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SIX

Trans* Feminism

Transitioning is vibratory; transitioning women are, 
first and most importantly, vibratory beings.

Eva Hayward, “Spider City Sex” (2010)

When I came out in 1980, some white feminists were waging war 
on transsexuals, whom they saw as interlopers into spaces that 
women had fought hard to protect from men. Separatism was a 
thing, and women’s bookstores and coffee shops and bars tried to 
organize around a narrow politics of womanhood. Within such a 
climate, it was hard to express gender variance of any kind, and 
even as I embraced the sense of community that feminism 
offered me, 1 felt confused by the emphasis on womanhood. In 
the end I had to part ways with this version of feminism in order 
to embrace my masculinity, and it took a long time for me find 
my way back to a meaningful relation with gender politics.

I find my original frustration with a moralistic and women- 
born-womyn-centered feminism echoed in the current antago
nism that many transgender women voice against versions of 
feminism that still insist on the centrality of female-bodied 
women. The standoffs that took place in the early 2000s at the 
annual Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival (MWMF; see below)

i°7 
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between feminists defending “woman’s land” and transwomen 
wanting to access that space brought some of this antagonism to 
a head, and new battlegrounds have since emerged in relation 
to “women’s marches” following the election of Donald Trump 
to the presidency and shared spaces like public bathrooms.

Still, as we enter new eras of terror, and as social media net
works continue to buzz with sexist, misogynist, and transphobic 
chatter, perhaps it is time to retire the old antagonisms and seek 
common ground. Feminist spaces cannot possibly be the only or 
the most fraught locations for transgender women, and many 
trans* men who come out as gay must surely have as much to say 
about misogyny in gay male communities. It is time to rethink 
the politics of trans* gender, the solidarities and antagonisms that 
allow people to work together or force them apart, and to con
sider whether the foundational binary of male-female may pos
sibly have run its course. When the male-female binary crum
bles, what new constellations of alliance and opposition emerge?

* ♦ I
Contemporary suspicion of feminism within transgender groups 
arises primarily from two sources: first, a strand of 1970s white 
feminism that found its loudest voice in a 1979 book by Janice 
Raymond titled The Transsexual Empire; and second, a more con
temporary version of this antipathy found in the struggle over 
trans* women’s acceptance (or lack thereof) at MWMF. Ray
mond’s book was a deeply transphobic text, full of paranoid 
accusations about transsexual women invading and populating 
“womyn’s space.”1 The language of empire in her title referred 
to the way in which she understood transsexuals to be coloniz
ing womyn’s work, bonds, functions, and domains. Raymond 
understood transsexual women to be literally invading, even 
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“raping,” female-born women, but she also, contradictorily, 
blamed transsexual women as complicit in the production, cir
culation, and consolidation of conventional femininity. The 
book was toxic; it also had considerable currency at the time.

The sentiments that Raymond expresses in The Transsexual 
Empire are reprehensible, without a doubt, yet they were repre
sentative of one small but vocal and fairly powerful group of 
women in the 1970s. Raymond’s book should in no way be situ
ated as representing most feminists’ views on trans* womanhood, 
then or now. Similarly, the rigidly exclusionary system of admis
sion deployed by the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, which 
categorically refused to let transsexual women onto the land, 
was widely repudiated by feminists who stood in solidarity with 
the many trans* activist groups that led a controversial boycott 
of the festival.

Despite the inconsistent focus and minoritarian support of 
anti-transsexual feminism, the opposition between transsexual 
women and white feminists has emerged as a major component 
of contemporary transgender activism. While radical feminists 
such as Sheila Jeffreys and Mary Daly did articulate antipathy 
toward transgender women, and in so doing negatively influ
enced many readers, other radical feminists from the 1970s and 
1980s, like Andrea Dworkin, did not see transgender women as 
enemies, and they understood the category of “woman” to 
include transgender women and even advocated for free hor
mones and surgery.2 Nonetheless, the anti-transgender voices— 
Raymond and Jeffreys in particular—were so strident (“all 
transsexuals rape women’s bodies,” Raymond)3 and so inflam
matory (“I suggest that transsexualism should best be seen ... as 
directly political, medical abuse of human rights,” Jeffreys)4 that 
it has been hard to overcome the damage done. This has created 
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many problems for coalition building in the United States 
among and between trans* and feminist groups and has lingered 
in such communities as an unhealed wound.

While it has been important to confront pernicious commen
taries on transgender womanhood, the extremism of these femi
nist voices, in a sense, drowned out trans*-positive discourses in 
feminist venues. It has been as if transgender women have been 
tuned in to transphobic feminist discourse to the exclusion of all 
others. (The same kinds of accusations of a historically transpho
bic set of practices have not been articulated in relation to gay 
male communities, for example.) In this chapter, I propose that 
we relinquish the reactive positions that anti-transgender femi
nism has produced and move toward an affirmative trans* gen
der project that builds less on antagonistic standoffs and instead 
favors odd and quirky theories of self, other, home, world, body, 
identity, touching, feeling, knowing, being, becoming, and mov
ing. To do so is to connect with other intellectual feminist gene
alogies, other ways of thinking that have been blocked out by 
this emphasis. But first, we need to understand the conflicts 
between some feminists and some transgender women.

The Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival took place every 
summer in Oceana County, Michigan, from 1976 to 2015. Music 
festivals played an important role in the emergence of particular 
genres of feminism in the 1970s and 1980s, offering a perform
ance circuit for musicians and artists as well as a separate space 
for women wishing time away from a society fueled by hetero
sexism and misogyny. MWMF was held on land owned by a 
woman named Lisa Vogel; run almost entirely by volunteer 
labor, it was attended by up to eight thousand women at a time. 
Over the years, the festival hosted bands like punk queers Tribe 
8, folk singers like Indigo Girls, and women’s music pioneers like
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Holly Near and Cris Williamson.5 In the late 1990s transgender 
groups began protesting the festival for its policy of denying 
admission to transwomen, and a protest camp, Camp Trans, was 
established outside the main festival grounds. The battles 
between transgender activists and the womyn who set policy for 
MWMF were fierce and rhetorically intense, and the fallout 
from these conflicts was devastating.

In general, of course, there was no reason why MWMF should 
deny admission to trans* women; this policy of limiting access to 
“womyn-born womyn” felt dated and regressive even in the late 
1990s. Then again, MWMF was a not-for-profit operation far 
outside the mainstream of American life, and it may not have 
been the best target for the boycott that eventually emerged. 
Transgender men and women in the United States in the 1990s 
faced discrimination in schools, at work, and in public spaces, 
and one could argue that these spaces, along with religious and 
conservative organizations, deserve our attention much more 
than a feminist-led annual event might. That said, transgender 
women were deeply hurt by this version of transphobia on the 
part of an organization that should have been within their soli
darity network. The protests expressed this sense of betrayal.

The confrontations between the organizers of MWMF and 
the trans* women who wanted to attend created an archive of 
resentments and broken connections, and it is this history of the 
festival that lingers long after the annual gatherings came to an 
end in 2015. Indeed, these simmering disagreements made a brief 
but impactful appearance in Transparent, in an episode titled 
“Man on the Land” that solidified the idea of feminists and trans* 
people as locked in an intractable conflict. “Man on the Land,” 
which appears at the end of season two, finds Maura (Jeffrey 
Tambor), a trans* woman, at the Women’s Festival—not as a 
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woman trapped in a man’s body so much as a trans* woman 
trapped in a womyn-born womyn’s event! After arriving at the 
festival with good faith and good vibes along with her two (some
times) lesbian daughters, Maura learns that the festival is only for 
women-born women. What follows is a fantastic sequence in 
which various characters discuss the pros and cons of this policy 
in a compact and compelling way. Finally, Maura runs away from 
the festival, angry and hurt by the unwelcome news that she is a 
trespasser, a “man on the land,” and she expresses a feeling of 
betrayal for not being recognized as female at a place created as a 
retreat from conventional gender politics. As she walks off the 
land, however, another woman, Vicky (played by Anjelica Hus
ton), also leaving, picks her up. The two have some chemistry 
and go to a motel, where they have sex.

The sex scene between Maura and Vicky is quite remarkable, 
and it provides a beautiful, inspired, gestural response to the 
crude rhetoric of womanhood that they have both rejected at 
the women’s festival. Maura, still in a putatively male body, 
experiences her desire via male genitalia but is able to channel 
that desire through her female self. The scene, directed by Jill 
Soloway, attended to and captured the awkwardness of bodies, 
the uncertainty of desire, and the weird geometries of genital 
compatibility. As if to bracket the polemical discussions about 
whether trans* women were or were not welcome on “womyn’s” 
land, this sex scene commits to a different model of trans* femi
nism altogether, one that fully embraces the kind of femininity 
that trans* theorist Julia Serano celebrates in Whipping Girl: A 
Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity as 
“girl stuff” and that recognizes “girl stuff’ as part and parcel of 
complex configurations of femininity that play out across a 
range of bodies.6 What makes Maura and Vicky’s sexual encoun



Trans* Feminisms / 113

ter so compelling within the framework of the representation of 
trans* feminism and trans* femininities is the explosive energy 
that these two very different women’s bodies are able to conjure 
and direct between them without either reverting to conven
tional male or female, masculine or feminine, positions.

Between them, Maura and her partner are an array of embodi
ments and identifications. They must improvise the meaning of 
sex and in the process find a new arrangement of desire altogether. 
Maura and Vicky literally recreate between them the meaning of 
womanhood, the meaning of lesbian, trans* and heterosexual 
desire, and they show the foolishness of the MWMF’t politics 
even as they reconcile to their exile from womyn-only space.

By making lemonade out of lemons, Transparent offers an 
ecstatic response to the seemingly unwavering standoff between 
female-born women and trans* women. The show also serves as a 
contemporary commentary on long-standing battles over the 
meaning and limits of womanhood. However, there is a danger of 
simplifying and reifying the multiple strands of feminist conver
sations over the meaning of transgender, transsexual, and trans* 
femininities when we focus only on the Michigan Women’s Music 
Festival. For example, if we turn to the archive of 1970s and 1980s 
womyn’s magazines for more concrete information on what femi
nists might have felt about transgender people a few decades ago, 
we find some surprising materials. Writings on transsexuality in 
feminist journals from those years yield alternative narratives 
about the relations between feminists and trans* people at the 
time.

As many trans* women have argued, some feminist groups in 
the 1970s and 1980s challenged transsexual women and accused 
them of infiltrating women-only spaces. Sandy Stone, the influ
ential trans* theorist, for example, a member of the Olivia 
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Records collective, was forced out of the collective not by her 
lesbian feminist sisters in the group but by Janice Raymond’s 
attacks on her and the record company and an accompanying 
threat of a boycott. But even in this incident we can see multiple 
narratives play out: even though the members of the collective 
disagreed with Raymond’s charge that Stone was an infiltrator, 
obviously a small, independent label could not withstand a boy
cott, so they mutually agreed that Stone would leave.

There were multiple feminist positions in this standoff. 
While some feminists accused trans* women of trying to take 
over women-born women’s projects, others accused trans* men 
of betraying women’s causes and becoming the enemy when 
they turned male. This was the storyline in Leslie Feinberg’s 
classic novel/memoir Stone Butch Blues? The mutual mistrust 
between some feminists and some trans* people obviously has a 
clear history and is well documented. But it is not the whole 
story. Needless to say, even in this same period when feminists 
were refusing to admit transsexual men and women into their 
spaces, there were articles grappling with the meaning of trans
genderism in feminist journals and magazines and zines. In a 
quick survey of commentary on trans* topics in some of the 
feminist zines and publications gathered in the One Institute 
Archives in Los Angeles, for example, I found a whole issue of a 
journal dedicated to trans* experiences, which I examine here— 
and it was by no means the only one.

In the Brooklyn-based journal Echo of Sappho, issue of summer/ 
fall 1973 (no- A we find several articles on gender transition, 
including a letter from someone who identified himself as a 
“female to male transsexual” and who suggested that the maga
zine “leans a little too hard on men.” Elsewhere in the issue there 
are articles on celibacy, on BDSM, and a piece titled “The
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Nature and Treatment of Transsexualism: When a Woman 
Becomes a Man” by one Mike Curie. This piece discusses the 
privileges and advantages of becoming a man but concludes: “I 
enjoy my status as a male, yet I realize that I don’t have to prove 
my maleness by getting laid by women. I consider women my 
equals and hope to become a man who does not oppress them.”8 
On the next page begins an article titled “WHY WOMEN 
WANT TO BECOME MEN_______AND ONE WHO
DID_______ !!!!” In this piece, the author explains how he got a
mastectomy, the troubles he had getting a legal name change, his 
experience with a hysterectomy and hormones, and his near
death experience in the hospital over the course of his opera
tions. The author was poorly treated in the hospital and emerged 
at the end of his ordeal with an unsuccessful bottom surgery. 
This author distinguishes between himself and lesbians as fol
lows: “A lesbian is a woman who is pleased to be female and who’s 
[jT] love object is female. A Transsexual loves females but feels 
trapped in the female body of her own.”9 This author clearly 
expected to find a sympathetic and interested audience in this 
magazine, and the magazine devotes considerable space to the 
story.

Subsequently, we find a historic essay by transgender activist 
Virginia Prince, who had been working with Dr. Harry Ben
jamin for fifteen years. She reported that while Benjamin had 
begun his practice with fifty-four patients a few years before, he 
now had a thousand patients. Both Prince and Benjamin discuss 
funding sex reassignment surgeries through Medicaid, and Ben
jamin cautions against irreversible changes and stresses that “no 
man is 100% man and no woman is 100% woman.”10 A final arti
cle in this issue of Echo of Sappho is written by a female-to-male 
transsexual about to go through sex reassignment surgery.
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This extraordinary collection of essays, opinion pieces, and 
letters was not the only instance of a wide-ranging conversation 
in the 1970s about the newly public phenomenon of transsexuality. 
Rather then presenting a uniform position of feminist transpho
bia, the articles remind us that transsexuality was debated, scruti
nized, discussed, and accepted and rejected by different feminists 
at different times. And while white academic feminist discourse 
by Janice Raymond, Sheila Jeffreys, and others seemed commit
ted to combating transsexuals and keeping transsexuals out of 
“women’s spaces,” other venues treated trans* people as a perma
nent presence within women’s communities. The existence of 
these kinds of articles challenges the prevailing notion in discus
sions of an anti-transgender feminism that takes the positions of 
one small group of influential women and makes them represent
ative of all feminist discourse of the 1970s and 1980s. Of course, 
charges of transphobia among feminists are not confined to 
the distant past—in a contemporary context, many transgender 
feminists and academics continue to feel ignored or overtly cri
tiqued by some feminist scholars who refuse to seriously engage 
the body of work that has now emerged under the heading of 
“transfeminism.”

Conflicts have continued to emerge between feminists and 
transgender men and women, with the feminists arguing all too 
often that transgenderism is a capitulation to gender binarism. 
At the Frameline LGBT film festival in 2007, for example, a 
controversy broke out over a short feature by director Catherine 
Crouch called The Gendercator. Crouch described the film, a dys
topian fantasy, on her website as “a short satirical take on female 
body modification and gender. The story uses the ‘Rip van Win
kle’ model to extrapolate from the past into a possible future.” 
Unfortunately, Crouch merged two distinct issues around body 
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modification—plastic surgery and sex reassignment surgeries— 
in her nightmare vision of a gender-normative future. She noted 
by way of explanation, “Things are getting very strange for 
women these days. More and more often we see young hetero
sexual women carving their bodies into porno Barbie dolls and 
lesbian women altering themselves into transmen. Our distorted 
cultural norms are making women feel compelled to use medi
cal advances to change themselves, instead of working to change 
the world. This is one story, showing one possible scary future. I 
am hopeful that this story will foster discussion about female 
body modification and medical ethics.” She also commented on 
her website that the film was supposed to be satirical, imagining 
as it does a world where “sex roles and gender expression are 
rigidly binary and enforced by law and social custom ... one 
where butch women and sissy boys are no longer tolerated— 
gender variants are allowed to choose their gender, but they 
must choose one and follow its rigid constraints.”11

Crouch hoped that The Gendercator'^oxAA provoke discussion, 
and so it did, but probably not in the way she imagined. Blogs 
and chat sites quickly expressed dismay that LGBT film festi
vals would program such a transphobic film. Frameline finally 
canceled its screening in response to a petition signed by 150 
people calling for the film’s removal from the program. Trans
gender historian Susan Stryker explained on a public blog why 
she had signed the petition: “I decided to support this petition 
because Frameline, as an LGBT inclusive organization, is not 
the appropriate venue for this sort of work. The film expresses a 
long-familiar anti-transgender polemic: the idea that transsexu
als are anti-gay, anti-feminist political reactionaries who col
lude with repressive social and cultural power; furthermore, 
that transsexuals are complicit in the non-consensual bodily 
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violation of women.”12 Stryker went on to refer to a history of 
anti-transgender feminism and to the problem of projecting 
dangerous desires onto an “alien other” and then casting that 
other as a threat to “our” way of life. In this case, Crouch made 
transsexuality complicit with a program of gender conformity 
(which in her film is promoted by Christian fundamentalists as 
well as transsexuals) and cast the gender-variant subject as a 
victim of new medical technologies within which the body 
always has a gender, one that must always be clearly expressed.

The Gendercator controversy, though short-lived, revealed the 
continuing confusion about transsexuality in terms of gender 
norms, victimization, other forms of body modification, cos
metic surgery, marginalization, gender transgression, and so on. 
The debates around the film also revealed how important it is to 
keep complex, theoretical discussions about gender circulating 
in queer communities, given the propensity for discussions to 
fall quickly into for-or-against modes of argumentation. The 
impulse to tag various media as trans-friendly or trans-phobic 
also shuts down the possibility of more nuanced discussion, 
within which one might express uncertainty about, say, the 
meaning of a particular mode of embodiment or concern about 
the circulation of hormonal therapies, without being labeled 
“transphobic.” And finally, the castigation of one short film as 
the site of pernicious transphobia might overlook other prob
lems in the film, namely the way it subscribes to a kind of con
sumer-oriented understanding of identity (one shared, by the 
way, by countless films in LGBT festivals) as something that one 
should be able to freely choose and cultivate, and of gender as a 
set of free-floating custom options for embodiment that must be 
protected and not submitted to a regime of forced decision 
making.
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New discussions under the heading of “transfeminism” have 
begun to remedy some of these disconnects between feminists 
and transfeminists. In Whipping Girl, for example, Julia Serano 
reminds us that any new take on feminism must be capacious 
enough to include, recognize, and celebrate the femininities of 
women who were not born female. Not only that, but the often 
precarious femininity of trans* women should be seen as the 
centerpiece of new feminisms and not as a negation of feminist 
politics. Serano writes: “Until feminists work to empower femi
ninity and pry it away from the insipid, inferior meanings that 
plague it—weakness, helplessness, fragility, passivity, frivolity, 
and artificiality—those meanings will continue to haunt every 
person who is female and/or feminine.” Recognizing that femi
ninity is coconstructed and coinhabited across bodies that are 
male and female, trans* and cis, Serano calls not just for an inclu
sive trans* feminism but one that actively embraces femininity 
rather than leaving the concept stranded in lexicons for weak
ness, dependence, and fear:

We must rightly recognize that feminine expression is strong, dar
ing, and brave—that it is powerful—and not in an enchanting, 
enticing, or supernatural sort of way, but in a tangible, practical 
way that facilitates openness, creativity, and honest expression. We 
must move beyond seeing femininity as helpless and dependent, or 
merely as masculinity’s sidekick, and instead acknowledge that 
feminine expression exists of its own accord and brings its own 
rewards to those who naturally gravitate toward it. By embracing 
femininity, feminism will finally be able to reach out to the vast 
majority of feminine women who have felt alienated by the move
ment in the past.15

Serano’s work is important because it recognizes how femi
nism has managed to be about women and has worked hard to
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expose gender hierarchies, but has done so without reinvesting in 
femininity in the process. Indeed, many versions of feminisms 
have viewed femininity with suspicion, characterizing it as pure 
artifice, as theater and as performance. Serano, however, like 
many trans* theorists, resists this notion of femininity, and gen
der in general, as a performance (“If one more person tells me 
that ‘all gender is performance,’ I think I am going to strangle 
them”).14 Although she recognizes that trans*women cocreate 
femininities with cisgender women, Serano and others worry 
that adopting performativity as a theoretical rubric implies, in a 
transphobic way, that trans* gender is not real, material, authen
tic. Yet this resistance to the notion of gender performance as a 
concept has set up another site of antagonism that operates along
side the radical versus trans* feminism divide—namely, queer 
theory versus trans theory. In the early days of trans theory, 
some of this antagonism was directed at the work of philosopher 
Judith Butler (who will be discussed in greater depth below).

Transgender/transsexual objections to Butlers work have 
arisen from a recommitment to essentialism within transsexual 
theory—Jay Prosser, Vi Namaste, Henry Rubin, Stephen Whit
tle, and others, at various times, have read the emphasis in post
structuralist gender theories on performativity as a way of 
denying the need for some trans* people to undergo sex reas
signment surgeries.15 The most complex articulation of trans
sexual suspicion of Butlerian gender theory occurred in Jay 
Prosser’s 1998 book Second Skins: Body Narratives of Transsexuality, a 
classic early text on male transgender narratives. Prosser asked 
what effect a theory of gender performativity had had on an 
emergent understandings of transsexuality; he also argued that 
for all our talk about “materiality” and “embodiment,” it is pre
cisely the body that vanishes within ever more abstract theories
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of gender, sexuality, and desire. Prosser commented specifically 
on the close relationship between queerness and gender perfor- 
mativity and situated transsexuality as a nonperformative rela
tion to materiality. He also took issue with the way the trans* 
body came to stand in for bodily plasticity in many poststruc
turalist discussions of gender. He wrote: “Queer’s alignment of 
itself with transgender performativity represents queer’s sense 
of its own ‘higher purpose,’ in fact there are transgendered tra
jectories, in particular transsexual trajectories, that aspire to 
that which this scheme devalues. Namely, there are transsexuals 
who seek very pointedly to be nonperformative, to be consta- 
tive, quite simply, to be.”16

Prosser’s work was enormously influential, for it articulated in 
a gloriously complex way many of the misgivings that transgen
der theorists felt about queer conjurings of gender flexibility, 
gender plasticity, and gender performance. This emphasis on the 
real for trans* people was a valuable intervention in the late 1990s, 
coming at a time when transgender people were often viewed 
within medicine and psychology as delusional, pathological, and 
dangerously dysphoric. More recently, however, trans* theory 
has swung back around to these oppositions between realness 
and performance, and, as we have seen in the work ofj. R. Latham 
and Micha Cardenas, new understandings of “transrealities” 
have emerged alongside deep engagement with the notion of 
performance and performativity.17 The tension that seemed to 
animate Prosser’s early critiques of Butler have now been dis
pelled within the discourses of trans* feminism, which borrow 
from early trans* narratives and Butlerian gender theory alike.

Poststructuralist theory, indeed, mostly offered theorizations 
of gender that deny the anchoring of social identity to some con
cretely and immutably gendered body. Judith Butler’s concept of 
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“gender performativity,” despite becoming the target of so many 
trans* critiques, actually furnished trans* theorists with the the
oretical framings necessary to push back on essentialist accounts 
of normative identities, on the one hand, and the fetishizing 
gaze at transgender bodies, on the other. Butler’s extensive work 
on gender and sexuality has been generative within queer and 
trans* and feminist circles partly because in it we find not only 
the principles that have created deep divisions but also the seeds 
of rapprochement. Indeed, tensions over Butler’s legacy in rela
tion to the vexed topic of “gender transgression” illuminate just 
how confused feminist discourse can be about the meaning of 
gender fixity and gender flexibility and the relation of each to 
normativity and transgression.

For some, gender fixity is a sign of the stubbornness of identifi
cation (Lisa Diamond, for example, favors the idea of “sexual flu
idity”),18 and for others gender flexibility is the indication that dis
course has its limits and that some basic human instinct for 
variation always escapes gender ideologies. The work of Judith 
Butler that has been so influential within both feminism and 
trans* theory advances the idea that all bodies must submit to 
gender norms but that some bodies can repeat those norms to the 
point of absurdity, shaking loose from some of the confinement 
that those norms enact. In Gender Trouble in 1990, Butler rewrote 
liberal feminism and even parts of Western philosophy by making 
the gender-variant woman the subject of each.19 While the mascu
line woman, she claimed, was unthinkable within French femi
nism because of its commitment to a gender-stable and unified 
conception of womanhood, masculinity was similarly unthinka
ble as female for continental philosophy and for psychoanalysis. In 
Gender Trouble, rather, gender was a site of constraint not flexibil
ity. In the book that followed in 1993, Bodies That Matter, Butler 
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responded to various misreadings of her earlier work, precisely 
around the topic of flexibility, and attempted again to emphasize 
the inflexibility of the gendered condition, its resistance to volun
tary action, and its availability for only discrete re-significations.20 
While in Gender Trouble the butch body made mischievous trouble 
for all stable understandings of the category “woman,” Bodies That 
Matter deployed that body to make trouble for all stable under
standings of masculine power (the phallus) that could not con
ceive of masculinity without men. In neither book, however, was 
gender flexible; rather, it was the inflexibility of a female commit
ment to masculinity in each case that signified the thorn in the 
side of feminism and psychoanalytic conceptions of the phallus. 
Finally, in Undoing Gender (2004) Butler returned to the entwined 
interests of transgenderism, intersexuality, and transsexuality to 
argue that gender stability plays a crucial role in the production 
of the category of the “human.” Indeed, many of our understand
ings of the human proceed from and presume gender normativity 
as a foundation for other modes of being. In this book she calls for 
“recognition” for trans modes of being.

Despite her rigorous critique of foundationalist notions of the 
gendered body, Butler has sometimes been positioned as a queer 
feminist with questionable views on trans politics. In Undoing 
Gender, Butler goes to great lengths to dispel this particular char
acterization of her work, and she places gender transitivity at the 
very heart of political life: “The suggestions that butch, femme, 
and transgendered lives are not essential referents for a refash
ioning of political life, and for a more just and equitable society, 
fails to acknowledge the violence that the otherwise gendered 
suffer in the public world and fails as well to recognize that 
embodiment denotes a contested set of norms governing who 
will count as a viable subject within the sphere of politics.”21
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As we approach the third decade of the twenty-first century, 
the standoff between radical feminism and trans* feminism con
tinues to be represented as a live and urgent issue. In May 2016 
the Transgender Studies Quarterly, in an issue dedicated to “Trans/ 
Feminisms,” featured an introductory essay by Paisley Currah 
in which Currah suggests that despite many shifts and changes, 
feminist positions still coincide too often with transphobic rhet
oric. “The persistence of limited but recurring outbursts of fem
inist transphobia,” he warns, “cannot be explained away simply 
as a displacement of a more generalized generational antipathy 
between the second and third waves of feminism. Nor is it use
ful to dismiss these outbursts as minor atavistic eruptions in 
the greater march toward gender equality.”22 Currah usefully 
reminds his readers that the opposition between trans and cis
gendered bodies is losing traction in newly expansive definitions 
of gender transitivity. The special issue of the journal, he notes, 
attends to the much-traversed boundary between trans and 
feminist even as it continues to track conflict and suspicion 
between the two.

The “Trans/Feminisms” issue of TSQ includes a second 
introductory essay by managing editor Susan Stryker and long
time transgender scholar and activist Talia M. Bettcher. In this 
piece, Stryker and Bettcher express dismay about new forms of 
“anti-transgender backlash” in feminist circles, citing a book by 
Sheila Jeffreys and a few articles about Caitlin Jenner in support 
of their claim that we are witnessing “an escalating struggle 
over public speech.”23 Ultimately, however, and to their credit, 
Stryker and Bettcher are more interested in outlining a trans* 
feminism that has emerged from within transgender movements 
themselves than in continuing to invest in a potentially counter
productive argument with feminists like Jeffreys, who prove to 
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be unrepresentative of new generations of feminist thought and 
out of touch with activist contexts.

Stryker and Bettcher instead try to shift the conversation 
away from transphobic feminism, citing from other feminist tra
ditions of thought in order to find fruitful connections between 
different strands of struggle for gender justice. They note, for 
example, the importance of Kimberle Crenshaw’s notion of inter- 
sectionality to an emergent trans/feminist position,24 and they 
mention the biographies of several trans men and trans women of 
color who represent very different trajectories of gender noncon
formity than the standoffbetween white transgender women and 
white feminists might imply. Stryker and Bettcher turn also to 
the life of transwoman and Stonewall Riots leader Sylvia Rivera 
as evidence of an articulation of feminist principles from within 
a burgeoning transgender liberation movement.

In 1973, when Sylvia Rivera—Stonewall veteran and cofounder of 
the Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR)—fought 
her way onto the stage of the Christopher Street Liberation Day 
rally in New York, after having first been blocked by antitrans les
bian feminists and their gay male supporters, she spoke defiantly of 
her own experiences of being raped and beaten by predatory heter
osexual men she had been incarcerated with, and of the work that 
she and others in STAR were doing to support other incarcerated 
trans women. She chastised the crowd for not being more support
ive of trans people who experienced exactly the sort of gendered 
violence that feminists typically decried and asserted, with her own 
characteristic brio, that “the women who have tried to fight for their 
sex changes, or to become women, are the women s liberation. 25

This is a great quote from Rivera, and as Stryker and Bet
tcher astutely note, Rivera articulates a truly liberatory vision of 
womanhood, one around which, moreover, multiple feminist 
agendas could coalesce absent the seemingly inevitable standoff
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between lesbian feminists and those could-be and would- 
be trans* allies. Trans* feminist filmmaker Reina Gossett has 
recently begun to document and narrate the lives and struggles 
of trans* activists of color such as Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia 
Rivera, and undoubtedly her new film and other work like this 
will change the stories we tell about trans* feminism.

In this chapter, 1 have tried to suggest that the vexed relations 
between transgender activism and theory, on the one hand, and 
feminist activism and theory, on the other, are a real problem for 
contemporary political alliances. The opportunity that faces 
contemporary trans* theory is to reset the terms of these debates: 
rather than remaining invested in an identitarian set of conflicts 
that turn on small differences and individual hurts, let us rather 
wage battle against the violent imposition of economic disparity 
and forcefully oppose a renewed and open investment in white 
supremacy and American imperial ambition transacted through 
the channels of globalization. Notably, trans* feminisms in other 
places, like Latin America, are less likely to culminate in such 
standoffs. Claudia Sofia Garriga-Lopez, for example, has written 
at length about transfeminism in Ecuador, which she describes as 
“a grassroots political project rooted in material politics” that 
understands transgender liberation as central to the fight against 
patriarchal systems. This particular version of feminism, Gar
riga-Lopez shows, recognizes sites of shared struggle between 
trans sex workers, home makers, gang members, punk rockers, 
and others who share what she calls “subjacent symmetries.”26

In an article titled “Transfeminist Crossroads,” Garriga- 
Lopez tells the story of the compromises and conflicts, the shared 
visions and divided loyalties, that beset a transfeminist activist 
group in Ecuador that tried to get a bill passed allowing people 
to list their gender and not their birth sex on their identification
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papers. This struggle did not conclude with the desired outcome, 
however: although trans* people won the right to change their 
sex and get a special “alternative ID,” the group did not manage 
to persuade the legislature that the shift should be universal, 
applicable to all people. Nonetheless, Garriga-Lopez draws hope 
from the grassroots movement and uses it to show that trans
feminism is not a one-way flow of solidarity from nontrans femi
nists toward trans people” but instead that “trans activists have 
been at the forefront of feminist and LGBT struggles for many 
decades, and the category of‘transfeminism’ signals the articula
tion of these practices into a cohesive political standpoint. 2 This 
point is crucial in any quest to move forward toward multiple 
visions of trans* futurity and away from the traps of internecine 
conflict; in other words, feminism has always been articulated by 
trans* activists and trans* activism has always been feminist. 
Garriga-Lopez’s research beautifully broadens the scope of the 
conversation and reminds us of how narrow the landscapes of the 
United States and Europe are relative to more global under

standings of the politics of trans.
The hostile and intractable conflicts that have marked struggles 

over the meaning of womanhood can also be challenged by using 
new models of embodiment and identity. As I have highlighted in 
this book, work on the haptic and the fractal (Vacarro), the archi
tectural (Crawford), and the somatic (Hayward) pushes away 
from idealized notions of discrete bodies laying claim to well- 
established categories of male and female. These new theoretical 
portals offer a different language for embodiment that draws 
from human-animal relations, uncertain experiences of embod
iment, and haphazard, profuse, and viral models of embodi
ment. In her beautiful essay “Spider City Sex,” for example, Eva 
Hayward uses the concept of neighborhood rather than home to 
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elaborate a theory of transition. “What,” she asks, “is the somatic 
sociality of trans-becoming?”28 This is a massive improvement on 
questions like “Who is a woman?” or “What is womanhood?” or 
even “What are the relations between trans* and cis-womanhood?” 
because it recognizes the way that categories of being emerge 
alongside each other as part of what Garriga-Lopez calls “subja
cent symmetries,” as a relation to environment, habitat, buildings, 
and the other creatures who share those spaces with us. Hayward, 
for example, asks about the relations between transitioning women 
and spiders! Spiders, she offers, “are their own architects, creating 
resonating places that are home and territory.”29 The webbing and 
weaving in which the spiders engage offer a beautiful and compel
ling model for the transitions and space-making creativity of a 
trans* feminism that cuts loose from unproductive antagonisms 
and thinks with nonhuman beings about how to make a world.

In the new landscapes of power and domination that emerge at 
the beginning of a potentially disastrous shift from neoliberal 
mechanics of inclusion to the postdemocratic policies of violent 
exclusion and the enforcement of homogeneity, we need to situate 
sexual and gender minorities carefully rather than claiming any 
predetermined status of precarity or power. It remains to be seen 
what the enemy will do, but one thing is sure, for trans* people 
everywhere, the true enemy has nothing to do with feminism.
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