting and empowering, for FTMs of color there is an overwhelming necessity to consider how race and racialization might shape transsexual
narratives, desire, embodiment, and even sexuality. In Moraga’s reiteration
that surgery and hormones are not a cultural invention of people of color,
she puts trans Chicanos/Latinos in a situation in which they must make a
choice between their transsexual embodiment and their race. This is similar to how Chicana lesbians were forced by Chicano nationalism to make a
choice between their sexuality and their race, against which Moraga vehemently writes in Loving in the War Years. Furthermore, such a dichotomy
suggests that trans Chicanos/Latinos who do not pursue surgical and/or
hormonal transformation are not men.
In Moraga’s representation of trans-of-color subjectivity, transsexuality
and race as well as the experiences that accompany such subjectivities are
erased. Moraga’s historical model of resistance is one that looks to pre-
conquest, pre–slave trade, pre–capitalist patriarchy worldviews. She focuses
on a form of gender variance with spiritual value, the figure of the Native
“two-spirit.” I use the word “figure” because this is exactly how Moraga represents two-spirit as a concept. She describes it as “something once known
and accepted by many aboriginal people of this continent.”41 Moraga’s at-
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tachment to Native two-spirit identity is yet another example in which
Moraga relies on essentialist terms of authenticity:
I remember once, out on Indian land in Tejas, I spotted him/her—a beauty
that transgressed all notion of male and female because what was so stunning
was the shape-shifting; how with one movement (a toss of hair, a throaty
laugh, a wielded hammer) s/he could move from woman to man to boy, to
sister, to lover. This is what it means to be “two-spirit,” I thought; that literally the male and female spirits, with all their genetic messages and chemical
energies, reside within the same body and are made manifest. Freely. What
courage it takes to walk in that body when both the dominant culture and
our home cultures have forgotten this way.42

The remedy for Moraga’s melancholic longing for two-spirit subjectivities and traditions is best described by María Cotera and María Josefina
Saldaña-Portillo as attaching “recuperative decolonial meaning.”43 Cotera and Saldaña-Portillo assert that such a search for indigeneity “manifests itself in a variety of cultural, political, and intellectual projects, from
mythopoetical invocations of Aztlán as a ‘lost land’ . . . to Chicana feminist
and queer recuperations of indigenous foremothers and gendered ways of
knowing.”44 The simplification of “two-spirit” as the embodiment of male
and female spirits encompassed by the mixing of male and female “genetic
messages and chemical energies” reduces this particular indigenous gender/sexual subjectivity to an essence. “Two-spirit critique” as articulated by
Qwo-Li Driskill challenges queer theory to pay attention to Native people
and Native histories; it is a mode of critique that is rooted in “Native histories, politics, and decolonial struggles.”45 Moraga’s gaze on “him/her”
romanticizes “gender transgression” on “Indian land” as happening freely
and unencumbered by the colonial technologies of gender transition that
Moraga names as dangerous and suspect. Moraga idealizes two-spirit and
the process of shapeshifting. In this she aligns with some other queer theorists who have been criticized by trans studies scholars. Trans studies theorist
Jay Prosser has critiqued queer theory for locating “transgendered crossing”
and “transgender” as the “postmodern vision of generalized celebratory gender and sexual confusion.”46 The added complication is that while Moraga
sees the two-spirit person and Native gender/sexuality subjectivities, in her
essay she does not mention the historical and political realities of two-spirit
persons. Moraga runs perilously close to “colluding with master narratives
both inside and outside the academy” that “unsee” Native people.47
A consequence of this unseeing and integration of two-
spirit into
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Moraga’s critique of transgender politics, trans masculinities of color, and
medicalized western methods of transition is the universalizing of experiences of queer communities of color such that “the experiences of Native
people differ substantially from other people of color in North America.”48
In addition, Cotera and Saldaña-Portillo suggest, there must be recognition of the historical complexities of “the different [gendered] racial/imperial logics that structured the place that indigenous peoples and their descendants would come to occupy in newly colonized lands and later settler
colonial nation-states.”49 Moraga’s essay falls short of doing this work and
leaves the reader to interpret her longings and attachments to two-spirit and
Native gender/sexuality subjectivities as fantasies.
Another consequence of Moraga’s gaze is that it overlooks the contemporary experiences of two-spirit people living on land occupied by colonial
powers as well as the particularity and complexity of the forms of resistance two-spirit peoples and their identities utilize within heteropatriarchal
nationalisms as they fight against and struggle to dismantle heterosexism,
homophobia, and rigid gender binaries. The first half of Moraga’s essay critiques the struggle for the legalization of same-sex marriage as assimilationist, or what queer theorist Lisa Duggan calls “homonormative.”50 Moraga’s
critique of same-sex marriage unsees the struggle of Kathy Reynolds and
Dawn McKinley’s 2004 legal battle against the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma to be legally married under Cherokee law. Driskill contends that the
hearings from their battle reestablished “specific cultural memory or same-
sex relationships and unions and challenged the notion that the community
recognition of same-sex relationships is outside Cherokee cultural precedent.”51 Two-spirit critique, Driskill observes, interrogates “how radical
queer politics replicate colonial taxonomies and realities even as they attempt to disrupt them.”52 Therefore, Moraga’s radical queer-of-color critique in actuality unsees the very positionalities she seeks to recuperate as
decolonial. A closer reading reveals that Moraga’s frame for understanding
trans subjectivities is more closely aligned with contemporary queer theory.
In overlooking the contexts of two-spirit individuals engaged in struggles
for sovereignty, she might be replicating “colonial taxonomies and realities”
through idealizing a queer past that ultimately bolsters non-Native queer
identities.53
Moraga’s essay and her complicated and contradictory claims about
transsexuality and transition demonstrate that there is a disjuncture between
queer-of-color and trans-of-color critiques that merits exploration, especially in each mode of critique’s relation to women-of-color feminism. The
earliest iteration of the phrase “trans-of-color critique” appears in 2013 in
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Snorton and Haritaworn’s essay on “trans necropolitics”; the authors suggest that the intellectual genealogy of trans-of-color critique emerges from
transnational feminism and women-of-color feminism. Their distinctions
are useful for thinking about transgender transnationally and intersectionally, particularly in their topic of analysis, the “globalization of hate crime
activism.” In this early essay, Snorton and Haritaworn warn against analogizing “queer of color” and “trans of color.” Instead they call for consideration of how social movements that fall under these umbrellas (and for my
purposes I would suggest modes of critique) “intersect, compete with, and
condition each other in complex ways that demand our attention.”54 In 2013
the authors assert that trans-of-color positions are “barely conceivable” and
that trying to articulate them or even mark their absences is futile.55
Although since then transgender subjects have been experiencing hypervisibility within the public sphere, trans-of-color bodies and more specifically those of black trans women remain the most disposable and vulnerable.
The violence of disposability and vulnerability in relation to trans Latinas
is apparent in the stories of Gwen Araujo and Angie Zapata, but the discursive violence enacted by Moraga and others in their characterizations of
FTM and trans men of color reveals that masculinity within communities
of color, in this instance Chicanx/Latinx communities, continues to have
significant symbolic and material value. Racialized masculinity is a territory
to be fought over and protected. The current political moment is one predicted by Snorton and Haritaworn in which the “uneven institutionalization
of women’s, gay, and trans politics” has produced a transnormative subject.
This is the site of crisis that Moraga is approximating, but in her interrogation of racialized trans masculinities, her critiques enact erasure of how
trajectories of coming out and transition, visibility, recognition, protection,
and self-actualization might register differently for trans men of color. This
is not to say that one should ignore how trans masculine subjects might be
complicit and implicated in neoliberal, racist, and imperialist projects or in
the reproduction of heteropatriarchal forms of racialized masculinity.
In 1998 C. Jacob Hale and Jack Halberstam published individual essays
and a joint essay in GLQ to respond to the border wars staged between
butches and FTMs in the 1990s.56 These border wars set up territories to
be defended where butches and FTMs laid claim to diverse kinds of masculinities. The claims that have been produced in the past have emerged in
the present and what might be future models of masculinity. In Halberstam’s 1994 essay “F2M: The Making of Female Masculinity,” he stresses
that not all models of masculinity are equal, and this is the point of departure here, to understand the anxieties and concerns spelled out by Moraga
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as not solely stemming from her own personal history but rather as situated
within a larger trajectory of Chicana feminist lesbian discourse and politics.
FTM and trans masculine Chicanos and Latinos have been made invisible
through discourse like that of Moraga but also by a failure to interrogate
the heteropatriarchal underpinnings of Chicano/Latino masculinity as detached from the “biological” male body. This invisibility is symptomatic of a
refusal to see FTM Chicanos/Latinos as men; it enacts an erasure of their
subjective experience, narratives, presence, and existence in Chicanx/Latinx communities and conveniently renders transsexuality as outside, foreign, or alien to Chicanx/Latinx culture. Alternative frames for theorizing
Chicano/Latino masculinities approach narratives as “embodied texts” and
look for how and when “structured sexuality and spectra of desire” are disrupted to reveal culturally intelligible transsexual and trans masculinities,
subjectivities, and narratives.57 So, while Moraga’s concerns and anxieties
are not new, especially within queer Latinx and Chicanx communities, they
are a jumping-off point for examining how FTM/butch border wars take
shape within queer Chicanx/Latinx contexts and within Chicana feminism.
Five years after Hale and Halberstam’s 1998 exchange in GLQ about the
FTM/butch border wars, the Chicana lesbian feminist author Carla Trujillo’s first novel, What Night Brings, was published.
What Night Brings
A Chicana lesbian must learn to love herself, both as a woman and a sexual
being, before she can love another.
Carla Trujillo, Chicana Lesbians

Carla Trujillo is perhaps best known for her role as the editor of the anthologies Chicana Lesbians: The Girls Our Mothers Warned Us About and Living
Chicana Theory.58 The writings assembled in these anthologies feature Chicana lesbian feminist cultural production and academic discourse that have
had a lasting impact on Chicana feminisms. The publication of Chicana Lesbians in 1991 was groundbreaking and intensely political because the anthology centered and privileged narratives about Chicana lesbian sexuality
at a time when Chicana lesbians were at the forefront of challenging sexism
and homophobia in the field of Chicano studies.59 Trujillo cites a desire for
an anthology that would capture the intricacies and specificities of lesbians
and Chicana/o culture rather than the broad range of experiences brought
together under the “Latina” umbrella in the anthology Compañeras: Latina
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Lesbians edited by Juanita Ramos and published four years prior to Chicana Lesbians. In her introduction to Chicana Lesbians, Trujillo asserts that
Chicana/o culture seeks to diminish Chicana lesbians by relegating lesbianism as an Anglo construct and thus incompatible with or even a sellout
of Chicana/o culture. Trujillo notes that what is threatening is the Chicana
lesbian’s refusal of heteropatriarchal norms, specifically the fixing of gender
roles in Chicano culture, so that womanhood is only defined in relationship to a “male context,” where women are only “daddy’s girl,” “sister,” “girlfriend,” “wife,” or “mother.”60
In her own essay in the anthology, “Chicana Lesbians: Fear and Loathing in the Chicano Community,” Trujillo returns to “womanhood” in noting
that Chicano culture attempts to keep women from loving themselves; she
calls on women to “learn to reclaim that what we’re told is bad, wrong,
dirty, and taboo—namely our bodies, and our freedom to express ourselves
in them.”61 Trujillo suggests that heteropatriarchy’s silencing of sexuality
has prevented women from loving themselves and their bodies and that the
Chicana lesbian must love herself as both a “woman and a sexual being.”62
The turn to the body, the materiality of the body, is central to how Trujillo
and other Chicana lesbians perceive themselves as sexual beings. In Yarbro-
Bejarano’s essay “Deconstructing the Lesbian Body” in the same anthology,
she engages Moraga’s Loving in the War Years to illustrate the significance of
the body as a site of struggle and representation of Chicana lesbian desire,
and she highlights the disembodiment that women experience as a consequence of patriarchal discourses. The pain of disembodiment, as it is represented in Moraga’s work, is described by Yarbro-Bejarano as associated with
“the conflicted relationship between the writing subject and her culture.”63
In Yarbro-Bejarano’s and Trujillo’s characterizations of the Chicana lesbian body, women’s bodies are a site of subject formation. Trujillo suggests
that Chicana lesbians by necessity must “learn to love their bodies.”64 So, if
women’s bodies are the primary sites of heteropatriarchal disciplining, and
according to Trujillo, for Chicana lesbians the body is a site of pain or disembodiment, then overcoming bodily discomfort or dysphoria is an integral
part of a Chicana lesbian narrative. Loving one’s body and achieving a sense
of wholeness are parts of the process of confronting and accepting one’s
sexuality. This narrative of bodily wholeness is what structures Trujillo’s first
novel, What Night Brings. A contrasting narrative of bodily discomfort is set
up against the backdrop of a violently heteropatriarchal Chicano family and
of transsexuality associated with being in proximity to whiteness.
What Night Brings is a coming of age novel about an eleven-year-old Chicanita named Marci Cruz living in a small town in the San Francisco Bay
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Area in the 1960s. The story focuses on Marci and her sister, Corin, as they
struggle to survive their father’s physical abuse and their mother’s inability
to intervene in the abuse they all endure. As Marci is navigating a violent
homelife, she prays for God to turn her into a boy; she especially wants a
“birdy” (penis). The novel is a narrative representation of the reasons Trujillo argues in her essay “Chicana Lesbians: Fear and Loathing in the Chicano Community” that Chicana lesbians are perceived as a threat to the
Chicano movement. Trujillo engages the sites of contention where Chicana lesbian existence disrupts and threatens established norms of patriarchal oppression: sexuality, identification as women, motherhood, and religion.65 In this coming-of-age novel, the young protagonist negotiates her
masculine identifications and her sexuality, such as her desire to “grab chichis” (breasts). Marivel Danielson describes Marci’s narrative in the novel
as one of initial transgender identification that shifts to acceptance of her
body and thus her same-sex desires.66 This shift mirrors the logic at play in
both Yarbro-Bejarano’s and Trujillo’s conceptualizations of the attainment
of body wholeness as central to the formation of Chicana lesbian subjectivity. Emily Anderson’s discussion of the novel focuses on Catholicism and
the centrality of religion as a culturally familiar frame through which Marci
is able to resolve her sexual identity.67 Anderson’s reading locates transsexuality alongside “medical science” and whiteness and in opposition to religion
and Chicana/o culture.68 Through these logics, Marci’s desire for a penis is
a symptom of discontent with her body; the lack of a penis is what inhibits
her access to power, agency, and freedom to act upon her desires. The arguments and readings of the novel by these critics suggest that this discontent
is something that can be and is overcome, as Marci accepts that her body
has the potential to be congruent with her sexual desires.
This is yet another territorial battle, an instance in which butch and FTM
identification might share experiences of gender dysphoria. Gender dysphoria in What Night Brings emerges in a Chicana/o culture context through
the heteropatriarchal underpinnings of the family and the impossibility of
non-normative gender and sexuality within this context. Marci’s narrative
of bodily discontent and disembodiment emerges in direct relation to the
“home as a site of regulation, violence, repression and discipline.”69 Bodily
alienation, being trapped in the wrong body, and in this case the desire to
grow a penis might also be considered as falling under the rubric of a transsexual narrative. Diagnostically speaking, in how transsexuality is determined as a psychological condition in the 1960s, the period in which the
novel is set, Marci might not fit the criteria that would allow her access to
care. Diagnostic criteria used by gender clinics such as the Stanford Gender
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Clinic, which is near the novel’s geographical setting, were subjective and
purely based on narrativization of one’s gender identification. Marci’s narrative and likely the narratives of other trans masculine individuals of the
time do not locate bodily wholeness in the aspiration of a surgically produced penis. The young narrator’s desire for a penis is enmeshed within a
Chicana/o cultural context in which Catholicism is a structuring pillar of
Marci’s family life, so in this context praying to God for a “birdy” makes
sense, as she has not been exposed to the medicalized forms of transsexuality
that might include hormone therapy or gender-reassignment surgery. The
wrong-body narrative and the imagery of being trapped in one’s body that
suggest corporeal incongruity are not the frame through which Marci names
her desire to be a boy and have a birdy. I suggest that Marci’s narrative of disembodiment is one of desire and possibility; she does not yearn for a penis
to match the boy’s body that she always felt she had, but rather her body is a
site of possibility, pleasure, and becoming. Alongside her wish to turn into a
boy is her wish that her father leave so that Marci and her sister and mother
can escape the violence(s) enacted by her father. The wish for the disappearance of the Chicano patriarch and the wish for immaculate transformation
into a boy offer a way to think about Chicano masculinities relationally.
Within a relational frame, Chicano trans masculinities might not be
solely understood within a framework that assumes that becoming a man
is a project only ever motivated by a desire to access male authority, power,
privilege, and domination.70 Richard Rodríguez notes,
In the strict sense, the need to be a man, and the impact of that need on Chicano cultural nationalist sentiment, has simultaneously codified la familia as
a sacred institution in which gender roles are fixed in the name of tradition.
Yet in uprooting the ubiquitous presence of the man’s man, de-centering the
father from Chicano/a familia discourse, and broadening ultimately narrow
perceptions of masculinity, la familia may take on a completely different view
after all.71

For a moment, let’s consider Rodríguez’s word choice “need to be a man” and
consider how this need might take shape differently in relation to different
types of embodiment and within different narratives. How might transsexuality or, more specifically, Chicano trans narratives disrupt this discourse
and broaden how one might conceive of Chicano masculinities? Transformation for Marci is possible through the disappearance of her father, who
represents the violence and disciplining of heteropatriarchy, and the immaculate appearance of a penis, which would transform her into a boy. To
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think about Chicano masculinity as relational in this example is to consider
how the novel positions “heteropatriarchal expressions and practices of Chicano cultural nationalism” as the “negative resource” that allows Trujillo’s
project of affirmation of the social and cultural value of “Chicana/o queerness, femininity, and feminism” to be legible.72
If Chicana/o cultural nationalism is always already rendered as the enemy
that “inherently generates sexism and homophobia,” then “transphobia”
might be added to that list as well. In this framework, Marci’s expression of
Chicana/o masculinity can only be subversive to the extent that the desire
to become a boy is fleeting, resolvable, or impossible. In other words, the
expulsion of the Chicano patriarch is the expulsion of patriarchy, and the
outcome is a scenario in which Chicano masculinity is redeemable so long as
it is linked to an unmodified female body. This reading locates the unrelenting disciplining of homophobia and sexism that is the root of Marci’s bodily
discontent, her dysphoria. In my alternative reading I focus on how narrative, knowledge, or figures related to transsexuality circulate in the novel. If
queerness and female masculinity can flourish in Chicana/o cultural contexts in the absence of the Chicano patriarch and assume an almost natural
presence, then transsexuality becomes that which is unnatural or even inconceivable under the gender paradigms of Chicano culture. Transsexuality,
instead of lesbianism, stands in as the Anglo construct or as the sellout. So
then, I build on Lisa Cacho’s assertion in her essay “If I Turn into a Boy”
that the process of the revaluation of queer bodies and female desire relies
on the pathologization of the Chicano patriarch, or more generally, masculinities of color.73 In my reading of the text, I suggest that revaluation also
relies on the pathologization of transsexuality, inclusive of its technologies
of body modification. This complex economy of revaluation figures transsexuality as incompatible with and a threat to Chicana female masculinity,
queer kin, and defiant Chicana femininity.
Transsexuality, Whiteness, and Failure
In the novel, Marci’s nightly prayers to God, Baby Jesus, and the Virgin
Mary to turn her into a boy go unanswered, and so she attempts a different approach, one rooted in science and technology that ultimately is sex-
change or sexual reassignment surgery. Marci’s approach has been to pray
for immaculate transformation, which aligns with what has been taught by
the church; therefore, the technologies of surgery are not initially within the
realm of how she envisions turning into a boy. As her nightly prayers and
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pleas go unanswered, Marci becomes concerned that a spiritual approach
using prayer might not be working, so she decides to go to the public library
to do research on the matter of gender transformation. She approaches a
librarian, Miss Buck, and asks, in her best “scientific voice,” “Have you ever
read anything about a girl changing into a boy?” Miss Buck’s response to
Marci’s query is that Marci asks odd questions; she asks why Marci wants
to know that, and Marci asserts that it is purely a scientific question.74 Interestingly, Marci’s alternative approach in the failure of her prayers is scientific inquiry. Miss Buck responds that she has never heard of this happening,
initially maintaining that such a phenomenon does not exist. In addition to
the disappointment of her unanswered prayers, Marci’s second approach, of
turning to empirical fact and evidence, is also a failure, and this leaves Marci
without much hope about her present condition. The impasse in Marci’s
narrative is that her approach to resolving her ongoing condition of bodily
discontent and desire to turn into a boy are not resolvable through the two
belief systems she values: religion and science. Moments later, though, Miss
Buck returns with a book that she tells Marci is “more for adults.” The book
is The Christine Jorgensen Story, a “story of a man who decided he was living
in the wrong body and got an operation to become a woman.”75 In the novel,
this makes Marci instantly happy, but at the same time she also feels as
though everyone in the entire library is looking at her and the book in her
hands. This moment reflects the work of shame and deviance implicated in
asking these questions and a solution or possibility residing in the autobiography of a transsexual. So, while Marci might not have outright transsexual
desires or imagine transsexuality for herself, she does feel a sudden discomfort in simply holding the book in her hands.
By the 1960s, the period in which the novel is set, Christine Jorgensen
was a household name. She had gained fame when she arrived in the United
States in 1952 and was regarded as a medical marvel, a pioneer of “the
medico-juridical process of somatic transformation” that became known
as “transsexuality” in the mid-twentieth century.76 The book Marci holds
in her hands is Jorgensen’s autobiography, a bestseller, published in 1967.
Given that Marci is asking scientific questions, the introduction of Jorgensen as the emblem of transsexuality makes sense. Jorgensen was, Stryker observes, “the spectacle of medical science’s supposed ability to engineer both
sexuality and gender in ways that produced conventional heterosexuality.”77
Taking Stryker’s observations in relation to the body politic of Chicana lesbians that revolves around destabilizing conventional heterosexuality as it is
upheld in Chicano heteropatriarchy, it makes sense that Trujillo would have
Jorgensen, a trans woman and most importantly a white woman, represent
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all that is foreign to Chicano culture and is illegible, so much so that the
character cannot even get past the cover of the autobiography.
I looked at the cover of the book. It had two pictures on it. One was of a
beach ball headed guy with a thick neck and a crew cut. The other was the
same beach ball head, but this time the he was a she, with blue dusty eye
shadow, eyeliner, and a hairdo like Dusty Springfield. She was wearing a
dress and pearls but you could still see the same thick neck. You’d think that
if they could do something with that birdy, they could at least do something
about the neck.78

This depiction of the cover of Jorgensen’s autobiography is fictionalized;
the cover on the first printing of the book features Jorgensen’s face partially
visible, a portrait that appears to have been taken around the mid-1960s,
framed through a beige, jagged cutout. The side-by-side images Marci is
supposed to have seen on the cover of the book are in fact publicity photos
that circulated to promote the release of the adaptation of the autobiography into a film in 1970. The photos of pre- and post-operative Jorgensen
are actually of the actor John Hansen, who portrayed Jorgensen in the film.
Stryker describes the film as a “trashy exploitation film,”79 in which
Hansen’s portrayal of Jorgensen sensationalizes transsexuality to suggest
that despite gender reassignment surgery, traces of masculinity remain.
This is in direct contrast to Jorgensen’s appearance and persona in the press,
where her body was produced as “definitively female” through her embodiment of physical qualities of idealized forms of femininity and her embodiment of respectability.80 Had Marci been able to get past the cover, reading about Jorgensen’s embodiment of middle-class white respectability and
idealized femininity enacted through her demure, blond, heterosexual, and
domestically oriented womanhood would have further alienated Marci.
Jorgensen as a figure of white transsexuality is a world apart from what is
familiar to Marci.81 Trujillo frames Marci’s encounter with transsexuality
as one in which Marci scrutinizes Jorgensen’s inability to pass convincingly
as a female, the “thick neck” and “beach ball head.” Her skepticism mirrors the backlash Jorgensen experienced five months after her public emergence, when “exposés” published by the New York Post and Time claimed that
Jorgensen had failed to achieve womanhood through surgery and hormonal
treatment.82 In Anderson’s view, “Marci’s rejection of the image of Jorgensen, while based partly on a gender transformation she finds lacking and
incomplete (she notes for instance that if science can change people’s genitals then perhaps it should also be able to reduce other ‘mannish’ aspects of
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Figure 3.1.

Article promoting
The Christine
Jorgensen Story,
Seattle Daily Times,
August 10, 1970.

Jorgensen’s appearance as well), also seems based on an alienation that she
feels from Jorgensen’s whiteness.”83
Marci does not take the book home, and she decides that transsexuality,
particularly surgery, is not something she wants, and she really doesn’t want
a birdy, she just wants to be with her older teenage neighbor and crush Raquel. However, Marci returns to her previous strategy of praying and again
pleads for God to make her a boy. Her pleas become more specific; she says
she needs a “penis” and “no chichis” and asks that it happen before she turns
twelve. So, while the idea of a surgery is unconvincing and scary, she retreats
to her faith that God will turn her into a boy. Her pleas are still framed
within the context of her desire to be with Raquel, but they become more
specific and signal body modification that might contemporarily be called
“top surgery” and phalloplasty. Marci’s desire for this to happen before
puberty is also significant. Her logic here is that it is “better to change earlier
so people could get used to the fact that I was a boy while I was still little.”84
There is not an anxiety about bodily changes that come with puberty, but she
also does not signal any excitement about what puberty might bring. Also of
significant impact here is how this scene equates transsexuality with whiteness, a foreign terrain to racialized subjects that poses a threat to sex/gender/sexuality configurations within Chicana/o culture. This moment in the
novel solidly renders transsexuality as incompatible with Chicana/o culture.
Anderson notes that because Catholicism functions as a way for Chicanas
to assert culture and ethnicity and because Jorgensen’s queerness and whiteness exclude Marci, “she will construct her own racial and sexual identities
within a context she feels included in.”85 Again, this echoes Moraga’s anxieties about surgery and body modification as technologies that are imposed
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upon butches and other masculine-identified gender-nonconforming folks
of color. Jorgensen, as the embodiment of transsexual whiteness and the
attendant reification of white heteropatriarchy, suggests that Chicano trans
masculinity might reproduce the disciplining of Chicana/o heteropatriarchy.
Brown Trans Figurations and the Limits of Huevos
Marci’s wish for immaculate transformation, within this framework of Chicano culture, challenges the ways transsexual narratives of trans masculine
people of color might be read. Racialized trans subjects often have complicated relations with their bodies that do not fit the diagnostic criteria of
medicodiscursive regimes. In a racialized context the “trapped in the wrong
body” narrative represents feelings of gender dysphoria or disembodiment
that might be experienced in relation to culturally specific gender roles or
the disciplining of heteropatriarchal norms. This is not to say that Chicano
cultural nationalism or heteropatriarchy produces transsexuality; rather, the
discomfort or suffering that is “bound up with some form of corporeally
effective loss”86 attributed to the wrong-body narrative is a condition that
always already is constitutive of Chicana/os, given that as “ethnic-racialized
subjects, we have already lost, have been made to lose, that is, by a kind of
generous racist exemption.”87 In the novel, Marci’s desire to turn into a boy
is certainly enmeshed in her desire to be with women and how Chicano masculinity might be a site of mobility and potentiality so long as it does not
mirror her father’s masculinity. Marci’s desire to be a boy need not position
the female body as limiting or as a site of failure. While popular narratives
and assumptions about transsexual narratives might demand such a position, the fact remains that some transsexual narratives are unintelligible and
do not fit in with what clinicians might deem legitimate. The overarching
point is that for racialized trans subjects, the narratives must be conceptualized, in Stone’s estimation, as “emergent polyvocalities of lived experience, never represented in the discourse.”88 Trujillo’s strategic use of tropes
related to transsexuality invite readers to see Marci’s story as one that positions transsexuality in opposition to lesbianism. Cacho offers a similar observation, that the “revaluation of queer bodies and female desire relies on
the criminalization of . . . masculinities of color.”89
The novel invites the reader to diagnose Marci’s desires to be male, to
ascertain whether the eleven-year-old protagonist meets “specified requisites of what constitutes a transsexual story.”90 Danielson’s approach in her
reading of the novel is that Marci “fails to exhibit other key components of
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a transgendered or transsexual incompatibility with her own female body.”91
Danielson asks, “Given the primary impetus of sexual desire rather than
corporeal incongruity, when does this young protagonist’s vision of transgendered identity shift towards acceptance of queer or lesbian identity?”92
Again, in another iteration the positioning of queer and lesbian against trans
is expressed, and the politics of identity enact another instance of territorial
struggle, one that refuses to conceive of transsexuality and the technologies
that enable bodily transformation as a site of possibility in Chicana/o culture. Trujillo’s text invites a reading of transsexuality as suspect and traps
transsexuality in a state of alterity; the only true figure of transsexuality that
appears is Christine Jorgensen, who represents a kind of transsexual respectability that racialized trans subjects can never access.93 So, then, I propose
a mode of reading that brings trans back into the text despite the so-called
representation of Marci’s experience as a nontrans narrative. If one reads the
novel as I am suggesting for moments of trans embodiment as opposed to
the realization of a trans identity or subjectivity, through reading embodiment in brown contexts from a trans perspective, the meaning of the signs
and signifiers of Chicano masculinity is reworked.94
To do so requires returning to my claim that transsexuality is seen as
incompatible with Chicano culture. Returning to Moraga, her views and
anxieties about transsexuality are tied to her critique of queer politics and
a reinvestment of normativity. For Moraga, this point is made through the
examples of gay marriage and transsexuality as she reflects on the effects
of contemporary capitalism and neoliberalism. For example, Moraga notes,
“I never dreamed it, that gay marriage would actually be debated in our
highest courts, and that in the same era, technology might actually afford
us the opportunity to choose our gender. Still, as these political and societal
‘gains’ present themselves to us, we have to look more deeply into what may
be truly liberating about non-conformist queer identity, so as not to confuse
‘progress’ with progressive politics.”95 In her discussion, Moraga constructs
transsexuality in opposition to Chicana lesbian feminism and US Third
World feminisms. She positions transsexuality as having “values that have
not meshed” with the larger discourse of Chicana lesbian feminism and US
Third World feminism, and thus the “transgender movement” has become
a “point of conflict.” Cacho, citing the political theorist Massimo De Angelis, contends that this reinforces “false polarities” with “false alternatives.”96
Moraga’s writings and Trujillo’s novel offer a view of Chicana lesbian
feminism and transsexuality as in natural and inherent opposition to each
other. Cacho turns to a moment in the novel that is a move toward deconstructing these false polarities and the problem of relational value practices
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that require that the Chicano patriarch be pathologized and criminalized
to valorize queer Chicana/os. Throughout the novel, Marci’s dreams function as a place where she can make sense of her gender identity and sexual
desires in relation to gender norms and sexual conventions she experiences
in her household and daily life. The novel, aptly titled What Night Brings, is
a play on the way dreams function very centrally for Marci, as bedtime is her
favorite time, and each morning she checks to see if her prayers to God for
a penis have been answered. Cacho reflects on a dream scene in the novel
when Marci and her father, Eddie, are reimagined as potentially one and
the same, introducing the possibility that the boy she wants to become will
grow up to be like Eddie, an “Eddie-Me.” For Cacho, this scene reveals how
“racialized female masculinities are restrained by the racial masculinities
that already ‘symbolically align’ Marci with her father.”97 Cacho’s assessment is that Marci’s “nonnormative masculinity may take different forms as
she grows up, but white masculinity will not be one of them.”98 I would add
that nor will trans masculinity be one of them. My addendum references
Christine Jorgensen’s appearance in the novel as symbolic of transsexuality
that is steeped in whiteness, middle-class respectability, and white heteropatriarchy. As a racialized subject, Marci and others like her who may come
to identify as trans have far more limited choices; their life chances and their
narratives of transsexuality are always already about race, class, and sexuality
as well as gender.
In the scene in the novel when Marci dreams she is an Eddie-Me, the
dream reveals that her fears and fantasies are “too linked to be distinct, too
interdependent to be disconnected.”99 I agree with Cacho’s reading of this
scene in which she emphasizes that Marci will inherit the “unproductive and
‘excessive’ masculine impulses that need to be incarcerated by the prison-
industrial complex, deported by the border control, contained by US legislation, or disciplined by the US military.”100 The devaluation of Chicano
masculinity by US legal apparatuses is something that Chicano trans men
encounter, and this is outside of Moraga’s purview; she instead focuses on
the power, privilege, and rejection of womanhood that she believes structure Chicano trans experience. The point Cacho makes here is critical, as
she reiterates that even though Chicana female masculinity can reconfigure
Chicana/o masculinities as not needing “male” bodies, it remains that Chicana female masculinity “may not be able to resignify Chicana/o masculinity
as not macho, not sexually deviant, not criminal, and not nonnormative.”101
One of the major points of contention or struggle in this discussion has been
how to read the symbolic work of figuring racialized masculinity. If one follows Moraga and Trujillo, then there is no hope for trans Chicanos to do
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this kind of transformative work, as these authors’ understanding of transsexuality relies on figuring transition and passing as a journey that is premised purely on accessing power and privilege. This is not to say that all Chicano trans men have an automatic consciousness about the consequences of
wielding such power and privilege so that it does not feed back into abusive
and violent formations of Chicano heteropatriarchy. This is where the possibility for other kinds of Chicana/o masculinities might be enacted, when
reading through frames of embodiment, and this occurs in how Marci re-
creates Chicana/o masculinity through fragmented embodiment: she desires a penis but not huevos (balls). The limits of Chicana/o masculinity are
located at the symbol of the huevos. What might a Chicana/o masculinity
look like without huevos, which are the symbolic marker of virility, reproduction, and dominance? Cacho names this as the re-creation of Chicana/o
masculinity “through the desire for castration,” but I see it as a form of
brown trans figuration. That is a term I use to describe moments that index
brown affective positions such as pleasure, dolor, and longing in relation to
trans that signal fleshiness, movement, vitality, becoming, and embodiment,
while “figuration” refers to moments when brown and trans become animated to reset the “stage for possible pasts and futures.”102
Cacho describes the scene of Eddie-Me as representing the “unthinkable
position of a politics of racial masculinity,” one premised on willful emasculation and the possible pleasure that emerges in willful emasculation. To
better understand the willfulness and the pleasures to which Cacho gestures,
I turn to another scene in the novel, one in which Marci is able to access
pleasure and a realization of her desire for a birdy, if only temporarily. I ask
what does willful emasculation do, specifically following Sara Ahmed’s writings on the willful child. Ahmed describes a willful child as one who is “the
wrong bent.” She explains that “willfulness as an attribution refers to subjects who not only insist on their way, but will only what is agreeable, that is,
whose will is in accordance with their own desire.”103 In Ahmed’s study she
notes that tracking the figure of the willful child means staying proximate
to scenes of violence.104 The suggestion that resignifying Chicano masculinity need not disrupt the potential reproduction of violence (in the case
of What Night Brings, for example), as “those beaten by the rod become the
rods that beat,” is a looming possibility that must not be forgotten.105 Examining Marci’s character through Ahmed’s discussion of the willful child
provides a point of entry for attending to the unthinkability of a politics of
racialized trans masculinity and understanding of what willful emasculation
does, specifically as a politics.
The title of the novel, What Night Brings, gestures toward Marci’s prayers
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each night and her hopefulness that God might grant her wishes to become
a boy and for her father to disappear. In this pairing, the apparition of one
kind of masculinity represents opportunity and futurity for Marci, and the
disappearance of a toxic masculinity represents violence and eventual death.
One morning Marci experiences a temporary realization of her desire to become a boy. She wakes up to find she has grown a birdy overnight. The scene
is a dream taking place between the states of sleep and waking in which
Marci experiences pleasure and fullness.
I thought maybe it was a dream; a trick of sleepy eyes. I made my hand go
toward the place where my cuca used to be but I couldn’t touch it. Not yet.
I lifted my pj’s once more. It was still there, turned a little to the left. I didn’t
see any huevos hanging below, but I was too afraid right then to check if they
were there. I started getting scared. I was wide awake now and wanted to
scream out to my mom, but I didn’t know what I would say. No one in the
world knew I wanted to be a boy. Maybe I should have told someone, because
now I really needed somebody to talk to. How was I going to tell everyone?
And what would you say if you were a girl and you woke up one day and suddenly had a birdy? It’s not like you can say “guess what I grew last night?”
over the supper table.
I didn’t move. But after a few minutes, I decided it was okay to touch it.
I slowly reached down. My fingers inched closer and closer till the very tip of
my finger slid over the skin. It felt good! Like a Vienna sausage fresh out of
the can. Each time my finger touched it, it moved a little, like a teeny lizard
getting petted.
I started getting excited. It finally happened! I got braver using the tips of
my fingers to stroke it. It was soft and smooth like velvet. I thought I could
look now to see if I had huevos. I never really thought about them much.
I just knew they were part of a set. If you had a birdy, then you had to have
huevos. I didn’t know what they were for. And I didn’t think I’d need them
for anything. In fact, they looked like they could get in the way of lots of
things like running, pooping or riding a bike. But if I was going to be a boy,
I guess I’d have to get used to them. I slowly reached down below my birdy.
I wasn’t sure what I’d find. Slowly, carefully, I moved my hand lower and
lower. Just a little more and I’d be there.106

This scene is one of pleasure, expressed in the description of Marci’s birdy
as feeling smooth like velvet and responsive to touch. This is a scene of trans
embodiment; the prefixial nature of trans indexes moments when psychic
and corporeal experiences are blended, and in this example the moment is
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fleeting, a scene of fantasy. It is a moment when “gender and the embodiment of gender are contingencies that may hold for a moment then fall away
into another set of relationships.”107 Temporality is of most importance in
relation to this scene in the novel, as this moment of pleasure that Marci
experiences is swiftly and literally swatted away when her mother finds her
with her hands under the sheets and quickly awakens Marci with a slap,
quickly ripping her from this pleasure-filled moment of tactile realism and
exploration. This scene may be read from a standpoint that treats transsexual
embodiment not as transcending gender and sex but rather as being able to
embody the multiplicities and vicissitudes of the body’s ongoing process of
materialization. Another way to understand the dynamism of Marci’s body
is to highlight its plasticity. Gill-Peterson describes plasticity as “an invisible
force in the trans child’s body” that retains “a certain material agency for
itself, partly indifferent or oblivious to scientific rationality.”108 Therefore,
this is an example in which there is joy and/or pleasure in becoming. Trans
in this example is not a thing or a being but rather a way to describe the
work of the phantasmal appearance of the birdy; it refers to the processes
through which thingness and beingness are constituted.109 In my reading,
the phantasmal appearance of a penis in a scene of pleasure represents an
escape from the here and now and propels Marci forward. It is futurity, an
opening, a horizon.110
In this scene Marci’s discovery of her newly grown birdy also features a
discussion of the utility and value of huevos, testicles. Marci is initially scared
to see if her new genitalia also includes huevos, which she considers part of a
set. Huevos have potent symbolism in Chicano culture as a site of reproduction and virility. Marci comments that she never really thought about huevos, and in another scene she describes huevos as an Achilles heel men have
between their legs. For Marci and how she understands what might constitute becoming a boy, huevos are unimportant. I would say that this treatment
of huevos, as an unimportant appendage that is the compulsory counterpart
to a penis, is what disrupts Chicano masculinity. Marci’s willfulness in this
example might be her body reacting to not being accommodated by a space,
specifically the spatial dynamics of the Chicano family. Ahmed writes, “An
institution is like an old garment; it acquires the shape of those who tend
to wear it, such that it becomes easier to wear if you have that shape.”111
Marci’s dismissal of huevos, her embodiment of maleness and masculinity
through the shape of a boy, bends the shape of normative masculinity and
maleness to her will. This gives some insight into how the Chicano family
as an institution is shaping Marci’s bodily desires, while her enactment and
her imagining of maleness and masculinity are rooted in a willful emascu-
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lation. Although this is a scene of pleasure that is tactilely felt, it also gestures to that place where racial politics in the symbolic form of huevos rub up
against trans forms of embodiment. Marci’s imagining of a masculinity with
“no chichis” and a birdy without huevos symbolizes not necessarily a desire to
enact and undergo such changes corporeally but can be thought of as akin to
what Kathryn Bond Stockton names as “sideways growth,” something “that
locates energy, pleasure and vitality, and (e)motion in the back and forth
connections and extensions that are not reproductive.”112 The brown transfiguration that is Marci’s momentary transformation results in a racialized
masculinity that is “something more, and something other” than the transformation she asked God to grant her.113 Therefore, this scene of discovery
and pleasure suggests that trans embodiment can exceed what is intended
or imagined, that it is “movement, excitation and intensification.”114 The result of such a brown transfiguration is the possibility of a racialized masculinity that might be styled as pleasurable, unbounded, and unrestrained by
heteropatriarchal impulses such as those embodied by Marci’s father. Willful emasculation signifies a lack that is generative.
Looking toward Chicano/x Trans Masculinities
I have highlighted the role of narrative in the construction of trans embodiment and how for racialized subjects the typical “born in the wrong body”
narrative might not be expressed in exactly those terms. What Night Brings
provides the examples to demonstrate the utility of theories of trans embodiment that might center affective registers in the construction of brown
trans masculinities and move transsexuality out of a state of alterity. This
provides a model to read trans into the novel in a way that does not position transsexuality as incompatible with Chicano culture. The anxieties in
the 2000s and 2010s around transsexuality in Chicana feminist writings are
inherited from earlier struggles to assert a presence and politics that were
woman-centered in the 1980s through mid-1990s; this is and remains an
important political project. However, it leaves transsexuality at an impasse,
as Chicana lesbian feminism locates transsexuality as a white phenomenon
that is alien to Chicana/o culture. Positioning transsexuality as the unknown
leaves little to no room for Chicana/os more broadly to continue the work
of expanding the category of gender within Chicana/o culture and cultural
formations so that it is much more capacious. This is not to make light of
the territorial struggles between Chicana butches and FTMs; this border
war remains, and Moraga’s “On Keeping Queer Queer” is a reminder of it.
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Anzaldúa’s definition of borders and their functions resonates here: “Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us
from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A
borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition.”115 The
act of creating borders such as the dividing line that appears to exist between
Chicano/Latino FTMs and butches functions in the way Anzaldúa has described: the border is a war zone where violence takes shape through discursive forms. As Anzaldúa notes, the borderland is created by the emotional
residue of an unnatural boundary, the emotional residue in this example
stemming from the pain, the dolor experienced by both FTMs and butches.
This is to say that Chicana lesbian feminism and the sitio y lengua that Trujillo, Moraga, and others fought vehemently to carve out and protect came
at great costs; it was not easy and it was painful.116 Similarly, the journey
from female to male and the dominant narrative for making Chicano trans
masculinity legible often appear to take the shape of the heteropatriarchal
norms that Chicanas and Chicana lesbians have struggled against and critiqued. The affinities that might be shared between Chicana/o butches and
FTMs are in the perils and pleasures of the embodiment and enactment of
Chicana/o masculinity.
This discussion is more about muddying the line between FTM, butch,
and cis Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x masculinities than about explaining
when and how the border wars came about or resolving any of those tensions. To conceive of the borderlands, as Anzaldúa asks us to, is to embrace
the uncertain and the unknown the brown trans figuration. My readings of
the texts have been structured so as to resist mastery and to resist a singular
narrative of what it might mean to be a Chicano transsexual man. The next
task is to excavate a history of Chicano/Latino FTMs, an undertaking that
could and should fill an entire book. The project of documenting that history is a nearly impossible task, as there is a certain generation who transitioned with the desire to never be found, there are those who are dead, and
there are those who are in this moment challenging and redefining what
trans means as an identity category within Chicano/Latino cultural politics.

CHAPTER 4

The Wound Makes the Man:
Trans Figuring Chicano Masculinities

The wound makes the man.

Antonio Viego, Dead Subjects

I somewhat ambitiously aim to begin excavating and documenting the historical presence of Chicano/Mexican American FTMs. To be clear, I do
not claim to give an exhaustive history of Chicano trans masculine figures;
rather, I have identified a few significant moments of cultural representation and archival traces that allow me to further develop the theorization of
brown trans masculinities. For some of us who identify as trans and Chicano, the prospect of excavating a history of Chicano FTMs is exciting,
if only to declare that “we’ve been around.” By the same token, embarking on solely an excavation for figures who have looked and lived like me
could leave me disappointed. This possibility is touched upon by Andrea
Long Chu and Emmett Harsin Drager: “What do we do with the historical figures that we find that don’t live up to our expectations?” They suggest,
“More often than not, we are going to find people that deeply disappoint us.
What is our responsibility to them?”1 While I consider the project of finding and documenting a community over time an important one, the figures
I have encountered in cultural production, newsletters, and digital archives
have forced me to recognize that studying transness, and in this case racialized trans masculinity, requires me to understand “what it means to be attached to a norm—by desire, by habit, by survival.”2 In the context of brown
masculinities, especially the narratives that I was revisiting or encountering
for the first time, I acknowledged the imperative to grapple with the wound
that marks and is generative of brown transsexuality.
In Dead Subjects, Viego concludes his discussion of zoot suiters and
pachuco/as by noting Octavio Paz’s disdain for pachuco/as; Paz describes
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them as “the wound that laughs at itself.”3 Here Viego interjects and instead posits that “the wound makes the man,” a “Lacanian zoot suiter and
pachuco/a shorthand to say that the constitutive loss, the primordial wound
suffered by the human speaking organism, creates the generative conditions
for subjectivity and desire.”4 Viego’s discussion of the figures of the zoot
suiter and pachuca/o focuses on their ability to trouble identity categories
in social science literature; the pachuca/o is written about with both pathologizing and sympathetic approaches. Viego considers the zoot suiter
and pachuco/a cultural formations as, for the most part, unreadable and
incalculable.5 For Viego, the pachuca/o and zoot-suit culture introduced a
kind of anti-identity politics that despite being clearly linked to Mexican
American culture also runs beyond identity and culture as defined according
to categories of race and ethnicity.6 I see this in conversation with José Esteban Muñoz’s notion of brownness, which can describe how various “historically coherent groups ‘feel’ differently and navigate the world on a different
emotional register.”7
Viego compellingly discusses how pachuco/as are able to extract pleasure from goods, particularly fashion, and care for the self; there is a “politics of resistance embedded in these self-regarding practices of pleasure revealed when one deigns to care for one’s own disprized body.”8 Viego locates
the figures of the zoot suiter and pachuco/a in what Lacan calls “the sinthome” and considers “an enjoyment-in-meaning . . . in the following sense:
as a production of meaning, the sinthome is not concerned with meanings
produced, but with the activity of production itself.”9 The figures of the
zoot suiter and pachuco/a become relevant to this study as figures that both
Chicano/as and Anglos have attempted to wrestle down into recognizable,
manageable identities, as enigmatic symptoms of a racist culture. Viego
notes that the zoot suiter and pachuco/a could only register as pathological within Mexican and Mexican American psychology, given that its central tenets and theories are informed by ego psychology. Viego characterizes ego psychology’s “understanding of the human psyche and the related
issues of how to theorize trauma, loss, adaptation, and assimilation” as, in
turn, underpinned problematic and reductive assumptions attributed to a
certain North American distortion of Freudian theory.10 As Lacan would
have it, “The conception of psychoanalysis in the United States has been inflected toward the adaptation of the individual to the social environment,
the search for behavior patterns and the objectification implied in the notion
of ‘human relations.’ ”11
To begin to get to the point of the significance of the discussion of the
figure of the pachuco/a and zoot suiter, Viego’s research reveals that “the
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history of psychology and psychoanalysis in the United States has always
included as a crucial part of its history a witting and unwitting reflection on
the meaning of ethnic-racialized difference in U.S. culture.”12 More broadly,
Viego’s project demonstrates how ego and social psychology enact “a kind of
exacting trouble for ethnic-racialized subjects in clinical, extraclinical, legal
and extralegal contexts in the United States beginning in the mid-twentieth
century.”13 Viego locates the mid-twentieth century as a moment by which
“experts” in the field of psychology have insinuated it into the legal apparatus, in the process crafting and coding psychologistic and reductive legal
and extralegal understandings of ethnic-racialized subjectivity, trauma,
and loss that continue to endure today.14 Similarly, the mid-twentieth century marked an important moment in which the treatment of transsexuals
and their access to medical care were being debated among psychologists,
psychoanalysts, and sexologists. The outcome of those debates continues to
have significant impact on how trans people access care today.
In relation to transsexuality, psychoanalysts largely relied on clinical observations and interpretations of Freud to speculate on childhood causes of
the “transsexual wish.” Through the 1960s psychoanalysts who proclaimed
transsexuals mentally ill wielded more influence and power within medical
practice, most of whom advocated for psychotherapeutic treatment, especially in childhood, rather than transsexual surgery.15 By the late 1960s, various gender clinics had devised criteria for selecting candidates for sexual
reassignment surgery.16 The criteria required psychological evaluation to ascertain whether a patient had a history of cross-gender identification and
no severe mental illness. Many clinics set up gatekeeping systems through
which they could control access to treatment; the Stanford Gender Clinic
tailored standards to be able to reject patients who did not exemplify success and did not fit neatly into the categories the clinicians had devised.17
Ideal candidates were expected to live as heterosexuals and to marry after
surgery. That is, good surgical candidates would assimilate to dominant conventions of gender and sexuality. The endocrinologist and sexologist Harry
Benjamin regarded transsexualism as incurable but a condition that required
“specific treatments such as psychiatry combined with treatment and surgery.” It could be managed so that such treatment resulted in a transsexual
who could assimilate into dominant conventions of gender and sexuality.18
By that time, transsexuals began to warn each other about mentioning
certain details of their sex lives, such as if they derived sexual pleasure from
their genitals or had the intention of living as homosexuals after surgery.
Many felt it necessary to narrate a certain standard story to the psychiatrists who were evaluating them. As countercultural movements of the late
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1960s and the 1970s influenced how women dressed, notably the casual,
unisex style of hippies, the standards did not change, and MTFs were
warned to dress up in conventionally feminine styles to convince doctors to
approve surgery.19 As in the context of ethnic and racial minorities, Viego
finds, ego psychology maintains a “hegemony in providing the basic outlines for how ethnic-racialized subjectivity and experience is interpreted and
understood.”20 Furthermore, ego psychology and psychiatry in the United
States have included as a part of their history a reflection on the meaning of
sexual difference in US culture, just as Viego points out for ethnic-racialized
difference.21
Popular cultural and social scientific research of the early to mid-
twentieth century conceptualized the Chicano subject as inherently criminal; Larry Trujillo asserts that researchers labored to “scientifically prove”
from a biologically determinist standpoint that this purported propensity
for criminal behavior and feeble-mindedness was hereditary.22 By the same
token, Patricia Gherovici observes that Robert Stoller was interested in the
psychological forces that resulted in transsexualism and regarded transsexualism as “a petri dish for human sexuality.”23 This is not to equate the
material effects experienced by Chicanos as a result of the eugenics-based
discourse and motivations at play in the study of Chicanos as a criminal
group, although the study of transsexualism does have roots in the eugenics
movement as it interacted and was influenced by sexology. Patricia Gherovici notes that Stoller rendered a psychoanalytic theory of sexuality based
on an “Oedipal teleology,” and in the case of trans women, he developed a
“theory of excessive mother-son symbiosis.”24 He posited the following formula for male to female transsexualism: “dominant mother, father pushed
to the side, infant cuddly and loveable, mother-son too close.”25 The key to
the theory was that an “essential femininity” is passed on from mother to
son by way of “imitative duplication.”26 After Stoller, many psychoanalytic
theories of gender-identity development followed suit and adapted models
that blamed transsexualism on identifications on the “wrong” parent.27 The
result was that among psychoanalysts, transgender expressions were viewed
as indicators of underlying pathology. Liam Oliver Lair observes, “Eugenicists and sexologists alike relied heavily on ‘degeneracy’ as an explanation for
a number of sexual and gender ‘perversions,’ and aligned perversions with
criminality and psychiatric disability.”28 After World War II, when eugenics
had fallen out of public discourse, psychiatrists and psychoanalysts linked
transvestism and transsexualism with criminality and degeneracy that they
attributed to “hereditary factors,” which closely mirrors eugenic and psychiatric discourse about Mexican American criminality. Chicana/o and
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Latina/o studies scholars such as Natalia Molina, Elena Gutiérrez, Natalie
Lira, and Miroslava Chávez-García have documented the intersection of
eugenicist, scientific, and psychiatric discourses to shape the meaning of
race, particularly the racialization of Mexican Americans.29
The Case of C.K., 1969
At the intersection of the history of these two pathologized figurations, the
pachuco/a and the transsexual, is the relation each has had to psychiatry,
sexology, and criminalization that has largely been unexplored. Here I am
only beginning to locate the points of connection made possible through
the tools of Chicana/o and Latina/o studies and transgender studies. Deep
within the annals of psychiatric studies of transsexuality published in the
mid-twentieth century is a study by the psychiatrist Ira B. Pauly entitled
“Adult Manifestations of Female Transsexualism.” The study appears in
the 1969 book Transsexualism and Sexual Reassignment, edited by Richard
Green and John Money; the volume contains, alongside Pauly’s study, contributions from other leading psychiatric, sexological, and medical practitioners who were then regarded as experts on the study, diagnosis, and
treatment of transsexuals: Richard Green, John Money, Robert J. Stoller,
Harry Benjamin, and John Stoller. Moreover, the book was published by the
Johns Hopkins Press (later the Johns Hopkins University Press); three years
earlier, in 1966, the Johns Hopkins Hospital announced that it would perform sex-change operations through its formal program, the Gender Identity Clinic.30
In Pauly’s essay he presents four case reports of “female transsexualism.”
One of the four case studies is that of an individual named as C.K., who is
described as the “third of eight children born to a Mexican American family
in a big Western city.”31 In Pauly’s discussion of C.K. he notes that the
patient was referred to him by a local court psychiatrist. What is significant
and sets C.K.’s narrative apart from the others profiled in Pauly’s study is
that C.K.’s contact with sexual reassignment psychological and medical professionals occurred through criminality. Pauly provides details about C.K.’s
contact with police: in the summer of 1966 C.K. had a violent argument
with his wife, and in that confrontation he slapped her; his wife pressed
charges and had C.K. incarcerated for assault and battery. During booking,
a shower was required, and at that time it was revealed that C.K. was anatomically “female.” He was found to have a penis in his pants fashioned out
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of a sock stuffed with paper. He was subsequently referred to a local court
psychiatrist, who then referred C.K. to the medical school at the University
of Oregon for “psychiatric and chromosomal evaluations.”32 The referring
court psychiatrist observed in his referral, “I have rarely seen anyone so confirmed in feeling as a person of the opposite sex.”33 At the University of Oregon C.K. was subject to psychiatric evaluations that entailed the collection
of his family history, life history, sexual history, IQ tests, and physical examinations including measuring the clitoris and examining sex chromatin.
After C.K. had been held at the university hospital for twenty-eight days, it
was recommended that he receive testosterone therapy and a bilateral mastectomy. C.K. was released from the psychiatric ward to begin testosterone
therapy and was readmitted to the hospital two months later for his bilateral
mastectomy. At this time, the hospital administration denied permission
for C.K.’s operation, overriding the recommendations of the psychiatry department. He was denied on the grounds that “if the patient should one
day decide that he wanted to become female again, the hospital might be
held responsible with the possibility of legal complications. And, secondly,
if this operation were to be publicized, the hospital might become a drawing point for others wanting this type of operation.”34 Pauly notes that C.K.
was deeply disappointed by this decision, but no further information about
his fate is available.
In the study, C.K. is described by Pauly as “quiet and shy” but friendly
and cooperative. He is described as having a Spanish accent, with his English being “fairly good for simple words,” but C.K. also “readily admitted
that he could not understand anything but the most simple sentences.”35
C.K.’s IQ score is described as “quite low” and within the upper “mental
defective” range. Pauly does concede that language accounts for the low
IQ scores, but he does not note that language and culture perhaps mediated C.K.’s responses to questions about his sexual history. C.K. is described
by Pauly as being most naïve in the areas of “genital sexuality, intercourse,
pregnancy and what is possible for him medically or surgically in the direction of sex reassignment.”36 C.K.’s narrative and background appear in stark
contrast to the other case studies presented in Ira Pauly’s article. E.R., who
was “Caucasian” and college-educated, wrote a letter to the medical school
requesting help. D.L., who was also Caucasian, admitted himself to the
hospital to undergo an exploratory laparotomy to determine the presence of
testes, as this person perceived himself to be male “on the inside.” The final
case study is T.S., who was Caucasian and described by Pauly as “sophisticated in her speech and . . . a sensitive, aware and bright young person.”37
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Of significance here is how Pauly describes C.K. as ignorant about sexuality and transsexuality and the other subjects as knowledgeable about treatment options for transsexuals at the time. Unlike the other subjects profiled
in the study, who shifted their gender presentation to adhere to the social
and gender-segregated spaces they were navigating at the time, such as college, C.K. had not dressed as or assumed the role of female since he ran away
from home at age thirteen. By the time C.K. came into contact with Pauly,
he had passed undetected as male for more than ten years. Pauly attributes
C.K.’s ability to pass to obtaining and maintaining employment in sectors
overrepresented by immigrant and working-class Mexican men, such as
“carrying bricks, working the harvest, or washing dishes.”38 C.K. had successfully courted and married a young Mexican woman, and the only arena
in which he was not able to realize his role as a male was intercourse. Of
symbolic significance for C.K. was his self-fashioned penis, which he wore
because in his own words, “I’m a man, I need one, and I didn’t have one.
That thing made me feel like a man.”39 Psychologically, the loss of the penis
that C.K. had fashioned for himself created a depression because, as Pauly
notes, it had become a part of C.K. Although the penis of C.K.’s making
was real to him, it was also the marker of his transsexuality. The penis that
C.K. had fashioned appeared to have been a way for him to achieve a measure of stability, to navigate the different registers of his reality, how he was
able to cope with the “psychical consequences of the relation between representation and the body, the fantasmiatic interpretations of what the body
means.”40 The penis he fashioned was the mechanism through which he was
able to “knot” together the relations between the different registers (the real
of the body, symbolic desire, and the imaginary phallus), or the sinthome.
When the penis is taken away by the police at booking and he is referred to
psychiatric professionals, C.K. is castrated; he is faced with a wound, an ineffable, unspeakable loss.
C.K.’s fashioning of transsexuality is irreconcilable with the psychiatric
and medicalized discourses that Pauly and others attempt to impose on
him. Pauly’s focus on C.K.’s social and cultural deficiencies, marked by the
descriptions of C.K.’s “limited English,” “mental defectiveness,” and culturally specific understanding of sexuality and gender, suggests that sexual reassignment might result in the opportunity for C.K. to continue to build a
life as a Mexican man. A working-class racialized masculine subject is not
the assimilable subject that gender clinics privileged in their early gatekeeping practices. C.K.’s denial of care results in his feminization by medical,
psychiatric, and legal institutions rather than masculinization. The story of
C.K. demonstrates how racialized trans masculine folks fail to signify racial-
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ized trans masculinity in the context of a gender clinic; they fail to register
as candidates who can and will assimilate to norms of gender and sexuality.
To conclude this discussion of the 1969 case study, I return to Viego,
whose work led me to explore these connections. I return to his discussion of
Lacan’s sinthome. Viego argues that the pachuco/as’ and zoot suiters’ “endless production of meaning” is not a symptom but rather a sinthome.41 In
this example, the sinthome represents a form of signification that is beyond
interpretation, such that “the wound makes the man.”42 The cut that produced the wound breaks the chain of signification, and the refusal to signify
makes the man. For Viego, it is this kind of refusal and the fear, dread, and
confusion it unleashes that Latino and Chicano identity politics need to reconsider.43 There is something worthwhile in the sinthome, in how the zoot
suiter and pachuco/a “win back the pleasure that comes from luxuriating not
in a particular meaning but rather in the constant production of meaning.”44
The lesson to be gleaned here is that this kind of troubling of understanding and meaning could possibly be useful to push back against Latino and
Chicano politics that amplify recognition and visibility.45 More specifically,
how and where does the narrative of a figure like C.K. fit into Chicano cultural nationalist discourses?46
Gherovici finds that in “transpsychoanalysis,” Lacan’s “symptom” as sinthome is “an invention that allows someone to live by producing an organization of jouissance. Identification with the sinthome occurs when one
identifies with the particular form of their enjoyment, thereby deriving
their selfhood. For Lacan, the aim of the cure was no longer to remove the
patient’s symptoms but to let the patients identify with the unique sinthome
in order to enjoy it.”47
To expand on this, Oren Gozlan’s observations are insightful: “We create
a sinthome when we identify with our symptom, that is, when we no longer
believe the truth of the symptom but see it as a creative product of the self,
and hence take ownership of it.”48 Ultimately, the sinthome expresses a process of reconciliation with the understanding that some happiness is possible within a context of lack. In relation to transitioning, Gozlan observes
that this process is one “that accepts failure as inevitable and is willing to
live creatively with the ‘between zone,’ as if in the place of a ‘suture’ created
by bridging the phantasy of complementarity or satisfaction, and the lack,
joining meaning and meaninglessness.”49 As with the pachuco/a and zoot
suiter, transitioning is a process of “endlessly creating” the self; the wound,
loss, and lack create “generative conditions for subjectivity and desire.”50 The
pachuca/o and zoot suiter sinthome emerges from luxuriating in their drapes
(clothing), determinability, and care of the self, all practices that do not re-
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quire corporal intervention. Can transsexuality then be considered sinthomatic? Gozlan notes that for Gherovici, the sinthome is where writing and
surgery intersect, as transsexual writing becomes a way for transsexual subjects to embody “sexual difference” by rewriting an origin story that invents
them and releases them. Trans Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x subjects may
not have the resources available to them to write in literal form historical
accounts of their becoming. Access to their stories often are derived from
interviews, photos taken by others, how they are remembered by others if
they have passed away, and in some cases forms of cultural representation.
The figure of the Chicano/Latino FTM exists as a pathologized and
almost entirely impossible figure within selected Chicana lesbian feminist texts; their bodies and existence figure as a battleground for shoring up
claims to gender categories. The end result is the shoring up of gender roles
in which Chicana femininity and Chicano masculinity are reified as having
an impenetrable boundary to assure the reproduction of the Chicano nation.
In response to this reification, I have examined a set of texts that grapple
with how the pathologized Chicano transsexual and/or Chicano FTM trans
figures Chicano masculinity. The expressiveness of the trans masculinity embodied by these subjects can and should be read as a protest against the pathologization of transsexuality and the violence of hegemonic, heteropatriarchal Chicano masculinity. The figurations of Chicano trans masculinity
presented here bridge the gap between the racially/ethnically derived sinthomatic position of the zoot suiter or pachuca/o and the sinthomatic transsexual. Reading the Chicano transsexual as sinthomatic, the loss, lack, and
absence that emerge leave room for the production of meaning and most
importantly for understanding desire.
Karla Rosales’s Mind If I Call You Sir?
The late queer Latino scholar Horacio Roque Ramírez documented the socially and politically thriving queer Latino community in San Francisco’s
Mission District from the 1960s to the early 2000s. He describes the 1990s
and 2000s as a time when Latino FTMs were “only beginning to occupy
the space of citizenship and visibility.”51 In 2004 Karla Rosales produced the
film Mind If I Call You Sir?, which directly addresses differences and similarities between Chicano/Latino FTMs and Chicana/Latina butches and
opened up an unprecedented conversation about queer and trans Chicana/o
and Latina/o masculinities. Mind If I Call You Sir? is an oral history video
project documenting queer and trans Latina/o testimonies of Chicana and

The Wound Makes the Man

115

Latina butch lesbians and Chicano, Latino, and Afro-Latino transgender
men. The film provides rich narrations of trans and butch Chicano, Latino,
and Afro-Latino life and gives a texture to the two communities positioned
against each other in Moraga’s essay “Keeping Queer Queer.” The film offers
moments that invite reparative readings that, instead of relegating Chicano
and Latino FTMs as figures, offer a bit more depth to narratives of both
Chicana/Latina butches and FTMs that Moraga purports to know. Community researcher and cultural worker Karla E. Rosales brought this cultural
work to fruition to address findings in her research that uncovered “rifts”
between the “old school” Chicana/Latina butch lesbian community and a
rapidly growing Chicano/Latino FTM community in the San Francisco
Bay Area. Directed by Mary Guzmán, the film features personal narratives
and roundtable discussions to show that there are some affinities between
butches and FTMs despite the two groups’ perceived differences. Rosales notes, “As I was interviewing some of these women in the course of my
academic research, I began hearing a fear emerge about the encroachment
of FTMs. At first it sounded paranoid, but then I thought there might be
something deeper. I realized that there was a need for dialogue between
the two communities.”52 Director Mary Guzmán adds, “We are in a time
of great change within the Queer community in San Francisco and with all
great changes are the aches and pains. This film documents that process.”53
Taken together, Guzmán’s and Rosales’s comments signal the early 2000s
as a moment of transition for the Chicano/Latino LGBTQ community in
San Francisco; the film positions the increased visibility of Latino/Chicano
FTMs as a site of aches and pains that characterize transitional moments.
The documentary pushes past the superficial figuration of trans Chicanos/Latinos by fleshing out the terrains of Chicanx masculinity. It gives
the viewer an opportunity to see the “numerous ways to embody female masculinities and transgender masculinities” and demonstrates that for Chicanx/Latinx masculine individuals’ identities, labels such as butch or FTM
are not necessarily “essential categories to defend” but rather can be strategic, useful tools.54 Moreover, stories of origin inscribe difference among
FTM narrators who understand their transition as a moment of separation
from lesbian communities that involves grappling with a loss. This is only
one in a series of losses that accompany rebirth and requires a new narrative,
which “hold[s] the possibility of changing the structure of the subject.”55
From the perspective of a Chicana butch, a narrative features contact with
the psychiatric arm of the Stanford Gender Identity Clinic and an origin
story of sexual and gender subjectivity rooted in the cultural nationalism of
the Chicano movement.
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A short, close reading of the film allows an analysis of the impact the
pathologizing and assimilation-oriented project of the gender clinic has had
on a Chicana gender-nonconforming subject and how heteropatriarchal
cultural nationalist gender roles are upheld by subjects repudiated and regarded as deviant by cultural nationalists. In contrast, and not in opposition
to the Chicana butch narrative, I read for the Chicano transsexual sinthome
in the narrative of a Chicano transsexual man and my own narrative and for
moments when Chicano masculinity is trans figured. The film features two
main narrators, Diane Félix (aka Chili D), a Chicana butch, and Prado Y.
Gómez, a Chicano FTM. Their narratives of how they came to their identities as FTM and butch comprise the first half of the film, and the second half is a group discussion between Chicanx/Latinx butches and FTMs.
Focusing on the narratives of Diane Félix and Prado Y. Gómez allows me
to flesh out the affinities and differences in their life narratives. Their narratives share characteristics in that they both experience bodily discomfort
and the attendant emotional pain that accompanies disembodiment, and
both their identities emerge from Chicana/o culture. My aim here is not to
plainly compare and contrast the two narratives; rather, I look for slippages
where emotional residues such as pain, discomfort, longing, lack, and pleasure might appear.
The film opens with salsa music and a montage of masculine figures
viewed from behind. The viewer sees silhouettes of full bodies and the backs
of heads with close-cropped, short hair. Diane Félix and Prado Y. Gómez
are sitting on stairs together in conversation and eventually stare blankly in
the direction of the camera. The film fades to black, and the word “butch” is
typed on the screen. Félix is sitting in a room and begins her life narrative
starting at childhood. In the frame she is positioned on the left, with Ester
Hernández’s famous 1982 Sun Mad print taking center focus. The positioning of Hernández’s print alludes to Félix’s involvement in Chicano political
struggles of the 1970s and 1980s; the piece draws attention to the horrible
working conditions faced by farmworkers in California’s Central Valley.56
Diane Félix’s narrative begins with her characterizing herself as a tomboy during childhood, with the impending end of the acceptable gender
nonnormativity of the tomboy looming as she neared adolescence. She describes the anxiety that she suffered at the realization that she would have to
become a girl, suggesting that as a child she did not identify as a girl, with
the anxiety focused on what would happen when she entered womanhood.
Félix says, “I had this fear always inside of me, when I grow up, when I grow
up, when I grow up I’m going to have to be a girl, I’m going to have to be a
woman.”57 Félix follows this expression of fear and anxiety by locating her
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cultural experiences growing up as being highly influenced by her and her
family’s experiences as farmworkers and cannery workers. Her family’s history as farmworkers and their involvement in the labor movements of the
1960s put her in contact with César Chávez and the United Farm Workers,
the UFW. She characterizes this experience as politicizing, and within this
exposure to Chicano nationalism she eventually came to identify as Chicana
and took pride in that identity, but she also says she was dissatisfied with
the division of labor across the lines of gender within these political organizing spaces.
I knew that I was a Chicana. I was proud to be a Chicana. In my soul, I knew
I was different, I wasn’t like the rest of the Chicanas in the movement. You
know, I was different. I was more man, man. I wanted to hang out with
the men, I wanted to talk politics with the men. I didn’t want to be in the
kitchen. I didn’t want to be stuffing envelopes. I wanted to talk shit with men
and drink and smoke and talk politics. So, I was different.58

A common theme in Félix’s narrative and her contributions to the group
discussion between butches and FTMs is her use of “Chicana” as tied to
Chicano cultural nationalist politics. Félix narrates being more man than
woman while at the same time exhibiting pride in being a Chicana. Here
the pull of biological determinism is seen that has marked spaces of cultural nationalisms, when Félix recognizes that in this context someone who
is assigned female at birth should remain female despite any forms of masculinity they might display.59 For Félix, Chicano masculinity appeared as
a romantic scene of mobility and freedom not afforded her as a Chicana
with masculine leanings and longings. A central theme to her narration of
feeling different is her attachment to Chicano masculinity as she witnessed
it through her brothers and other men she knew in political organizing.
Félix’s attachment to Chicano masculinity can be seen in the aesthetics of
style and the body: clothing, facial hair, flat chest. It is also rooted within
the discourses of carnalismo, which is what she is describing when she says
she wished to drink, smoke, and talk shit and politics with the men. Thus,
her Chicana butch expression of masculinity can be understood as filling
the lack she experienced in witnessing these men, both as leaders in the
movement but also as being able to sexually pursue women. This gender and
sexual lack is instantiated in how she narrates what it means to be a Chicana.
Eventually, after bouts with substance abuse, Félix began to participate
as an activist in gay and lesbian Chicana/o and Latina/o nightlife and politics in San Jose and San Francisco. Her participation in these scenes inevi-
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tably put her in contact with other masculine women of color who were
transitioning.60 Félix describes meeting two Puerto Rican transsexual men
who were transitioning in 1972. Her contact with them, witnessing the ways
their bodies were changing, triggered a desire to explore the possibility of
transition. Félix describes her encounter with transsexualism:
I had met two Puerto Rican sisters who were going through the change.
Now this is 1972, and at this time they were going to Stanford [Clinic] and
they were getting their hormones and growing their hair on their face and
their breasts were shrinking. And I wanted to do it. I was like yeah, that
sounds good to me, let’s get rid of these big breasts, let’s grow some hair on
the face. I wanted to be butcher and butcher and butcher. At that time, you
went through a really intense series of psychoanalysis, you had to convince
these people. And after my first interview they told me that you don’t qualify.
I think that I loved myself and my body enough. No, I’m never happy with
my large breasts, I would like my shirts to fit better, I would like clothes to
fit me. I would like to look a little different. But I don’t, this is what God has
given me, you know.61

Félix’s contact with these two Puerto Rican transsexual men led her to
seek treatment at the Stanford Gender Clinic in 1972. In this excerpt Félix
notes that “at that time you had to convince these people,” referring to the
standard story told to psychiatrists by transsexuals that by the 1970s had
begun circulating among them to increase their chances of receiving care.62
Félix’s take away from her rejection from program, a decision made by the
psychiatrist who performed her diagnostic interview, is that she loved herself
and her body enough. When Félix says, “you had to convince these people”
she seems to be in the “know” about the “standard narrative” strategy that
transsexuals were circulating among each other at the time, but because she
does not give detail about the interview, we can’t know for sure. It is also
important to underscore that Norman Fisk, a doctor at the Stanford clinic,
admitted that a criterion was developed to tailor their “medical model to enhance the public image of the program.”63
Joanne Meyerowitz notes that the Stanford clinic “chose patients who
would best exemplify success and rejected patients who did not fit neatly
into the categories they devised.”64 Félix relays to us her own interpretation of what the clinic told her were reasons for rejection from the program,
when it could have been a variety of factors ranging from family history to
how she articulated her sexual desires, gender performance and her relationship to her body—all of which could be attributed to racial and class bias on
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the part of the psychoanalyst who interviewed her. Moreover, at that time,
female-to-male transsexuals were grossly underrepresented within clinical programs like Stanford. Through the mid-twentieth century, doctors
focused substantially more attention on male-to-female transsexuals; few
doctors addressed the complexities of diagnosis for female-to-male transsexuals. There did not appear to be clear and uniform standards for diagnosis
in psychological and medical communities at the time.65 I am not implying
that Félix might be trans; rather, I am bringing attention to institutionalized gatekeeping that dominated in the clinics at that time. In 1972 a
working-class Chicana butch might not present in a way that convinced
practitioners of her ability to successfully assimilate into US sexual and gender norms, as Mexican Americans already were figured as unassimilable by
the psychological community. Félix put her trust in psychiatric professionals
and trusted their authority to determine that she was not transsexual. Her
translation of this rejection, to a question of whether or not she loved her
body or felt comfortable enough in her body, might perhaps be attributable
to how she understood the sanctity of womanhood within a Chicana/o cultural context. Her assertion “this is what God has given me” mirrors early
comments she makes that invoke biologically deterministic views on sex and
link womanhood to Chicano cultural politics.
For Félix being butch yet remaining a woman by keeping her body intact
is in line with what she has been taught it means to be a Chicana. That is to
say her queer sexuality and gender nonconformity align much more closely
with how she might understand but not necessarily experience Chicano culture. In this narration she understands her racialized female masculinity
as emerging from her own cultural milieu. Later in the film, as the FTMs
and butches are having a discussion on FTM/butch politics and identity,
Félix interestingly returns to the question of womanhood: “Women will
say how could you want to be a man? Why would you give up your womanhood? I think that’s the pleito [argument, conflict], you know you’re turning your back on your sex, your raza. You know, you’re supposed to make
babies.”66 Her comments mirror the anxieties about transsexuality expressed
by Moraga, Trujillo, and Danielson. Félix takes an equally explicit stance,
equating transitioning from female to male to being a vendido (sellout, traitor), where transsexuality is equated with “turning your back on your sex,”
and thus “like turning your back on your raza.”67 Although Félix makes no
mention of a desire to have children, maintaining an intact reproductive system and bodily capacity to reproduce is what constitutes a Chicana.68
Félix’s commentary on female-to-male transsexualism mirrors Moraga’s
stance that reifies the notion that the FTM/butch border wars boil down
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to Chicano cultural politics, as the commentary from each of them reveals a
fear that the Chicano nation will disappear. In Félix’s narrative, despite the
discomfort she experiences in relation to her breasts, suffering through that
discomfort is the only option to fully inhabit the category of woman within
a Chicana/o context. Much of the writing by Chicana lesbian feminists
and Chicano gay men has focused on the erasure and impossibility of nonnormative sexualities in Chicano culture, but Félix’s comments signal that
the sanctity of biologically deterministic categories of sex trumps gender/
sexual nonnormativity. Her identification with Chicano masculinity while
preserving her female sex leaves the category of Chicana intact although
transsexuality falls outside of how the categories of Chicana and Chicano
might be understood. Her comments suggest that transsexuality falls outside of Chicano culture.
Félix’s narrative is followed by Prado Y. Gómez’s life history. Prado is
sitting in an armchair with a Mexican cobija (blanket) draped over it, and
directly next to him is a statue of the Virgen de Guadalupe. The text on the
screen introducing Gómez reads, “Prado, Chicano Transsexual Man.” Displaying the words “Chicano,” “Transsexual,” “Man” is powerful, as it represents claiming the impossible. When does one see “Chicano” and “transsexual” together? Prado’s narrative is fundamentally different from Félix’s,
with some moments of affinity, the most salient being the discomfort with
their breasts. However, for Gómez, becoming trans appears to be much
more than body modification. Another similarity in their narratives is that
transition becomes a possibility through encountering a trans person for
the first time. Gómez describes the moment as “an initial lightning bolt,
an awakening and understanding. Like that there was an option to really
fully be and manifest what I need to be true for myself internally.”69 Gómez
does not disclose what psychiatric and medical institutions he contacted and
navigated to transition. Being of a younger generation than Félix, he probably did not seek out care at a gender clinic but even in the 1990s was more
than likely subject to meeting certain diagnostic requirements to access
care. By the early 1990s in the San Francisco Bay Area, plastic surgeons and
endocrinologists with private practices were offering care to transsexuals
outside gender clinic settings.70 However, most private providers then and
now adhere to the World Professional Association for Transgender Health
(WPATH) Standards of Care.71 The WPATH still recommends that surgeons require letters from mental health providers to approve surgery; in
the 1990s gender reassignment treatments and procedures required a psychiatric diagnosis of “gender identity disorder” per the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM).
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Figure 4.1. Prado in his living room. Mind If I Call You Sir?

It appears that what initially hindered Gómez from transitioning in the
late 1990s was not psychiatric requirements; it was the response he got from
loved ones when he indicated that transition might be something he wanted
to pursue. Gómez says that initially he thought, “It’s not okay for the people
around me, so then I’m not going to think about it anymore, and I tried not
to for a long time think about it.”72 For about four years Gómez chose to not
think about it and be “miserable.” Gómez chose to remain in the body that
was a source of discomfort not due to a failed diagnosis but because transsexuality was not acceptable to the people in his life. Gómez realizes that he
had to “make some choices about living my life for myself and not for other
people.” This statement shows how Félix and Gómez differ in relation to
the categories “woman” and “Chicana.” If Gómez’s narrative were assessed
through Félix’s understanding of Chicano cultural politics, he would be the
vendido. Gómez’s decision to abandon being a woman, a category he never
identified with, is in Félix’s words turning his back on his “sex” and “la raza.”
So, then, to examine the FTM/butch borderlands in the Chicana/o context is to closely examine the biologically determinist underpinnings of Chicano nationalism. The tensions present in the narratives of Félix and Gómez
are more than just generational; they also have to do with different access
to hormones, surgery, therapy, and medical care providers that do not require the strict diagnostic protocols of the Stanford Gender Clinic. Yet the
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differences also are cultural and personal, in how each perceives and enacts
Chicana/o masculinity. For Félix, the enactment of masculinity is deeply
rooted in her female body and her political identity as a Chicana. Gómez,
on the other hand, does not specifically refer to his Chicano identity or culture at all, although they seem to appear in items in his home, the cobija and
the Virgen de Guadalupe statue, as well as in pretransition footage of him
singing a ranchera. He underscores the volatility and uncertainty of being a
Chicano and the process of “endlessly creating” the self, of becoming a Chicano. Gómez refutes the idea that transitioning is underscored by mastery;
rather, he very clearly underscores that becoming a man is a process rooted
in encountering the unknown and unexpected:
It’s more complicated than that. Those are things, some of the things that
people kind of see on the surface and are really romanticized, those aspects
of, like, maleness. You know what? You learn real quick that it’s not all only
about that, there’s so much more to it that you get that you didn’t expect,
that you didn’t ask for, that comes with the package. You can’t pick and
choose what you get and what happens to you when you have surgery and
get on hormones. It’s like whatever is going to happen, is going to happen.
It’s out of your control, really.73

Gómez is describing the limitation within the critique that transitioning from female to male results in ready access to male authority and privilege, but he suggests that instead, Chicano trans masculinity is produced
as a result of satisfying the need to become a man, quickly learning how
to grapple with the expectations attached to what it means to be a Mexican American man, and accepting that there may be failure. The need to
be a man, then, is not always rooted in upholding cultural nationalist and
heterosexist institutions like la familia. In Richard T. Rodríguez’s discussion
of cis Chicanos and the damaging effects of patriarchy embedded in Chicano culture, he describes the impact of the need to be a man as codifying
la familia as “a sacred institution where gender roles are fixed in the name of
tradition.”74 Gómez’s comments about an unexpected outcome of his transition reveals how he is able to identify the failures inevitably encountered
as he transitions and take ownership of the creativity available to him to
produce the self. When Gómez says one cannot pick and choose or control
what happens with surgery and hormones, he is coming to terms with lack
by creating a narrative. Gozlan describes such creation as “embroidering a
personal myth where enjoyment is shaped by a plot that is written by the
subject rather than by a phantasy that is believed in.”75 Gómez’s process of

The Wound Makes the Man

123

becoming is marked by uncertainty, the loss of the certainties about being
a man that he might have expected, and ultimately he enters a process of
endlessly creating himself. Like the narratives expressed by the pachuco/a
and zoot suiter, Gómez’s Chicano transsexual narrative reveals that he does
not make himself “entirely free of social and cultural contingencies,” and yet
the reason given for his being “can’t comfortably rest on an explication that
simply interprets [him] as an X-ray of the power relations in a particular social order.”76 Gómez’s understandings of what it means to be a man cannot
be interpreted as simply springing in opposition to the rigidity of Chicano
cultural nationalism. Through his body he is able to come to terms with the
instability of his own bodily archive that houses contact with the forms of
Chicano masculinities he has encountered.
Another example offers further insight into how Gómez’s transsexual
narrative trans figures masculinity. In the film Gómez begins his story by
discussing his relationship with his brother and how that has shaped how he
understands transitioning:
My little brother and I are really . . . he’s twenty-three, and I started transitioning, physically transitioning, when he was about nineteen. And so, in
some sense we are both coming into adult manhood at the same time, which
is really interesting. And I think for him, you know, kind of becoming more
mature and being a man and really trying to figure what kind of man he is
and wants to be in the world. Part of that is also . . . him figuring out how he
expresses his love and his affections and his feelings. And so being able to
explore that together as men, you know, makes a difference.77

Here Gómez’s transsexual narrative deviates from standard formulas. He
is not narrating his transition as a solitary journey; he locates his brother,
who is cisgender, as part of this experience. His brother, as a cis male, is not
positioned as an authority on masculinity, and Gómez positions the two as
learning how to be men together. The decisions about how to do that are
not derived from a manual; on the contrary, the two are fashioning a Chicano masculinity that is relational and not rooted in biological determinist
notions of what constitutes a man. In Chicano movement–era writing on
Chicano masculinity and the “macho,” a kind of masculinity emerges that
is rooted in maintaining the family as a sanctified entity. Any attempts to
disrupt family relations, such as the integration of gay and lesbian sexual
politics, “complicates nationalist projects that are ‘family’ based.”78 Richard
Rodríguez’s discussion of José Armas’s 1975 essay “Machismo” is instructive here:
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In “Machismo,” Armas . . . fittingly reveals that he was raised solely by his
mother, a “macho” woman. . . . In short, machismo is an essentialist trait
embodied by all Chicanos despite sexual differences. However, circumscribed
by what Armas calls “a total nature which makes the whole (i.e., the Chicano nature),” . . . machismo is ultimately disseminated through reproductive
futurism and rests upon the hubris of traditional gender roles. . . . Although
Armas deals a blow to the myth of the macho superman by noting “it is not
uncommon to see Raza men greet each other with a hug and walk with arms
around each other,” . . . given the heterosexualized contours of masculinity
and family established within his work, it would be impossible (not to mention culturally sacrilegious) for him to identify these Raza men as gay.79

Earlier in his discussion of Armas’s essay, Rodríguez notes that Armas
regards women’s and gay liberation movements as adversary struggles that
are “Anglo” phenomena and irrelevant to Chicano struggles. Rodríguez explains that this fear that feminism and homosexuality pose threats to la
familia stems from a belief that “the women’s liberation movement and the
gay liberation movement hold little regard for the family as an institution
because of their outright rejection of machismo as a sign for male heterosexual superiority.”80 This leaves one to consider how a transsexual movement might be understood in relation to the machismo and masculinity that
underpin this kind of Chicano cultural nationalist rhetoric. What Gómez
describes between him and his brother is not born out of a nature, much less
of “the Chicano nature.” The carnalismo (brotherhood) he depicts is one of
blood relations in the sense that the two siblings are related, but he refutes
biological deterministic prescriptions of brotherhood, given that Gómez
declares that he and his brother are only learning to embody the category
of manhood; for either of the two there is seemingly nothing natural about
being a man. In the film Gómez does not reveal much about his familial
history other than the fact that he was born the only girl in the family and
has two brothers; he does not talk about his parents’ responses to his transition. The narrative Gómez shares does not begin with a confession of feeling
“trapped in the wrong body.” He describes his breasts as a constant reminder
that represented “a psychological burden of womanhood that wasn’t true
for me.”81 What is constant in Gómez’s contributions of his perspective on
transsexuality in the film is that deciding to transition and pursue hormone
therapy and surgery was not a choice but rather destiny.
In the discussion at the table with other FTMs and butches, Félix comments about choosing to give up womanhood in favor of being a man and
turning your back on your raza, to which Gómez responds,
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You know what? I didn’t necessarily want to be a man. It wasn’t a matter
of choice, it’s like the choice doesn’t come in who you are. The choice comes
in whether or not you want to acknowledge that and be honest about that,
right? As far as I’m concerned, my choice was am I honest about this, do I
accept this? Or do I deny it? Well, you know what? I denied it for a really
long time.82

In Gómez’s response he illustrates how the sinthome is created and points
to a route out of endless suffering. What Gómez shares about his own transsexual narrative is instructive about the transsexual sinthomatic position
and scrambles structures of narrativity and signification within discourses
of transsexuality and Chicano nationalisms. Gómez’s response to Félix is his
last contribution in the film. His rich confession is as much about certainty
as it is about doubt. He claims no mastery over the narrative and leaves room
for luxuriating in the losses that are constitutive of his racialized transsexual
subjectivity and the process of endlessly creating himself.
An East Side Story
In June 2015, more than ten years after the release of Mind If I Call You Sir?,
Prado Y. Gómez appeared in one of the photos in the Q-Sides exhibition
at the Galería de la Raza in San Francisco’s Mission District. The exhibition was the product of a collaboration between the filmmaker and Mission
District native Vero Majano, the DJ Brown Amy (Hard French), and the
photographer Kari Orvik. The Q-Sides photos reimagine queerness within
lowrider culture through restaging and reinterpreting the original covers of
the twelve-volume East Side Story LP album collection of oldie songs. The
Q-Sides exhibition and the Maricón Collective’s mural Por Vida destabilized
gender norms and expectations that underpin Chicano/Latino masculinity,
and they challenged the ways the homeboy/homegirl aesthetic has been assumed to be heterosexual or hostile to homosexuality.
The East Side Story collection features R&B and soul music, mostly from
the 1960s, that has come to be associated with Mexican American lowrider
culture. The album collection, produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s
and digitally remastered and rereleased in 2017, is cherished both because of
the music and because of the album covers, which feature photos of East LA
Chicanos and Chicanas and their cars.83 The backstory behind the production of the records and their covers is being documented by Melissa Dueñas in her East Side Story Project.84 The collection was produced and dis-
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tributed by Anthony Boosalis, a Greek vendor at the Starlite Drive-In flea
market in South El Monte.85 In 1969 Boosalis sold black light posters but
then began to curate a selection of 45s to sell at his booth. In the mid-1970s
his record business was thriving, and he began to pay close attention to
the records his mostly Mexican American clientele requested. This resulted
in Boosalis eventually starting his own underground operation to produce
eight-track tapes. Initially he did not license the music or pay royalties, but
by 1978 he had put together the first three volumes of East Side Story. He
and his brother-in-law designed the album covers, which featured red and
green lines framing the pictures the two took of young Chicanos and their
cars, with “East Side Story” printed in crude lettering above the photos. The
songs on the albums provided a soundscape for lowrider car culture, and the
covers were visual representations of the presumed participants in Chicano
lowrider culture. The photos on the covers, despite not being taken by Chicano photographers, were designed with the Chicano audience in mind and
mirror the kinds of photos on the pages of the lowrider magazine Firme. The
East Side Story album covers capture the practices of everyday life in the barrio. Taken together with other facets of lowrider culture, such as car shows
and the magazines Firme and Lowrider, the images on the album covers
align with the “heterosexist tendencies” of Chicano culture.86
In 2015, the Q-Sides exhibition, as a San Francisco–based project, reimagined the East Side Story album covers to feature queer, trans, and
gender-nonconforming subjects. The reconfiguration of lowrider iconography previously had surfaced in Chicano gay male cultural production,87
and the intervention of interest in the Q-Sides project was the inclusion of
Chicano/Latino FTMs, particularly in the image entitled Volume 3. This
Q-Sides photograph by Kari Orvik reimagines the original cover of East
Side Story, Vol. 3 through the types of bodies that are present in the composition of the photograph, but the subjects in Volume 3 are dressed and posed
almost exactly as the cisgender Chicano/Latino males appear on the original
East Side Story cover.88 There are six masculine persons in photograph; of the
four facing the camera, two are bare-chested and have faint traces of scars
on their chests. The two others do not have their bare chests exposed, but
the viewer should not take this as a marker that they are not trans. The two
subjects with their backs turned to the camera display their tattooed backs.
The subjects at the focal point, the center of the photograph, are the bare-
chested trans men. One of them, front and center, is the older, fuller, and
now bald Prado Y. Gómez. This picture leads me to where I began this book,
in my effort to articulate how trans cuts or refigures brownness. Gómez’s
transsexual narrative disrupts the logics of Chicano heteropatriarchal con-

Figure 4.2.

Album cover, East
Side Story, Vol. 3.

Figure 4.3. Volume 3, The Q-Sides exhibition, 2015. Kari Orvik (photographer),
DJ Brown Amy, and Vero Majano.
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figurations of masculinity. In this photo, much like in the mural Por Vida,
brown trans figures, with their scars, cut through the Chicano masculinity
that anchors lowrider culture. This trans figuration of the original East Side
Story, Vol. 3 cover image opens up possibilities for thinking about Chicano
masculinity in different ways.
The scars of the two men in Volume 3 are barely visible; the scars are precisely situated to frame the pectoral muscle to conceal any trace of a cut. Returning to the transsexual sinthome and Gozlan’s interpretation of the cut,
“the scar is a carving made by the self, a creation of the body that is made
to ‘suit’ a phantasy in order to make space for desire.”89 If this photograph is
put in conversation with Gómez’s transsexual narrative in Mind If I Call You
Sir?, the two elements, image and narration, function as “one entity without collapsing into the other”; the narrative does not collapse into the act
of surgery that the scars signal. Rather, one can only see how the body has
become re-created and continues to be re-created. After all, the cut is possibility and the wound makes the man, thus the scars appear as the markers
of transness that disrupt, affirm, and rescript brownness.90 The trans cut
enacts regeneration and produces a new figuration of Chicano masculinity,
one that is unbounded and marked by the brown and trans affective excess;
in this photograph it is desire for community, for carnalismo. In the photo,
bodily boundaries of brownness are reimagined, and the scars index a “body
created out of necessity, ingenuity, and survival.”91 The barely discernible
scars in this image not only make evident the “constructedness of transsexuality” but also rescript Chicano masculinity through losses, pleasures,
and dolores (pains).92

Coda: Reading with the X

I have organized my argument around a binary, focusing first on the narratives of two trans Chicanas/Latinas and then on the figure of the trans
Latino/Chicano. Minding the binary seems like an unorthodox approach
to reorienting discussions on how to think about gender within Latina/o/x
and Chicana/o/x studies. I continue to ponder Chu and Drager’s assertion
that “the most powerful intervention scholars working in trans studies can
make, at this juncture within the academy, is to defend the claim that transness requires that we understand, as we never have before, what it means to
be attached to a norm—by desire, by habit, by survival.”1 However, at the
same time, I ask myself what it might mean to understand as we never have
before similar attachments to norms in Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x studies
without reifying the rigidity of the fields’ sex-gender-sexuality paradigms.
In the context of these fields, the introduction of the “x” has revealed how in
Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x studies, as scholars we continue to be attached
to norms, an important example being the purity of the Spanish language.
The norms at stake in the discussions around the standardization of the use
of the “x” are related to gender and language. The most potent argument
for the use of the “x” is that which focuses on the significance of gender
neutrality that the “x” promises. Stacey K. Sowards notes that this kind of
gender neutralization in the Spanish language of nouns, articles, indirect
objects, and groups of people “creates a more inclusive and accepting language particularly for transgender and queer folks.”2 Roy Pérez asks that
“we understand language as one medium among many for making political interventions,” and he notes that the instability of the “x” might prove
useful.3 In further elaboration on the stakes related to gendered language,
Pérez observes that although the stakes around gendered language might
not feel high to some, they may be very high for others.4 He adds that “as a
129
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supplement and not a substitute, Latinx offers a decent alternative to that
unnecessary imposition of gender.”5
The observations by Sowards and Pérez come from a dialogue among
Latina/o/x studies scholars that was moderated by Catalina de Onís, with
excerpts published in Chiricú Journal in 2017, under the title “What’s in
an ‘x’?” That same year, Claudia Millan edited a special issue of Cultural
Dynamics entitled “Theorizing LatinX,” and in 2018 Latino Studies followed
suit and published two essays reflecting on the turn to the use of the “x” in
its “El Foro” section. In the special issue of Cultural Dynamics, Viego posits,
“Rather than think ‘LatinX’ has got it right—made space for every subject—we should understand it as the impossibility of doing so, even in the
very attempt to do so.”6 Viego notes that the “x” provides an aural reconfiguration of “Latina/o” that challenges the “primacy accorded the visual register in the culture where it reigns: one hears LatinX; one cannot say that one
sees LatinX.”7 He also asserts, “One might say the angle of vision changes
with ‘LatinX’ and so it makes possible, quite literally, new ways of seeing[,]
but as a term it does not make a substance miraculously appear that would
definitionally represent it.” Viego adds that we must be open to the explosive
plasticity of the term.8 Like Viego, I am interested in what the “x” points
toward and how it might bend. He posits that among the things we might
encounter are “moments of rupture, silence, sociopolitical and ethnoracial
familial trauma that cannot be delivered in speech.”9 Relatedly, in Macarena
Gómez-Barris and Licia Fiol-Matta’s conceptualization of “Latinx,” “the ‘x’
turns away from the dichotomous, toward a void, an unknown, a wrestling
with plurality, vectors of multi-intentionality, and the transitional meanings
of what has yet to be seen.”10 Viego’s observations move me to read with
the “x” to further understand how it might reconfigure the aural and visual
registers of “Latina/o” and “Chicana/o.”
Writing the coda for this book is motivated by how I might trouble
the conclusions and arguments I have been building throughout the book.
Questions of gender and language are those I feel compelled to take up after
having spent four chapters organized around the gender binary to show how
trans racialized subjects make meaning through their attachments to norms,
whether this attachment is structured through language, desire, habit, or survival. The “x” presents itself as timely and significant provocation within the
fields of Chicana/o and Latina/o studies with the proliferation of “Latinx”
and “Chicanx” and the ascendance of the “-x ” as a standardized and compulsory gesture of gender inclusivity. The possibility of the “x” does not relieve us
of our responsibilities to interrogate how nonbinary or gender-neutral positionalities still emerge out of the binary oppositions that structure Chicana/o
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and Latina/o sex-gender-sexuality paradigms. What has propelled the reading practices of brown trans figuration is how both transness and brownness
as frames reveal processes of materialization, a mattering that is moving. In
other words, what I have attempted to demonstrate is how we can make
brown trans figures matter (so they are important and are enmeshed in material relations) and move (circulate, navigate as in movement, and also move
us in the affective sense). What has yet to be explored is how precisely the “x”
reconfigures “Latina/o” and “Chicana/o,” and I suggest that there is much to
learn when we look and read with the “x.” How might reading with the “x”
break open the ways in which we engage in critique and attend to the moments of rupture, silence, and sociopolitical and ethnoracial familial trauma
that Viego suggests “cannot be delivered in speech.” This is to say that accessing the transformative possibility of the “x” requires much more than the
“aural” challenge the “-x ” presents enunciatively; the gender-neutral transformative potential does not occur solely at the level of speech. The true disruptive potential of the “x” is inaccessible unless we attempt to actually see
the “x.” For this reason, I turn to visual culture to apply a reading practice
that is propelled by the work of brown trans figuration as a mode that I have
tried to demonstrate teaches us to read with and beside brown trans subjects
to alleviate them from the narratives imposed upon them and to work to entangle, reshape, and transfigure them. Understanding how brown trans figures are attached to norms does not necessarily represent a reification of the
binary; rather, it demonstrates both disciplining and liberatory potentials of
brown masculinities and femininities. We must, then, think of the “x” as not
relieving the burden the binary imposes on those who refuse the binary; it
represents an opportunity to interrogate the effects of binaristic and dualistic thinking. I ask that we challenge ourselves to read for and with the “x.”
To demonstrate what this provisional reading practice entails, I turn to
photographs of “Jim Aguilar,” from Anthony Friedkin’s Gay Essay, a series
of photos taken from 1969 through 1973.11
Jim Aguilar, Jaime Aguilar, Pretty Jim, Ariana
I first came across Jim/Jaime/Ariana within the work of Robb Hernández,
who mentions him/her/them in his scholarship documenting queer Chicano visuality within the experimental art scene in post-1960s Los Angeles.12 I first learned of “Jaime,” as Hernández names her/him, in his essay
“Drawn from the Scraps: The Finding AIDS of Mundo Meza.” Hernández
describes her/him as the “transgender artist-collaborator Jaime Aguilar,”
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and as soon as I saw this, I conducted further research to discover who this
person was. From Hernández’s essay I learned that “Jaime” was featured in
Anthony Friedkin’s 1973 self-published series Gay: A Photographic Essay. A
quick internet search led me to photos from the series, and I was instantly
moved by the portraits Friedkin had taken of “Jim,” the name that is given
to a series of photos of Aguilar in the collection.13 Before moving into an
analysis of these photos, it is important to note that all remnants of Jim/
Jaime/Ariana exist in proximity to some of the most significant queer Chicano artists in the post-1960s avant-garde scene. Aguilar’s likeness was featured heavily in promotion of the Axis Mundo: Queer Networks in Chicano
L.A. exhibition organized by ONE National Gay and Lesbian Archives at
the University of Southern California Libraries with the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, as part of the Getty Initiative Pacific Standard
Time: LA/LA and curated by C. Ondine Chavoya and David Evans Frantz.
According to curators Chavoya and Frantz, the exhibition charts a “network of affinities, connections, affiliated aesthetic and conceptual practices
and political alignments, [and the] exhibition shows how artists worked
across shared spaces, collaborative groups, and through correspondence and
exchange” from the late 1960s to early 1990s.14 The show takes its name
from the social and artistic networks that revolved around Chicano avant-
gardist Edmundo “Mundo” Meza, and Jim/Jaime/Ariana was a member of
Meza’s social network. She appears in the collection in photographs selected
from Friedkin’s Gay Essay and Joey Terrill’s Homeboy Beautiful.15 Jim/Jaime/
Ariana is a peripheral figure in an exhibition that is majority gay male.
The critic Lucas Hilderbrand praises the exhibition for the curators’ antibinaristic approach to identity and genre,16 but this approach also relegates
gender-nonconforming figures such as Jim/Jaime/Ariana to the periphery.
In addition to a photo of Meza and Aguilar, Friedkin’s Gay Essay features many images taken at the Gay Funky Dances at Trouper’s Hall in
Hollywood where Friedkin met Meza and Aguilar.17 This venue is where
other important queer Chicano members of the experimental art scene
congregated, such as Terrill, Gronk, and Jerry Dreva.18 Aguilar would become one of Friedkin’s favorite subjects to photograph. They would meet
in Aguilar’s neighborhood of East Los Angeles to do photograph shoots in
the barrio. Hernández recalls Jaime/Jim/Ariana, Meza, and Robert “Cyclona” Legorreta as “compelling subjects for the budding nineteen-year-old
social documentarian.”19 In an interview by Hernández, Friedkin recounts
moments at Trouper’s Hall: “Suddenly, I’m in Trouper’s Hall and all these
young Chicano kids are coming into this gay dance. And they’re coming
into these restrooms, and they are so expressive [that] not only did . . . the
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women and the men have fantastic fashion and wardrobe and makeup, but
they were open about who and what they were.”20 Friedkin’s photographs
highlight that openness among Chicana/o/x subjects about who and what
they were no matter the context, a gay dance at Trouper’s Hall or by the
graffiti-laced concrete walls of East Los Angeles. Friedkin’s photographs
intervene in the representation of “gay” culture in the 1970s but also in
how East Los Angeles in the 1970s might be imagined. Focusing in on
the “negotiated poses” of Aguilar enables a way to read those images for
the “x.” Negotiated poses are the interrelations between the ethnographer
or documentarian and the individual “being studied” in which the subjects
being photographed “necessarily participate in the process of (their) cultural inscription.”21 Aguilar’s poses should not be taken as passive stances,
and focusing in on their gaze and pose enables a way to see how she/he/they
establishes a claim to self-perception.
I have attempted to track down Aguilar to gain more insight into their
participation in the Chicano avant-garde scene and in this imagined queer
world, but I have not had any luck. Reading Aguilar’s narrative like the narratives of many of the subjects in this book presents a challenge. In this instance I must rely upon the formal concerns, on photography as a form that
gives access to how Aguilar’s narrative can be read, and from the form I attempt to grasp the historical, political, and cultural narratives being told in
the photographs. In tension are the assumptions and desires imposed upon
Aguilar by Friedkin, the inclusion of the photograph in an exhibit like Axis
Mundo, which in many ways imposes its own set of identitarian demands
upon Aguilar, and finally what Aguilar’s own participation in the photo can
convey. For the sake of the project of this book, I focus on what Aguilar’s
poses and gaze can tell us in relation to what Barthes terms “studium,” the
elements that create interest in a photograph, the desire to study and understand what the meanings are in a photograph.22 Reading for the “x” here
is seizing upon the photos’ invitation to be with Aguilar in the imagined
space of pleasure and excess of the Gay Funky Dances in Trouper’s Hall in
1970s Hollywood and the harder, grittier cityscapes of the East Los Angeles barrio.
Being with, Having, and Seeing the X
As I articulated in the introduction of this book, affect is central to the
concepts of brown and trans. José Esteban Muñoz’s brownness is defined
by its affective particularity that is present in the ways “brown people en-
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dure, strive and flourish in relation to systemic harm.”23 In relation to trans,
Eliza Steinbock has mobilized the concept of the “shimmer,” and she notes
that it was Roland Barthes who most succinctly characterized the shimmer as “an aesthetic, affective, and politically urgent” concept “that breaks
with binary and dialectical thinking.”24 Steinbock draws her understanding
of the shimmer from Roland Barthes’s concept of “the Neutral” within the
struggle to outplay binary oppositions that structure the paradigm of sex-
gender.25 The trait of the Neutral that Barthes names “the shimmer” and
the figure of the “androgyne” are of interest to Steinbock in that they expose the Neutral’s gendered facet. The political utility of the Neutral takes
shape primarily within aesthetics, in Barthes’s notion of the shimmer: “This
integrally and almost exhaustively nuanced space is the shimmer . . . whose
aspect, perhaps whose meaning is subtly modified according to the angle of
the subject’s gaze.”26 The brown and trans affect that permeate Friedkin’s
photos of Aguilar offer a way to have and be with these images and to negotiate the visual, historical, and cultural frontiers of what the “x” might bring
to gender-sex paradigms within Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x studies.27 The
photos align with Viego’s observation that the angle of vision changes with
“LatinX.” I am not collapsing the “x” and the shimmer, but changing the
angle of the gaze might help to see the shimmer in the void that Gómez-
Barris and Fiol-Matta tell us “Latinx” turns toward. The question is how
to become open to shimmers and cultivate a different practice of seeing,
having, and being with the “x.”
Jim, Restroom at Trouper’s Hall, Hollywood, 1970

I draw attention to this photo of Aguilar taken in the bathroom at Trouper’s
Hall in 1970. Immediately the viewer is drawn in by Aguilar’s melancholic
gaze, eyes looking downward, partially closed, and arched eyebrows marked
by the shimmer of dramatic eye makeup. The viewer can then admire the
sartorial details of Aguilar’s ensemble in the photo; a delicate scarf adorns
Aguilar’s neck, and a ring on his/her/their hand is complemented by a
brooch on the wide-shouldered blazer and high-waisted, flawlessly creased
slacks. Frantz describes Aguilar’s gender presentation in another photo in
the series as soft and androgynous, with the clothing and makeup speaking
to the “gender bending extravagance of glitter rock” that was beginning to
influence the young people at Trouper’s.28 My interest lies in the silence of
Jim, Restroom at Trouper’s Hall, Hollywood, 1970 in contrast to what would
be cacophonous surroundings. Everything about the photo but Aguilar is
loud. The shimmer of Aguilar’s makeup is loud and dramatic, but it is his/
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Figure 5.1.

Anthony Friedkin,
Jim, Restroom at
Trouper’s Hall,
Hollywood, 1970.

her/their pose and gaze that quiet the photo. As explained by Tina Campt,
“The choice to ‘listen to’ rather than simply ‘look at’ images is a conscious
decision to challenge the equation of vision with knowledge by engaging
photography through a sensory register . . . sound.”29 Campt adds that sound
need not be heard to be perceived, and one can easily imagine the muffled
sounds of disco music making its way into the bathroom from the dance
floor, voices engaged in conversations, hookups or even arguments in this
small bathroom. Yet, when the viewer gazes upon Aguilar seemingly at the
margins of it all, the sonic quality of the photo, the silence, may produce
a desire to know more and wonder what is happening outside the frame.
Aguilar is backed up to the wall, head tilted downward and eyes partially
closed, captured in a moment of pensive respite or pleasure; the viewer is not
privy to what Aguilar might be feeling. Here the restroom appears to be a

136

Brown Trans Figurations

haven for Aguilar, pushing against the dominant constructions of the restroom as a complex and fraught space for trans and gender-nonconforming
people. Friedkin’s photos that feature Aguilar are taken in proximity to gay
male culture, with Aguilar engaging in, ignoring, or witnessing whatever is
outside the frame. Frantz refers to Aguilar’s style as “gender bending,” and
as a Chicano reader I cannot ignore the perfect crease on Aguilar’s pants; it
cuts the frame and accentuates a stark contrast between hard and soft that
Frantz misses in his reading of the photo that is not a full-body shot. The
cut of the crease opens up another way to index the complexity of Aguilar’s
gender presentation, as related to but apart from simply gender-bending.
It is not Jim’s sartorial style that affectively punctuates the photo; it is the
quietness of his gaze (or lack of ) that draws the viewer in.
Jim, East Los Angeles, 1972

After they met at Trouper’s Hall, Friedkin and Aguilar began a friendship
that resulted in the series of images featuring solo portraits of Aguilar in
East Los Angeles and the more famous portrait of Aguilar with the artist
Mundo Meza. Although it is the photograph of Aguilar with Meza that
has circulated widely, Friedkin has said Aguilar is the subject with whom he
connects most: “I just personally, emotionally really connected with Jim. I
kind of in many ways . . . wanted to get much closer to him and do a really in
depth series of photographs about Jim.”30 Friedkin’s photographs of Aguilar
are featured in his 1973 maquette and 2014 Gay Essay book section entitled
“Jim.” The photos were taken in East Los Angeles. In the online digital
companion to the de Young 2014–2015 Friedkin exhibition, Friedkin offers
insight into his decision to photograph Aguilar in his own neighborhood:
“I thought it was important to kind of show his neighborhood in the context
of where he you know, expressed himself as a young gay man. So I did this
portrait of him in front of some tagging, you know very obvious Chicano
Mexican graffiti, very gang oriented kind of graffiti that says this is a certain
territory that is run by a certain gang.”31 In the original maquette Friedkin
produced in 1973 he prefaces the images in the section entitled “Jim”:
I first met Jim at Troopers [sic] Hall. For months thereafter we worked to
gether and became close friends. Jim was raised in East Los Angeles, a community primarily Chicano and dangerously Macho. It’s not easy to be gay and
live in East L.A. Often his mother screamed at him, called him queer. He was
afraid to walk the streets alone. Jim could have become an active barrio gang
member and carried a knife or a gun. But he only carries a brush for his hair.32
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Figure 5.2.

Anthony Friedkin,
Jim, East Los
Angeles, 1972.

This narrative about Jim and the barrio is imposed upon the photos of
Aguilar, and reading the text about Jim alongside the image creates what
Jennifer González has termed “a linear and prescribed reading” that “is set
in motion as the eye swings slowly like a pendulum, or flits quickly like a fly,
between image and text.”33 The context of the images contributes to a visual
narrative through which the traces of the barrio in the photos appear in contrast to Aguilar’s sexual and gender identity. This brings the thesis full circle
to the example of the Maricón Collective’s mural Por Vida, whose trans
cholo figure is, like Aguilar, inconceivable. Focusing on the image, removed
from the framework Friedkin provides, the viewer can see and be with the
image of Aguilar. In the image that appears opposite the text in the 1973
maquette, Aguilar is dressed in a motorcycle jacket and a scoop-neck shirt
and is leaning against a wall inscribed with graffiti; Aguilar’s hair blends in
with the lines of graffiti. He/she/they looks away from the camera and outside the frame. Aguilar’s gaze and pose and appearance of blending in with
the surroundings index a site of becoming. The doubling that occurs in the
photo is Aguilar’s gender-nonconforming overlap with the visual traces of
brownness in the graffiti on the wall. Neither Aguilar’s pose or gaze nor the
graffiti appears out of place, yet there is a sense of something emergent, a
kind of possibility that is not yet articulated. The images of Aguilar enunciate “forms of identification and subjectivity that perhaps at the time, had yet
to be articulated,” what Tina Campt describes as “subjects in becoming.”34
Photography is a medium that, for Campt, “produces affective resonances
and attachments in ways we cannot necessarily explain.”35 In these photographs of Aguilar, brown trans affect is the excess of what registers “in and
through photographs beyond the visual.”36
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Conclusion
To be clear, the exercise of reading these photos is not to suggest that I am
arguing that Aguilar is trans or should be claimed as such. I ask instead to
consider what changes when we focus on Aguilar’s gender non-normativity,
on the androgyny that breaks or cuts the homosociality at play in Trouper’s
Hall or the graffiti-inscribed walls of East Los Angeles. In these brief, close
readings of the photographs, I have read with the “x” and just scraped at the
surface of Jim/Jaime/Ariana’s narrative. I hope this reading illuminates the
potentiality of the “x” as more than just about visibility and affirmation, but
to confront the potential violence in the sex-gender-sexuality paradigms
within Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x studies and the limitations of solely relying on the potentiality of trans as a category to attend to the complexities of racialized trans subjects. I hope my discussion has drawn attention
to brown trans narratives and propels others in the fields of Chicana/o/x and
Latina/o/x studies to do the work of engaging in scholarship that examines
how brown and trans subjects attach and flourish in relation to the promise of
futurity or the losses that are constitutive of subjectivity. As a scholar, critic,
and brown trans person, I have been forced, in undertaking this project, to
journey toward the unknown and revisit what I thought I knew about an
event, text, or narrative. The experience was generative, and no matter the
dolor, valió la pena.
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71. The WPATH has released seven versions of its Standards of Care, the most recent one in 2012. It was not the most recent version in which “Gender Identity Disorder” was removed from the manual because it was also removed from the DSM and
replaced with “Gender Dysphoria.” See also Heffernan, “APA Removes ‘Gender Identity Disorder.’ ”
72. In Guzmán, Mind If I Call You Sir?
73. In Guzmán, Mind If I Call You Sir?
74. R. Rodríguez, Next of Kin, 54.
75. Gozlan, Transsexuality and the Art of Transitioning, 52.
76. Viego, Dead Subjects, 148.
77. In Guzmán, Mind If I Call You Sir?
78. R. Rodríguez, Next of Kin, 145.
79. R. Rodríguez, 147.
80. R. Rodríguez, 145–146.
81. In Guzmán, Mind If I Call You Sir?
82. In Guzmán, Mind If I Call You Sir?
83. The rights to the East Side Story collection are owned by East Side Records,
and the track lists of the entire collection are on the company’s website, http://www
.eastsiderecords.com.
84. In 2016 Dueñas began developing a documentary film series from the historical recovery work she has been doing on the original East Side Story album collection.
Her project grew from an Instagram account she started and maintains, @eastsidestory
project. The account has built a following among “young Latinos” eager to connect
about the project. The Instagram account is also a tool Dueñas has used to track down
the persons in the East Side Story album cover photos or their friends and family members as well as the collection’s producer to document their narratives (Kissel, “How a
Compilation of R&B Oldies Became a Symbol”).
85. Kissel, “How a Compilation of R&B Oldies Became a Symbol.”
86. R. Rodríguez, Next of Kin, 152. Rodríguez discusses lowrider magazines and how
Firme grappled with critiques of the sexism. He points out an article in Firme in which
a gay Chicano is interviewed to give readers insight into gay Chicano life (148–155).
87. See R. Rodríguez (Next of Kin, 156–166) for his important discussion and documentation of lowrider iconography in Chicano gay male cultural production.
88. Photos of the original covers are online at East Side Records, http://eastside
records.com/, and their reinterpretations can be viewed at Orvik’s Q-Sides page, http://
www.kariorvik.com/the-qsides.
89. Gozlan, Transsexuality and the Art of Transitioning, 55.
90. Hayward, “More Lessons from a Starfish,” 72.
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91. Hayward, “More Lessons from a Starfish,” 74.
92. Prosser, “Palinode on Photography and the Transsexual Real,” 86.
Coda
1. Chu and Drager, “After Trans Studies,” 108.
2. Sowards participated in the exchange “What’s in an ‘x’?,” moderated by Catalina de Onís.
3. Pérez, in de Onís, “What’s in an ‘x’?”
4. Pérez, in de Onís, “What’s in an ‘x’?”
5. Pérez, in de Onís, “What’s in an ‘x’?”
6. Viego, “LatinX and the Neurologization of Self,” 164.
7. Viego, “LatinX and the Neurologization of Self,” 163.
8. Viego, “LatinX and the Neurologization of Self,” 164.
9. Viego, “LatinX and the Neurologization of Self,” 165.
10. Gómez-Barris and Fiol-Matta, “Introduction,” 505.
11. The photographs I analyze appear as part of a publication of Friedkin’s photos
that were taken in San Francisco and Los Angeles from 1969 to 1973. Friedkin self-
published the collection in 1973. In 2014 a hardcover book (Friedkin, The Gay Essay)
was released in conjunction with the exhibit Anthony Friedkin: The Gay Essay at the de
Young Museum in San Francisco, June 14, 2014–January 11, 2015.
12. I use all three names I encountered for Aguilar where he/she/they is mentioned
in publications by Robb Hernández, who uses “Jaime,” and Richard T. Rodríguez, who
in an interview with Terrill describes Aguilar as “ ‘Pretty Jim,’ a drag queen also known
as Ariana” (“Being and Belonging,” 475). In the catalogue for the Axis Mundo Art Exhibit Frantz uses “Jim” when discussing Aguilar as a subject of Friedkin. David Evans
Frantz also uses “Jim” in his essay “Chicano Chic: Fashion/Costume/Play” in discussing Aguilar’s style in the photos Friedkin took at Trouper’s Hall. Given that Aguilar
was known by these multiple names, I honor them all in this chapter. I do push back
against the pronouns used to describe Aguilar; just because he/she/they is referred
to by the authors with masculine pronouns does not mean that she/he/they did not
go by feminine pronouns at any point of her/his/their life. Frantz refers to Aguilar as
“androgynous”; reading Aguilar’s gender presentation with the “x,” however, suggests
that it should be open to different readings, especially because Aguilar is not present
to clarify otherwise.
13. Jim/Jaime/Ariana Aguilar, in addition to appearing in Friedkin’s book The Gay
Essay, also appears in Joey Terrill’s Homeboy Beautiful #1.
14. Chavoya and Frantz, “Axis Mundo: Constellations and Connections,” 25.
15. Jim/Jaime/Ariana appears in the “H.B. Exposé” feature in Terrill’s Homeboy
Beautiful; the photo of Jim/Jaime/Ariana was taken in a photo booth in the since-
demolished Sears department store in East Los Angeles.
16. Hilderbrand, “The Worlds Los Angeles Maricóns and Malfloras Made,” 25.
17. Frantz, “Chicano Chic,” 58.
18. Frantz, “Chicano Chic,” 59. For more on these important queer Chicano artistic
figures see Chavoya, Frantz, and Gómez-Barris, Axis Mundo.
19. Hernández, “Drawn from the Scraps,” 77.
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20. In Hernández, “Drawn from the Scraps,” 77.
21. R. Rodríguez, “On the Subject of Gang Photography,” 112.
22. In Camera Lucida Barthes defines “studium”: “It is by studium that I am interested in so many photographs, whether I receive them as political testimony or enjoy
them as good historical scenes: for it is culturally (this connotation is present in studium) that I participate in figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions” (26).
23. Muñoz, “Wise Latinas,” 256.
24. Steinbock, Shimmering Images, 9.
25. Steinbock, Shimmering Images, 10. Steinbock engages Barthes’s The Neutral.
26. Barthes, The Neutral, 6.
27. My uses of “being with” and “having” are heavily influenced by Jennifer A.
González’s essay “Negotiated Frontiers.”
28. Frantz, “Chicano Chic,” 59.
29. Campt, Listening to Images, 6.
30. In Anthony Friedkin: The Gay Essay, de Young Museum, San Francisco, June 14,
2014–January 11, 2015, exhibition catalog, https://stories.daylight.co/DD1315.
31. In Anthony Friedkin: The Gay Essay.
32. Reproduced in Anthony Friedkin: The Gay Essay.
33. J. González, “Negotiated Frontiers,” 19.
34. Campt, Image Matters, 17.
35. Campt, Image Matters, 16.
36. Campt, Image Matters, 16.
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