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Foreword

Generalizations of femaleness and maleness have long served as tools to enforce social order. Regardless of the details, which would certainly differ from tribe to tribe, from culture to culture, through language, and be influenced by geographic and economic conditions, the categorization of sexed human bodies and the interpretation of gendered identities and expressions have benefited some people and oppressed others for as long as human beings have told the stories of their lives. It is astounding to me that it has taken our society so long to listen to these stories. I can't imagine that they weren't being told, but I can imagine that they were suppressed, and that this was likely often done with great violence.

From the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries, the nascent sciences of sexology and psychology/psychiatry held sway over the definition of “normal” sexual and gendered behavior in Europe, America, and everywhere their influence could reach. By naming and classifying behaviors, and by creating a system of “deviations,” and even criminalizing variance (“deviations” that caused no harm to person or property), the masters of these belief systems exerted a new level of control with which they intended—consciously or unconsciously, benignly or officiously—to shape society. In the same period, medical scientists confronted intersex and gender-variant infants, toddlers, adolescents, and adults, and contrived to enforce sex and gender “norms” on them as well. But in the midand late twentieth century, people who lived outside these binaries began to speak up, to assert their own integrity, and to demand respect for their bodies and their psyches. Lori Girshick is one of the academic social researchers who have been listening.

Girshick's previous work on same-sex domestic and sexual violence, homophobia and heterosexism, and abused women in prison has prepared her well for hearing the stories of sex- and gender-diverse people. She knows how to listen for the systematic oppression and for the damage to selfhood that occurs when gender-diverse people interact with a hostile world, and she understands how to convey to others just why that damage and oppression must be stopped. As Girshick says (in chapter 4), “Policing artificially rigid identity boundaries creates a false sense of security.” She is speaking in this instance about lesbian unease with female-to-male transitions, but the statement is true in every demographic. When we create barriers to seeing other people as equal human beings, we not only circumscribe our own world; we also create psychic—and often physical—damage that reverberates through our social environment and erodes the very principles of freedom, morality, and justice.

In Transgender Voices, Girshick takes on the difficult task of describing and explaining the complexity beyond the common labels that transpeople have been struggling with for the past century or more, ever since the early sexologists, psychiatrists, and criminologists began their ascendancy. She offers readers transpeople speaking in their own voices about identity, coming out, passing, sexual orientation, relationship negotiations, and the dynamics of attraction, homophobia (including internalized fears), and bullying. She exposes the guilt and the shame that “gender police” (bullies and fearful people) use in their attempts to exert control. She points out the viciousness with which the gender binary is reinforced in order to protect the sanctity of gender-segregated bathrooms and the moral and ethical folly of that approach. She illuminates the hypocrisy with which transpeople are bludgeoned by an ignorant and vengeful society. It is not always a pretty picture, but it is still an intriguing one, one that needs to be seen, with a chorus of voices that need to be heard.

Girshick also explores the notion of a gender continuum, promoting the helpful concept of parallel continua, though the nature of the English language and the logical structures it imposes on our collective thinking makes it somewhat difficult to get across as something larger than a string running between two poles. This difficulty notwithstanding, she endeavors to illustrate, by showing us a variety of descriptions of diverse real lives, that there is nothing inherently binary about gender, that the way each of us experiences our own gender and our own gender variance is, in fact, normal and natural. “Normal” is not the same as “conforming.” Girshick's analysis of gender as perceived, experienced, and expressed by her 150 study participants shows that the “common denominators” of male/masculine and female/feminine may be illusions, stereotypes invoked so that society doesn't have to bother with a much more complex reality.

Girshick says (epilogue), “Gender diversity is the liberation issue of our times and should be put at center stage.” I agree. As in every other liberation movement, there is an oppressor whose tyranny must be exposed; in the case of trans and intersex people, that oppressor is anyone who believes there is only one way to be, and that way is the way they want you to be, NOT the way each individual feels her- or him- or eir-self to be with respect to their own gender and sexuality. Further, the oppressor in this case also believes that gender and sexuality are fixed and immutable, and wishes to ensure that everyone remains fixed the way the tyrant sees/perceives/desires them. The fact that trans and intersex people are apparently a minority makes this oppression that much easier—for now. But as more people raise their voices, and as more scholars, activists, and allies take these issues on, social change is inevitable, and social justice for all grows more achievable.

Jamison Green
Oakland, California
July 27, 2007
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Introduction: Identity Boxes

I want to reiterate that I don't see myself as a gender transgressor, I see myself as a gender transcender. I dream of a world where the gender binary is transformed, with grace and peace, and with genuine respect for all current forms, from two genres to an infinite number. I fear that a socio-political program of transgression only serves to reinscribe the binary system by not really ever escaping what is perceived to be the gender continuums: a line between two supposedly opposite poles. My spiritual home is off the continuum. I believe the particular quality or cluster of qualities in each of us that makes us unique is also, at least partly, off that continuum. (Julian, ungendered)

Aims

In 1999 I was working on my book on woman-to-woman sexual violence. The outreach for participants in that study called for lesbians, bisexual women, and transwomen (individuals born male-bodied and now living as women) who had experienced sexual violence at the hands of other women. In the course of my research, I received a letter from a female-to-male (FtM) transsexual who asked me if I was interested in the abuse experiences of FtMs. At the time I held a rudimentary understanding of who transsexuals are (individuals born with anatomy defined as male or female but who identify as women or men, contrary to what their biology indicated), and I had a simplistic, traditional understanding of the category “woman.” I thought of transwomen as people who considered themselves women in the same way I thought of lesbians and bisexual women as women—people self-defined as women. In other words, I wasn't considering the influence of male biology for MtFs or of male identification for FtMs. Because my outreach yielded only one transperson—and she identified as a lesbian at the time of the sexual violence—I did not feel a need to investigate the much more profound complexities bound up in the notion of gender identity and gender-variant people.

While the terms gender and sex are often used interchangeably, such usage is incorrect. Gender is the conceptual category (labeled masculine or feminine) that a culture assigns to a wide range of phenomena. People (man or woman), actions or attributes (a manly grip, a feminine walk), physical objects or phenomena (Mother Nature, Father Time, her [a ship's] maiden voyage)—virtually anything can be “gendered” in a given society. Gender is a binary system: it neatly divides the world in two. It does not necessarily have anything to do with sex (the masculine or feminine nouns in French grammar, for instance). However, when people are gendered, their gender designations (men or women) are expected to correlate with their biological sex. Sex refers to the biological characteristics of genitals, internal reproductive organs, gonads (ovaries and testes), hormones, and chromosomes. Male and female are the labels for these clusters of biological traits.

Gender identity is an individual's internal sense of gender (whether that person feels masculine or feminine, a bit of both or neither, or however that person self-identifies, notwithstanding the traditional categories). This self-identity may or may not correspond with that person's anatomy as traditionally understood. We communicate our gender identity through gender roles and gender presentation, which often follow the gender norms of the culture. Gender roles are the behaviors, and ways of thinking and feeling, that the culture teaches are appropriate for the two genders. Gender presentation or expression is the way an individual chooses to present his/her gender to others through dress, speech, actions, and grooming. Gender norms are the acceptable cultural behaviors, ideas, and values associated with different genders. In this book, I use trans, transpeople, or trans-identified individuals to encompass the collective of people who are gender variant in some way, who experience a disconnection between anatomy, gender identity, gender expression, gender presentation, or gender roles that puts them outside the norm.

Gender identity is often confused with sexual orientation, but they are not the same. Gender identity refers to an internal self-identification; sexual orientation refers to physical attraction to other people. An individual's sexual orientation label is based on that individual's gender identity and the gender of the person(s) that individual desires. Labels in this category include gay, lesbian, bisexual, heterosexual, pansexual, and asexual. Occasionally the term sexual identity is used, but it is much less common than sexual orientation. Furthermore, “orientation” helps us understand that sexual attraction is how we feel toward other people.

I realize now that my original understanding of the meaning of “woman” was problematic. It actually favored, and helped to perpetuate, a one-dimensional gender binary—a traditional cultural conception based on the widespread assumption that the terms “man” and “woman,” and “male and “female,” are mutually exclusive categories, polar opposites. According to the gender binary, males and females are defined by incontrovertible and fixed biological and psychological characteristics that distinguish them from one another. These biological and psychological characteristics turn them, inevitably, into people of the expected gender (men and women), who reaffirm their (obvious) differences from one another in dress, speech, manner, behavior, interests, and passions.

Given what we know about the remarkable diversity of human beings, it is astounding that this gender binary continues to prevail, and to impair (if not devastate) the lives of millions of people. Because of nonstandard chromosome or hormone combinations, millions of people cannot and do not relate to the binary's polar opposites of male/female. Offered two identity boxes from which to choose—male or female—where do people who identify with neither place their X?

How Many People Are We Talking About?

How many people in the United States are “trans-identified?” It is difficult to know. First we must ask: Who fits this potentially vast category? Transsexuals who have had a certain kind of surgery? Individuals whom psychologists diagnose as having gender identity disorder (GID)? What about intersex people, butch women, male cross-dressers, androgynous people, and other gender variants? And then: Who could be relied on to do the counting? Doctors, therapists, sociologists, law enforcement agencies, social service providers—all have their own agendas for including or excluding people who themselves may or may not trans-identify. The psychological diagnosis of GID captures only those who seek counseling. Female-bodied male-identified people may never come to the attention of a data collector, as there is some level of tolerance for women who publicly present in a more masculine-defined way. And cross-dressing males may be the most hidden of all, as the majority cross-dress in the privacy of their homes.

At this time, there is no reliable way to obtain a head count. Given the nature of the problem—the wide array of gender expression and the understandable reluctance of many stigmatized transpeople to come out of the closet—we may never be able to come up with accurate numbers. And even if we were able to somehow create a standard definition for gender variance, and all those who fit it raised their hands, we'd have to ask ourselves why the head count is so important. Do we want to show that gender variance is extensive and natural and not aberrant? Do we hope to win legal rights and protections for gender-variant people? Does our count serve to legitimize (and render insurance-worthy) certain medical services? Or, alternatively, will these numbers be used to prove there is a serious threat to traditional gender norms, to marriage between a man and a woman, and the like?

Nonetheless, some groups of gender-variant people are easier to count than others. Because intersex people (individuals with a variety of nonstandard reproductive, chromosomal, or sexual anatomies) are likely to come in contact with the medical system, some records of them exist. However, estimates based on these records are imprecise; there is a wide range of intersex conditions, and not all intersex people visit doctors. Researchers have estimated that one newborn in 100,000 is a true hermaphrodite—a person who has gonads with both ovarian and testicular tissue (Fausto-Sterling 2000). One in 10,000 males is born with hypospadias: the penis opening is on the underside rather than at the tip (Kessler 2000). According to the Intersex Society of North America (ISNA) website, one in 1,666 births involves a child who has neither an XX nor an XY chromosomal pattern. One in 500 to one in 1,000 males is born with an extra X chromosome (Klinefelter syndrome). These boys have male-looking genitals but fail to masculinize at puberty. Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome (AIS) occurs in one in 20,000 individuals: the child either partly or fully fails to respond to produced testosterone. These children lack internal female organs but also don't develop along external male lines. They are raised as girls, and often the syndrome is not discovered until puberty. When these and other intersex conditions are counted, one in 100 births “deviates” from what we expect in terms of male and female bodies.

There are also medical records for transsexuals who opt for sex change surgery. These estimates too are quite variable. Lynn Conway estimated the number of male-to-female sex reassignment surgeries performed over forty years by doctors in the United States at 40,000. Dividing by the number of males at that time (approximately 80 million between the ages of eighteen and sixty) gives a figure of one in 2,000 males who are post-operative MtFs. Conway suggests that adding in the non- and pre-operative transsexuals yields a number closer to one in 500 people who are transsexual MtFs (Roughgarden 2004, p. 285). Being transsexual, therefore, is certainly not a rare occurrence and hardly a genetic defect, countering the argument that transsexual people are “abnormal.” The International Foundation for Gender Education (IFGE) estimates that cross-dressers constitute 6 percent of the population. According to Garber (1997), only 1 percent are transsexuals.

As a sociologist, I have been influenced by the dictum of sociologists William I. and Dorothy Thomas: “If men [and women] define situations as real, they are real in their consequences,” penned in 1928. The simplicity of this statement captures a profound truth of social life: that we are in charge of our perception of reality and that we hold the means to create, reinforce, or alter that perceived reality. Therefore, we have enormous power to interpret, understand, and define what is “normal” and what is outside the norm. And, as the Thomases note, what we perceive to be real becomes real in the sense that it has real consequences, whether or not it is the truth.

I believe in the social construction of reality. What we believe—how we think about ourselves, our relationships, our social world—has less to do with scientific or biological “facts” and more to do with profound familial, cultural, and social training that reinforces what is considered “normal.” Whether or not “normal” defines real experience for a few, many, or anyone doesn't much matter. What does matter is that “normal” maintains sets of hierarchical political structures, economic systems, and social conventions that benefit those at the top of the pyramid. Because of this, the idea of “normal” remains powerful, and “normal” for gender still means male or female, man or woman. The general public regards this mainstream gender system—one or the other, but not both or neither—as an accurate description of how people do, or should, self-identify themselves and how most, if not all, people live. This assumption guides all sorts of interpersonal interactions and dictates a vast range of social and political policy. When an individual's experience does not fit the binary and deviates from the norm, the individual is criticized, not the system. To force individuals to manage their appearance or behavior in ways that feel untruthful so that others feel comfortable inhibits everyone from exploring and experiencing the full range of human self-expression.

I believe that the gender binary does not work as a framework for people's life experiences. It does not work because gender expression as it is lived is far more colorful and creative than two identity boxes, male or female. It does not work because some people are shamed, stigmatized, and discriminated against for who they are. The question is not simply whether gender is biological or socially constructed; extensive research has demonstrated that both are infiuential, and that we attach social and cultural meaning to otherwise neutral biological givens. The really important questions are whether we can stop assuming that genitals = gender, whether we can overcome our knee-jerk tendency to think of masculinity and femininity as polar opposites, and whether we can honestly investigate how our language and ideas create and sustain two oppositional sets of identity boxes in which millions of people do not fit.

I am a sociologist by training and a social activist at heart. As the former, I have framed this book in the sociological method known as grounded theory, described below. As the latter, I wrote this book to give voice to people whose stories must be heard. I have intentionally privileged these voices over the work of gender theorists and other scholars and academics who work in the broad field of gender/queer studies. For the purposes of this book, complex theoretical work on the cultural construction of gender takes us too far from the life experiences of the 150 trans-identified people interviewed for this project. These people are my experts. This book is their book: it charts their lived experiences, feelings, and relationships. It shows the limitations and challenges of living with, adapting to, or breaking away from the gender binary in terms of family, work, and community. It shows the courage and personal integrity of people who, no matter what their choices, cannot be easily channeled (or mainstreamed) into male or female, man or woman.

This book is a radical call. Because sex, gender, and sexuality are at the core of our individual identity, to question the binary is to question the very essence of how we see and define ourselves. The interviews open a door. The book invites you to walk through it.

Methodology

As I began my research on this book, I started with one question: What does it mean to say “I feel like a boy” or “I feel like a girl”? Other questions flowed from this one. How do individuals express their sense of masculinity, femininity, both, or neither? How do individuals manage their sense of discomfort and the discomfort of those around them as it relates to variable gender expression? What is the relationship between gender identity and sexual orientation? What are the consequences of gender constructed as a binary, and should/can this construct be changed? Is a person's sense of gender identity genetic, or is there an element of choice? Why is gender conceived as a binary?

I generated questions for my survey from a focus group with five trans-identified people. The conversation of that focus group confirmed significant topics, experiences, and viewpoints, while adding nuances I had overlooked. I followed the method of grounded theory, in which theory is generated from data to ensure a fit between the two. According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), categories determined by examining the data are more easily understandable to the non-researcher, and the resulting theories are more enduring than those determined by logical deduction. Conceptual categories come from the data, as opposed to the data being selected to prove ideas. Themes consistently mentioned determined the chapter titles and subheadings. I stopped interviewing at 150 participants. By then I had sampled a wide range of gender identities and experiences, and responses had become repetitive, representing saturation.

Using the approach of grounded theory with a range of transidentities, I was able to discover where life experiences of trans-identified people are similar or different. In this way I could discern categories of experience and show the properties of the categories, increasing their generality and explanatory power. The gender and sexual orientation continuums I present in the epilogue also emerged in direct response to what I learned from the data. Grounded theory allowed me to generate a better way to capture gender identifications, a scheme that encompasses but goes beyond the two categories (man, woman) of the gender binary.

My outreach for research participants began in 2002. I mailed a flier (appendix 1) to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community centers across the United States, Tri-Ess groups (an international organization that serves heterosexual male cross-dressers), trans support groups nationwide, and feminist bookstores. I distributed fliers at gender conferences. Numerous websites posted the call for participants. The title of the flier, in bold, asked “Are you a gender transgressor?” and was followed by these questions: “Are there times when you are too female or not female enough? Too male or not male enough? Do you feel you're not male or female? Or maybe you feel male and female?”

Because I framed the questions in terms of “gender transgression,” those who responded were more likely to self-identify in this way. Clearly, individuals who did not identify with the label of “gender transgressor” were less likely to respond to this appeal. I chose the word, out of many others (including the word “transgender”), in consultation with some of my trans friends. After realizing that whatever label I chose would meet with resistance from some people, I had to make a decision. I felt that the follow-up questions would appeal to people beyond those who saw themselves as a “gender transgressor.” I believe that I was correct, since a few responders said they did not like the term but filled out the survey anyway. In my mind, what made these individuals “transgressors” was not that they might label themselves specifically transgender or transsexual but that they nonetheless challenged the gender binary in terms of self-definition and how they lived their lives. Participants defined “gender transgressor” in their own way. Not all those who accepted the term were “out” as trans. But all the people in this book felt that their anatomy, gender identity, gender expression, and/or gender role was different from the norm.

Those willing to be interviewed contacted me via e-mail, by phone, or through my website, where they could download the survey and consent form (appendix 2). Participants returned the consent form and survey, and in most cases participated in a follow-up phone interview. Of the 150 people in the study, more than one third nearly half (69) learned about it on the Internet. Almost 20 percent (29) heard of it from me; about 17 percent (25) got the information from a friend. The rest learned about it from support group outreach, newsletters, and postings at their local LBGT community center. Participants ranged in age from seventeen to seventy-one; the average age was forty-two. Most were non-Latino white (85 percent). Nine people identified as multiracial. Four identified as Latino. One each identified as African American, Asian American, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Native American. In the “Other” category I had one human, one person of color, one Italian American, and one French Canadian. Although I targeted people of color LGBT organizations, these did not yield any significant results. This was disappointing. I had hoped to be able to discuss differences in self-perception and attitudes associated with race and ethnicity; yet because my participants were mainly white, my narrative lacks the variations in child rearing, adolescence, and marriage that are created by ethnic difference. On the other hand, this largely white sample created a baseline homogeneity from which significant differences in social class, educational status, and personal attitudes came into sharper focus.

Participants lived in thirty-two states, the District of Columbia, and four countries outside the United States (Canada, Ireland, Australia, and England). More (47) lived in the Southeast than any other region, with the Pacific West (28) being the second most common region.

In terms of relationships, 60 participants were single, the largest category. Thirty-nine were married, 36 had partners, 13 dated, and 2 were separated. This category counting is complicated by the fact that many married or partnered individuals had relationships on the brink of dissolution. Many marriages of long duration were in turmoil as cross-dressers came out to their wives and transsexuals decided to live in their true gender full-time or have sex change surgery. Partners of the participants in my study were deciding whether the gender-nonconforming behaviors and traits of those they were dating or living with meshed with their views of gender, including their own gender identity. Participants who were single or about to be single hoped they would someday find someone accepting of who they were, so that they would no longer need to hide these significant aspects of themselves. However, experience showed that this would be a painful personal challenge, and would not be easy.

This was a highly educated group. Of the 150 participants, only 2 had less than a high school education, and 13 had a high school diploma or GED. Forty-eight had some college, 40 were college graduates, and 47 had advanced degrees. Eleven also claimed graduation from other certificate programs. In this sense, as with race/ethnicity, the participants were more homogeneous than the wider population, most likely because high education levels may increase the likelihood of responding to surveys. Individuals who have been to college are probably more comfortable with surveys than those who have not been to college and probably better understand how such studies might benefit them or promote social change. Hence, my recruitment method may have slanted the education profile of those who responded.

It is very telling that, in spite of the participants' high levels of education, approximately one-third had an income under $19,999 (twelve of whom had no earnings), compared to men's yearly full-time median earnings of $42,743 and women's yearly full-time median earnings of $32,903 in 2005 (De Navas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith 2007, p.6). This speaks to the challenge of being accepted by others in the workplace. Even with high levels of education, many found their jobs eliminated after their gender transition or met with difficulty in getting past the interview stage when trying to secure new employment. Furthermore, class variations among participants illuminated the especially difficult struggles of low-income transpeople in gaining access to medical care, hormones, therapists, and transportation to support groups or gender gatherings.

Occupations varied widely. Some participants held more than one job. Professional fields such as medicine, computers, and engineering were represented more than any other category (29). Twelve participants were artists, musicians, actors, composers, or in broadcasting; 7 identified as writers. Nineteen were in business/managerial careers. Fifteen worked in education, and 22 were students. Eight worked in social services, 3 in farming, 4 in security, and 17 held a variety of blue-collar jobs. Thirteen were semiretired or retired, 10 were unemployed (including 2 housewives), and 5 stated they were self-employed without mentioning what they did. Trans-identified individuals are found in every kind of occupation and setting, increasing the exposure of people who believe in the gender binary to individuals who live outside those norms. Unfortunately, resistance from employers and coworkers is one of the major types of discrimination that transpeople face.

The survey offered a series of gender identity labels for participants to select. However, checking one or many of these boxes created problems for some of the participants—not even this variety was sufficient to encompass all types of self-identification. Many people checked or listed more than one identity, so the numbers total more than 150. Adding to the complexity, labels were interpreted differently from person to person. For example, one participant checked off cross-dresser but wrote in, “more complex than that.” The list below offers a superficial look at how participants identified themselves, but the richer truths of their identities must be gleaned from their interviews.

A final note on naming: Most studies use pseudonyms for participants, but many transpeople are already using second names—second names on the Internet, and/or legally changed names as part of their transition, or second names they go by without legal change. transpeople are accustomed to many names, labels, and forms of self-identification. When I asked participants what name they wanted used in the book, only a minority chose a name that was not one they go by in some arena. It is also important to keep in mind that, since the interviews, any number of individuals in this study may be using a different name, a different pronoun, or be presenting as a gender other than the one presented when I first met them. This fact alone shows the fluidity of gender or, for some people, the length of time a gender transition can take.

GENDER SELF-IDENTIFICATIONS OF STUDY PARTICIPANTS

Male-to-female (MtF) transsexual (not all necessarily living as such full-time, and individuals at various stages of transition): 57

Female-to-male (FtM) transsexual (not all necessarily living as such full-time, and individuals at various stages of transition): 30

Male cross-dresser: 26

Female (including transsexuals and non-transsexuals): 21

Male (including transsexuals and non-transsexuals): 16

Transgender along with other identities: 9

Butch (including labels of butch lesbian, stone butch, dyke, soft butch, and masculine woman): 8

Intersex: 8

Genderqueer: 6

Transgender as the single identity: 4

Femme: 2

There was also one each in the following categories: woman-born transsexual, androgyne male, femme androgyne, ungendered, bigendered, metagendered, intergendered, tranny boy, human, genderqueer boy, transman, gender variant, trans male performing butch, trans, femme dyke or transdyke, and tranny fag, tranny, or trans.

In terms of sexual orientation, participants identified as follows (numbers add up to more than 150 because some checked more than one option): heterosexual (47), bisexual (37), lesbian (29), polyamorous (17), queer (13), gay male (8), none of these (6), not sure (5), pansexual (4), asexual (3), autogynephilic (1), tranny chaser (1), gay (1), and not active (1). These were not static identities, as some said their sexual orientation was fluid and likely to change and some transsexuals felt that they would identify differently after transition.

As you can see, despite the fact that most of the participants were white and well educated, my sample showed great diversity in terms of age, region of the country, social class and income, and gender identity. There were other types of diversity as well. I interviewed people with visual impairment, hearing loss, and learning disabilities. A few were wheelchair users or on crutches. Some participants were closeted; others served as public advocates for transpeople. A few examples of the latter: MSNBC interviewed Melissa, a male cross-dresser. A Discovery Channel special featured Angela's sex reassignment surgery. Male-to-female transsexual Tina consulted for the movie Normal. Robyn is active in the National Transgender Advocacy Coalition; Holly and Jill run a support group; and Lonny volunteers for the local LGBT paper.

In addition, and perhaps most important of all, there was passionate disagreement on the key issue of the gender binary. Most participants acknowledged that traditional views of gender are based on the two categories of man/woman. Many participants viewed the traditional binary as inhibiting, however, and identified with neither of the two. Like Julian, quoted at the beginning of this introduction, they sought to turn two genders into “an infinite number.” At the same time, though, many participants actively sought to reaffirm the gender binary through hormone replacement therapy or surgery. Those who had chosen (or would eventually choose) to make a transition yearned to make their physical body conform to their strong feeling of being either male or female, man or woman.

My own bias in this book is to advocate for liberation from the binary gender system, which for many people artificially restricts the fullest expression of self. At the same time, though, I deeply respect people who wish to identify with “male” or “female,” “man” or “woman,” and are willing to undergo expensive and painful medical treatments to achieve physical correspondence with who they feel themselves to be given the current gender system. In fact, I would argue that the entire process of a “sex change operation” itself questions and challenges the binary at its root by suggesting that what people feel their gender to be does not always match their genitals, reproductive organs, or hormones. The choices of those who undergo hormone therapy or sex reassignment surgery are as radical, given the strictures of the traditional binary, as the choice of those who accept the body in which they were born. Other trans-identified people, who are not transsexual and for whom transition is not an issue, present their gender as neither clearly man nor woman. They have my highest admiration for they stand as living proof that we do not have to choose between two categories. I envision a society in which their personal truths do not put them at risk for harm.

Terms and Concepts

What language can be used for those who are not-male and not-female? For over two hundred years, historians and anthropologists referred to alternatively gendered individuals as hermaphrodites and sodomites (both seen as negative), confusing gender roles and presentation with biological conditions or sexual behavior. Europeans used the terms berdache, homosexual, transvestite, and transsexual interchangeably to describe Native North Americans. They misunderstood the multiple gender system that existed in countless tribes, contributing not only to misinformation but also to an incorrect framing of gender in binary terms (Roscoe 1998).

Prior to the mid – twentieth century, cross-dressing and/or cross-living came under the category of “inversion,” associated with homosexuality. The writings of early researchers in the fields of sexology and gender issues employed this framework, which still exists in the public mind. Dr. David Cauldwell and Dr. Harry Benjamin first used the term transsexual, associated with sex change, in the late 1940s and early 1950s in their medical writings, a usage followed by the press coverage of Christine Jorgensen's sex change surgery in 1952 (Meyerowitz 2002). Commenting on the legacy of scientific discourse on gender variance, Nakamura states:


There is no such thing as a complete break, a totally new and revolutionary articulation that will liberate us all from the shackles of sex/gender. Even as transsexuality challenges the biological basis of gender, it comes out of the discourse created by sexologists surrounding sex. We may realize the nature of the machine that inscribes on us who we are, but we cannot escape it. (1997, p. 84)



As Roughgarden has pointed out (2004), entire academic disciplines frame gender variance in the limited framework created by scientific language. The diversity found in nature has been suppressed through the labeling of difference as negative rather than natural. Same-sex mating behaviors in birds and other animals are framed as deviant or anomalous, rather than as functional, natural, and widespread. Gender-changing animals, fish, and birds are marginalized in the literature rather than incorporated into a fluid gender schema. Biologists still disagree as to whether gender or sexual diversity within a species is inherently good or reflects “impurities.”

As for gender-variant people, no conceptual framework fits their experience, and no individual words adequately describe it. Reid (FtM), in his frustration when trying to communicate his identity, stated: “I now say that, rather than transitioning female to male, I've transitioned female to not-female. English is inadequate to the task!” The lack of an adequate conceptual framework also gives rise to specific (and painful) phenomena, such as the feeling that one is “trapped in the wrong body” (Cromwell 1999, p. 105). Glen, who identifies as human, told me:

I thought for forty years that I was the proverbial “a female/woman trapped in a male/man's body.” What I eventually realized is that I was a human being trapped in a society that wanted me (and still does) to live a life of limitations as EITHER “a man” or “a woman” but NEVER as a complete, unique and total human being.

Furthermore, the “wrong body” concept opens up the question of what is the “right body”? Is it the surgically constructed body? The body in which the individual is born, socialized as a man or a woman? Which body carries the truth (Garber 1997)?

Transpeople have created from scratch words, phrases, and concepts that resonate with their experience. These include such terms as gender variant, gender gifted, and gender nonconforming. Sex reassignment surgery may be referred to as gender confirmation (a term first used by surgeon Milton T. Edgerton—see Edgerton 1984) or even corrective surgery (if biological difference is viewed as a birth defect). Female-to-male transsexuals may refer to their breasts as their chest or pecs—before or after surgery. What is commonly called a double mastectomy may be called, for an FtM, chest reconstruction.

Writing this book, I was immediately constrained by the limitations of the English language, which does not capture the wide diversity of sex and gender characteristics of the people I interviewed. Although languages change over time, people tend to use language in an unproblematic way, as if the terms “woman” and “man” had unified and agreed-upon meanings. A strange, unwritten consensus about such words reinforces the binary and renders invisible possible nuances that might open these terms to wider definition. These shortcomings—both in the words that exist and in how we interpret them—are widespread and present profound challenges to transgender individuals. As Dan (FtM) stated:

How do you make things thinkable when you don't have the words for them?… Language is not just a reflection of reality, and gendered language is not just a reflection of gendered reality but it is productive of it. You need linguistic tools to be able to think.

And Helen (androgyne-leaning femme) raised an excellent point:

To put it another way: not only is there no “standard,” generally accepted model for fitting anywhere outside the usual gender binary but there is ALSO no generally accepted model for the process of questioning that binary, or for the process of formulating one's own “labels” or identity outside of that binary.…. What are some possible alternatives to the usual labels, even if the “usual labels” are themselves drawn from some of the various transgender communities already accustomed to challenging binary concepts of gender? If none of the labels we hear “feel” right to us, how do we go about creating a new label that does? How do we know whether we've “found” the right identity/label for ourselves because it really IS the right one, or whether we've “found” the right one mostly through default?

On another note, I also will not be referring to the “opposite” sex, as I do not want to reinforce binary thinking. We need to be mindful and offer alternative expressions leading to the vision of a more fluid gender conceptualization.

Below I define some basic terminology fundamental to the discussion of gender identity. As Helen says, even these generally acknowledged terms are fuzzy in the sense that their meanings are unstable; people use them with reluctance or to mean different things. It is difficult to use words when I know the words themselves are problematic, but we must start somewhere.

Terminology

The term transgender is most commonly used as an umbrella term for gender-variant individuals. Gender variance refers to individuals whose gender expression and behavior do not match the expectations associated with the gender binary. The term transgender is widely used on websites, in support groups, in self-identity labels, in political writings, and in general conversations about the “LGBT community” where “T” stands for “transgender.” As an umbrella term it includes transsexuals, male cross-dressers, masculine women, androgynous people, intersex individuals, bigendered, ungendered, and genderqueer people. Boswell states, “the word ‘transgender’ describes much more than crossing between the poles of masculinity and femininity. It more aptly refers to the transgressing of gender norms, or being freely gendered, or transcending gender altogether in order to become more fully human” (in Bullough et al. 1997, p. 54). Beverly (MtF) echoed, “I use the term just for anybody who feels somewhat—something of the other gender inside of them whether or not they ever act upon it.”
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However, despite its wide usage, many find the term unhelpful, in part because it covers too much territory. Namaste writes:


One of the potential strengths of the term “transgender” is its ability to include a wide variety of individuals who live outside normative sex/gender relations. At the same time, such a catchall category fails to recognize the differences between transsexuals, cross-dressers, drag queens, FTM transsexuals, and gender atypical lesbians. While the term “transgender” has entered into public discourse within certain Anglo-American academic and activist contexts, its use is challenged by transsexuals. What does it mean to group the very different identities of FTM transsexuals and heterosexual male cross-dressers? How does this term function to define a specifically transgendered social movement? What kinds of issues are overlooked within such a perspective? What important differences within this category are being excluded? Are some bodies rendered invisible within this debate? (2000, pp. 60–61)



The people in my study had mixed feelings about the term. Kand preferred transgendered to describe her identity as a masculine female, while Gwyneth, a male-to-female transsexual, said that the term “is misapplied as a catch-all” and that it “arbitrarily and perhaps unfairly groups together unrelated phenomena and behaviors.” Stephe, an androgyne male, preferred “to stay away from the term…. which has been co-opted by so many groups it's almost useless.”

A transsexual is an individual who feels that his/her gender identity does not align with his/her physical body, as traditionally defined. This individual will usually take steps to alter his/her gender role, gender expression, and body to feel greater psychological harmony—measures that are perceived as contrary to one's gender assignment and physical body at birth. This process, known as transition, involves many options and choices. A person may or may not take all the steps (hormones, different types of surgery, electrolysis, among others) associated with sex reassignment surgery (SRS). SRS is also known as genital reassignment surgery (GRS) or gender confirmation surgery (terms used for “lower” or “bottom” surgery) or as double mastectomy, breast augmentation, or chest reconstruction (for “top” surgery). The medical, psychological, and legal changes required for transition are expensive and time-consuming. Shorthand references of pre-op (pre-operative), post-op (post-operative), and non-op (non-operative, one who rejects surgery) are widely used in the transsexual communities to refer to where someone is in the transition process.

A transgenderist is a non-operative transsexual. Virginia Prince coined the term in the late 1980s to describe individuals like her—male-bodied individuals who live full-time as female without undergoing any surgery. Transgenderists are non-ops, not pre-ops, because they do not intend to have any genital surgery, though they might take hormones, undergo electrolysis, or have cosmetic surgery.

Cross-dressers are individuals who dress in clothing of another sex for fun, self-expression, erotic stimulation, or some combination of reasons. Generally the term refers to men who wear feminine clothing; women who wear men's clothing are rarely labeled cross-dressers. (Women in “men's clothes” such as pants and suits have become socially acceptable and generally don't cause much stir. But men in women's clothes present a greater challenge to male authority and are subject to ridicule or worse.) Cross-dressing is not connected to sexual orientation; most male cross-dressers are heterosexual and are expressing their femmininity.

The terms drag king and drag queen, commonly used in LGBT communities, refer to people who cross-dress for entertainment and performance. The term transvestite, which is outdated (and pejorative), has been replaced by cross-dresser, except in medical texts. Prince created the term femmiphile to describe the cross-dresser's love for the feminine and to give “three-dimensional, real-time ‘life’ to his own inner ‘girl within’” (1976, p. 3). Because cross-dressing and drag involve men in women's clothing, they constitute visible “in your face” challenges to traditional gender norms. Dressing up is risky business. And for most cross-crossers, it is not just a matter of putting on “female” clothing (Feinberg 1996). Cross-dressing is part of one's core identity.

Gibson and Meem (2002, p. 3) trace the term butch to the 1890s, when it referred to a female butcher, a traditionally male occupation. Lesbians (women sexually attracted to other women) were first referred to as “mannish inverts” who dressed and acted in ways considered masculine. Sexologists, and lesbians themselves, were slow to define the femme as a lesbian, seeing her only as a woman who was not attractive to men and so turned to other women. In common usage, butches are masculine lesbians and femmes are feminine lesbians.

Butch/femme identities are best known in terms of the 1940s and 1950s lesbian subculture. Butch and femme lesbians often see themselves as unique—that is, distinct from male or female genders. Butches were more confrontational vis-à-vis the gender norm and for that reason threatened the invisibility of femme lesbians, who could pass in society. On the other hand, butches also defended femmes and all lesbians from harassment.

The feminist movement of the 1970s was ambivalent about butch-femme presentations and criticized them for imitating male-female gender roles. Butches and femmes were viewed as standing in the way of women's liberation, which emphasized the goal of women freeing themselves from male dominance. As a result, the androgynous look of lesbians gained in popularity (Halberstam 1998), and butch/femme relationship roles went underground. But in the 1980s, with increased tolerance around sexual behaviors and expression, the butch/femme subculture reemerged. By the mid-1990s, opportunities for transition existed for butches who identified as men. Thus there arose a different kind of split in the lesbian community—between female-bodied masculine butches and female-to-male transsexuals. Today we add queer-identified females to the possibilities of gender identification among those who spend part or all of their lives within the lesbian communities.

Lesbian communities display a wide range of attitudes toward butches who transition to a male identity (FtM or transman). As Cromwell writes, “From some FTM/transmen's perspectives, butches are transsexuals in denial; from some butches' perspectives, FTM/transmen are misguided lesbians. It is not always possible to make clear distinctions” (1999, p. 28). Femmes may worry that transition steals the butches out of their community, while butches may worry that femmes will be attracted to FtMs. Insecurity on both individual and community level is the result (Green 2004).

KT (butch lesbian and transgender) wrote:

Since I've taken on my identity as butch the biggest challenge has been and still is simply getting people to understand what it means that my gender identity is butch, not female (or male). Even other gays and lesbians, who have had to prove themselves to society as outside the norm in sexual orientation, are not always very accepting or understanding to variations on gender. Like heterosexuality, the gender dichotomy is rigidly reinforced, and people are reluctant to challenge it. So my biggest challenge is getting them to look at gender as more than two categories. Sometimes I am successful and often I am not.

Johnny, who identified as FtM in a butch/femme lesbian relationship at our first contact, wrote:

I am looking for a support group now. Or even for just someone who “packs” regular. Or even feels like me. I didn't know there were people who felt like I do until I started surfing the internet. Started with gay sites. Then butch sites. Then stone-butch sites and found out that lots of butches “pack.” I was beginning to think I had some mental problem or sick fantasy. And then I found the trans sites. I knew men had the sex reversal surgery. Didn't know women could.

Johnny has since transitioned, and his relationship mutually came to an end since his partner wanted to be in a lesbian relationship.

Although butch identity is not necessarily an early stage of transsexual identification (Halberstam 1998), most of the FtMs in this study identified as lesbians or butch lesbians before deciding to transition. This is primarily because, before transition, the lesbian community is the most comfortable fit—it allows a greater range of masculine expression for a female-bodied person. However, this works only up to a point. According to the FtMs and butch women I spoke with, the basic difference between the two is that while they share a sense of masculinity, FtMs are not content to be in a female body or to be perceived as female.
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Intersex people are individuals born with physical variations—such as a micropenis or an enlarged clitoris, both types of gonads, or internal reproductive organs that do not match external organs—and/or a variety of chromosomal combinations other than XX or XY. At birth the genitals may be ambiguous; at puberty the child may not go through anticipated physical changes. There are scores of medically defined intersex conditions. Some intersex people feel that intersexuality has no connection to gender, while some transsexuals feel that being transsexual is a form of intersex. This is a highly contested area within the transgender community. Because their conditions are seen as medical abnormalities, many intersex people have access to medical intervention that transsexuals do not have, but intersex people often have surgical procedures at birth or in adolescence without their consent.

Several of the participants in my study identified as queer or genderqueer. For example, “I'm not a big fan of ‘androgynous’ because the palette of gender expression is much wider and wilder than that scholarly word would indicate. I like genderqueer and gender outlaw and genderfuck much more. There's an edginess to those that is very appropriate” (Kosse, FtM). Gunner (genderqueer boy) stated, “Genderqueer works better because it describes my gender, not as traditional or straight, more fluid, and my sexual orientation [as] ‘not straight.’”

Generally the term genderqueer (or queer) refers to people who feel that their gender identity and/or sexual orientation are outside the binary. In the mainstream, the term queer refers to a status or a person who is shamed and isolated. When LGBT-identified people reclaimed the word queer, resulting in Q sometimes being added to LGBT (for LGBTQ), the idea was to reclaim difference as positive. Clare makes this observation:


Queer has accomplished a number of things for the l/g/b/t individuals and communities who have embraced it. The word names a reality. Yes, we are different; we are outsiders; we do not fit the dominant culture's definition of normal. Queer celebrates that differentness rather than hiding or denying it. By making queer our own, it becomes less of a bludgeon. We take a weapon away from the homophobes. (1999, pp. 96–97, emphasis in the original)



Queer is used to capture the notions of transgressive sex and gender, and the fluidity of sex and gender, in a way no other word does. Genderqueer allows a person to identify with multiple communities at once. Dylan (FtM) used the term queer to name his attraction “to butch women, trans men, anything in that spectrum.” As Nicholas (FtM) said, “For me, dating a butch dyke makes me a homosexual, dating an FtM makes me a homosexual, because I'm riding that line, I'm really between those two communities, somewhere between passing butch and FtM, and it's all queer. It's all really queer.”

Other terms similar to queer include gender bender and gender fuck. Gender bender refers to individuals who challenge gender notions through their gender expression and appearance, usually done quite deliberately and sometimes as farce or play. This behavior is also known as gender fuck.

The term androgyny has multiple meanings. To some it means qualities of both male and female within one person; to others it means that the person's gender is ambiguous or unclear. Laura (MtF) said: “Androgynous is a term others have used to describe me. Others have used that term because they cannot tell my sex by looking at me.” Cris (male cross-dresser) added, “The term androgynous, to me, means a person who presents themselves in a physical way so that their sex cannot be determined by physical appearance and that appearance could be defined as either male or female.” Gelsey (male cross-dresser) echoed, “An androgynous presentation leaves everyone totally confused.” And Karen (MtF) pointed out another issue: “The androgyne gets the worst of both worlds, being subject to suspicion and contempt, not accepted by either men nor women, a target for derision or pity, at best on the fringes of society but never part of anything.”

Julian, an ungendered individual, explained that he disliked the term because it reinforces binary thinking:

Androgynous as a word does not work especially well for me as it is comprised of the roots for man and woman, and so the term, to me, perpetuates the binary. Like the term blue-green doesn't really escape the notions of blue and green. That's just how it feels to me, and I can well imagine it working just fine for someone else. I have made comments though, like “I'm attracted to androgynous guys.” So it's not so problematic to me that I won't use it on occasion. But even when I do, I find my meaning of it is not necessarily communicated to the person I'm talking to. For example, they might respond, “Do you mean she-males?” and that's not at all what I mean. I mean someone like David Cassidy in the Partridge Family.

Phillip preferred the term “metagendered” to androgyny because “it goes beyond the idea of either combining genders or crossing/changing between two options; it opens a whole world of third, fourth, and one-hundred-eighty-sixth options, which I like better!”

Nonetheless, many of the people I interviewed identified as androgynous. Jon, an intersex person, felt that as a genetic 47XXY he was “definitely a combination of two sexes.” Babz, an androgynous butch female, thought of herself as “both m/f and neither. I am me, who happens to have a female body.” Dawn (hermaphrodite) wrote: “I really consider myself androgynous. I don't try to be male or female; I just go with what I feel.”

Some Native Americans use the term two-spirit to replace berdache, a label dating from colonialism, and found in the writings of explorers, early missionaries, and anthropologists, who used it to refer to Native people living outside the gender binary. According to Roscoe (1998), the expression two-spirit came into use in 1990 during a sun dance gathering in Winnipeg, Canada. Although Native American FtM Gary Bowen does not himself use the term, he wrote:


In my understanding of Spirit, Spirit is not divided in itself, but is an integrated whole. It is not a thing in balance, as implied by dichotomies of male/female, gay/straight, and black/white so prevalent in the white way of thinking; but a complete and complex thing which includes an entire rainbow of possibilities—not just the opposite ends of a spectrum. That is why there are seven cardinal directions: east, west, north, south, up, down, and center, as the Native viewpoint embraces dimensions not normally noticed by the dominant culture; so too does Spirit embrace dimensions of humanity not normally accepted by the dominant culture. (Quoted in Feinberg 1998, p. 65)



Two-spirit people live as individuals whose gender presentation and gender roles do not match their physical body. Roscoe documented third genders (male two-spirits) in 157 North American tribes and fourth genders (female two-spirits) in about one-third of those tribes. He recorded a wide range of regional and tribal gender variations and degrees of acceptance by other tribal members based on records dating back to the early 1600s. Two-spirits were quite variable. Some cross-dressed, others did not; some did the work of both males and females, others of only one gender.

In tribal cultures prior to the European invasion, two-spirit people held high-status positions such as warriors or shamans. They often married (or partnered with) individuals of the same biological sex but were not considered homosexual. It was an honor to partner with a two-spirit person. However, Europeans forced two-spirit people to wear the clothes and hairstyle “appropriate” to their biological sex. They jailed many and killed others. Government officials, missionaries, teachers, and Indian agents hounded two-spirits underground, and third- and fourth-gender people virtually disappeared. Although two-spirit is an identity that is only slowly being reclaimed within contemporary Native American cultures, the existence of two-spirits in Native American history as honored tribe members demonstrates that gender variance can be successfully integrated into family, community, and culture.

Intergendered is a term gaining in usage. Unlike bigendered, which refers back to a twofold binary system, intergendered rejects any sort of gender system. According to Gabriel, who identifies as intergendered, the term signifies “that within-ness,” a natural and internal gender that is not a socialized construct. Gabriel doesn't want to be a man or a woman but both man and woman; not he or she but “Gabriel.”
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“Lori Girshick’s helpful, provocative book is a
real contribution to the science and sociology
of transgender people. Her many and luminous
interviews allow transpeople to speak for them-
selves; her uncanny and cutting-edge criticism
provides both the theory and the compassion to
furtherilluminate these voices. Transgender Vices
speaks with wisdom, complexity, and compas-
sion ona topic key to our understanding of men,
‘women, and everyone else.”
—jennifer Finney Boylan,
author of Shes Not There: ALif in Two Genders

“Transgender Voices will become required read-
ing for my sociology of gender and psychology
of gender classes. Lori Girshick’s comprehen-
sive style of writing and presenting information
makes ita first choice for someone planning o
read only one book. The personal testimonies
from her interviews are very compelling and

touched my heart.”
—Allison Elise Cleveland, Executve Director,
‘The Gender Center, Inc.
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