Labels Belong on Clothing:  Issues of Transgender 

and Gender Norms and Diversity

10/27/06 Diversity Conversation

Facilitators:

Sharon Ullman Chair, Associate Professor of History

Sharon Ullman specializes in 20th-century America with an emphasis on popular culture and gender. She is the author of Sex Seen: The Emergence of Modern Sexuality in America (1998) and an edited collection (with Kathleen Kennedy) called Sexual Borderlands: Constructing an American Sexual Past (2003).

Her courses include such topics as the history of sexuality, queering history, history of radical movements, and film and national identity.

DJ Crosby ‘10
DJ’s experience with the topic is both actual and theoretical. She knows a couple of transgender folks, including a genderqueer person who uses neutral pronouns (ze/zer/zim), a few female-to-male transsexuals, and a male-to-female transsexual. She has also read a *lot* of books about it -- "Gender Shock", "Stone Butch Blues", "Transforming Families", and so on. In the context of gender roles, she attended a diversity camp in a leadership capacity and participated in some exercises that illustrate how confining gender roles are. 

The conversation began with DJ presenting an exercise: where do you see yourself on the continuums (below)? And think about the possibilities for others. Each factor below is separate from the others.
Sex


M ------------------------------------------- F
Gender ID

M ------------------------------------------- F


Gender Expression
M ------------------------------------------- F
Sexual orientation
M ------------------------------------------- F
DJ then went over some terms to differentiate:

Transsexual—has anatomy different than how IDs and may consider surgery.

Transgender—whole gamut, from transsexual to gender queer

Stone butch—masculine woman who doesn’t like physical contact below the waist.

This, she said, is a starting place. 

People began examining the issue: Words themselves can make it tough—sex in English means two things, for example.
We all express who we are in lots of different ways. The way we express our selves may not speak to who we are inside. “Today I want to dress in drag”—it’s one thing if you’re safe and comfortable with the body you’re born with, another thing if you’re not.
· What’s the community’s understanding of what a Bryn Mawr woman is like on the spectrum?
On TransGeneration, on Bravo, a man who went to Smith had a hard time with people believing him. We have had women-to-men who have changed gender.

Are there expectations of same-sex couples—one has to be more masculine, one more feminine—here at Bryn Mawr? “Over time that’s changed--Initially a lesbian culture that changed; when Butch-Fem went out of favor, there was a  reaction to that. Constructed out of working class culture. Then came to be resisted by middle class feminists—“we don’t need to do this. These roles are heterosexist.” Then in the 90s, there was a recapturing of past—real history. “Let’s reclaim this past.” Butch/fem came back.  Middle class and upper class rejection of those roles. (Much of the historical context was provided by Prof. Ullman.)
· How do people see the continuum between butch and trans.?


If you ID as butch, then you ID as female—

Read the interview with actress Daniela Sea from The L Word. She felt more comfortable dressing as man—was she butch or trans? But she wanted to retain her ID as a woman to represent women in this issue.

The self ID part is cool. One participant’s friends tell her if they consider themselves butch or genderqueer—we learn to see who they are.
· In terms of gender—who can go to Bryn Mawr?
On the BMC application, there are two boxes. Sex = applicants’ actual genitals. So if someone identifies as male, if they check male—don’t they get a rejection letter?
Jenny Rickard, Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid, commented: “When you’re in my job, everyone’s looking to you for the answer. This is an evolving—world. On the common application it used to say gender. Then the application returned to sex.”
From a BMC perspective, we have not encountered this particular situation. We would look at a woman who consistently identifies herself as a woman.
We are a single-sex school, not a single gender. 

There’s something here about a community of women—we draw support from being at a women’s school. But what if you were born with male genitalia—what does it mean to be a woman when you come to a woman’s college—ask that question of someone for whom it’s harder. Why DO we want to be in a community of women?

Shared experience. But even my experience is not the same as any other woman’s here.
· What about “women’s spaces”?

One participant was abroad last year, in Austria. Women-only spaces—one was trans-inclusive, but the other was not. While she was there, people were trying to get the other space to open up. Women’s music night—what IS that?
Camp Trans = in response to the Women’s Music Festival in MI each summer—put on by people who feel women-only should at least be open to Trans women. 

All of us can be informed about being a woman from Trans women.

One reason a lot of us come here is that it is a safe space, and safe in many ways. One participant said, “I don’t see why we should close our doors. We both have a lot to gain.”

Are we here because we have the shared experience of being women or the shared of not being male.??!!

· What specific issues do we want to look at for Bryn Mawr?
Roommate issues. 
If Bryn Mawr can be seen as a place where there is sex and sexuality, while remaining a community of all women, what can be said/seen/admitted about transgender issues here?
But even if that statement about sex and sexuality is the truth—there are still women who arrive on this campus and are surprised!

· Gender and transition and gender

Woman transitioning. Not women turning into men—always men inside. Therefore, outside vs. inside. You’re treated differently based on your outside appearance. Socialized accordingly.

How do you raise a child to break out of that? There was a movement. The Story of X. Parents did not sway the child one way or another. “Is that a boy or a girl?” “Well, we’re still waiting to hear from the kid.”

Sharon saw a video about parents who are raising children with no pronouns. 
John Money (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Money) was the flip-side of this. 

There is also a documentary about a set of twins—after a botched circumcision, one kid grew up troubled, upset—was not told until about 13. He decided to become male.

How many of us were really born female? How do we know for sure?
1-4 % born intersex. Maybe there are multiple forms—do not have to structure them as disease.

Woman-identified-woman (old feminist term—maybe Adrienne Rich—orig. meant as political phrase, but was taken up by Trans movement.)—could be vs. Woman-born-woman.
· Where do we go from here?

Lucy—Betsy and I will continue Monday in Rhoads at 5:30PM

Thurs—Q-time discussion—see activities e-mail and Facebook
Are these conversations present in classrooms? Or are they absent?

ASL—pronouns do not have gender. Do people whose first language is ASL have more acceptance of gender inclusion? Seems not to link.

Gender and sexuality—homosexuality once seen as a third gender?

Alex Fleck (afleck01@brynmawr.edu) is interested in remaining in contact with the group, and in continuing to inform her C-Sem class.
Could the Women’s Center facilitate dialogue on this topic?
