CHAPTER 1

AN INTRODUCTION TO TRANSGENDER
TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Foundations of o Hovement

Because “rransgender” is a word that has come into widespread use only
in the past couple of decades, its meanings are still under consrrucrion,
1 use it in this book to refer o people who move away from the gender
they were assigned at birth, people who cross over (#275-) the boundaries
constructed by their culture to define and conrain that gender. Some
people move away from their birth-assigned gender because they feel
strongly that they properly belong to another gender in which it would
be berter for them to live; others want to strike ourt roward some new
location, some space not yet clearly defined or concretely occupied;
still others simply feel the need to get away from the conventional
expectations bound up with the gender that was inidally pur upon
them. In any case, it is the movement across a socially imposed boundary
away from an unchosen starting place—rather than any particular
destination or mode of transition—thar best characterizes the concept
of “transgender” that I want to develop here.

Most often, transgender-related ropics have been written about as
personal issues—something that an individual experiences inwardly
and works to bring into social reality by sharing it with others. There
are many aurobiographies of people who have “changed sex” and an
increasing number of self-help guidebooks for people contemplaring
such a change. There are now a lot of good documentary films and
television shows about transgender people—as well asalot of exploitative

or sensationalistic mass media representations—the vast majority of
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which focus on the miumphs and cribuladons of particular individuals.
There is also an extensive medical and psychological literature that treats
transgender phenomena as a persenal (and pathological) deviation from
social norms of healthy gender expression. This bool takes a different
approach to transgender topics from all those mentoned above. It
~ focuses instead on the collective political history of transpender social
change activism in the United Stares—that is, on efforts to make it
easier and safer and more acceptable for the people who need to cross
gender boundaries wo be able to do so. If's not designed, however, to
be a comprehensive account of transgender history. The goals are to
provide a basic chronelogy fram the nineteenth cenrury to the tweney-
first, and to focus on a number of key events or persenalities that help
link rransgender history to the history of minority movements for
sacial change, vo the history of sexuality and gender, and to feminist
thoughr and politcs.

Bacle in the 1970s, the feminist movemnent tossed around the slogan
“The personal is political.” Most feminists back then were critical of
transgender pracrices such as cross-dressing, taking hormones to change
the pendered appearance of the body, having genital or chest surgery, or
living as a member of a gender other than one’s birth-assigned gender.
They considered such practices to he “personal solutions” to the inner
experience of distress about experiencing pender-based oppression—
thar is, they thought thar a female-bodied person passing as a man
was just trying to escape the poor pay (or no pay) of “women’s work”
or to move about more safely in a world that was hostile to women; a
feminine male-bodied person, they thoughr, should work for the social
acceptability of sissies and be proudly effeminate instead of pretending
to be a “normal” woman, or a “real” one. Feminism, on the ather hand,
aimed to systemacically dismande the social structures thar created
gender-based oppression in the first place and that made women
the “second sex.” Mainstream feminism wanted to raise women’s
consciousnesses about their own private suffering by grounding that
experience in a political analysis of the caregorical oppression of all

women. It wanred to offer men an education in feminist values in order
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to eradicare the sexism and misogyny they (knowingly or unknowingly)
directed at women. Feminism was, and sdll is, 2 movement to change
the world for the better.

One of the goals of this book is to situate transgender social change
activism within an expanded feminist framework. Doing so requires us
to think in different ways about Aow the personal is political, and about
what constitutes gender-based oppression. Transgender feminism,
though it has its roots in the feminist radicalism of the late 1960s, is part
of what is sometimes now known as the third wave of feminism (the first
wave of feminism focused on dress reform, access to education, polirtical
equality, and, above all, suffrage in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries; the second wave, also known as the women’s mavement of
the 1960s and '70s, addressed a wide range of issues, including equal
pay, sexual and reproductive freedom, recognition of women’s unpaid
work in the household, better media representarions of women, and
rape and domestic violence). Third wave feminism has been, in parr,
a generational response o some of the perceived shortcomings of the
secand wave, particularly the tendency of second wave feminists o
overlook differences among women in their eagerness ro see “woman”
as a unifying political category. Third wave feminism has been more
attuned to the intersections of race, class, and sexualiey within gender
and more receptive to critical and theoretical work in gender studies
that calls into question the usefulness of “woman” as the foundation
of all feminist politics. Contemporary transgender movements for
social change draw on many of the insights and critiques of third wave
feminism.

A feminism thatr makes room for rransgender people still fights to
dismantle the structures that prop up gender as a system of oppression,
but it does so without passing moral judgment on people who feel
the need to change their birth-assigned gender. To reevaluate the
relationship between transgender and feminist polirics, it is essential
to acknowledge that how each of us experiences and underseands our
gender identity—our sense of being a man or 2 woman or something
that resists those rerms—really is a very idiosyncratic personal marter. It
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is something prior to, or underlying, our political actions in the world
and not in itelf a reflection of our political beliets. Nontransgender
people, after all, think of themselves as having a gender, or being a
gender, and nobody asks them to defend che policical correctness of
their “choice” in the matter or thinks thar their having a sense of being
gendered somehow compromises or invalidates their other values and
commitments. Being transgendered is like being gay—some people are
just “that way,” though most people aren’t. We can be curious about
why some people are gay or transgendered, and we can propose all

kinds of theories or tell lots of interesting srories about how ic's possible
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to be transgendered, but uldmately we simply need 1o accept that some
minor fraction of the popularion {perhaps including ourselves) simply
is “that way.”

Because members of minority groups are, by definition, less
common than members of their corresponding majority groups,
members of minorities often experience discrimination and prejudice.
Society tends to be organized in ways that (either deliberately or
unintentionally) favor the majority; ignorance or misinformarion
abour a less common way of being in the world can perperuare harmful
stereotypes and mischaracterizations. People wha feel the need ro resisr
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their birth-assigned gender or to live as 2 member of another gender
have tended to encounter significant forms of discrimination and
prejudice—even religious condemnarion. Because most people have
great difficulty recognizing the humanity of another person if they
cannot recognize thar person’s gender, the gender-changing person can
evoke in others a primordial fear of monstrosity; or loss of humanness.
Thar gut-level fear can manifest itself as hatred, outrage, panic, or
disgust, which may then translate into physical or emotional violence
directed against the person who is perceived as not-quite-human.
Such people are often shunned and may be denied such basic needs as
housing or employment. Within modern bureaucratic society, many
kinds of routine administrative procedures make life very difficulc for
people who cross the social boundaries of their birch-assigned genders.
Birth certificates, school and medical records, professional credentials,
passports, driver’s licenses, and other such documents provide a
composite portrait of each of us as a person with a parricular gender,
and when these records have noticeable discrepancies or omissions, all
kinds of problems can resule—inability to marry, for example, or to
cross national borders, or qualify for jobs, or gain access to needed
social services, or secure legal custody of one’s children. Because
transgender people typically lack the same kind of support that fully
accepted members of society automatically expec, they may be more
likely to engage in risky or harmful behaviors and consequently may
wind up having more health problerms or trouble with the law—which
only compounds their already considerable difficulties.

In the United States, members of minority groups often try to
oppose or change discriminatory practices and prejudicial arcitudes by
banding together o offer one another murual support, to voice their
issues in public, to raise money to imprave their collective lot in [ife,
to form organizations thac address cheir specific unmet needs, or to
participate in electoral politics or lobby for the passage of protective
legislation. Some engage in more radical or militant kinds of activism.
Seme members of the minority group make art or write literarure
thar changes the way others think of them and the issues they face.
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Some do the intellectual and theoretical work of analyzing the roots
of their particular forms of social oppression and devising straregies
and policies chat will bring about a better future. Others direct their
attention toward promoting self-acceprance and a sense of self-worth
among members of the minority community who have internalized
disempowering attitudes or beliefs about their difference from the
dominant majority. In short, a multidimensional activist movement
for social change often begins to take shape. Just such a movement to
address transgender-related social justice issues developed in the United
States in the decades after World War II.

Terms and Definitions

Before moving on to a discussion of that history, however, it would be
worthwhile to spend a little time defining some of the commeon terms,
concepts, and assumptions that I will be using throughout this bool.
Because transgender issues touch on fundamental questons of human
existence, they talee us into areas that we rarely consider carefully;
usually, we simply experience these things without thinking abour
them too much—as we do with gravicy, for example, or breathing,
In the everyday course of events, most people have no reason to ask
questions such as “What makes a man 2 man, or a woman a woman?”
or “How is my body related to my social role?” or even “How do I
lnow what my gender is?” Rather, we just go abour our everyday
business without cause to question the unexamined assumptions that
form part of our working reality. But gender, like gravity or breathing,
is a really complicated topic when you start taking it apart and breaking
it down—as the following terms and definitions artest. In offering
these handy thumbnail sketches of how I use certain key concepts, 1
nevertheless hope ro complicate how we understand them and to begin
introducing some of the arguments thar will play themselves out in the

chapters ahead.

Sex: Sex is not the same as pender, although many people use the
terms interchangeably in everyday speech. Sex is generally considered
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biological, and gender is generally considered culrural (alchough that
understanding is changing too). The words “male” and “female” refer
to sex. Sex refers to reproductive capacity or porential-—wherher an
individual body produces one or the other of the two specialized cells
{egg or sperm) necessary for our species to physically reproduce itself.
Sperm producers are said to be of the male sex, and egg producers are
said to be of the female sex. This should not be taken to mean that there
are only two kinds of bodies (male and female) or that all bodies are
either ane or the other of only two possible kinds of bodies. Bodies that
mix physical characteristics of male or female, of which there are many
different varieries, are said to be intersex (defined below). The sex status
of any particular body is determined generically, predominantly by the
parts of the genes called the chromosomes (which have been given the
identifying labels X and Y). The genetic or chromosomal sex of the
body cannar (or ar least cannot yet) be changed. In the contemporary
Unired States, it is still widely believed that gender (defined below) is
also determined by physical sex—meaning that a person with a male
body is automatically considered a man and a person with a female body
is auromarically considered a woman—hence the common tendency to
use the words “sex” and “gender” interchangeably. Some transgender
people share this belief and assume that their need to cross gender
boundaries has a physical, sex-linked cause, Other transgender people
understand their sense of being transgendered to be entirely unrelated
to biological sex differences and 1o be related instead to psychological
and cultural processes. As mentioned abave, it's possible to spin many

different theories about why transgender people exisr.

intersex: Typically, being an egg-producing body or a sperm-producing
body carries with it a number of related physical traits. Egg-producing
bodies tend to have a uterus where the fused egg/sperm cells grow into
new individuals, and they also tend to have milk-producing glands that
provide nourishment for the young. Sperm-producing bodies rend to
have a penis, which is useful for delivering the sperm to the uterus.
These are, however, only the most common ways that natural selecrion
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has organized the reproductive anatomy of human bodies. When an
ege and sperm cell come together, their chromosomes can combine in
patterns (called “karyotypes”) other than the two that result in typical
male (XY} or typical female (XX) body types. Some genetic irregularities
cause 1 body that is generically XY (male) o look female at birth. Some
bodies are born with genitals thar look like a mixrure of typically male
and cypically female shapes. Some genetically female bodies (XX) are
born without vaginas, wombs, or ovaries. All of these variations on the
most typical organization of human reproductive anatomy—along with
many, many more—are called “intersex” condidons (and used to be
called hermaphrodidsm). Some intersex people now prefer the medical
term “DSD” (for Disorders of Sexual Development) o describe their
sex status, buc others reject this term as unduly pathologizing. Inrersex
conditions are far more commeoen than most people realize; reliable
estimates put the number at about one in two thousand births. Some
transgender people wha think their desire to cross gender boundaries
has a biological cause consider themselves to have an intersex condition
(current theories favor sex-linked neurclogical differences in the brain).
Politically and sociologically, however, the transgender and intersex
activist communities are quite different. Intersex activism, which
will be discussed only tangendally in this book as it rouches upon
transgender issues, rends to focus on ending the pracrice of perfotming
“normalization” surgery on infants born with noticeably ambiguous

genitals; cransgender people are righdy considered wo face different
kinds of problems with the medical establishment.

Morphology: Unlike genetic sex, a person’s morphology, or the shape
of the body that we typically associate with being male or female, can
be modified in some respects—through surgery, hormones, exercise,
clothing, and other methods. A typical adult male body shape is o
have external genitalia (penis and testicles), a flat chest (no breasts),
and a narrow pelvis. A typical female bady shape is to have a vulva,
a clitoris, breasts, and a broad pelvis. Morphology also refers to such
aspects of body shape as the size of the hips relative to the waist, the

J
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breadth of the shoulders relarive o heighr, the thickness of the limbs,
and other gender-signifying features.

Secondary sex characteristics: Cerain physical traits tend to be associated
with genetic sex or reproductive potential, such as skin texture, body fat
distribution, parterns of hair growth, or relative overall body size. Many
of these physical traits are the effects of varying levels of hormones,
the "chemical messengers” such as estropen and testosterone thar are
produced by various endocrine glands throughout the body. Adjusting
a person’s hormone levels can change some (bur not all) sex-linked
traits. Secondary sex characteristics constirute perhaps the most socially
significant part of morphology—taken together, they are the bedily

[ -
“signs” thar others read 1o guess ar our sex, arrribute gender to us, and

assign us to the social category they understand to be most appropriate
for us. Secondary sex characteristics are the aspect of our badies that

Anonymons male  cross-dreser at Caa bad, or right or wrong, depending on
Susanne, a privase resort for cross-dressers in. how or why one does it. Everything
New Yorks Catskill Mountains from the late
19505 until the early 1960s.

we all manipulate in an attempr to
communicate to others our own sense of
who we feel we are—whether we wear
clothing with a necldine that emphasizes
our cleavage, or whether we allow hair
stubble to be visible on our faces. In this
sense, all human bodies are modified
bodies; all are shaped according to
cultural practices. Shaping the body to
represent oneself ro others is such an
important part of human culture chat
its virtually impossible to practice any
kind of body modification withour other
members of saciety having an opinion

about whether the pracrice is good or

from cutting one’s nails to cutting off
one’s leg falls somewhere on a spectrum
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of moral or ethical judgment. Consequently, many members of society
have scrong feelings and opinions about transgender body modification

practices.

Gender: Gender is not the same as sex, though the two terms are
often used interchangeably, even in technical or scholarly literature,
creating a great deal of confusion. Gender is generally considered to be
culrural, and sex, biological (though contemporary theories posit sex
as a cultural category as well). ‘The words “man” and “woman” refer to
gender. No one is born a woman or a man—rather, as the saying goes,
“one becomes one” through a complex process of socialization. Gender
is the social organization of different kinds of bodies into different
categories of people. (The English word “gender” is derived from genre,
meaning “kind” or “type”). Historically and cross-culturally, there have
been many different systems of organizing people into genders. Some
cultures, including many Native American cultures, have had three or
four social genders. Some arribute social gender to the work people
do rather than to the bodies they live in. In some cultures people can
change their social gender based on dreams or visions. In some they
change it with a scalpel. The important chings to bear in mind are that
gender is historical (it changes through time), that it varies from place
to place and culture to culture, and that it is contingent (it depends on
a lot of different and seemingly unrelated things coming tagether). This
takes us into one of the central issues of wransgender politics—thar the
sex of the body does noc bear any necessary or deterministic relationship
to the social categary in which thar body lives. This assertion, drawn
from the observation of human social variability, is political precisely
because it contradicts the common belief thar whether a person is a
man or a woman in the social sense is fundamentally determined by
the sex of the body. It’s political in the additional sense that how a
society organizes its members into categories based on their unchosen
physical differences is never politically neutral. One of the main
points of feminism is that societies tend to be organized in ways thar
are more exploitative of female bodies than of male bodies, Without
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disagreeing with that basic insight, a transgender perspective would
also be sensitive to an additional dimension of gender oppression—
that our culture today tries 1o reduce the wide range of livable body
types into two and only two genders, one of which is subject to grearer
social control than the other, with both genders being based on genital
sex. Lives that do not conform to this dominant pattern are generally
treated as human garbage. Breaking apare the forced unity of sex and
gender, while increasing the scope of livable lives, is an important goal

of transgender feminism and social justice activism.

Gender role: An increasingly ourdared term in contemporary society, but
one that nevercheless continues to surface in pernicious ways, “gender
role” refers to social expectations of proper behavior and activities for
a member of a particular gender. It's where stereotypes come from. Ie
is the social script that says a man should be a doctor and a woman
should be a nurse, thar a2 woman should be a flight attendant and a
man should be a pilot, that mothers should stay at home with their
children and fathers should have steady jobs outside the home. While
it is certainly possible to live a happy and fulfilled life by choosing
to do things char are socially conventional (such as being a stay-at-
home moem), gender roles tell us that if we don't perform the prescribed

expectations, we are failing to be proper women or men,

Gender comportment: We perform our social gender through our gender
comportment, bodily actions such as how we use our voices, cross our
legs, hold our heads, wear our clothes, dance around the room, throw
a ball, wall in high hecls. These are things that each of us learns to
do during the course of our lives by watching and mirroring others
with whom we identity, as well as by being subtly (or not so subtly)
disciplined by other members of our society (particularly by our
families) when we perform the “wrong” thing or perform the “right”
thing poorly.

AN IKTRODUCTION TO TRANSGENDER

Gender identity: Each person has a subjecrive sense of fitwith a particular
gender category; this is one’s gender identity, For most people, there
is a sense of congruence berween the category onc has been assigned
to and trained in, and what one considers oneself to be. Transgender
people demonsirate that this is not always the case—that it is possible
to form a sense of oneself as not like other members of the gender one
has been assigned ro, or 1o think of oneself as properly belonging to
another gender category. Many people who have never experienced a
sense of gender incongruence doubrt that transgender people can really
experience this, and transgender people who experience it often have a
hard time explaining to others what this feels like. One’s gender identiry
could perhaps best be described as how one feels about being referred
to by a particular pronoun. How gender identity develops in the first
place and how gender identities can be so diverse are hotly debared
topics that go straight into the controversies abour nature versus
nurture and biological determinism versus culrural conseruction. Some
people think thar transgender feclings are caused by inborn physical
characteristics; others think that they are caused by how children are

raised or by the emotional dynamics in their families.

Gender identity disorder: Feelings of unhappiness or distress about the
incongruence beeween the gender-signifying parts of one’s body, one’s
gender identity, and one’s social gender (a condition sometimes called
“gender dysphoria™) are officially classified by medical and psychiatric
professionals in the United States as a mental illness known as Gender
Identity Disorder, or GID. GID is very controversial within transgender
communities. Some people resent having their sense of gender labeled
as a sickness, while others tale grear comfort from believing they have a
condirion that can be cured with proper treatment. Generally, a person
who wants to use hormones and surgery to change his or her gender
appearance, or who wanus o change his or her legal or bureaucratic sex,
has to be diagnosed wich GID. This requires a psychological evaluation
and a period of living in the desired gender role before access is granted

13
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to medical treatments, which then allow for a legal change in gender
status. Some transgender people question why gender change needs
to be medicalized in the first place, while others argue thar they

should have access to healthcare services without having their need

to do so be considered pathelogical. In spite of its being an official
psychopathology, “treatments” for GID are not covered by health

insurance in the United States because they are considered “elective,”
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“cosmetic,” or even “experimental.” This is a truly inexcusable double
bind—if being transgendered is not considered psychoparhological,
it should be delisted as a mental disorder; if it is to be considered
psychopathological, its treatment should be covered as a legitimate
healthcare need. The status of GID and the rationale for rransgender
access to healthcare raise important questions about the U.S. healthcare
industry more generally, and about the increasingly powerful ways that
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medicine and science define our bodies and lives. Struggles revolving
around GID form an important part of transgender political history

and contemporary acrivism.

Sexality: What we find erotic and how we rake pleasure in our bodies
constitute our sexuality. For most of us, chis involves using our sex
organs (genitals), bu sexuality can involve many body parts or physical
actividies, as well as the erotic use of objects. Sexuality describes how
(and with whom) we act on our erotic desires. Sexuality is analytically
distinct from gender bur intimately bound with it, like two lines on a
graph that have ro intersect. The most common terms we use to label
or classify our erotic desires depend on identifying the gender of the
. petson toward whom our desire is direcred: “hererosexual” (toward a
member of another gender), “homaosexual” (toward a member of the
same gender), “bisexual” (toward a member of any gender). These
terms also depend on our understanding of our own gender—/bomo-
and /etero- make sense only in relation to a gender they are the “same
as” or “different from.” We can also be “asexual” (not expressing erotic
desire for 2nyone} or “autosexual” {taling pleasure in our own bodies
racher than in interacting with athers). Because many tansgender
people don fit into other people’s sexual orientation categories (or
because they don't have a clear sense themselves of where they mighe fit
in), there is a relatively high proportion of asexuality and aurosexuality
in transgender populations. Some people are specifically attracted
to wansgender people. A transgender person may be of any sexual

orientation, just like a nontransgender person.

Transvestite: This is an old word, coined in 1910 by the German
sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld. He used it to describe “the erotic urge
for disguise,” which is how he understood the motivatian that led some
people to wear clothing generally associated with a social gender acher
than the one assigned to them ar birth. For Hirschfeld, “cransvestites”
were one of many differenc types of “sexual intermediaries,” including
homosexuals and hermaphrodites, who occupied a spectrum between
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“pure male” and “pure female.” Inicially, this term was used in much
the way that “ransgender” (see below) is used now, to convey the sense
of 2 wide range of gender-variant idencities and behaviors. During the
course of the last century, however, to the extent that it has not fallen
entirely our of favor, it refers primarily co people who wear gender-
atypical clothing but do not engage in other kinds of body modificarion.
Tt usually refers to men rather than women and usually carries with it

the association of cross-dressing for erotic pleasure.
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Popular opinion in the nineteentl century sometimes linked feminist dress reform
activisny with cros-gender dressing,

Cross-dresser: A term intended as a nonjudgmental replacement for
“cransvestire,” it is usually considered to be neutrally descriptive of the
practice of wearing gender-arypical clothing rather than associating
that practice with an erotic impulse. The practice of cross-dressing can
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have many meanings and motivations: Besides being a way to resist
or move away from an assigned social gender, it could be a theatrieal
practice (either comic or dramaric), part of fashion or politics (such
as the pracrice of women's wearing pants once was), part of religious
ceremonies, or part of celebrating public festivals and holidays (such as
Mardi Gras, Carnival, or Halloween).

Tianssexunl: Another term sometimes traced to Magnus Hirschfeld,
it typically refers to people who feel a strong desire to change their
sexual morphology in order to live entirely as permanent, full-time
members of the gender other than the one they were assigned to
at birth. The term was used in the tide of a 1949 article by D. O.
Caldwell, “Psychopathia Transexualis,” but it was popularized by Dr.
Harry Benjamin in the 1950s and became widely known as a result
of the spectacular publicity given to the 1952 surgical “sex change” of
Christine Jorgensen, a former photographer and film editor from the
Bronx whose genital conversion operation made headlines around the
world. The term “transsexual” was introduced to draw a distinceion
berween those “transvestites” who sought medical interventions to
change their physical bodies (that is, their “sex™) and those who merely
wanted to change their gendered clothing (the “vestments™ in the root
of “wransvestite”). Historically, the practice of transsexuality has involved
surgical modification of the reproductive organs and chest, hormone
use to change secondary sex characreristics, and permanent removal of
facial and body hair for individuals moving from male embodiment
toward social womanhood. These medical procedures have then been
the basis for legal or bureaucraric changes in gender designation. More
recently, people who don't consider themselves to be transsexual have
increasingly started using these same body modificadion practices,
and they may do so wichout trying to change their legal gender. (For
example, a person born with a female body might use testosterone or
have mastectomies bur still live legally or socially as a woman with
traditionally masculine atrributes). The result of such practices is
another layer of human-generated complexity added on top of already

complicated biological sex differences and culrural gender categories.
The breakdown in familiar distincrions berween who is a transsexual
and who is not, and who (based on diagnosis with GID) is considered
an acceprable recipient of medicalized body modification procedures,
is another very hotly debated topic. The rapid evolution of new motives
for changing one’s embodiment (for example, a woman with a known
genetic risk for breast cancer opting for a “preventive” mastectomy, or
a professional athlete taking performance-enhancing drugs—neither

of whom may consider themselves transgendered, but who do some of
the same things to their bodies that transgender people do to theirs),
coupled with new biomedical possibilities for doing so, is part of what

drives the rapidly developing terminology in the transgender field.

Transgender: The key term around which this book revolves,
“transgender” has becomne widespread only in the last decade, although
the word has a longer history (which will be discussed in later
chapters). As noted at the beginning of this chaprer, the term implies
movement away from an inidally assigned gender position. It moest
generally refers to any and all kinds of variation from gender norms and
expectations. Of course, given that all gender, as defined above, varies
through place and time, defining “transgender” in this way inevitably
brings up the relared questions of “Which norms and expectations?”
and “Whose norms and expectations?” What counts as sransgender
.3.: varies as much as gender irself, and it always depends on historical
and cultural context. It seems safe to say that the difference berween
gender and transgender in any given situation, however, involves the
difference berween a dominant or common construction of gender and
" a marginalized or infrequent one. Recently, some people have begun
~ to use the term “transgender” to refer only to those who identify with
“"a gender other than the one they were assigned to at birth, and to use
_5 " other terms for people who seck to resist their birth-assigned gender
:_' ‘without abandoning it, or who seek to create some kind of new gender
location. This book uses “transgender” to refer to the widest imaginable

range of gender-variant practices and identities.
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Transman or transwoman: In cransgender communities, people
commonly use the words “transmen,” “rransgender men,” or
“rranssexual men” when they are talking about people who were born
with female bodies but consider themselves to be men and live socially
as men. Likewise, the words “transwomen,” “transgender women,”
or “transsexual women” refer to people born with male bodies who
consider themselves to be women and live socially as women. The
“man” and “woman” refer, in keeping with the definition of gender
given above, to the social category the person belongs to, not his or
her original biological sex. Pronoun use similarly refers ta social gender
and gender identity: “she” and “her” are appropriate for transgender
waomen, and “he” and *him” for transgender men. In a ot of medjical
licerature, especially older literarure, the reverse is often true. Docrors
and psychiatrists tend to use “transsexual male” to refer to transgender
women (and will often say “he™) and “transsexual female” to refer to
transgender men (and often say “she”). In keeping with more general
social eriquette, it’s considered polite to use the gender terms preferred
by the person to whom they refer,

Genderqueer: In the early 19905, some people started to use the word
“queer,” which had been a derogatory term for homosexuality, in a
positive way. Althouph it's now often used as a synonym for gay or
lesbian, the people who first reappropriated the term were trying to
find a way to talk about their opposition to heterosexual social norms
withour automatically assuming that meanc they were gay; “queer”
was less a sexual orientation than it was a political one, what the
“queer theorists” of the day called being “antiheteronormative” (a
term discussed more fully in chaprer 5). “Queer” is usually associated
with sexuality, but from the beginning a vocal minority insisted on
the imporrance of transgender and gender-variant practices for queer
politics. Many such peaple took to calling themselves “genderqueers.”
People who use “cransgender” to refer only to those kinds of people
who want to live in a gender other than the one assigned to them at
birth sometimes use “genderqueer” to mean the kinds of people who
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resist gender norms without “changing sex,” but this is not always

the case.

Alphaber sonp: A lot of acronyms are used by members of the T section
of the LGBTIQQA (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer,
questioning, and allies) community. MTF and FTM refes, respectively,
to “male-to-female” and “female-to-male,” indicating the direction of
gender crossing; it would be more accurare to tall about “male-to-
woman” or “female-to-man,” bur ¢he fact of the matter is that nobody
acrually says those things. (Some transgender people resent and resist
these “directional” labels, claiming they make about as much sense
as calling someone a “heterosexual-to-gay” man or “heterosexual-to-
lesbian”™ woman, and thar they serve only to marginalize transmen
and transwomen within the larger populations of other men and
women.) CD (or sometimes XD) means “cross-dressing.” TS refers
to a transsexual, who might be pre-op or post-op, or even no-ho
Ino-op (electing neither hormones nor surgery bur stll identifying as
a member of the gender he or she was not assigned to at birth). ATG
is “a transgender,” which, when used as an identity label rather than a
broadly deseriptive term, often refers to those who live permanently in
a social gender they were not assigned to at birth, might or might not
use hormones, might or might not have chest surgery, but who usually
don’t have genital surgery. The right term to use in reference to any
particular person really isn't in the eye of the beholder—ir's determined

by the person who applies it to him-, her-, or itself.

Gender-neutral pronouns: Given that the English language doesn't allow

us to refer to other individuals without gendering them (we have to

. choose berween “he,” “she,” or “it," with the lamer not considered

appropriate for reference to humans precisely because it doesn’t indicate

-a gender), some transgender people favor the use of newly coined,

. “gender-neutral” pronouns. They might use “ze” or “sie” in place of
" *he” or “she,” or the word “hir” instead of “his” or “her.” Somerimes,

*in writing, people will use the unpronounceable “s/he.” Appropriate
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usc of gender-neutral pronouns can be tricky. The pracrice often worls
well within transgender communities, where many people understand
what’s being said, bur it can get confusing for oursiders. Changes in
language structure usually happen very slowly and pronouns are among
the linguistic elements most resistant to change, so trying ta speed
up a change of usage can sometimes sound forced or strange. Some
transgender people—often those who have worked very hard to artain
a gender status other than the one assigned to them ar birch—take
offense when gender-neurral pronouns, rather than the appropriate
gendered ones, are applied to them because they perceive this usage as
a way thar others fail to acknowledge their artained gender.

Cisgender or cissexnal: Two other recently coined words that are gaining
a following are “cisgender” and “cissexual,” which some people prefer
to the words “nontransgendered” or “nontranssexual.” The prefix cis
means “on the same side as” (thar is, che opposite of fans). The idea
behind the terms is to resist the way thar “woman” or “man” can mean
“nontransgendered woman” or “nontransgendered man” by defaul,
unless the person’s transgender status is explicitly named; ie’s the same
logic that would lead somebody to prefer saying “white woman” and
“black woman” rather than simply using “woman” to describe a white
woman (thus presenting white as the norm) and “black woman”
to indicate a deviation from the norm. Similasly, “cisgendered” or
“cissexual” names the usually unstated assumption of nonuransgender

starus contained in the words “man” and “woman.”

Subcultural terms: In an important sense, all the terms mentioned in this
section on definitions are subcultural terms—words that originate and
circulare within a smaller subset of a larger culture. However, the terms
listed here are also the ones most often used by cultural elites, or within
mass media, or within powerful professions such as science and medicine
and academia. They are often derived from the experiences of white
transgender people. But there are hundreds, if not thousands, of other
specialized words related to the subject marter of this book thar could
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just as easily be listed in this section on terms and definitions. A number
of these words come out of gay and lesbian subcultures—for example,
“drag” (clothing associated with a particular gender or activiry, often worn
in a parodic, self-conscious, or theacrical manner); “drag king” and “drag
queen” (people who engage in cross-gender performance, either on the
stage or on the streer, usually in subcultural spaces such as gay-friendly
bars, nightclubs, neighborhaods, or commercial sex zones); “butch” (the
expression of traits, mannerisms, or appearances usually associared with
masculinity, particularly when expressed by lesbian women or gay men);
or “femme” (the expression of traits, mannerisms, or appearances usually
associated with femininity, particularly when expressed by lesbian women
or gay men). Many terms, such as “bulldagger” for a very butch woman,
originate in queer communities of color. The “house” subcultures of
many urban African American, Latino, and Asian American communities
(such as the ones represented in Jennie Livingston's film Paris Is Burning)
have large costume balls in which participants “walle the caregories,”
competing for best enactment of a muldtude of very highly stylized
gender caregories. Some words referring to practices or identities thar
are termed “transgender” in this book are culrurally or ethnically specific,
such as the bijrz in India, the Polynesian mabu, South American travests,
or Native American “two-spirit.” The seemingly inexhaustible global
catalog, of specialized terms for gender variety shows how impossible it
really is to group such a wide range of phenomena together under the
single term “transgender” without keeping thac word’s definition very

flexible and without paying close attention to who is using it to refer to

" whom, and for what reasons.

113 "
A final note on the use of the words “queer” and “rransgender

“throughout the text: Oddly enough, for somebody trained as a historian,
-1 somerimes use these words in ways that may sound anachronistic, One
= reason for doing so is simply siylistic—they are shorr, easily pronounced,
 familiar words that can serve as a shorthand for a more complicared idea

‘. +or identity or way of acting that would be cumbersome to spell out in

derail. But the other reason has to do with the kind of intellectual worl
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that I want these words to do. Sometimes I use “queer” to describe many
different kinds of people who come together in the same space or fora
common cause—for example, to protest discrimination aimed at drag
queens at Compton’s Cafeteria in 1966 (described in chaprer 3)—because
I don’t want to say “gay, leshian, bisexual, transgender, drag, and butch
individuals, along with male and female prostitutes who might well be
heterosexual” every time I need to refer to the group collectively. The
idea I'm trying to get across is that many different kinds of peaple might
in fact have something in common with one another in their opposition
to an oppressive situation. [ also want to avoid heading down the rabbit
hole of historical nit-picking. All of these terms have their histories,
which can bog down the storytelling, unless telling those histories is the

+ . point of the story. So T have chosen, in some instances, to just use the

word “queer” rather than split hairs about precisely which term would be
most accurate at any particular dme and place,

Likewise, I use the word “transgender” as a shorthand way of ralking
about a wide range of gender variance and gender atypicality in periods
before the word was coined, and I somerimes apply it to people who
mighe not apply it to themselves. Some butch women or queeny men
will say that they are not transgender because they do not want t
change sex. Some transsexuals will say that they are not transgender
because they do. There is no way of using the word that doesn’t offend
some people by including them where they don't wanr wo be included
or excluding them from where they do want to be included. And yer, I

still think the term is useful as a simple word for indicating when some

practice or identity crosses gender boundaries that are considered socially

normative in che contemporary United States. Calling all of these things
transgender is a device for telling 4 story about the political history of

gender variance that is not limited to any one particular experience.

Transgender Issues in the Spotlight

Why the current obsession with all things transgender, when transgender
phenomena seem to be a prety persistent part of human cultures across
time and around the world? Although the mass media have paid nonstop
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attention to transgender issues since ac least the 1950s, the past several
years certainly have witnessed a steady increase in transgender visibilicy,
and the trend has been toward increasingly positive representation. As
of late 2007, Googling “ransgender” retrieves roughly 7.3 million hits,
while “rranssexual” nets 6.4 million, “transvestite” gets 3.1 million,
and “drag queen” gets 1.9 million (“drag king” results in only abour
200,000 hits, roughly the same as “genderqueer”). Back in the 1950s,
Christine Jorgensen could generate millions of words of press coverage
simply for being transsexual, whereas now the contemporary media are
completely saturated with continual references to and representations
of transsexuality and other transgender phenomena—ecverything from
a teacher who changes sex on the animated cable television show
South Park to a Barbara Walters newsmagazine report on children who
transition at an early age to a segment of Larry King Live devoted to
“Transgender World™ to a Newsweek cover story on transgenderism.
What's all the fuss abour?

The contingency of gender, mendoned above, has to be tken

into consideration when answering chat question—a lot of culnural

trends, social conditions, and historical circumsrances have collided to

make “transgender” a hot ropic. Some people think that the numbers
of tansgender people are on the rise. Those who favor biological
theories point to environmental factors. Other ohservers insise thac
increased transgender visibility is just an ardfact of the Interner age—
not really a rise in prevalence, just a new way for previously isolated
and socially invisible people to link up and disseminate informarion
about themselves. Still others, of a particular religious frame of mind,
are keen ro interprer rampant transgenderism as a token of the moral
debauchery they believe will characterize the fast days of humanity on
earth before the Apocalypse.

The more secular minded point to the confluence of several other

contributing factors. Globalization brings us all into increasingly

. frequent and extensive contact with people from cubtures different from
~our own—including people who have different experiences of gender
-~ and sexuality. Among many politically progressive people, an emerging

%
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transnational perspective has sensitized those of us who live in the

United Srates to be more aware of how our foundational assumprions

abour what the world is like are just that—assumptions, and not always
true for other people. In feminist and gay movements, this trend has led
some people to rethink how feminist and gay politics can unwittingly
reproduce pender norms. As a result, transgender issues, which cafl

aur artention to otherwise invisible complexities of the gender system’s

operation, have come to be seen as cutting-edge coneerns for some gays,
lesbians, and feminists. Sociologically, transgender communities have
been coming into closer and closer alignment wich sexual minority
communities. This is due in part to the AIDS/HIV epidemic that began
in the 1980s (male-to-female rranssexuals of color have one of the highest
infection rates of any population in the world) and in part to the queer

movement in the 1990s, which worked to break down old divisions

berween sexual identity communities. It’s precisely because transgender
phenomena provide meaty evidence for contemporary debares abour
identity and community that wansgender issues have become an
increasingly studied topic in the humaniries and social sciences.

The current fascinadon with transgender also probably has

something to do with new ideas about how representation works in

the age of digital media. Back in the analog era, a represeniation (word,

image, idea) was commonly assumed to point to some real thing, the

same way a phorograph was an image produced by light bouncing off
a physical object and causing a chemical change on a piece of paper, or
the way a sound recording was a groove cut in a piece of vinyl by sound

waves produced by a musical instrument or a person’s voice. A person's

social and psychological gender was commeonly assumed to poinr 1o that

person’s biological sex in exactly the same way: Gender was considered a
representation of a physical sex. Bura digital image or sound is somerhing
else entirely. It’s unclear exactly how it’s related to the world of physical
objects. It doesn't point to some “real” thing in quite the same way, and
it might in fact be a complete fabrication buile up pixel by pixel or bit

by bit—Dbur a fabrication that nevertheless exists as an image or a sound
as real a§ any other. Transgender gender representation works the same
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way. For the generation that's grown up amid the trn-of-the-century
digital media and telecommunieations revoludon, transgender often just
makes sense intuitively. Its not as big a deal as it used to be, especially
in the big coastal cities, and thus mere people who feel led to follow the
transgender path do so, with fewer bad consequences.

Prabably half a dozen other things also figure into the equation.
The end of the Cold War ushered in an era when it became politically
imperative to think outside familiar binaries. It's not just East versus
West, communism versus capitalism anymore (however much the right
wing tries to create new dichotomies between Islam and the West);
transgender reflects a similar shift in thinking beyond the binaries of
“man” and “woman.” There was also that sense in the 1990s, so hard
to remember less than a decade later, that the calendar’s millennial
rollover into the twenty-first century meant we would soon be living
in “the future,” when everything would be different. Transgender came
to represent part of that future, where new biotechnology and medical
science promised to turn us all into human-machine hybrids.

Bur the reality, quite apart from science fiction fantasies, is that
biomedical technology really is fundamentally transforming the
conditions of human life on earth. Stop for 4 moment to reflect on
recent developments in reproductive technology: cloning, in vitro
fertilization, intrauterine surgeries, sperm and egg banking, nconatal
critical care, surrogacy, genetic engineering, gene therapy. As these and
other biomedical developments continue to coalesce, it appears that
we are on the verge of completely separaring biologjcal reproduction
(the functional reason for sexual difference) from the status of one's
social and psychological gender. That is a future radically different from
the whole of past human experience. Contemporary transgender issues
offer a window onto that coming world.

On @ Personal Note ...

On a gloriously sunny and unseasonably warm San Francisco afternoon
in June 2007, Lynnee Breedlove was onstage and working the crowd
gathered in Dolores Park ar the Fourth Annual Trans March and
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Rally—supposedly the largest public gathering to date of transgender
people, and friends, allies, supporters, lovers, and families. “How do you
tell the trannies from the genderqueers?” asked the former lead singer
of the legendary lesbian punk band Tribe 8 and author of the drug-
fueled bike messenger cult-novel-cum-underground movie Godspeed.
Breedlove waited a bear before delivering his punch line: “When you
ask the rrannies if they're a boy or girl, they answer ‘yes'; when you aslk
the genderqueers, they answer ‘ne.”

Lynnee’s joke was right on the money, I thought, as I waited
backstage to go on and say a few words myself, and as I looked out over
the sea of several thousand faces. Even after being in the transgender
scene for so long, T found the crowd a bewitching spectacle: brilliantly
tattooed, biologically female queer femme women and the trans
guys who used to be their dyke girlfriends; straight-looking male-to-
female transsexuals wich nail salon manicures sicting side by side with
countercultural transsexual women sporting face jewelry, dreadlocks,
and thrift-store chic; lithe young peaple of indeterminate gender; black
bulldaggers, white fairies, Asian queens, Native two-spirits; effeminate
trannyfags and butch transsexual lesbians; kids of parents who had
changed sex and parents who supported cheir kids™ rejection of the
labels their society had handed them. Some people walked around in
ferish gear, some in chain-store khakis or floral-print sundresses from
the discount clothing outlet; most wore the casually androgynous style
of clothing that is the cultural norm. Vive la différence, I thoughe as I
stepped up to the mike and surveyed the beautiful range of human
diversity spread out on the grass before me. Live and let live.
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