CHAPTER 18

UNDERSTANDING TRANSPHOBIA:
AUTHENTICITY AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Talia Mae Bettcher

THE PURPOSE OF THIS CHAPTER IS TO PROVIDE A NEW WAY OF UNDER-
standing transphobia and transphobic violence. As almost any trans person’
will agree, transphobia and transphobic violence are realities that impact our
lives significantly. How we understand this fear and hatred matters greatly
because this understanding guides our opposition and resistance.

One way of understanding transphobia involves the idea that the bi-
nary division — human into man and woman — is a social invention that
inflicts great harm upon those who do not fit neatly into one of those two
camps. In this view, much of transphobia may be explained in terms of
negative attitudes held towards those who diverge from the binary. This ac-
count of transphobia can also be applied to people who belong to the binary
by recognizing that there are specific rules that require men and women to
act in certain ways. For example, a man who acts in ways that are stereotypi-
cally feminine may be viewed as belonging to the binary (as a man) but as
flouting gender norms of masculinity.?

There is much to be said in favour of this account. Most notably, it pro-
vides an extremely general explanation that allows for a variety of possible
gender identities and expressions that depart from more traditional concep-
tions. Yet there are also reasons for worrying about the adequacy of this
view. Many trans people do not see themselves as departing from these bi-
nary categories and seem themselves to go along with the rules of how men

© 203




UNDERSTANDING TRANSPHOBIA

and women are supposed to behave. They may prefer to view themselves as
“real” men or women and may greet views about the social construction of
gender with suspicion. Sometimes these suspicions may relate to complex
issues around race and nation.? For example, to the extent that “queer” and
“gender queer” identifications emerge from largely white, anglo U.S. cul-
tural locations, refusals of such categories and appeals to more “binaristic”
ones may partially involve resistance to a racialized discourse. Additionally,
one might have feminist worries about this approach. By focusing on gen-
der-based oppression in general, the specific ways in which women are op-
pressed are erased. By merely insisting that people ought to have the right
to express gender however they see fit, one may forget that much gendered
behaviour fits into a system that is harmful to women.!

Beyond these concerns, however, I fear that this “gender rebel” model
cannot explain a very important sort of transphobia, which I call the “basic
denial of authenticity.” By this I mean the kind of transphobia whereby
trans people are viewed contrary to our own self-identifications. For ex-
ample, an FTM who is either “read” or who comes out may be viewed as
“really a woman.” Generally connected to this is the representation of trans
people as deceivers, according to which we are seen as people trying to pass
ourselves off as something we are not. Usually “deceiver” is reserved for
trans people who pass as non-trans in the gender of our choice — but who
are subsequently “exposed” as “really” another gender. By contrast, trans
people who are out (cither through necessity or through self-disclosure) can
be represented as pretenders — people who don’t necessarily “deceive” but
“play” at being something that we are not.

I think that this is the basis of much transphobia and transphobic vio-
lence. For example, Brandon Teena, Bella Evangelista, and Gwen Araujo —
to name a few — were all murdered when it was “discovered” that they were
“really” another gender.® In the case of Gwen Araujo, the lawyers defending
two of the men charged in the slaying (Jos¢ Merel and Michael Madgison)
tried to use accusations of sexual deception to argue for the lesser charge of
manslaughter. In this way, the charge of deception can be used to excuse
transphobic violence through blaming the victim. The basic denial of au-
thenticity, then, not only represents trans people in ways that are odds with
our own self-identity, it also constitutes an assault on our moral integrity,
while helping to excuse transphobic violence. The “gender rebel” model just
doesn't explain this type of transphobia.
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One of the main reasons that trans people are viewed as deceivers or pre-
tenders is because gender presentation is generally taken to communicate
genital status. Notice that many people take genitalia as the basic criterion
for determining whether somebody is male or female. And expressions like
“discovered to be biologically female” often have to do with genital status.
In general, when people use expressions like “really a so and so” they are
talking mostly about genitalia. And the “really” part of the expression seems
to contrast with appearance, which has to do with how a person self-pres-
ents. Trans people who are taken to “misalign” gender with sex are taken
as deceivers because thcgf have, through their gender presentation, given
“incorrect information” about what is between their legs.

If this is right, then it would seem that in general, most people are sym-
bolically declaring their genital status on a regular basis, through their gen-
der presentation (especially their clothing). This is ironic, since we generally
use clothes to conceal our “sex” in public. Yet it is precisely by “concealing”
that people then go onto to disclose their genital status through their very
clothes and through gender presentation more generally.

This idea has helped me understand why some non-trans people become
obsessed with the genitalia of trans people: “Have you had #be surgery?” To
a large extent, this is simply a more polite way of asking what's between the
legs. But no wonder people are so curious. They're used to knowing. They're
used to everybody letting each other know through what they wear and how
they act.

I don’t see why it’s anybody’s business what's between somebody else’s
legs. If you translate the coded question into the rea/ question you'll notice
that it’s nosy and rude. I resent the taken-for-granted assumption that there
is a right to know. If there is such a right, then why wear clothes? Aren’t they
supposed to guarantee some sort of right to privacy about these sorts of
things?

I wouldnt mind so much, if this whole business about broadcasting
genital status wasn't mandatory. People can accuse you of “deception” for
“misaligning” your presentation with your sex. If they “suspect,” they will
try their best to find out. Worse, when the going gets tough, they may
physically attempt to make the determination on their own, without your
consent. It’s called sexual abuse. It happened to both Brandon Teena and
Gwen Araujo before they were murdered. And it has happened to many
other trans people too (myself included). But an issue worth considering
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is why unwanted questions such as “Have you had the surgery?” or “Aren't
you really a man?” aren’t forms of sexual harassment. Certainly, the question
“What's between your legs?” appears harassing. So why shouldn’t the pre-
ceding count as well, at least to the extent that these basically make the very
same inquiry? And while we're at it, why shouldn’t we say that the entire
system of forced genital disclosure is itself abusive? If we should, then the
system whereby trans people are represented as “deceivers” is based upon a
sexually abusive system of forced genital disclosure.

One explanation why gender presentation should be used to disclose
genital status, and why such disclosure is often mandatory, is in the case of
heterosexual sexual relations. Very often, feminine attire and behaviour has
been interpreted as “provocative.” By this, I mean that it has been under-
stood to “communicate” sexual interest to men, whether or not such inter-
est exists. A woman who accepts the drink or dinner a man offers may be
taken to have non-verbally “agreed” to have sex. Or revealing attire may be
taken as a kind of advertisement for sexual engagement and even a reflec-
tion upon character. Such assumptions have been effectively used to blame
the victim in rape cases. :

Gender presentation as genital representation is part of a larger system of
sexual manipulation of the type described above. The symbolic declaration
of genital status is probably most important to help facilitate heterosexual
sexual relations including violent ones. A man needs to know whether or
not the person he is relating to has a vagina or not for basically the same
reason that he needs to know that this person with a vagina is sexually
interested without having to ask: the smooth facilitation of manipulative
heterosexual interaction. I should add that something similar could be
said about non-heterosexual contexts. The only point to knowing what’s
between somebody’s legs in public without having to ask is to know with
whom to have sex. More generally, much that goes on in dating ritual has to
do with being able to make assumptions without having to ever talk about
anything beforehand. The problem is that communication breakdowns are
likely, and people can end up being hurt. However, I wish to stress hetero-
sexual interactions because I am especially suspicious about the way that the
heterosexual game might be set up to systematically disadvantage women
and place us in tough situations. I suspect that this type of heterosexual en-
gagement is one of the major reasons genital disclosure is so important.

Ironically, despite the fact that genitals are generally taken to be so im-
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portant in heterosexual sex, it is not unheard of for straight-identified men
to have sex with MTFs “behind closed doors” — even (or especially) when
she “hasn’t had the surgery.” One of the reasons for this is that sex does not
always involve penis-vagina penetration. Many people can have a perfectly
good time without it — even straight-identified men. Sometimes genitals
are only significant insofar as they are taken to determine sex status that
has a bearing upon how somebody’s sexual orientation may be regarded by
others. And I think that sometimes such straight-identified men who have
sex with MTFs are simply worried about what their friends might think if
they knew the gender (identiry of the person with whom their friend was
having sex.

Because of this, however, some MTFs may face tough choices. On the
one hand, opting for invisibility and passing as non-trans may require that
an MTF take up gender presentation that is generally “yes”-encoded with
respect to the day-to-day negotiations of heterosexual sexuality. Failing to
do so may leave MTFs open to “exposure as a deceiver” and transphobic vi-
olence. Yet successfully taking up this presentation may also increase sexual
scrutiny and the possibility of actual sexual interaction and therefore once
again open MTFs to “exposure as a deceiver.” On the other hand, visibility
puts an MTF at risk of accusations of “pretending” or “merely playing at
womanhood” and the possibility of transphobic violence.

What happens next, however, may be partially a function of overall at-
tractiveness viewed in terms of heterosexual male standards. If she is found
attractive, she may find herself the subject of sexual advance anyway. Indeed,
she may find that because she is out as trans she may be taken as “sexually
available.” This does not necessarily change the fact that she is still open
to transphobic violence and may still retroactively be viewed as a deceiver
(if the guy wants to cover his tracks). If she is not taken as attractive, she
may find that she is represented as a kind of grotesque joke. Once again,
however, she may be open to transphobic violence. What this suggests, at
any rate, is that trans people may be vulnerable to both transphobia and
sexism; and the fact that transphobia is itself grounded in sexism does not
prevent this multiplication of hazards in ways that double-bind trans people
in complicated ways.

Moreover, it must be recognized that this system of heterosexual engage-
ment intersects importantly with racial oppression. Perhaps it is obvious
that “presentation” is as much about race as it is about gender. Certainly
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