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THREE

Becoming Trans*

Elisabeth: Your parents want what’s best for you. 
ludo: They don’t know what’s best for me.

Ma Vie en Rose, dir. Alain Berliner (1997)

When I was a young ... person ... I was constantly taken for a 
boy, and my parents were frantic to intervene in the relentless 
gendering of me as male. I was forced to wear my hair long and 
dress in girlish clothing, and told to sit and stand a certain way. 
The embarrassment of my gender often involved a wide cast of 
characters—I stood at the center of a theatrical production 
playing out daily around my queerness and within an ever more 
complicated staging of the child body. A stranger/distant rela- 
tive/shopkeeper would say, “What a wonderful family, two girls, 
two boys!” and beam with contentment at the symmetry thus 
observed. But of course, the symmetry was of their own making. 
“Three girls and a boy,” my father would interject. Pause. Cue 
me—and now I had to perform in a girlish way to throw off the 
cover of maleness that I had so happily assumed. Pause. Well, 
lovely family. End of conversation.

The break in symmetry performed by my emergence as “girl” 
from the cover of “boy” that I had eagerly worn and inhabited 
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46 / Becoming Trans'

was in actual fact a much larger rupture and one that not only 
undermines the supposed “loveliness” of the family but also one 
that comes, in the larger culture, to stand for the problem with 
family per se. Family names a system that is supposed to pro
tect, enclose, and embrace its members, but, like any system of 
membership, it as often excludes, shames, and savages outsiders. 
The presence of cross-gendered children and gender-ambigu
ous children within the family throws all kinds of assumptions 
about gender, childhood, and embodiment into question and 
ultimately casts doubt on the validity of the family itself.

I ♦ ♦
In 2015, after functioning for at least half a century as the name for 
bodily disgrace and gender absurdity, “transgender” (used as an 
umbrella term for gender-variant bodies) became a household 
word. What with debates about bathroom use and regular appear
ances of transgender people on TV shows and within celebrity 
culture, the term suddenly circulated widely, and it came to the 
point where not a day went by without some kind of news story on 
transgender people in bathrooms, in the military, in the law, in 
sports, in school, in fact and fiction and everything in between. 
Transgender thus became and remains the newest marker of 
exclusion and pathology to be seamlessly transitioned into a tem
plate for acceptance and tolerance. While we should undoubtedly 
celebrate recent attention to transgender rights, transgender visi
bility, and transgender recognition—not to mention trans* access 
to public facilities—we must also resist some of the streamlining 
effects of this recognition and ask what price will be paid and by 
whom for this new visibility. Much of the new conversation about 
gender focuses on children’s bodies and gender identities and 
seeks to remedy social exclusion on their behalf Indeed, the
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emergence of trans* children in families around the United States 
may well be the foundation for this new national conversation. Of 
course, within such conversations about gender justice the trans* 
child in question is typically white, and the sense of wanting to 
protect the child and usher her/him into the gendered adoles
cence s/he desires does not extend to children living in poverty, 
many children of color, and trans* youth who are delivered into 
the juvenile justice system, often through what has been called 
the “school-to-prison pipeline.”

Trans activism has often been folded into the lesbian and gay 
rights movements that began in the 1970s and culminated in the 
removal of lesbianism and gay identity from various medical defi
nitions of pathology. But as lesbians and gay men earned recogni
tion and protection from the state, transgender people often came 
to occupy the newly vacated classifications of disorder and dys
function. And so, while the American Psychiatric Association 
removed homosexuality from its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM) in the early 1970s, “gender identity disor
der” remained listed until as recently as 2013.1 Its eventual removal 
is not all-good news, however; although cross-gender identifica
tion has been cleared of the stigma of a disorder, attention has 
now shifted to what is called “gender dysphoria.” Someone suffer
ing from “gender dysphoria,” according to the most recent (fifth) 
edition of DSM, exhibits distress over their gendered embodiment 
and may require treatment. As with past definitions of LGT iden
tities, there is no accounting here for the fact that a person’s dis
tress over their gender identity may be the result of social exclu
sion, family violence, or reduced employment opportunities 
rather than of a struggle with gender identification.

Because transsexuality and transgenderism have different 
definitional trajectories than lesbian or gay identifications, 
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transgender activism has been understood, in the last few dec
ades, as a separate and fairly discrete category of political organ
izing with its own relations to respectability, on the one hand, 
and rebellion on the other. National organizations such as the 
National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE) is, accord
ing to its mission statement, “a national social justice organiza
tion devoted to ending discrimination and violence against 
transgender people through education and advocacy on national 
issues of importance to transgender people.”2 Like lesbian and 
gay national organizations, NCTE uses the language of empow
erment as well as the channels of mainstream political lobbying 
and has a stated goal of equality. NCTE also pursues employ
ment opportunities, legal protection, and health care access for 
transgender people, as well as access to accurate identity docu
mentation. But this kind of organizing does not seek to chal
lenge or change any of the underlying social conditions that lead 
to the acceptance of some transgender people into public life 
and the criminalization and marginalization of other “less 
deserving” gender-variant folks.

At the other end of the spectrum we can look at groups such 
as the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SLRP), a radical nonprofit 
organization advocating for the freedom of all people to “self- 
determine their gender identity and expression, regardless of 
income or race, and without facing harassment, discrimination, 
or violence.”3 The SRLP advocates for transgender youth, home
less people, immigrants, and prisoners; its efforts reveal the mas
sive disparities in the life experiences of young and poor trans
gender people versus those of wealthy, often white transgender 
professionals. Dean Spade, one of the founders of SRLP, articu
lates the differences among transgender people in terms of 
reduced or enhanced life chances, cautioning that “the most
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marginalized trans people experience more extreme vulnerabil
ity, in part because more aspects of their lives are directly con
trolled by legal and administrative systems of domination—pris
ons, welfare programs, foster care, drug treatment centers, 
homeless shelters, job training centers—that employ rigid gen
der binaries. These intersecting vectors of control make obtain
ing resources especially difficult, restrict access to zones of 
retreat or safety, and render every loss of a job, family support, or 
access to an advocate or a health care opportunity more costly.”*

Spade replaces a generalized understanding of discrimination 
based on superficial markers of difference, such as skin color, 
with a more structural model pointing to the greater vulnerabil
ity of poor people and people of color due to the “legal and 
administrative systems of domination.” For transgender people, 
this domination intensifies to the extent that they must petition 
for hormones, surgery, employment protection, name change, 
and so on, and if they cannot afford to do so, they become illegi
ble and therefore dangerous within the systems charged with 
surveying, managing, and controlling those populations with the 
least to gain from the status quo. These differentials in vulnera
bility to violence and poverty are a crucial part of understanding 
how transgender people are welcomed and recognized by some 
laws and controlled and confined by others.

By this logic, we could say that in the first two decades of the 
twenty-first century transgender bodies have come to represent 
new frontiers for state recognition, social tolerance, and flexible 
norms. The warm embrace of the state, the family, the school, and 
the military is now extended to the very bodies that previously 
signified the abject limits to belonging. But these new modes of 
acceptance extended only to forms of transgender embodiment 
that could be easily identified with new markets for capital. They 
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did not extend to categories of transgender life that remain chal
lenging to a politics of respectability, legality, and legibility. In 
this way, the new icons of transgender life include Caitlin Jenner, 
a wealthy former athlete and a part of the Kardashian media 
empire; Laverne Cox, a Black transgender woman who plays a 
transgender prisoner in Orange Is the New Black; and numerous 
transgender children who have challenged bathroom restrictions 
in their schools. This iconography has not, however, extended to 
transgender sex workers or transgender victims of sexual vio
lence, homeless transgender youth or transgender people of color 
living in neighborhoods subject to police brutality and cast as 
gang zones by state officials.

If “queer” in the 1990s and 2000s was the marker of a politics of 
sex and gender that exceeded identity and gestured toward a cri
tique of state power and assimilationist goals, we could say the 
term “trans*” marks a politics based on a general instability of 
identity and oriented toward social transformation, not political 
accommodation. As the term “transgender” comes to represent 
the acceptable edge of gender variance, the category of trans* 
signifies the cost of that level of acceptance. The category takes 
the prefix for transitivity and couples it with the asterisk that 
indicates a wildcard in internet searches; it is a diacritical mark 
that poses a question to its prefix and stands in for what exceeds 
the politics of naming and recognition. Trans* also signals the 
insufficiency of current classificatory systems, many of which we 
inherited from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The solution, as I discussed earlier, is not to impose ever more 
precise calibrations of bodily identity but rather to think in new 
and different ways about what it means to claim a body.

In terms of gendered embodiment, as the work of so many 
queer scholars on race and sexuality shows, contemporary defi
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nitions of femininity and masculinity, as well as current formula
tions of gender fluidity, lean heavily on concepts of the gendered 
body adapted from early twentieth-century formulations of race 
and class. For example, while historian Gail Bederman in Manli
ness and Civilization is very persuasive about the catastrophic con
sequences in the early twentieth century of battles fought by 
white men against Black male bodies on behalf of what they felt 
was a destabilized and crumbling social order,5 more recently 
Black queer scholars have investigated the foundations of white 
femininity with its reliance on the criminalization of Black 
women. Sarah Haley, for example, in a stunning account of state 
violence directed at young Black women at the start of the twen
tieth century in the United States, discovers that “imprisoned 
black women were labeled queer in the years immediately pre
ceding the word being used to describe homosexual desire and 
homosexuals.” This leads her to the startling insight that “the 
imprisoned black female subject was, in some ways, vestibular to 
queerness.” Using the sense of the “vestibular” that Hortense 
Spillers pioneered in her essay on Black (unjgendering, “Mama’s 
Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Haley draws attention to the ways in which 
“black women became a point of passage between what was nor
mative and what was queer.”6 The queerness that the legal sys
tem ascribed to Black bodies disqualified those same bodies from 
any protection against injustice and indeed made them available 
for intense brutality at the hands of the law.

The fact that current definitions and uses of the term “queer” 
proceed without a clear sense of the centrality of bodies of color 
to the production of its meaning suggests that one function of sex/ 
gender classifications is the occlusion of the operations of white 
supremacy within seemingly natural systems of naming. The 
term “trans*” uses the asterisk to hold open the many histories of 
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variant bodies and the many ways in which those histories have 

been deployed.
And while the nonspecificity of the term might be consid

ered its strength, some transgender commentators have critiqued 
“trans*” precisely because of its bagginess and lack of specificity. 
Still others, however, like Eva Haywood and Jami Weinstein in a 
great essay titled “Tranimalities,” have celebrated the asterisk for 
its ranginess and have taken the term to the very limit of the 

human:

The asterisk, a diminutive astral symbol miming a starfish s limby 
reach, follows trans and attaches to it, attaches it to something else, a 
spiky allergenic pollen soliciting immunological mobilizations, a 
viral latching-on to membraneous surfaces of words. Trans* is meant, 
in part, to break open the category of transgender, transwoman, or 
transman. It is recognized as “an effort” (after all, an asterisk can sug
gest emphasis, which is perhaps also affective) to include all noncis
gender identities. The * is a paratactic: it denotes a database search, it 
designates multiplication, it can be a disclaimer indexing the fine 
print, it indicates pseudonyms or names that have been changed, and, 
in computer code, asterisks around a word will embolden it. The 
multi-pointed asterisk is fingery; it both points and touches.7

This great riff on the asterisk pays attention not only to the 
symbol’s diacritical function but also to its form its star 
shape—its indexical or haptic function. Recognizing in its shape 
the “starfish’s limby reach” (a research interest of Hayward’s), 
Hayward and Weinstein connect the linguistic sign to a differ
ent kind of body with a different relation to signification, sym
bolization, metaphor, and emphasis. My use of the asterisk, like 
theirs, embraces the nonspecificity of the term “trans” and uses 
it to open the term up to a shifting set of conditions and possi
bilities rather than to attach it only to the life narratives of a spe
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cific group of people. Gender variance, we might say, is both the 
history of difference and the history of how difference has been 
deployed within a commitment to the status quo.

Having stressed the differences between various trans* subject 
positions in the context of a U.S. political system that guarantees 
protection and rights to some only by denying these to others, let 
us try to parse acceptable and unacceptable forms of being by 
focusing briefly on the figure of the white and middle-class trans
gender child and the attention such children have received within 
the latest political battles around bathroom use, gender pronouns, 
and the recognition of people’s chosen gender identities. In con
trast to transgender activism over the past fifty years, which has 
sought transformative ways around binary definitions and the sys
tems of control that such binaries impose and uphold, new activ
ism on behalf of often very young children by their parents seeks 
mostly to normalize the child and keep radicalization at bay. This 
new wave of neoliberal incorporation seeks to situate the trans
gender person, and often the transgender child specifically, as a 
victim in need of protection, a minor in need of advocacy, or a 
patient in need of care. The discourses, medical and psychologi
cal and otherwise, that attend to the trans* child sit uneasily 
alongside a new suite of narratives about disability and accommo
dations for all kinds of forms of debilitating differences.

Whereas even a few decades ago transsexuality was considered 
a “condition” that was typically expressed and addressed only in 
early adulthood, currently children as young as four years old 
may express various forms of gender variance, and there are now 
protocols for parents and teachers who have concerns about the 
gender-questioning children in their care. These parents and 
teachers, well-meaning though they are, might be accused of 
organizing from above, in the sense that they attempt to intuit 
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what their very young children need as they express varying 
degrees of gender ambiguity and they try to mold education and 
medicine to those needs rather than surrendering their children 
to the needs of the community at large. These are noble goals and 
they coincide with some of the trajectories that families of inter
sex children fought for a decade or so ago. But they still put in 
place an activism that works around rather than through the child, 
and in so doing this activism has prematurely stabilized the 
meaning of the trans* child’s gender variance and put protocols in 
place for the normalization of his or her gender.

Nowadays, it is the parents of gender-variant children for the 
most part who have initiated fights about the use of bathrooms 
in schools. While parents are insisting on the rights of their chil
dren to use the restroom that is most comfortable for them, we 
might want to ask bigger questions about restroom designations 
in general and the various gendered and racial restrictions to 
which they have historically been subject. The issue here is not 
simply about insisting that trans* children use a specific bath
room but about granting all children access to all restrooms. 
Some schools are trying to work around legislating restroom 
usage one child at a time by eliminating urinals in favor of sin
gle-stall toilets that any child can access. This is approach rec
ognizes that a shift has occurred in the culture that requires 
whole-scale solutions, not piecemeal workarounds that continue 
to center on the “problem” of the gender-variant body.

Children may well represent the front lines of change in gen
der protocols. If the child absorbs the wisdom of their era, then 
surely the three- or four-year-old who declares themself to be 
definitively a gender at odds with their birth-assigned sex is a har
binger of a new world of embodiment. But by the same token, 
might the emergence of the transgender child in white middle
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class households actually signal new articulations of family struc
tures: what the family once formally excluded and denounced 
(gender and sexual “deviants”), it now includes and claims? What 
is the significance of the emergence of transgender children?

The instability of childhood means that gender is necessarily 
uncertain before heteronormative family dynamics shape it into 
something clear and “true.” The child can therefore be a vehicle 
for both the most normative of social fantasies and the most flam
boyant of social fears. Indeed, in the past the child has been 
feared as a channel for social denouncement (think of the child in 
The Children's Hour who informs on her “lesbian” teachers); as a 
recipient of ideological brainwashing (think of Ariel Dorfman’s 
Hoiv to Read Donald Duck, a book about the imperial function of 
Disney cartoons); an enforcer of socially repugnant rules that the 
child may not even understand (Nazi youth, for example). The 
child has also figured as the site for the staging of potent alterna
tives, as an unruly agent that must be tamed, as a block to busi
ness as usual and an anarchistic site of refusal (think of Max from 
Where the Wild Things Are). Children, in other words, are dense 
figures of social anxiety and aspiration both. For this reason, the 
way that discourses on gender and sexuality circulate through 
them gives us much information about how normalization works.

In relation to the emergence of trans-variable bodies, accord
ingly, the trans* child, or the child uncertain of their gender ori
entation, represents a gender instability that the family has both 
cultivated and rejected. In contemporary contexts, “the trans
gender child,” a clearly identified and identifiable subject, has 
been offered up as a resolution to childhood issues with gender 
variance. The transgender child is a product of social media, the 
object of new and public conversations about gender instability, 
the subject of several generations of activism—and now they 
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have become the cause celebre of new modes of parental activ
ism. As such, the transgender child raises questions about 
whether new modes of gendered embodiment pose any chal
lenge at all to cultural and social norms.

In the past, trans* children have been represented in film and 
media not as victims in need of assistance and advocacy but as 
trespassers in the family home, as flies in the ointment, as dis
turbed and disturbing. In Ma Vie en Rose (1997, dir. Alain Berliner), 
for example, a brightly colored childhood arranges itself around 
an adorable femme boy who prefers long hair and flowery clothes 
to short hair and sports. He is delightful and beloved, kind and 
unique, but the community within which his family is embedded 
makes him and his family aware of the fact that his blatant femi
ninity is not to be tolerated. The blame for his overt expressions 
of femininity is cast on his mother, for being too sexy; his father, 
for not being authoritarian; his grandmother, for not being mar
ried; and finally, on the boy himself, for being “weak.” Ma Vie en 
Rose, remarkably, while it does present its young trans*-hero as at 
odds with their community in suburban Belgium, manages to 
present viewers with a sense of the resilience of the trans* child 
and his/her wayward desires. Ludo never calls himself a trans
gender child; he simply occupies a space of experimentation.

And in Celine Sciamma’s beautiful drama from 2011 titled 
Tomboy, ten-year-old Laure struggles when her family moves to a 
new neighborhood. This moment of geographical transition 
places the child and her younger sister in the precarious social 
milieu faced by “new kids” everywhere, but in the case of Laure, 
a cute and boyish child, it affords an opportunity as well to 
present herself according to her own desires rather than those of 
her parents and family. When the new kids that Laure encoun
ters and plays football with presume Laure is male, he goes along 
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with it and calls himself Mikael, despite having a prepubescent 
female body. Mikael is clearly relieved and energized by the 
freedom and recognition that his new identity brings and he rev
els in his status among the boys and the attention he draws from 
girls, especially one girl with whom he begins a romantic inter
action. As the movie plays out, there are lows and highs, love and 
disappointment, and finally, as in so many of these films, revela- 
tion/discovery/exposure and, ultimately, punishment.

Despite the unhappy ending to Tomboy, this film, along with 
Ma Vie en Rose, brings into dramatic relief a few fundamental 
facts about bourgeois notions of childhood and gender as they 
have played out in the past through the unwelcome spectacle of 
the trans* child:

1. Children see the world differently than adults do.
Tomboys opening clip dramatizes this insight. We see an 
image of a child drawing a child, and while we recognize 
in the flat stick figure a kind of universal representation of 
childhood drawing skills, we also are asked to think about 
the image not just as “rudimentary” but as evidence of a 
fundamentally different worldview. Whereas adults tend 
to “see” gender in normative ways, children can be 
content with appearances and do not always believe in 
deep, essential structures that layer the self in contradic
tory and uneven ways until taught to do so by adults. This 
image of a child representing a child reminds us that the 
condition of childhood is the condition of being represented 
by adults—children have little control over the mode of 
representation but are constantly subject to it. Tomboy and 
Ma Vie en Rose ask us to consider and remember what the 
world looks like from a child’s-eye view. It also makes a 
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visual case for seeing the world through child eyes: as 
candy colored and full of wonder, in the case of Ludo in 
Ma Vie en Rose, and as vibrant and pulsating with erotic 
promise, in the case of Mikael in Tomboy. But it reminds 
us as well that childhood is a time of brutality, cruelty, 
and violence, and while the other children accept Ludo 
and Mikael as long as they do not disturb the balance of 
power in the fragile networks between children and 
adults, they turn on them once the adults become 
enraged.

2. Gender is attributed as much as it is declared.
In Tomboy, Mikael’s gender is a collaborative event that 
occurs among and between the children. He presents as 
male despite living with a female body; they accept his 
child body as male whether or not they believe it. Only 
when the adults have declared a mismatch do they demand 
proof Gender always comes from elsewhere rather than 
forming the truth of the body. This is a concept that was 
beautifully laid out back in 1978 by sociologists Wendy 
McKenna and Suzanne Kessler in their groundbreaking 
book Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach? There, the 
authors both describe and explain the centrality of gender 
attribution to the production of systems of gender recogni
tion and identity. By gender attribution, they mean the 
ways in which we all ascribe genders to all the bodies we 
encounter by rapidly scanning bodies and making assump
tions about their morphologies and orientations. Kessler 
and McKenna also note, far ahead of poststructuralist 
gender theory, that biology is not the key to gender 
attribution. Instead of gender attribution, a split-second 
assessment, being based on genitalia, they note, genitalia 



Becoming Trans* I 59

are mostly assumed. With these arguments, they laid the 
foundations for Judith Butler’s famous formulation in 
Gender Trouble: that gender does not emerge as a cultural 
interpretation of sex, but rather, sex circulates as a 
cultural interpretation of gender.9

While McKenna and Kessler’s theories of gender 
attribution and Butler’s theories of gender performativity 
have had enormous staying power over the last twenty 
years, they have also been contested by transgender 
activists for whom the body or the materiality of gender 
has a kind of stubborn persistence. And as we shall see, 
many transgender theorists have produced radically 
different accounts of gendered subjectivity, accounts that 
insist on rather than attempt to sidestep the flesh, its 
meaning, and its plasticity or fixity.

3. The child is a screen onto whom gender normativity is projected 
but who reminds us of the variation that is spontaneous within 
presocial subjects.
Normativity, we know from Michel Foucault, is a central 
part of modern power systems, and it works by disciplin
ing complex societies through self-policing mechanisms. 
In his History of Sexuality, Foucault, using the example of 
the “masturbating child,” sees the child body as a place 
where social expectations are enforced over and against, 
through and within, whatever expressions of identity and 
desire may emerge in the oversurveyed and multiply 
interpreted terrain of childhood.10

Ultimately, a child body can slip through the matrix of parental 
and pedagogical supervision, but a system of normativity works 
both through the exertion of pressure against nonnormative 
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behavior and through the internalization of standards of conduct 
that are communicated silently and even gesturally. Children of all 
backgrounds, in other words, are supposed to internalize models of 
gender and reproduce them in forms that match up with their 
cultural, racial, and classed locations and in relation to manners, 
gender-appropriate likes and dislikes, conventional interactions 
within a heterosexual matrix, and even their own hopes and fears 
about the future.

New modes of parenting among white middle-class “designer” 
parents have shifted the coordinates of belonging such that the 
trans* child that might previously have been viewed as disruptive 
might now be displayed as a trophy, a mark of the family’s flexi
bility, a sign of the liberal family’s capacious borders. The trans* 
child is also placed by their parents within an ever-expanding 
and dizzying array of disabilities that the parents claim for their 
children and then seek to cure, ameliorate, or medicalize. Jasbir 
Puar, in an extraordinary essay on the overlap between dis
courses of disability and models of transgenderism, comments on 
the sometimes contradictory and sometimes complementary 
goals of transgender and disability activism. Puar explains how 
transgenderism has been excluded from the category of disabil
ity both to purge disability of any connection to perverse gen
dering but also to protect transgenderism from pathologization. 
In the process, however, both discourses reinvest in normativity 
and create narratives that “suffer from a domination of whiteness 
and contend with normativization of the acceptable and recog
nizable subject.”11 Using a framework of capacity and debility to 
mark the shuttling of bodies between productivity and needi
ness, Puar helpfully shows how, within capitalism, normalization 
revalues bodies that have otherwise been reviled and rejected 
while making distinctions between differently located trans and 



Becoming Trane* / 61

disabled bodies. It is this process that transforms the gender-var
iant child from an abject and potentially unlovable body into an 
exceptional sign of uniqueness that reflects value back onto the 
family and heteronormative systems of care, and diverts atten
tion away from other genealogies of becoming. For Puar, ulti
mately, we must resist discourses that posit an end point to tran
sitions or a cure for disabilities in favor of a notion of “becoming 
trans” which highlights “the impossibility of linearity, perma
nence, and end points.”12 Such a model refuses the exceptionality 
of the transgender subject, allows for various relations to biopo
litical power and access, and, ultimately, forecloses on the trans
gender child as a foundation for a transgender adult future.

Ultimately, then, Tomboy and Ma Vie en Rose make us aware of 
how forcefully parents “train” children to be “normal,” how bla
tantly adults insist on certain forms of embodiment and forbid 
others. In fact, there is nothing natural in the end about gender 
as it emerges from childhood; the hetero scripts that are forced 
on children have nothing to do with nature and everything to 
do with violent enforcements of hetero-reproductive domestic
ity. These enforcements, even when they can accommodate 
some degree of bodily difference, direct children toward regular 
understandings of the body in time and space. But the weird set 
of experiences that we call childhood stands outside adult logics 
of time and space. The time of the child, then, like the time of 
the queer, is always already over and still to come. As Kathryn 
Bond Stockton puts it, “The child is precisely who we are not 
and, in fact, never were. It is the act of the adults looking back.”13 
Childhood, for Stockton, is ghostly: it haunts adulthood, eludes 
children, and becomes a misty presence and a palpable absence 
all at once. Childhood is over in the sense that we theorize it 
retrospectively from the vantage point of normative adulthood
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in the context of modernity, and it is still to come in the sense 
that normative adulthood is only held in place by the relegation 
of all forms of otherness to the past. Childhood in the past was 
never queer, never trans*, always oriented toward a normativity 
to come. The arrival of trans* children disrupts not only the 
meaning of the gendered body but our understandings of time, 
development, and order itself.
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