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ABSTRACT

GENDERISM:
TRANSGENDER STUDENTS, BINARY SYSTEMS AND HIGHER EDUCATION

By

Brent Laurence Bilodeau

The goal of this study was to make visible the practical issues and unseen power
structures of binary gender systems on campus through the experiences of transgender
students. My primary research question was: What could the experiences of transgender
students reveal about the nature of genderism and its characteristics in higher education?
During the 2005-2006 academic year, ten transgender students from two large
Midwestern universities chose to volunteer for the study. Participants were white,
graduate and undergraduate students, with ages from 18 to 50. In terms of gender
identity, they used a broad range of self identifying terms: transsexual, tranny boy,
genderqueer or androgynous, M to S (male to something else), two-spirit, third gender
and still defining (gender identity was still not known). I conducted semi-structured
interviews with the participants and used the constant comparative method and grounded
theory to interpret data. The study’s emerging themes were generally informed by
postmodern feminist, queer theory, and critical postmodern perspectives.

As enacted at the two universities, genderism emerged as a social system of
structural inequality with an underlying assumption that there are two, and only two
genders. This binary system had four primary characteristics: (1) There was a forced

social labeling process that sorts and categorizes all individuals into male or female



identities, often at an institutionalized level. (2) There was social accountability for
conforming to binary gender norms with related punishments. Individuals who failed to
conform were viewed as deviant and/or having a disorder. (3) Marginalization was
enacted through an overt and covert privileging of binary systems. (4) Binary systems
promoted invisibility of gender non-conforming identities and isolation of transgender

persons, making transgender identities inaccessible.
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Chapter One: Framing the Research Questions

Johnny Rogers, a transsexual, female to male undergraduate student, described
the first time he requested a faculty member to refer to him by his new name, and to drop
the use of “Carol™:

“I was too timid to say anything when you took attendance last week,” I

stammered, “but I’d like to go by a different name than the one on the class list.”

God, what would he say? I felt as though I were about to step off a cliff. I wasn’t

just changing my name; I was taking the first step toward living and moving in

the world as a whole person, instead of keeping a chunk of myself buried and

covering the remainder with a protective fagade. 1’d been an out lesbian during

my first year on campus, but now, in my second year, I was about to transition to

living life as a male. (Rogers, 2000, p. 13)

A growing body of literature has emerged that addresses the needs and concerns
of lesbian, bisexual, gay, and transgender (LBGT) college students (e.g., Kraig, 2002;
Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002; Wall & Evans, 2000). While these contributions
have been significant, only a small portion of this LBGT scholarship specifically
addresses transgender students. Most often, the literature is dominated by sexual
orientation issues and lesbian, bisexual, or gay identities. Political correctness drives
much of the scholarship to use lesbian, bisexual, gay and transgender in the research
title, with content that ultimately ignores or marginalizes transgender concerns. When
transgender identities are the focus, they are often framed in the context of being one-
quarter of an LBGT identity politic, instead of being presented as part of an intersecting

continuum of sexual orientation and gender identity, or worse, simply unnamed. This



study served to make visible the experiences of a college population that has been largely
ignored: transgender students. In particular, this dissertation focuses on an examination of
the ways in which transgender students interface with and experience socially constructed
gender systems on campus. As an introduction to this study, transgender and related
terminology are defined, a rationale and overview of this study is provided, and guiding
theoretical perspectives are reviewed.

Naming Terms: Gender Identity and Transgender

The term gender identity has been used to describe an individual’s internal sense
of maleness or masculinity and femaleness or femininity. This may include an
understanding of self as a woman or man, or a self-concept in between or outside
traditional notions of gender construction (Elkins & King, 1996; O’Keefe & Fox, 1997;
Wilchins, 1997, 2002). The vast majority of individuals in the United States, whose
biological sex assignment at birth matches their gender identity, are referred to as men or
women. For the purposes of this study, these individuals are referred to as cisgender
men or women. The word cisgender originates from transgender inclusive communities
that wished to challenge the idea that transgender is "abnormal," and instead reflects the
view that there is a broad range of gender experience, rather than one "normal” one
(Green, 2002).

The term transgender has been used as an umbrella term for a broad range of
gender non-conforming identities, including individuals whose biological sex assignment
and societal expectations for gender expression are in conflict with the individual’s
gender identity (Bornstein, 1994; Brown & Rounsley, 1996; Feinberg, 1997, 1998;

Wilchins, 1997, 2002). A sample of terms describing transgender identities includes



transsexuals, transvestites, male and female impersonators, drag kings and queens, male
to female or MTF, female to male or FTM, cross-dressers, and gender benders (persons
who overtly challenge gender norms for cultural and political reasons) (Bornstein, 1994:
Califia, 1997; Feinberg, 1997, 1998; Wilchins, 1997; 2002). Transgender persons may
identify as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, pansexual or asexual (Bornstein, 1994;
Carter, 2000; Elkins & King, 1996). While there are a number of distinctions between
sexual orientation and gender identity, scholars suggest some overlapping of these
identities as well (Carter, 2000; Wilchins, 1997).

A number of authors note a rapidly expanding language used to describe the
transgender experience, including phrases like gender variant, genderqueer, gender non-
conforming, boydyke, translesbian, and ambiguously gendered (Bornstein, 1998;
Feinberg, 1996; Burgess, 1999; Wilchins, 1997). For the purpose of this study, the term
transgender serves primarily as an inclusive term for individuals who transgress societal
expectations for gender expression, constructing their identities and describing their
experience through the terminology outlined above.

Transgender ldentities and Higher Education Literature

Higher education literature focusing on gender issues and gender identity
primarily addresses an examination of cisgender, binary, male or female contexts (e.g.,
Bellas & Toutkoushian, 1999; Ropers-Huilman, 2000; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004),
with a marked absence of gender identity being conceptualized as more fluid or having a
transgender component. It is important to recognize the significance of this scholarship,
as it addresses inequality and oppression, and most importantly, has named the

marginalized status of cisgender women in higher education. Yet, this literature



privileges binary constructions of gender, often ignoring the realities of biological sex
variance (i.e., intersexed persons) or varying expressions of gender identity (i.e.,
transgender persons or gender non-conforming identities). This scholarship, also defined
as a traditional feminist perspective (Donovan, 2000), identifies systemic power
differentials in static, binary ways. Cisgender men are agents of sexist oppression and
Cisgender women are targets of it. Individuals who blur, shift, or change gender identity
are not accounted for in these traditional explanations of gender and power. Further,
Wilchins (2002) suggests that static male or female categories create a binary social
system that results in the oppression of transgender persons, which she termed genderism.
Wilchins (2002) described genderism and its related power structure:
Gender is primarily a system of symbols and meanings—and rules, privileges,
and punishments pertaining to their use—for power and sexuality: masculinity
and femininity, strength and vulnerability, action and passivity, dominance and
weakness. It’s because gender is not just a system of laws and practices, but also a
way of thinking and seeing that it has taken so long to come to the fore as a
political issue. Yet, unlike the struggles against homophobia, racism, and sexism,
the struggle against genderism will not only be about gaining rights for an
oppressed class of men and women. It will be about gaining equality for all men
and women. And paradoxically, it will be about the rights of some of us not be
men or women. (p. 14)
Wilchins (2002) suggests that a gendered culture exists in society and higher
education that assumes gender identity and biological sex assignment to be the same

thing. To be female in gender identity means “female” must be biological sex. Biological



sex assignment fixes gender identity as static and unchangeable. The action of this binary
gendered culture labels cisgender men and women as normative, and transgender
individuals as deviant. Genderism creates norms for conforming to cisgender identities
through systems of rewards and punishments. While populations of transgender identified
students are increasingly visible on college campuses, little research has explored their
concerns, and no studies have addressed the impact of systemic genderism.
Rationale for this Study

For the first time, scholarship is addressing issues for transgender college
students. A groundbreaking 2005 special issue of the Journal of Gay and Lesbian Issues
in Education focused exclusively on transgender youth, with four articles specifically
addressing research on college students. These studies provided significant insight into
dimensions of transgender student lives that previously had been unexamined. This
scholarship addressed transgender student perceptions of campus climate (McKinney,
2005), identity development processes (Bilodeau, 2005), and outlined suggestions for
making campus environments more supportive of this population (Beemyn, 2005;
Beemyn, Dominque, Pettitt, Smith, 2005). These studies shared common themes of
transgender student invisibility, marginalization, and harassment in a broad range of
higher education contexts. Yet, this research lacked a perspective for examining how
identity development and campus climate impact transgender students in a social systems
context. Positing a transgender college student research agenda and developing strategies
for improving higher education practice must account for the operation of systemic

gender oppression. As long as genderism and the operation of binary gender systems



remain invisible in higher education, a critical perspective necessary to inform research

and practice is missing.

Overview of the Study

The goal of this study was to make the practical issues and unseen power
structures of binary gender systems on campus visible through the experiences and
identity processes of transgender students. The core research question follows: What
could the experiences of trangender students reveal about the nature of genderism and its
characteristics in a higher education context? In spring, 2005, ten transgender students
from two large Midwestern universities volunteered to participate in the study. They used
a broad range of terms to self identify: transexual, tranny boy, genderqueer or
androgynous, and still defining (gender identity was still not known). Participants were a
mix of graduate and undergraduate students and were diverse by age, ranging from 22 to
50. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of the participants. Using the
constant comparative method and grounded theory, I learned ways that transgender
students experienced the environment of their campuses and the impact of genderism.
This study’s emerging themes were generally informed by postmodern feminist, queer
theory, and critical postmodern perspectives on gender. I selected these perspectives
because they share a concern for deconstructing essentialized identities and related
norms. A summary of each theoretical lens follows.
Postmodern Feminist Perspectives

A postmodern perspective has influenced a number of feminist scholars to take

issue with binary notions of the operation of gender dynamics (e.g., Bornstein, 1994;



Butler, 1990; Feinberg, 1993, 1996; Halberstam, 1998). This framework seeks to
undermine socially constructed norms surrounding the language and definitions related to
gender, as well as challenging beliefs about gender identity as “fixed and stable” (Butler,
1990, p.13). Most significantly, a postmodern perspective seeks to undermine socially
constructed norms surrounding the meanings of these definitions (Butler, 1990). As
applied to this study of gender identity, postmodernism undermines the idea that gender
identity and gender expression are all inextricably tied to male or female biological sex
assignment at birth. According to Butler (1990, 1993, 2004), feminists rejected the idea
that biology is destiny, but then developed an account of patriarchal culture that assumed
masculine and feminine genders would inevitably be built, by culture, upon cisgender
male and female bodies, making the same destiny just as inescapable. This framework
allows no room for choice, fluidity, difference or resistance. Butler preferred “those
historical and anthropological positions that understand gender as a relation among
socially constituted subjects in specifiable contexts” (1990 p. 26).

In other words, rather than being a fixed attribute in a person, gender should be
seen as a fluid variable that shifts and changes in different contexts and at different times.
Butler (1993) argued that sex (male, female) is seen to cause gender (masculine,
feminine) which is seen to cause desire (towards the other gender). This process is seen
as a kind of continuum. Butler’s (1993) approach, inspired in part by Foucault, is
basically to smash the supposed links between these, so that gender and desire are
flexible, free-floating and not caused by other stable factors. Butler (1990, 2004)
suggested that certain cultural configurations of gender have seized a hegemonic hold

(i.e., they have come to seem natural in our culture as it presently is) but, she suggests, it



does not have to be that way. Rather than proposing some utopian vision, with no idea of
how we might get to such a state, Butler (1990) called for subversive action in the
present: “gender trouble,” (p. 8) the mobilization, subversive confusion, and proliferation
of genders, and therefore identity. Butler (1990) argued that all humans are social actors
who put on a gender performance, whether traditional or not, and so it is not a question of
whether to do a gender performance, but what form that performance will take. By
choosing to be different about it, individuals may work to change gender norms and the
binary understanding of masculinity and femininity (Butler, 2004).

While Butler’s work is considered highly influential in a range of academic
spheres, other scholars, such as Martha Nussbaum (1999), take issue with Butler’s
scholarship. Nussbaum asserts that Butler uses professional jargon to make her work
appear novel, despite the similar scholarship that came before it. Secondly, she suggests
that Butler's work lacks a pragmatic basis in reality. Butler does not position her
scholarship in a way that informs or is in turn informed by broader socio-cultural
considerations, such a rape, heterosexism in the workforce, or women’s health issues.
Queer Theory

Queer theory emerged from gay/lesbian studies' attention to the social
construction of categories of normative and deviant sexual behavior (Walters, 2005). But
while gay/lesbian studies, as the name implied, focused largely on questions of
homosexuality, queer theory expands its realm of investigation (Whittle, 2005). Queer
theory looks at, and studies, and has a political critique of, anything that falls into
normative and deviant categories, particularly sexual activities and identities (Braumann,

1996). The word queer, as it appears in the dictionary, has a primary meaning of "odd,"



"peculiar,” "out of the ordinary" (Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 2004, p.
326).

Queer theory concerns itself with any and all forms of sexuality that are queer in
this sense--and then, by extension, with the normative behaviors and identities that
define what is queer (by being their binary opposites) (Whittle, 2005). Thus, queer theory
expands the scope of its analysis to all kinds of behaviors, including those which are
gender-bending as well as those which involve queer non-normative forms of sexuality.
Queer theory insists that all sexual behaviors, all concepts linking sexual behaviors to
sexual identities, and all categories of normative and deviant sexualities, are social
constructs, sets of signifiers that create certain types of social meaning (Braumann, 1996;
Walters, 2005).

Queer theory follows feminist theory and gay/lesbian studies in rejecting the idea
that sexuality is an essentialist category, something determined by biology or judged by
eternal standards of morality and truth (Butler, 1990). For queer theorists, sexuality is a
complex array of social codes and forces, forms of individual activity and institutional
power, which interact to shape the ideas of what is normative and what is deviant at any
particular moment, and which then operate under the rubric of what is "natural,"
"essential," "biological," or "god-given" (Seidman, 1996, p. 25).

Critical Postmodern Perspectives

A critical postmodern lens adds the dimension of self-liberation of the oppressed
to the gender discourse (Allen, 1999). Critical postmodernism has been described as
having a primary focus on the concept of human agency and the process of engaging in

an emancipatory struggle in opposition to institutionalized and systemic oppression



(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000). From the critical postmodern perspective, the goal is to
empower those who occupy the margins of gender identity, the transgendered. Revealing
their voices, lives, and ways society operates to maintain oppressive, binary gender
systems, becomes a primary concern (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000; McLaren, 1993). In a
critical postmodern framework, understanding binary gender systems, as well as the ways
transgender persons may collude with them create a foundation for examining
alternatives for emancipation and self determination (Allen, 1999).

Critical postmodemnists concern themselves with issues of marginalization and
empowerment. A critical postmodern goal is to help individuals and groups understand
how society and psyche have structured peoples lives in such a way that they might
organize around self-determination (Hall, 1999). Only through such awareness is social
and psychological emancipation possible. Kellner (1989) pointed out in discussion of
society and psyche that ideology plays a significant role in human oppression. Sexism,
for example, has been the root of much of the feminist critique of women’s oppression,
and genderism is at the core of oppression of transgender persons. While some social
theorists and practitioners focus on specific ideologies, others note the interwoven nature
of all oppression. hooks (1984) asserted:

Individuals who fight for the eradication of sexism without supporting struggles
to end racism or classism‘undermine their own efforts. Individuals who fight for
the eradication of racism or classism while supporting sexist oppression are
helping to maintain the cultural basis of all forms of group oppression. While they

may initiate successful reforms, their efforts will not lead to revolutionary change.
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Their ambivalent relationship to oppression in general is a contradiction that must

be resolved or they will daily undermine their own work. (p. 39)

hooks highlights some of the overlapping assumptions critical postmodemnists and
feminists share, and she names the major aim project of critical postmodernism—to
confront oppression by uncovering cultural and ideological constraints that, in turn, assist
groups in the process of self-determination. hooks (1984) maintained that people can
become accomplices in their own oppression. Nationally recognized transgender author
and activist, Kate Bornstein (1994) expanded on this concept by discussing that success
in the early transgender movement, meant “passing” as the “opposite” gender. To be
undetected, to fit in, blend in, and ultimately, to deny transgender identity also were
articulated as primary goals by United States medical and therapeutic communities. And,
Bomstein described her own experience as a transsexual, transitioning from male to
female identity in a way that reinforces the gender binary and discounts trans people.
Said Bornstein (1994),

When, for example I lived my life by saying I was a man or a woman, [ was

tacitly supporting all the rules of the gender system that defines those two

identities. I supported those rules in order to belong, or rather not to be an

outsider, a non-belonger. (p. 94)
Reflecting Bornstein’s description of her experience supporting binary gender systems,
this study will examine ways transgender students may collude with similar systems
operating in higher education contexts.

In summary, postmodern feminist, queer theory, and critical postmodemn

perspectives all share a concern for challenging binary, essentialist notions of male or

11



female identities, as well as heterosexuality. Instead, they posit identity, gender, and
sexuality in ways that emphasize shifting boundaries, ambivalences, and social
constructions that change depending on historical and cultural context (Gamson, 2000).
Through these perspectives, when individuals express gender in a manner that
transgresses social norms, shifting, changing, blurring, or negating gender, they
undermine and subvert binary male or female identities (Butler, 1990; Halberstam, 1998).
The critical postmodern perspective adds the dimension of examining systemic
oppression for clues as to how this may be dismantled to aid in the empowerment of
transgender persons.

Towards a Synthesis of Theory and Practice

A challenge for this study was to utilize these perspectives in ways that address
essentialized norms about gender, as well as inform action oriented change. I asked
myself a number of critical questions. How can I make sense of the complex lives of
transgender students in ways that both unmasks genderism in higher education (if it
indeed exists) and aids transgender student self-organization and empowerment? At a
deep level, it was a priority for me to both inform theory and practice. The growing
numbers of transgender students on college campuses demand it.

It is important to recognize that the college transgender identity movement is
relatively recent, with campus resource centers, student organizations and higher
education in general beginning transgender inclusion practices only within the last ten
years (Bilodeau, 2005). Campuses are beginning to examine the implications of a greater

presence of gender non-conforming students, as well as their related support needs. In
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addition, women’s studies programs and lesbian and gay studies have been challenged to
consider transgender inclusion and gender constructions less visible in literature.

Most recently, the gender identity movement has grown to address university
policy. By spring, 2007, over sixty United States universities have added gender
identity as a protected classification in their anti-discrimination policies. As a member of
the National Consortium of LBGT Campus Resource Directors in Higher Education, and
as a Director of a campus LBGT Resource Center, I participate in a national electronic
listserv whose participants increasingly address questions about policy related to gender
identity. How will student housing be affected? What kinds of bathroom facilities are
offered? What are expectations of campus medical and emotional health services for
students who are in gender transition? What are implications for student records and
career services? How can faculty create transgender inclusive classroom environments?
While these are only a sample of the pragmatic questions, at a deeper level, the
transgender movement calls into question the carefully crafted, often invisible culture of
genderism in post secondary education.

Overview of the Dissertation

The examination of genderism in this study begins with a literature review in
chapter two. An overview of cisgender and transgender identities are presented from
socio-historical, western medical and psychiatric, human and student development, and
feminist postmodern, queer, and critical postmodern lenses. Chapter three lays out the
research process from the perspective of the three theoretical lenses described here and
related methodology for the overall study. Based on themes that emerged from the

research, chapters four and five describe a definition of genderism and its related
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operating characteristics. Fundamentally, genderism reinforces a binary gender culture.
At the campus data collection sites of this study, only two, cisgender identities were
accepted as normative. Transgender students experienced a social labeling process used
to categorize all individuals into male or female identities; social accountability for
conforming to binary gender norms with requisite punishments; privileging of cisgender
identities; and invisibility of gender non-conforming identities and isolation of
transgender persons, making transgender identities inaccessible. The aforementioned
characteristics of genderism most often appeared to impact transgender student lives in
the following contexts: (admission, interactions with faculty, peers in class, academic
advising, scholarship opportunities), employment (employment while a student, future
career aspirations), campus LBGT communities and student organizations (degrees of
acceptance), and campus facilities (residence halls, athletic facilities, locker rooms,
bathrooms). Finally, chapter six describes the implications that genderism has for the

future of theory and practice in higher education.

14



Chapter Two: Review of Literature

As this study’s goal is to make the practical issues and unseen power structures of
gender on college campuses visible through the experience and identity processes of
transgender students, a number of intersecting bodies of literature should be given
consideration. I begin this literature review with a historical overview of transgender
identities from global and cross-cultural perspectives, with particular attention to the
social construction and positioning of these identities within the United States. Next,
scholarship regarding the complexities of human biology and gender socialization
processes are discussed, followed by an examination of literature related to western
medical and psychiatric perspectives on transgender identities. Medical and psychiatric
models clearly reinforce binary gender normativity and their social maintenance in
American culture, as well as constructions of gender in higher education and student
development literature. Evolving and contradictory scholarship from feminist and post-
modern perspectives regarding gender identity and transgender persons is examined in a
comparative context. Queer theory is compared and contrasted with feminist and
postmodern perspectives. Finally, literature regarding the use of critical postmodern
perspectives in organizational and higher education settings is presented.

Transgender Identities: Historical Perspectives

A number of scholars have agreed that transgender behavior has an extensive

historical and global tradition (e.g., Besnier, 1993; Feinberg, 1996; Herdt, 1993;

Ringrose, 1993). Feinberg (1996) documented several instances in Western European
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history where gender variance and transgression existed, including Joan of Arc, Amelia
Earhart, and Rebecca’s Daughters (cross dressing Welsh resistance fighters). Historically,
in many Native American tribes and a number of non-Western societies, transgender
identities occupied culturally defined and supported roles (Ryan & Futterman, 1998).
Native American cultures adopted rituals allowing children to choose what gender roles
they preferred. Children, who selected not-men or not-women identities, often varying
from biological sex, often were given special status (Brown, 1997; Crow, Wright, &
Brown, 1997; Feinberg 1996). While the literature is scant, modern multicultural
perspectives include Besnier’s (1993) analysis of transgender identities in Polynesian
cultures, Johnson’s (1997) ethnography of the blending of sexual orientation and gender
identities in the Southern Philippines, and the evolution of Native American Two Spirit
identities (Brown, 1997). Clare’s (1999) autobiographical work addressed transgender
persons in relation to the intersections of socioeconomic class issues and disabilities. In
the majority of modern Western societies, transgender persons are highly stigmatized,
often to a greater degree than lesbians, bisexuals, and gay men. (Ryan & Futterman,
1998). Other authors noted that in the United States, homosexual or bisexual hate crimes
often are based on the individual expressing gender in a way that varies from culturally
defined norms of masculinity or femininity (Blumenfeld, 1992; Pharr, 1997; Reitz, 1995,
Wilchins, 2004).

While not all transgender persons identify with LBGT communities, transgender
identities have historically occupied a range of positions within non-heterosexual cultures
in the United States (Feinberg, 1996; Feinberg, 1997; Wilchins, 2004). And, it is

important to note, that transgender persons experienced stigmatization and
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marginalization within LBGT community contexts, as well. Wilchins (2004) described
parallel historical contributions of transgender persons and their within-community
oppression: “by common agreement, the modern gay rights movement began at the
Stonewall Inn, when Third-World drag queens and transpeople of color rioted against the
NYPD police during one of the cops’ routine routs of gay bars” (p. 14). At the same time,
Wilchins and others note the role of transgender individuals being erased from many
contemporary descriptions of the Stonewall incident to become what is commonly termed
a lesbian and gay riot (Califia, 1997; Wichins, 2004). What accounts for this erasure?

A number of scholars suggest that early gay male and lesbian activists were under
attack by cultural conservatives who accused them of being effeminate men or mannish
women (Califia, 1997; Feinberg, 1996; Wilchins, 2004). Such attacks have been
described as gender-baiting and played directly on American’s fears of a breakdown in
traditional gender roles and the binary gender system (Califia, 1997; Wilchins, 2004). If a
primary goal of the gay rights movement was to appeal to mainstream United States
culture, as was most often articulated by its male leadership, there was no room for
gender variant behavior (Duberman, 1994). No sissies, bull-dykes, or tanspeople allowed.
Thus, male advocates of gay rights movement of the 1970s and 1980s stressed both
homosexual and gender cultural normativity by saying, “We’re just like straight people,
we just sleep with the same sex” (Wilchins, 2004, p. 17). This philosophical thread of the
gay rights movement remains to this day, and is articulated by regional and national
advocacy organizations claiming to be transgender inclusive, most notably the Human
Rights Campaign. Noted feminist scholar Marilyn Frye (1983) described this strategy as

“phallocratic” (p. 132) in its focus on the construction of an assimilationist gay rights
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agenda and colluding with heterosexual male patriarchy to maintain power and oppress
women.

Frye and other authors cite that a similar gender-baiting strategy was used to
attack early feminist organizations regarding lesbian inclusion, playing on the threat of
“mannish woman” (Califia, 1997; Frye, 1983). The Radicalesbians, a New York group,
prepared the first major statement of lesbian feminist theory, The Woman Identified
Woman, published in Notes from the Third Year, in 1971. The term lesbian, the authors
assert, is indeed a scare word designed to keep assertive, independent women in their
place. “Lesbian is a label invented by Man to throw at any woman who dares to be his
equal, who dares to challenge his prerogatives (including that of all women as part of the
exchange medium among men), who dares to assert the primacy of her own needs”
(Radicalesbians, p. 82). As the Radicalesbians point out, an independent woman cannot
be a “real woman, she must be a dyke” (pg. 82). Lesbian identities, in the context of male
patriarchal systems, are not constructed around sexual orientation, but on variance from
male dictated gender norms for women.

Other scholars extended notions of gender oppression further, describing the
historical erasure of transgender people of color from Stonewall accounts as an
expression of binary gender systems conspiring with racism and genderism, reinforcing
white supremacy and male domination (Bornstein, 1994; Feinberg, 1996, 1997; Wilchins,
1997, 2002). In this system, transgender identities are rendered invisible, despite
existence of identities termed third gender existing in many cultures (Besnier, 1994;
Bolin, 1993; Brown, 1997). Within Native American traditions, the identity of Two-Spirit

individuals have been negated in the context of white, European dual gender systems

18



(Brown, 1997). This systematic negation of all gender expression outside of binary, as
well as the implications of maintenance of racism, is defined by Wilchins (2004) as a
function of power (2004). She elaborates,

At this point, it should come as no surprise that binaries are all about power, a

form of doing politics through language. Binaries create the smallest possible

hierarchy of one thing over another. They are not really about two things, but

only one. (p.43)
The maintenance of binary gender systems and their ultimately oppressive impact on
transgender persons is further replicated in literature describing the development of
western medicine and gender socialization.

Reinforcing the Binary: Western Medicine and Human Socialization

How much of gender identity, an individual’s sense of maleness, femaleness, a
blend of, or neither, is rooted biologically? How much is socially constructed? Literature
supports that these questions are complex and not yet clearly determined (Bornstein,
1994; Brown & Rounsley, 1996; Feinberg, 1996, 1998; Wilchins, 1997, 2002). However,
related scholarship identifies the western medical model as having significant effects on
ideology regarding gender identity development in the United States. Numerous authors
related that, for centuries, western studies of human anatomy have been labeled according
to biological sex characteristics—male and female reproductive organs, chromosomes,
hormone levels/types, and secondary sex characteristics, such as the distribution of facial
and body hair (Elkins & King, 1996; O’Keefe & Fox, 1997; Wilchins, 1997, 2002). In
western cultures, medical models provide a template for a clear binary distinction

between two genders, without a concept of gender variance (Califia, 1997; Feinberg,
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1998; Herdt, 1993). Yet, modem research documents the realities of biological variation,
of blurring and blending of biological sex characteristics (Wilchins, 1997, 2002). The
existence of intersexed persons, individuals who are born with variations of male and
female sex characteristics, provide one such example.

Literature regarding human socialization and gender identity suggests adherence
to the binary pattern established by the medical model. From birth moment (and often
beforehand), biological sex assignment determines human socialization practices, such as
gender specific pink or blue blankets and dolls or trucks (Bomnstein, 1994; Carter, 2000;
Feinberg, 1998). The concept of a cycle of socialization that reinforces binary
constructions of gender is further illustrated as a system of rewards and punishments for
gender-conforming behavior (Harrow, 1989). These socialization activities include
birthing, early childhood and parental relationships, the impact of institutions such as
schools and religious organizations, adult workplace experiences, community and
regional norms, and policy and legislation (Harrow, 1989). Thus, from birth to death,
gender binary systems are reinforced and institutionalized. Transgender scholar and
activist Pat Califia (1997) posed a provocative, related question, “Who would you be if
you had never been punished for gender-inappropriate behavior?” (p. 3).

Medical and Psychiatric Perspectives on Gender Identity

The maintenance of dual gender systems in the United States is further reinforced
by medical and psychiatric perspectives. This scholarship is dominated by themes of
transgender identities as forms of mental illness, deviance, and disorder. Medical and
psychiatric literature focuses primarily on a binary construction of transgender identity,

with an emphasis on correcting gender deviance through reassignment to the appropriate
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gender. A section on Gender Identity Disorder (GID) appeared for the first time in the
American Psychiatric Association’s 1980 publication, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, 3™ Edition (DSM-III). GID was described as an incongruence
between biological sex assignment and gender identity. Three different types of GID
diagnoses were discussed: transsexualism, non-transsexualism type, and not otherwise
specified (American Psychiatric Association, 1980). In DSM 11, the treatments described
varied from psychotherapy to sex reassignment surgery (SRS). Three more editions of
DSM have appeared since 1980.

The current edition, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
Fourth Edition, Text Revision (DSM-IV-TR), continued the use of the GID classification,
but expands diagnosis standards introduced in DSM-III. In DSM-IV-TR, there are four
major criteria which must be present to make a diagnosis. There must be evidence of a
strong and persistent cross-gender identification, described as the desire to be, or the
insistence that one is of the other sex (Criteria A). This cross-gender identification must
not merely be a desire for any perceived cultural advantages of being the other sex. There
also must be evidence of persistent discomfort about one’s assigned sex or a sense of
inappropriateness in the gender role of that sex (Criteria B). The diagnosis is not made if
the individual has a concurrent physical intersex condition (Criteria C). To make the
diagnosis, there must be evidence of clinically significant distress or impairment in
social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning (Criteria D). In the case of
transexuality, individuals are further categorized under primary transsexualism (emerging
in early childhood) or secondary transsexualism (emerging during or after puberty)

(American Psychiatric Association, 2000). GID is used primarily to diagnose issues
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related to transsexual identities, while another classification, Gender Identity Disorder
Not Otherwise Specified (GIDNOS), applies to conditions such as intersex anatomy or
cross-dressing behavior (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). DSM-IV-TR is
complimented by the fifth edition of the Harry Benjamin Standards of Care for Gender
Identity Disorders that outlines a treatment framework including therapeutic and medical
guidelines, as well as standards for ongoing evaluation of patients who are undergoing
sex reassignment surgery (Harry Benjamin International Gender Dysphoria Association,
1988). While various researchers, as well as members of the transgender community,
regard these medical and psychiatric approaches as invaluable for addressing the needs of
gender variant individuals (Burgess, 1999), others disagree.

A number of scholars have been highly critical of DSM-IV-TR and the Harry
Benjamin Standards of Care, citing their pathologizing nature (e.g., Bornstein, 1994;
Carter, 2000; Mallon, 1999). In order to access sex reassignment surgery, an individual
essentially must be documented as having a mental illness (Carter, 2000). Literature
consistently identified a growing outrage regarding the GID diagnosis in transgender
communities (e.g., Califia, 1997; Carter, 2000; Wilchins, 2004). A transsexual protester
at an American Psychological Association meeting said, “Transsexuality is not a disease.
I am not crazy. It is who I am” (Olezewski, 1993, p. 13). Pressure to remove gender
identity disorders from DSM-VI-TR has been compared to the 1973 removal of
homosexuality as a mental illness classification (Mallon, 1999). Pauline Parks, a
transgender activist, argues that every psychiatrist who diagnosis GID in a patient, merely
by virtue of the individual’s transgender identity, is complicit in the manipulation and

control of transgender people and their bodies. In diagnosing someone with an illness that
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the person does not have, the psychiatrist engages in behavior that is not only unethical,
but constitutes medical malpractice (Cooper, 1999).

Other researchers suggested that the introduction of GID into the DSM, with its
emphasis on conformity to United States social constructions of masculinity and
femininity, have been inappropriately and harmfully used with lesbian, bisexual, and gay
populations (Cooper, 1999; Mallon, 1999). These authors asserted that diagnosis of
childhood GIb, beginning in DSM III, came as the result of a United States Government
study on gender variant boys that took place in the 1970s. This research found that very
few “feminine” boys would go on to become transsexuals, but that a high percentage of
them (one half to two thirds) would become homosexuals (Cooper, 1999; Mallon, 1999).
Pazos (1999) cited the work of Moberly (1983) and Zucker (1990) as two of numerous
examples of the way GID is being used to harmfully attempt to “cure” homosexuality,
particularly in adolescents.

Other scholars suggested that medical and psychiatric professions collude with
genderist systems in the United States to reinforce binary constructions of gender
(Bornstein, 1994; Califia, 1997, Wilchins, 2004). Treatment and therapeutic approaches,
such as sex reassignment surgery, are designed to assist individuals in moving from one
sex to another, to become either male or female. Medical and psychiatric perspectives
greatly marginalize individuals such as genderqueers, androgynous persons, gender-
benders, transsexuals who do not desire surgery, and the expanding gender variant
identities embraced by today’s youth who fall outside of dual gender systems (Wilchins,
2002). When asked to describe personal gender identity, Triston, a participant in a study

of transgender college students, said,
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I"d use the word ‘transgender’. I’d also use ‘non-operational female to male.’ I'd

also use the word ‘genderqueer’... I’ve tried with my identity not to reinforce the

binary system, and options have been limited to the trans community by focusing

so much on transsexualism. The only option is, if you’re male, to become female,

or vice-versa. Transgender youth have felt that the binary gender system is not

for them...Transsexualism isn’t necessary to break gender boundaries. We want

to increase the number of genders. (Bilodeau, 2005, p. 4)

Youth and Student Development Perspectives on Gender Identity

Not surprisingly, human development literature regarding youth is primarily
concerned with individuals whose biological sex assignment at birth matches gender
identity. As an example, it is widely cited that by ages 3 or 4 a child develops a “natural”
sense of gender assignment as male or female (e.g., Green, 1971, 1974; Meyer-Bahlburg,
1985; Money, 1973; Kohlburg, 1966). This literature is devoid of child transgender
identity processes, which instead appear most often in scholarship related to GID. In
recent years, an increasing number of studies of transgender people have been published
(e.g., Denny, 1998; Devor, 1997; Lev, 2004; Rubin, 2003), yet little of this scholarship
explores how youth come to identify as transgender, or propose a healthy, non-
pathologized model of transgender identity development. A significant exception is
Mallon’s (1999) book, Social Services with Transgendered Youth that primarily focused
on adolescent populations. In particular, the text addressed problematic issues of DSM-
IV-TR and broadened constructions of youth gender variance outside the binary. Mallon
(1999) asserted that it is not appropriate for social service practitioners to utilize

traditional development models taught in most human behavior and social environment
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traditions, citing Erikson (1950), Marica (1980), Offer (1980), and Offer, Ostrov, and
Howard (1980), because these theorists posit concepts of gender role identification in
cisgender, biologically based constructions. Though scant, literature regarding the impact
of social stigmatization and oppression on transgender adolescents and young college-
aged adults indicates high risks of suicide and depression, dropping out of school,
homelessness, verbal harassment and physical assault, as well as unemployment
(Bilodeau, 2003; Mallon, 1999; Renn & Bilodeau, 2002; Ryan & Futterman, 1998).
While still marginal, student development literature is emerging that addresses

the needs and concerns of transgender college students. This literature has included the
call for increased services for transgender students in the higher education LBGT
Resource Center movement (Lees, 1998), giving voice to the personal narratives of
transgender students through the text Out and About on Campus (Howard & Stevens,
2000), and advocating for inclusive student development practices regarding gender
variant students (Carter, 2000). As mentioned in chapter one, the 2005 special i