
 

Forum: Provocation Essay 

Entertaining a Healthy Cispicion of the Ally Industrial 
Complex in Transgender Studies 

G Patterson 
Kent State Tuscarawas 

.... 1-------~ 
Positionality matters. I write this essay as a nonbinary, trans, queer, dfab,1 gender
nonconforming, multi-ethnic, neurodivergent, first-generation academic with 
white-skin privilege. As a multimarg 2 person who lives, researches, and organizes 
around trans experience, my positionality affords me a set of epistemic lenses that 
cisgender scholars engaged in similar work simply don't have (McKinnon, 2017). 
While it might be true that cisgender researchers can relate to trans topics in a host 
of other ways, and while this epistemic obstacle certainly hasn't prevented cisgender 
scholars from researching trans topics, echoing Galupo (2017), I'd like to consider 
"the impact of having an overrepresentation of cisgender researchers in a field 
[transgender studies] that frames our understanding of transgender identity and 
experience" (p. 1). 

Overwhelmingly, cisgender researchers stake their authority to speak on trans 
topics by deploying their identity as a trans ally. Rarely, however, does the 
researcher clarify what said allyship actually means. 3 This axiomatic quality of 
allyship also has the tendency of flattening questions of privilege, power, and 
difference. For instance, some cisgender scholars leverage their ally-identity in 
order to speak as "members of the LGBTQ+ community." This peculiar 
construction--members of the LGBTQ+ community--authorizes cis-hetero 
people (as the "plus") and cis-gay people (as the "g") to speak on trans issues from 
an alleged place of first-person authority (Spencer & Patterson, 2017, p. 306-311). 
In this way, ally-identity ostensibly exempts cisgender scholars from considering 
their privilege and enables them to take up space inappropriately. 

'The acronym DFAB stands for designated female at birth. 

2 Multimarg is a shorthand adjective to refer to people who are multiply marginalized. 

3 If anything, a scholar might forward the tautological claim that their research is their 
advocacy for trans people. 

G Patterson is an Assistant Professor of English at Kent State University Tuscarawas. G's 
research interests include curriculum development, rhetorics of social justice, and queer and 
transgender studies. G is the chief editor of a Facing Project anthology on queer and trans 
stories in East Central Indiana, published June 2018. Their scholarship has been featured in 
Constellations: A Cultural Rhetorics Publishing Space, The Journal of LGBT Youth, and 
Queer Media Studies in Popular Culture, as well as in five edited collections focused on 
contemporary issues in rhetoric. In 2014, G was awarded the CCCC Lavender Rhetorics 
Dissertation Award for their pedagogical research on the intersections of sexuality, gender 
identity, and religious discourse. 

146 Women & Language 



 Entertaining a Healthy Cispicion 

Building from Spade's (2011, p. 95) "nonprofit industrial complex" and Indigenous 
Action Media's (2014) "ally industrial complex," I argue that the institutionalization 
of transgender studies has perhaps enabled cisgender allies to gain access to and 
personally (and unevenly) profit from trans spaces, people, and perspectives. 
Indeed, in addition to being celebrated as objective, enlightened, and altruistic for 
their scholarship on trans topics, too often, cisgender allies help themselves to 
resources, recognition, and platforms that ought to have been reserved for 
multimarg trans scholars, activists, and community members. In higher ed, the ally 
industrial complex spreads like kudzu in a way that amplifies cisgender allies while 
potentially crowding out the voices of multimarg trans people. Given this context, I 
argue that ethical practice compels cisgender scholars to lay down the mantle of 
"allyship" and act instead as co-conspirators (McKenzie, 2014). Below I examine 
four different ways the ally industrial complex manifests in cisgender researchers' 
writing about trans topics. 

Disclosing Positionality 

Because of the way the ally industrial complex flattens difference--communicating 
that we're all swimming in the same alphabet soup--allies too often assume that 
their affinity with (or proximity to) trans people means that they don't have to 
acknowledge their social location in their research. Regardless of their motives or 
intentions, this failure to disclose social location grants cisgender researchers 
credibility while simultaneously allowing them to avoid scrutiny. RegardJess of 
motives or intentions, when scholars neglect their positionality, it becomes all too 
easy to forget that they're a guest in someone else's house. In contrast, trans 
scholars aren't just exploring this research as a matter of inquiry but as a matter of 
survival. We live here, and at the end of the day, we and other trans people cannot 
escape the consequences of sloppy theoretical world-building. 

So what would it mean to act as a co-conspirator here? 

For starters, Galupo (2017) argues that cisgender researchers ought to consider how 
their privilege affects every aspect of their research process--from the focus of their 
research, the primary and secondary texts they (don't) engage with, and the 
conclusions they (don't) arrive at. Wallace (2006) similarly cautions researchers to 
avoid the assumption that their marginality in one aspect of their identity gives 
them permission to sidestep the ways in which they remain privileged. Extending 
this accountability outward, Levy (2013) recommends that researchers solicit 
feedback from cultural "insiders," be it in the form of member-checks with their 
trans participants or soliciting transgender consultants. 

Continuing this conversation, I argue that acting as a co-conspirator means 
leveraging one's privilege to call attention to (not only their own but also) readers' 
complicity in intersectional forms of cissexist violence. This work might also 
include drawing readers' attention to specific ways in which multimarg trans people 
are robbed of life chances, as well as offering their readers concrete ways to 
intervene. Finally, the work of a co-conspirator also includes exposing academic 
double standards, which characterize trans researchers (writing on the same topics) 
of being "biased," "divisive," and "anti-intellectual." 
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Foregrounding Reciprocity 

Perhaps because of the way the ally industrial complex tends to conflate queer and 
trans identities and intellectual movements--as all part of the same happy LGBTQ 
acronym--many cisgender scholars have taken up "transing" as an analog to 
"queering." While queer theory's contribution to academic thought is incalculable
-in allowing scholars to interrogate narratives about what is normal, healthy, and 
good--it's important to remember that this intellectual movement began by 
centering the needs, voices, experiences, and indeed the very survival of sexual 
minorities. Trans scholars haven't been granted a similar opportunity to develop 
this kind of platform; indeed, increasingly, they face a rhetorical crowding out. 
Instead of being able to devote their efforts to theoretical and political world
building, their limited resources are taxed/tasked with the immediate need to 
respond to discursive violence perpetrated (wittingly or not) by cisgender scholars 
in the field. 

Far too often, cisgender scholars extract theoretical value from trans thinkers-
while sloughing off "pesky" concerns with the embodied perspectives and needs of 
transgender people (Haritaworn, 2007). Indeed, transing has become yet another 
metaphor to: (1) reinterpret canonically non-trans figures and phenomena, (2) 
simulate role-playing exercises for cisgender people, (3) justify continued 
engagement with TERF theorists, and (4) invigorate disciplinary thinking with 
"trendy" topics. While transing might seem a useful metaphor, my central worry is 
that this "usefulness" isn't always reciprocal. 

Though this kind of engagement with trans theory is pernicious, it is not malicious. 
Rather, I suspect that some cisgender scholars assume this centering of trans 
people's voices, needs, and experiences has already taken place. This an easy 
assumption to make if one assumes every reference to "LGBTQ scholarship" 
actually addresses trans perspectives. Those of us who live what we research, 
however, are keenly aware that the T in LGBTQ scholarship is often silent (Marine 
& Nicolazzo, 2014). Moreover, those of us who live what we research are keenly 
aware of the ongoing interpersonal, epistemic, and institutional violence trans 
people continue to face. Given these realities, I argue that the intellectual labor trans 
scholars have developed for their survival ought not be used so flippantly as a 
theoretical playground for cisgender scholars. Instead, I forward the "bold" claim 
that cisgender co-conspirators practice reciprocity, by refusing to engage in any 
trans-related research that doesn't materially benefit trans people. Nothing about us 
without us. 

Demonstrating Competency 

For all its promotion of "trans awareness," the ally industrial complex has a curious 
tendency to consolidate ignorance. According to Fox (2007) and Nicolazzo (2016), 
allyship is presented as cultural capital, an irrevocable certification of gender-based 
wokeness earned after attending a single safe-zone training. Because allyship, in this 
neoliberal context, communicates (intentionally or not) a one-and-done 
certification on "all things trans," cisgender allies often neglect to continue to 
educate themselves about the complex needs, experiences, and identities of trans 
people (Spencer & Patterson, 2017). 
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In trans studies, the ally industrial complex manifests in a thicket of published 
writing in which self-identified cisgender allies haven't done their due diligence in 
demonstrating the most basic of cultural competencies. Such faux pas include: (1) 
using dated terminology to talk about trans people, (2) confusing/conflating sex, 
sexuality, gender identity, and gender expression, (3) deadnaming or misgendering 
trans scholars, trans participants, and sometimes fictional trans characters, and, ( 4) 
very unfortunately, reanimating a range of cissexist tropes in writing about trans 
people/concepts. 

Co-conspirators, in contrast, actively seek opportunities to educate themselves and 
make themselves uncomfortable with what they think they know. In addition to 
demonstrating competency around trans topics, co-conspirators are able to 
illustrate how classism, ableism, racism, and hetero/sexism intersect with cissexism 
in ways that rob trans people of access to life chances (Mogul, Ritchie & Whitlock, 
2011). Indeed, co-conspirators understand a range of issues--including 
homelessness, eldercare, reproductive justice, and the prison industrial complex-
as "trans issues." And most importantly, because they are mindful of the ways their 
research might inform classroom instruction and government policy, co
conspirators take care to center trans people's voices and highlight their political 
agency, instead of depicting them as voiceless victims or disembodied hate crime 
statistics (Snorton & Haritaworn, 2013). 

Amplifying Trans Voices 

The ally industrial complex--which deradicalizes political orgamzmg and 
commodifies advocacy as personal style--contributes to a climate in which White, 
cis, hetero, neurotypical, middle-class people are championed as "voices for the 
voiceless." Two cispicious, academic citational practices emerge from this context: 
the evangelist and the gentrifier. The evangelist becomes so focused on "fixing 
society" that they take to the pulpit without checking to see if trans people are 
already talking. Such scholars neglect to seek out (let alone cite) trans scholars 
because they assume trans people are one-dimensional victims. The gentrifier, on 
the other hand, may indeed know that trans activists/organizers are talking, but 
instead of amplifying trans voices, they pass off trans people's intellectual labor as 
their own simply because they were the first to mention it in a peer-reviewed 
journal. Neither of these figures are malicious; rather, they are allies who fail to see 
the ethical and political consequences of citational practice. 

Co-conspirators, in contrast, practice self-reflexivity to ensure they're not engaging 
in scholarship that centers themselves while crowding out the voices of their trans 
colleagues and community members. Aware of how citational practices 
communicate which voices matter in higher education, co-conspirators 
intentionally give preference to trans thinkers. Co-conspirators take care to credit 
trans people's intellectual labor, whether it appears in a peer-reviewed journal, a 
small-press edited collection, a community organizing meeting, or a post on social 
media. Cognizant of how their privilege grants them access to platforms not 
enjoyed by their trans counterparts, co-conspirators share (or pass) the mic. This 
might include recommending a trans colleague/ activist for a keynote, inviting a 
trans colleague/ activist to join them as a co-author or editor, or recommending a 
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trans colleague/ activist for a grant or award to ensure their contributions aren't 
overlooked or underfunded. In short, co-conspirators leverage their privilege at 
every turn so that multimarg trans voices are centered, amplified, recognized, 
valued, and protected. 

Conclusion 

Academic research tells a story about trans people; these stories not only shape 
readers' beliefs but also inform practice--be it shaping pedagogy or crafting policy. 
Too often, cisgender researchers have been careless with the stories they've 
circulated about trans people. As an educator and an organizer, I value the work of 
committed co-conspirators. Indeed, I don't think I'd have survived in (and outside) 
higher ed without them. At the same time, I believe some well-meaning folks, who 
genuinely understand themselves as allies, haven't considered the ways in which 
they directly profit off trans people's marginality--and what their ethical obligation 
is to trans people in light of this fact. 
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Forum: Response Essay 

Building a Trans Scholarly Archive 
Lucy J. Miller 

Texas A&M University 

.... 1-------®® 
G Patterson (2018) makes a needed argument for cis scholars and allies to work as 
co-conspirators with trans and gender non-conforming people in order to amplify 
their voices rather than the voices of allies. G's argument led me to think about 
what trans scholars can do to increase awareness of and attention to trans voices 
within our scholarly communities. In this response, I argue for the necessity of 
creating and maintaining personal and communal trans scholarly archives. By 
archive, I mean an increased awareness of and attention to trans scholars' 
contributions to various scholarly conversations. 

What does building a trans scholarly archive look like? The first important aspect of 
building a trans scholarly archive is raising awareness of trans scholars. Jack 
Halberstam (2005) constructs a trans archive around the murder of Brandon Teena, 
arguing that it "allows a narrative of a queerly gendered life to emerge from the 
fragments of memory and evidence that remain" (p. 24). Charles E. Morris III and 
K. J. Rawson (2013) expand on this evidentiary function of a trans or queer archive, 
noting that material included in such an archive "register[s] a fundamental 
revelation, indeed a declaration, that 'we' were here" (p. 77). Building a trans 
scholarly archive would clearly communicate the contributions of trans and gender 
non-conforming scholars to the academy. The absence of awareness that trans 
scholars and scholars from other marginalized groups even exist is one way that the 
contributions of these scholars is ignored or downplayed while allies are rewarded 
for studies of marginalized groups. Constructing a trans scholarly archive would 
potentially make the presence and contributions of trans scholars harder to ignore. 
While an institutional archive, such as a website, could be useful, I believe it is more 
important for each individual scholar to maintain their own personal trans 
scholarly archive by being aware of the work of trans scholars and citing that work 
in their own scholarship. 

The citation of and engagement with the work of trans scholars is an important 
aspect of building a trans scholarly archive. I am inspired here by Sara Ahmed's 
(2017) decision in Living a Feminist Life to cite only the work of women and people 
of color. Citation among trans scholars begins to build a more cohesive idea of what 
trans studies means. This does not suggest that all trans scholars must agree with 

Lucy J. Miller (Ph.D., Texas A&M University) is a Lecturer in the Department of 
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in Spectator and Participations: Journal of Audience and Reception Studies. She is also co
editor with Amanda R. Martinez of Gender in a Transitional Era: Changes and 
Challenges (Lexington Books, 2015). 

152 Women & Language 



 Building a Trans Scholarly Archive 

each other, but we should be in clear conversation with each other over matters 
important to the histories, representations, and lived experiences of trans people. 
This conversation would provide a useful resource for those new to the study of 
trans issues. Because of the interconnections that would exist between those 
involved in this conversation, awareness of one trans scholar would naturally lead 
to the work of others. Following these connections would be a necessary first step in 
familiarizing oneself with the field of trans studies. This conversation among trans 
scholars would also help cis scholars become co-conspirators, as G argues, because 
the work of trans scholars becomes harder to ignore for those interested in trans 
issues. Kenneth Burke (1973) uses the metaphor of the "unending conversation" to 
describe scholarly work, in which new scholars enter a conversation that has been 
going on long before they got there and must orient themselves before making their 
own contributions (p. 110). Anyone entering the conversation on trans issues 
should not be able to do so easily without engaging with the work of trans scholars. 
Building a trans scholarly archive makes joining the conversation with trans 
scholars easier and makes their absence more obvious. 

Along with citing trans scholars on issues related to trans life, a final aspect of 
building a trans scholarly archive is citing trans scholars on subjects not related to 
trans experience. The increased awareness that comes from being in conversation 
with trans scholars should make them a resource for all of our work. This is not 
intended to imply that the work of trans scholars is superior to the work of others 
but just that the lack of awareness of trans scholars' presence and contributions 
often extends beyond their work on trans issues. Making a conscious effort to cite 
trans scholars in all of our work also prevents pigeonholing trans scholars as only 
interested in or qualified to speak on trans issues and then creating a "trans ghetto" 
that is devalued in comparison to other scholarship. 

Being in conversation with trans scholars on trans issues and other subjects has the 
potential for increasing our knowledge through the interaction of ideas. Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987) describe knowledge generation as rhizomatic in 
the "lines of flight" that are made possible through the encounter with new, 
different ideas (p. 11). We need to seek out these encounters, and I believe 
constructing a trans scholarly archive will help in this endeavor. I want to end my 
response by highlighting some of the scholars in my archive. First, I include more 
well-known, interdisciplinary scholars: Kate Bornstein, Paisley Currah, Leslie 
Feinberg, Jack Halberstam, Viviane Namaste, Julia Serano, Dean Spade, Sandy 
Stone, and Susan Stryker. Next, I want to highlight trans scholars in my own field of 
communication and rhetoric: Thomas J. Billard, E. Tristan Booth, E. Cram, Ace 
Eckstein, matthew heinz, Jessica Kurr, Benny LeMaster, and Eleanor Amaranth 
Lockhart. Finally, I end with trans scholars from a variety of fields: Aren Z. Aizura, 
Van Bailey, Che Gossett, Reina Gossett, Kai M. Green, Avi Luce, Rachel McKinnon, 
Mattilda, Zein Murib, Z Nicolazzo, G Patterson, Dylan Scholinski, C. Riley Snorton, 
D-L Stewart, and Avery Tompkins. This is not intended to be an exhaustive list but 
a starting point. Building a trans scholarly archive should be an ongoing project 
that we all engage in. 
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Forum: Response Essay 

{Un)Becoming Ally: Trans at the Intersections of Difference 
Benny LeMaster 

Arizona State University 

.... 1-----------1@>© 
The subject status of allies has long preoccupied my thought. 

I am reminded of: 

This one time ... A straight cisgender woman is appointed director of the 
campus LGBT Resource Center. She calls her feminine gay cisgender 
student workers her "gay best friends" while openly ridiculing her 
masculine queer women student workers. 

This one time ... Another cisgender director of a campus LGBT Resource 
Center bullied a woman into having another woman arrested after a minor 
physical altercation; they were both transgender. 

This one time ... A gay white cisgender man was awarded an ally award. 
He has yet to use the right pronouns to describe my partner (she/her/hers) 
or me (they/them/theirs). We worked alongside him for years. 

It has been my experience that non-trans and cisgender (NTC) allies mess up. 
Often. As a result, and like G Patterson (2018), I harbor a healthy cispicion of allies 
and the broader organizing structure known as the ally industrial complex. This 
cispicion is the result of corrective affective and intellectual labors even as we work 
to preserve and amplify trans and gender non-conforming (TGNC) peoples, voices, 
embodiments, communities, and subjectivities. Said differently, ally shortcomings 
derail the vital focus necessary for TGNC survival and vibrancy; though, failure is 
crucial for transformation (Ghabra & Calafell, 2018). These shortcomings are often 
the result of reductive institutionalized "sensitivity" or "diversity" training 
consisting of glossaries containing terms contemporary but for a fleeting moment; 
updated training and physical engagement with actual TGNC folks is seldom a 
priority. The result is a conceptual, fragmented, and immaterial framing of 
transness as opposed to a sustained dialogic engagement in and through transness 
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in its perpetual becoming across contexts. In response, Patterson maps a critical 
trans methodology that implicates NTC folks who claim alliance with TGNC 
peoples, voices, embodiments, communities, and subjectivities. Informed by 
Indigenous Action Media, Patterson implores so-called allies to operate as "co
conspirators," effectively inviting self-implication while centering TGNC peoples, 
voices, embodiments, communities, and subjectivities. This work is vital. 

Here, I seek to develop this critical trans methodological focus on ally labors 
inward-toward a healthy suspicion of self in relation to and with other more 
broadly. Implicative of NTC folks, this approach is equally invested in implicating 
TGNC peoples, voices, embodiments, communities, and subjectivities. The 
discursive constitution of the ally industrial complex relies upon binary logics that 
risk rhetorically absolving TGNC folks from allying across intersectional lines of 
flight under the false pretense that allies are always already someone else (i.e., NTC 
folks). Indeed, it is my experience that TGNC folks mess up across intersectional 
lines of flight. Often. 

This one time ... My partner and I visit a support group for trans folks; my 
partner is a white trans woman, and I am a mixed-race Asian/white non
binary person. During opening remarks, three White Christian trans folks 
openly ridicule an absent community member, a Muslim woman who 
wears a hijab. The three White Christian trans folks use Islamophobia to 
call into question the missing member's gender: "Why transition if you're 
going to oppress yourself?" 

This one time ... A potential hookup, also non-binary, remarks: "You 
aren't crazy like the other ones." I have a panic attack and cancel our date. 

This one time... A physician known for their work with TGNC 
populations offers unsolicited advice during a routine checkup: "No one 
wants to be fat and trans." 

These multiple times... "Transness" was defined in and through the 
erasure of intersectional difference. 

Informed by Calvin Schrag's (2003) philosophy of subjectivity and the critical 
intersectional work derived by, in, and through women of color feminisms (e.g., 
Collins & Bilge, 2016), I understand "ally" as a praxis-oriented posture that ought to 
labor toward critical intersectional relationality. For Schrag (2003), subjectivity is a 
relational accomplishment derived of contextual thought, language/discourse, and 
action. The way we author self and other in and through our research, art, and 
activism reflects a spatio-temporal context projecting (im)possibilities. Moreover, 
intersectionality as a theory highlights the ways all human interactions are power
laden and thus simultaneously rely on, (re)produce, and/or hold the potential to 
challenge performatively sedimented ideological structures and the material effects 
of those structures (Jones, 2010). In this praxiological framing, "ally" describes less 
an identity to claim with any ontological substance; rather, "ally" marks a critical 
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posture that engages the relational labor that binds sel(f/ves) and/as/with other(s) in 
the nexus of rhetorical invention across intersectional lines of flight. 

Working from this understanding of allyship, we begin to inquire as researchers
TGNC and NTC alike: In what ways are we actively-though not necessarily 
intentionally-constituting transness through the erasure of intersectional 
difference? In my own work, "cisheterosexism" is a core structural point of focus, 
which for me names the intertwined structures that cast privilege and disadvantage 
based on contextual sexist, cissexist, and heterosexist cultural standards. I often 
inquire: in what ways does cisheterosexism grant and deny privilege and 
disadvantage across time and space? Kai Green (2016) noted in his "trans* 
analytic": we must be "more attuned to difference rather than sameness[;] 
understanding and declaring our sameness will not protect us" (p. 79). Indeed, at 
the core of my response is a call for researchers to engage reflexively the ways in 
which we constitute gender, including transness. Along the way, we must also 
interrogate the structures that afford privilege or confer disadvantage in and 
through intersectional difference. For instance, while cisheterosexism is a core 
structural point of focus in my work, I understand it as always and already 
racialized. In this regard, the study of gender including transness and the structural 
apparatuses that impart privilege and disadvantage (e.g., cisheterosexism) are 
always and already animated in and through racism (Bettcher, 2014; Lugones, 2010; 
Snorton, 2017). 

Now ... We come to grapple with the ways our exclusions perpetuate the 
very structures we purport to challenge. 

Now ... We recognize there is always work to do. 

While the subject status of allies has long preoccupied my thought, I am especially 
interested in alliances across intersectional difference-including the concomitant 
performance of ally as a relationally derived cultural performance that cannot be 
realized with any certainty. 
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.... 1-----------1@>© 
"I don't believe in allies. I want to see people operating in solidarity. That's 

something totally different." - CeCe McDonald, interview with the author, 2018 

Many of us in the academy desperately need to re-evaluate our commitment to 
social justice, specifically to rethink the usefulness of "allyship." As someone whose 
research engages media representations and the state's surveillance of trans people, 
I continue to wrestle with my own subject positionality and questions of 
accountability. I self-identify as a White, cis, masculine-of-center queer who is a 
non-U.S. citizen, and has benefitted from class and European privilege all my life. 
The communities that inform my research are primarily poor, trans communities of 
color with limited access to housing, health care, and secure employment. Given 
these differences, I regularly contemplate in what ways and/or to what extent my 
scholarship is guilty of extracting value from the voices and labor of trans people ( of 
color). It is precisely these questions, which point to gross discrepancies in material 
privileges, life chances, and survival, that I want to consider here: particularly how 
cis scholars can, to use the language of Black trans rights activist CeCe McDonald, 
operate in solidarity with trans people. 

The very structure of the university judges faculty productivity based on individual 
"original thinking," measured by successful grant applications, top-tier journal 
publications, and a book contract with a prestigious press (Beltran & Mehrotra, 
2015). Outspoken commitments to community engagement as well as collaborative 
and activist scholarship are far less likely to elicit accolades from a tenure review 
committee for example (if one is lucky enough to obtain a scarce tenure-track line). 
Consequently, it is trendy for scholars to claim the label "ally." Too often, for those 
still clinging to notions of research objectivity, asserting "allyship" simply stands-in 
for active solidarity with marginalized groups. As Patterson (2018) notes, allyship 
enables scholars to profit off the experiences and knowledges of subjugated groups 
without reflecting on how they may be complicit in oppressive systems. How can 
scholars move beyond "allyship" to leverage our various privileges in the service of 
those with whom we claim allyship? Based on my own experiences, I offer a few 
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concrete steps scholars, especially White cis ones, can and should take to co
conspire in amplifying trans voices. 

Join university committees and actively advocate for genuinely inclusive campus 
cultures. Too often "diversity" committees function merely as a fac;:ade, which allow 
universities to celebrate diversity and inclusion while ignoring how institutional 
violences continue to harm marginalized populations. Moreover, those who choose 
to serve on these committees are often multi-marginalized and faculty of color who 
are already over-burdened with service commitments. When I joined my campus' 
LGBTQ faculty committee, I was not surprised, but still disappointed to find that 
the majority of members were White, cis, straight folks with "good intentions," but 
who had thus far failed to address issues like the lack of gender-inclusive restrooms 
in the student union or the exclusion of trans people from domestic partnership 
benefits. While it is imperative that POC and LGBTQ perspectives are represented 
on these kinds of committees, it is equally crucial that those claiming allyship do the 
work of researching issues, talking with and listening to trans people, and 
assertively tackling the concerns raised and solutions proposed by those they claim 
to be allies with. 

Regularly incorporate intersectional trans voices and topics in your syllabi. I 
consciously incorporate transgender topics in all of my courses. In Introduction to 
Media Studies, for instance, I discuss how the celebrity of Caitlyn Jenner 
problematically exoticizes trans experiences and reasserts the narrow confines of 
"acceptable" trans visibility as White, wealthy, and binary-identified. In my Sports 
Communication class, we look at how "fair play" rhetoric is leveled against trans 
women athletes to assess the ways that sports are a political, not just a cultural 
arena. Constituting a key component of critical and social justice focused pedagogy 
in the classroom, exposure to marginalized perspectives helps students sharpen 
their critical thinking and civic engagement skills. Skyping-in trans guest speakers, 
such as Kye Allums, who was the first openly trans NCAA basketball player, to 
share their lived-experiences is a valuable way to do so. No matter the class, 
incorporating the perspectives and experiences of trans people should not be the 
exception, but the rule. 

Use your institutional privileges to invite and adequately compensate trans people. 
Giving trans people a platform to tell their own stories challenges the hegemonic 
knowledge production that takes place in the ivory tower. If you benefit from the 
relative job security of a tenure-track line, consciously use start-up funds and grant 
money to invite trans speakers to campus. Recently, I co-organized with a student 
to host the #BlackExcellence Tour featuring CeCe McDonald and fellow activist 
Joshua Allen. Securing funding for speakers like these often takes extra time and 
effort because universities typically do not value the experience of young, trans and 
queer people of color. In our case, we had to cobble together funds from over ten 
different programs. Many trans rights activists exclusively rely on honoraria to pay 
rent and cover basic living expenses. Do not haggle down their fees, especially when 
your department or school happily pays such fees to "established" public figures. 
Advertising to the whole community to attract larger audiences to these events is an 
effective means to enact publicly accessible scholarship that reaches beyond pay
walled academic journals and high tuition fees. 
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If your research is drawing from the voices and experiences of trans people, give 
credit where credit is due. I want to reemphasize Patterson's point about the 
importance of acknowledging trans people's intellectual labor. This begins with 
proper citational practices. For example, when referencing trans and queer of color 
critique as frameworks of analysis, acknowledging their origins in Black and 
women of color feminisms should be a given. Those who engage in ethnographic 
research should consciously be in reciprocal dialogue with the communities we 
claim to operate in solidarity with; we should not speak for or at these communities 
(Lugones & Spelman, 1983; Nagar, 2013). This also entails listing our trans research 
informants as co-authors in our publications. Because individualistic tenure 
requirements incentivize predatory and exploitative academic behavior, White cis 
scholars can and should deploy their leverage to undermine academic hierarchies, 
especially those who are already granted tenure. 

Undoubtedly, these are only small and incomplete steps scholars can take to make 
the academy less cis-centric, transphobic, homophobic, and racist. But in so doing, 
we can ensure that alternative epistemologies produced by trans people do not just 
accumulate "diversity capital" for neoliberal universities and individual scholars, 
but actually benefit the communities from which they emanate. As CeCe McDonald 
reminds us: "interrogate your privilege, whether it's your class privilege, your race 
privilege, or your gender privilege" (interview with the author, 2018). By 
scrutinizing how our privileges inform and censor our everyday (inter)actions we 
can become better co-conspirators, and less self-serving allies. 
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Trans Studies on the Healthy Suspicion of Binaries 
Zein Murib 

Fordham University 

.... 1-------®® 
G Patterson's (2018) forum essay invites readers to consider a set of pressing 
questions in light of the explosion of research across the academy that centers on 
"transgender" as a broad topic of inquiry. Patterson (2018) is particularly concerned 
about who ought to be considered experts in this field and, as I read it, the broader 
question of what academics outside the field of Trans Studies mean when we refer 
to "trans studies." 

Many of the issues raised by the recent Hypatia controversy came to mind as I read 
Patterson's (2018) essay. For those who are unfamiliar, I am referring to 
philosopher Rebecca Tuvel's (2017) article published in Hypatia: A Journal of 
Feminist Philosophy, in which Tuvel posed "trans-racial" identity as akin to 
transgender identity, concluding that the same logic guiding acceptance of the latter 
ought to compel understanding for the former. In the flurry of reactions that 
followed the publication of the essay, some critics took issue with Tuvel's (2017) 
failure to engage Critical Race and Trans Studies scholarship, which they claimed 
likely stemmed from the particular position of a White non-trans woman in the 
academy, a position that-according to some and echoing Patterson-makes it all 
the more possible for Tuvel and others to commit epistemic violence against trans 
people and people of color (Bernstein, 2017). 

Patterson's (2018) questioning of how and who should publish on trans topics 
indirectly responds to controversies such as the one sparked by Tuvel's article and 
urges non-trans scholars to rethink what it means to conduct research "as an ally," 
particularly as it becomes increasingly popular to publish on trans topics without 
the benefit of what Patterson (2018) refers to as "epistemic lenses" that might help 
researchers discern what should or should not be broached. I infer from the stakes 
Patterson (2018) outlines (i.e., epistemic harm) that non-trans people have an 
obligation not to conduct research on trans topics because they cannot sufficiently 
do so without the benefits of strategic partnerships with trans-identified scholars. 

As a scholar whose work draws on intersectionality as an analytic approach to 
explore the dynamics of within-group marginalization and the implications of those 
exclusions for the construction of normative group members (Murib, 2015), I want 
to invite readers to consider the implications of policing the boundaries of who 
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should or should not be part of a group, particularly because identity labels used to 
describe experiences are always changing. Returning to Patterson's (2018) call for 
non-trans scholars to see themselves as houseguests when they conduct research on 
trans topics, I want to ask: what might be gained by entertaining the possibility that 
the "home" in which non-trans scholars are guests is not a home at all, but rather a 
set of epistemological commitments that require a willingness to do the hard work 
of orienting one's questions in the field of Trans Studies? Do we then lose the 
attachment to asking who is trans and who is cis as a basis for research on 
transgender topics? What might be gained by untethering scholarship from 
identity? 

Trans Studies as a field contextualizes these questions. Writing in 1998, historian 
Susan Stryker introduced the need to make space within the academy to push back 
against medico-juridical discourses of trans experiences to allow trans-identified 
people to put forward their own narratives (p. 148). Contemporary Trans Studies 
extends beyond the task of reclaiming space for trans people and focuses on inquiry 
that applies analytic pressure to sites where normative ideas about (binary) gender 
are structured and maintained, with particular attention paid to how the regulation 
of gender norms creates life opportunities for some and forecloses them for others 
(Stryker, 2006). Examples of sites attended to in Trans Studies include the 
documentation of sex on state-issued identification (Spade, 2011), sex-segregated 
spaces (Davis, 2017), and biometric security regimes that rely on the presumed 
coherence of sexed bodies for authentication (Currah & Mulqueen, 2011). 

A. Finn Enke (2013) extends this analytic approach beyond binary gender to 
consider another salient linguistic and identity binary: the circulation of "cis-" and 
"trans-," explaining that: "When cis- is taken up as an admission of privileged 
identity, it is cis- privilege itself that reifies trans as most oppressed-so oppressed, 
in fact, that it cannot speak out of character" (p. 240). For Enke (2013), the 
circulation of cis- and trans- as an oppositional binary naturalizes cisgender as a 
static and embodied gender that always is. Claiming cis- as an identity, as one might 
do as a cis-identified co-conspirator who seeks out a trans-identified interlocutor, 
not only recognizes cis- privilege in a rather flat way that is divorced from the raced 
and classed dimensions of privilege that make that cis- identification possible, but 
also reinforces the distance between cis- and trans- by calling into words the 
presumed distinction between the two. That the possibility to claim the privileged 
status of cis- relies upon raced, classed, and ableist notions of properly gendered 
male and female bodies only further underscores the stakes of abiding by the cis/ 
trans binary assumed by Patterson (2018). 

This concern over the limited and rigid nature of "cis-" and "trans-" brings me to 
the point I want to make in response to Patterson's (2018) call for non-trans 
scholars to recognize the responsibility of their positionality by remembering they 
are houseguests. Perhaps the house is not a house at all, or as Bernice Johnson 
Reagon (1981) exhorts, "a barred room where you check everybody at the door," 
but instead rigorous scholarly engagement with Trans Studies as a field, coupled 
with what legal scholar Mari Matsuda (1991) describes as "asking the other 
question": when something appears to be sexist, in what ways is it racist (p. 1189)? 
When something appears to be heteronormative, in what ways is it also classist? 
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Iterative asking of the other question creates opportunities to locate questions in 
relation to a set of epistemic commitments and speak back together-regardless of 
identity labels-against White supremacy, heteronormativity, sexism, classism, 
nativism, and ableism. 
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.... 1-------@>® 
As I have been provoked, have been pricked in order to generate another kind of 
doing-have been, in short, urged to do and think in excess of what has settled and 
sedimented-my intention here is not to respond directly or in opposition to G 
Patterson (2018). A forewarning, of sorts: this will not follow the template of 
commenting upon, agreeing and disagreeing with the precipitating essay with the 
aim of some kind of dialogic culmination into gendered enlightenment. My 
intention, instead, is in effect to swerve, not away from but in skirting asymptotic 
parallel to Patterson's (2018) incisive meditation. By way of an immersion in the 
edification of Black Feminist Theorizing and Trans Studies (intentionally 
distinguished here from Transgender Studies), what I will offer is perhaps a 
different way to think about how we subjectivate ourselves, and in particular how 
we find coalitional affiliation, how we find kinfolk, based primarily on those 
otherwise modes of subjectivation. 

I begin, however, with two thinkers who are not "properly" within either of the 
aforementioned fields: Judith Butler (Olson & Worsham, 2000) and Cathy Cohen 
(1997). The former refuses to allow one's putatively immutable and transparent 
identity to be the end of politics; rather, the political efficacy that erupts from these 
identificatory margins is affixed to "their aberrant relation to the norm" (Olson & 
Worsham, 2000, p. 754). The latter, relatedly, defines queerness not solely in terms 
of sexuality or gender identity, but as a political modality wherein "one's relation to 
power, and not some homogenized identity, is privileged in determining one's 
political comrades," and is "inclusive of all those who stand on the outside of the 
dominant constructed norm of state-sanctioned white middle- and upper-class 
heterosexuality" (Cohen, 1997, p. 438, 441). This relocation of sexual 
minoritarianism and queerness is what I am most interested in. I want to sashay, if 
you will, toward locating queerness and transness in excess of determined criteria of 
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physiognomy, in excess of the visually legible, and more in movement in subversion 
of hegemonic power via various identity vectors. 

It may be that I wish to very timidly eschew the assumption of a clear distinction 
between cisgender and transgender, especially considering the "gender trouble" 
Black women and those who deploy the troubling fissure of Black feminism cause 
to understandings of gender (which is to contentiously ask, Are Black women 
absorbed, ever, into the fold of cis womanhood; might cis womanhood be 
predicated on the symbolic integrity of Whiteness?) (Gossett, 2016). Because, C. 
Riley Snorton (2017, p. 175) argues, "There is a growing consensus in transgender 
studies that trans embodiment is not exclusively, or even primarily, a matter of the 
materiality of the body," because there are "other ways to be trans," transness 
becomes a facilitator of other way-ness, a mobile roguishness that moves in the 
subversive underbelly of normativity. 

Ifwe concede, as Snorton (2017, p. 2) alludes to, that one's gender, and in this case 
we might say the transness of one's gender, one's trans/gender-one's (trans)gender 
or one's trans(gender)-should not "in this instance (or any, for that matter) ... be 
adjudicated by making recourse to the visual," we are tasked with locating it 
elsewhere. Following Butler (Olson & Worsham, 2000) and Cohen (1997), then, 
that elsewhere location might prickily express itself in the aberrance and subversive 
relation to normativity. To do trans and transed gender, which is, multiplicitously, 
how gender always manifests, is always a criminal commitment to deviancy. Indeed 
it may not be what is understood as wholesale and final, as in the case with more 
legible corporeal acts indexing transgender and -sexuality (e.g. gender confirmation 
surgery), which themselves are not to be written off as insignificant. It remains, 
though, that these aberrant expressions that do not adhere to the typical trajectories 
of transgender can and do have trans effects. 

So what I am swerving toward is the transness of the co-conspirators, to use the 
deeply apt and perfect phrase that Patterson (2018) gives us here, referencing less 
(though not to the exclusion of) the state of being transgender and more the 
processual movement in excess of normative gendered circumscriptions, the escape 
from (gendered) given ontologies. Do not misunderstand me, y'all; I know, believe 
me, please, that those of trans experience as it bears on their nonnormative genders 
experience some shit: invalidation of their legal documents, violent expulsion from 
the "wrong" bathroom, humiliating surveillance going through airport security, 
fatal encounters with intimate partners only to be trivialized and justified with 
"trans panic" defenses, housing discrimination, misgendering, etc. etc. etc. It's real 
out here. I do not intend to invalidate these, only to overlap them, or rather 
capaciously open them up into realms in which others experience and index the 
worked relation to power referenced here. In other words, this is to say that the 
subjective nexus of Black and woman, for example, irrespective of an identified 
trans gender, also experiences the surveillance and invasion of their bodies going 
through airport security (e.g. hair searches), expulsion from bathrooms, 1 housing 
discrimination, and historical invalidation of their "womanhood." As Shaadi 
1 In 2007 Kadijah Farmer, a cisgender Black lesbian, was thrown out of a bathroom in the 
Caliente Cab restaurant in New York City. Both a patron and the bouncer refused to believe 
Farmer was a woman. 
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Devereaux (2014) writes, 

... black womanhood is inherently viewed as drag performance .... The 
assumption is always that Black women are all imitating "true women" ... 
We tend to overlook this in how we view what it means to be trans and 
cis ... and who has access to narratives of womanhood. 

In short, yes, there are other, unexpected ways to be and feel trans and transed 
experience by those who might not be transgender. 

I am, perhaps without right, seeking to open up transness through its analytic 
capaciousness. If Patterson (2018) uses the metaphor of the house, that 
Transgender Studies is the house belonging to people who are actually transgender 
and cis researchers are only guests in this house, my curiosity stems from my 
understanding that perhaps transness exceeds housedness; perhaps transness, as 
indexed by, but not reducible to, Transgender Studies, marks the limits of being
housed, marks, in fact, what Jack Halberstam (2013, p. 7) calls "the wild beyond." I 
am offering, as humbly as possible, a refutation of positionality as static and 
transparent. This is to say, contra Patterson (2018) (though I surely get the 
sentiment behind their claim), that some transgender people do have the "luxury" 
of walking away from the discursive mess that no doubt a whole bunch of cis folks 
created; that the heft in transness comes from the refusal to be a good and proper 
subject-and such is a volatile subjectivity that flits and flickers between positions, 
is deployed and enacted. The eruptive work we want our politics and political co
conspirators to do is an enactment in excess of a corporeal and experiential state. 
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.... 1-------®® 
My sincere thanks to G for writing this provocation essay and the opportunity to 
respond to their thoughts on, what one might call, the ethics of trans* studies 
(Patterson, 2018). In this paper, I want to take G's views further, particularly by 
considering a recent blog post on Feminist Philosophers. I like to be up front in my 
work on what I think: it's time for a moratorium on cisgender contributions to 
trans* studies and trans* scholarship. For how long will depend on contingent 
factors of trans* scholarship by trans* persons, and time for cis people to absorb our 
work more, because right now that's not happening. 

I could talk about a recent infamous article in the flagship feminist philosophy 
journal Hypatia, but I think that would unduly give more visibility to what I think is 
an abhorrent piece of scholarship. So instead, I'm going to focus on a feminist 
philosophy blog post that is indicative of the larger problem of cis scholars who dip 
their toes into trans* studies and make a mess of things. Here's how the Feminist 
Philosophers May 17, 2018, post 'Talking About Talking," by "Prof. Manners," 
opens: 

There have been a few essays and commentaries of late about the 
difficulties in dialogues within feminism surrounding trans issues. All I'm 
about to say should be prefaced by acknowledging my lack of expertise or 
even good acquaintance in trans issues. I am not up to speed on the 
philosophical literature, nor am I up to speed on how all the 
conversational dynamics play out in less formal dialogues (e.g., I don't use 
Twitter, but gather that this is a veritable hellscape of human misery where 
these conversations are concerned). My only reason for posting concerns 
the meta-level talk about talking happening as an offshoot of the core 
debates. 

She then proceeds to quote, approvingly, a recent article by a trans-exclusionary 
feminist about how, effectively, people are afraid to broach discussions on whether 
trans women are really women. 1 I refuse to cite it, since doing so would amplify 
trans-antagonistic voices. Implicit in the paper is that it is cisgender people (and 

'The article in question is spectacularly poor scholarship. It purposefully ignores decades of 
research by trans* scholars. For a fantastic overview, see the blog post by Bettcher (2018). See 
also Mollica (2018). 

Rachel V. McKinnon (PhD, University of Waterloo, 2012) is assistant professor of 
philosophy at the College of Charleston. McKinnon is author of The Norms of Assertion 
(Macmillan, 2015) and more than two dozen peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles and 
book chapters. She is currently working on advancing trans athlete rights. 
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women, most prominently) who are "afraid." 

My initial reaction was: "W oah, let me stop you right there." Let me paraphrase the 
opening paragraph of the post: 'I don't know much about trans* issues, and I don't 
understand the pragmatic stakes of having debates about these issues ... but here we 
go, whee!' This is a spectacular failure of feminist praxis, but it also serves as an 
excellent demonstration of why trans* people are so cispicious of cis people's 
engagement in trans* issues. ("Cispicious" is perhaps my new favourite term, next 
to "sea-Honing" that I learned this year.) 2 

'Prof. Manners' probably shouldn't have written her post in the first place, but I 
think it's clearer that we should be deeply cispicious of anyone who writes an 
opening paragraph like that and then keeps going. It's a spectacular failure of a 
central feature of feminist thought: standpoint epistemologies. 3 Central to these 
epistemologies are three related theses: situated knowledge thesis, privilege thesis, 
and achievement thesis. The situated knowledge thesis is implicit in G's opening 
paragraph: positionality matters to what we know. We are not abstract disembodied 
minds (as Cartesians would like us to think). The privilege thesis is that those with 
relevant intersectional (and especially multimarg) identities have better epistemic 
access to oppression of those identities. Finally, the achievement thesis is that we 
don't get any of this identity-oppression related knowledge for free: we come to this 
knowledge by struggling against systems of oppression. 

One failing I find in many who seem to endorse some version of standpoint 
epistemology is that they forget that the privilege thesis has a converse implication: 
while it might be easier for a trans* person to come to understand the oppressive 
consequences of debating the legitimacy of trans* identities, it's harder for cis 
people to come to this knowledge! Unfortunately, too often cis scholars want to 
wade into trans* topics because they're very trendy at the moment: trans* lives are 
at the forefront of the cultural consciousness in many countries. And that's great! 
But it carries with it the risk of cis voices speaking up, not listening, and drowning 
out the trans* voices, further exacerbating marginalization. 4 

What I see is, effectively, engagement with trans* issues as hot takes by cis scholars. 
Google defines a hot take as: "a piece of commentary, typically produced quickly in 
response to a recent event, whose primary purpose is to attract attention." This is 
apt. Many cis voices want to engage in debating Jong-standing and much-discussed 
issues in trans* studies without doing their homework. The paper 'Prof Manners' is 
discussing bemoans that academic scholarship isn't taking up questions about what 
it means to be a woman and whether policies based on 'self-identification' are 
ultimately harmful to (cis) women. Well, this could only be true if one ignores 
decades of trans* studies scholarship by trans* authors. 5 And even when cis scholars 

2 For "sea-Honing," see David Malki's (2014) comic. My thanks to Silas (2014) for, as far as I 
know, coining the term cispicious. 

3 I explain standpoint epistemologies, and apply it to the epistemology of gender transitions, 
in McKinnon (2015). 

4 For a discussion of practices of silencing, quieting, and epistemic violence, see Dotson 
(2011). A good example of this in cis erasure of trans* voices is explained in George (2017). 
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do read some trans* work, it's usually a tiny, non-representative selection. But 
fucking it up doesn't harm the cis scholars: their lives aren't up for debate. Their 
right to exist in public spaces, let alone their safety, isn't in jeopardy. But trans* lives 
are. This is prevalent in cis involvement in trans* studies. I focused on a blog post 
because it's indicative of more formal scholarship, while avoiding giving such 
articles increased attention and, worse, increased citations. 

Insofar as cis engagement with trans* lives and issues are effectively hot takes, it's 
time for cis folks to sit down. Let the trans* voices speak. Listen. Listen for a long 
time. We've got this. It's hard to put away the cis entitlement to participate. Recall 
standpoint epistemology: trans* voices have lived trans* oppression. We're better 
situated to figure this out. We don't need you (and you're making a mess of things!) 
... right now. Not yet. Moreover, odds are very high that we've already encountered 
your fresh hot take before, and dealt with it in our work multiple times. Your hot 
take isn't new to us. (Oh and lest my plea be dismissed as bitter, most of my best 
friends are cis!) 
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