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Messages in this Digest:
 
1.   Le Frigo Vert Updates
2.   Anti-Colonial Thanksgiving Film & Feast
3.   Can’t Find it at Frigo? Why some products disappear from our shelves...
4.  Anti-Oppression Call-to-Action & Featured Article: “Gender Skirmishes on the Edges” 
5.   Recipes: Marinated Tofu Cutlets, Oven Roasted Sweet Potatoes & Cashew Gravy

 

1.    Le Frigo Vert Updates
 
The Frigo worker’s collective is now back in full swing, and the store has resumed it’s regular hours:
Monday - Friday, 11am-7pm.
 
Returning collective members - Rachel, Janel, Jessica, Ambrose, Tamara, Bronwyn and Shelly - are excited to 
announce we have hired a new collective member named Kai. Punita will not be returning to Frigo as she is 
currently pursuing a career as a teacher. We’ll miss her dearly!
 
We are also very proud to announce that we’ve excelled at getting our budget balanced, and as of last week, 
were able to significantly reduce our mark-up on all bulk item (from 25% down to 15%) and produce (from 
20% down to 15%). Reducing our mark-up has been a goal very near and dear to all of our hearts as we are 
committed to fighting the exclusivity of the mainstream health food industry, and we will continue to work 
towards further reductions in the future.
 
Finally, as an overall theme for the year, Frigo has adopted a commitment to increasing the store’s accessibility. 
This means, since the store is not wheelchair accessible, we will do all we can to make sure people with chairs 
can shop here. As well, we are working towards eliminating barriers in terms of race, class, gender, etc. and 
trying to open up dialogue around the store on anti-oppression issues. To this end, we have adopted a new 
accessibility policy (available @ frigo), have begun publishing this newsletter, and will have much more 
information posted about the store. All of Frigo’s workshops/events will take place in accessible spaces.
 
Upcoming Frigo Events
 
Volunteer Orientation: Wednesday, Oct. 4, 6 pm @Frigo

Anti-Colonial Thanksgiving: Thursday, Oct. 5, 6-10pm, Location to be Announced

Frigo’s Annual General Meeting: Wednesday November 8th, 8pm, Rm # H-820 in the Hall Building

 
2.  Le Frigo Vert’s 4rth Annual Anti-Colonial Thanksgiving Film & Feast
 
Come one, come all, to Le Frigo Vert’s 4rth annual Anti-Colonial Thanksgiving: Film, Talk & Feast!
 
This year’s free event will feature a lovely meal of vegan sheppard’s pie, squash soup, roasted potatoes with 
vegan gravy, a fall veggie salad, pumpkin pie and piping hot cranberry tea. It’s not a feast to be missed!
 



The theme of this year’s event is biocolonialism - genetic sampling, engineering, and ownership - the spread of 
monoculture and corporate globalization and of course, resistances to it.
 
Guest speakers from various local solidarity Harvest projects will discuss organic and traditional growing, 
equitable forms of distribution, and community-building through food sovereignty.   
 
Film: The Leech and the Earthworm
 
A film by Marc Silver and Max Pugh - Produced by Debra Harry
a yeast directions and IPCB production - run time 68 mins

Indigenous peoples voice their views on Western science, its vision of a genetically engineered future, and its 
deep links with corporate profits and globalization. The Leech and the Earthworm is a journey that combines 
passionate critiques of a future threatened by genetic engineering, and shares living alternatives to a globalized 
monoculture, with stunning visuals and music from around the world. The Leech and the Earthworm is a 
provocative film that inspires us to ask serious questions of the collective illusion we call “progress”.

Why an “Anti-Colonial” Thanksgiving?

Trying to trace the roots of Canada’s Thanksgiving holiday can land you in a few disparate points of origin. 
Some say the holiday was introduced by settler farmers who brought with them from Europe a tradition of 
honoring good harvests with a feast for all, from the “Horn of Plenty”. Others point to a Protestant clergyman 
in Ontario, who they say appropriated the American holiday and attempted to transform it into a religious event 
that would promote a white, Anglo-Saxon, pro-British and Anti-American Canadian national identity. Then, 
there’s the American/Canadian nationalist “melting-pot” history – apparently, a three day feast shared between 
“Pilgrims and Indians”, in 1621, to celebrate the Pilgrim’s first bountiful harvest in their “new world”.

For those educated in Canadian public schools, I’m sure this last story rings a bell. Canadian schoolchildren 
have dressed up for decades to re-enact these mythological roles of Pilgrim and Indian feasting together in the 
Plymouth Colony, Massachusetts. Teachers tell the story of the Mayflower landing in Plymouth Rock, how the 
Pilgrims triumphed over cold winters and failed crops. These colonists are revered being the first examples of 
the rugged individualism that would set the foundations for western “civilization”. The Wampanoag Indians 
were invited to this original Thanksgiving, the story goes, out of a deeply felt gratitude the settlers had toward 
the Wampanoag for sharing the skills that had helped them survive and prosper on the strange, hard, cold land.

Le Frigo Vert organizes anti-colonial Thanksgiving gatherings in honor of all those who have spent their lives 
trying to expose the brutal truths of colonization, and resist its impacts in their communities. We want to prepare 
critical reflections of this “holiday” that can be shared at gatherings with family over turkey, stuffing and 
pumpkin pie. The idea of giving thanks, of spending time honoring whatever force we believe bring us the fruits 
of our survival is not what we set out to critique here. It is Thanksgiving, the state-sanctioned holiday declared 
by rulers - first sporadically, then entrenched annually – at the forefront of the colonization process that we’d 
like to shine a little light on.

Today’s Thanksgiving story begins with one man’s attempt to share his Truth about the impact the arrival of 
the Mayflower and Pilgrims had on his peoples and ancestral territories. It includes information gathered from 
articles written by those who do not find much to celebrate in state-sanctioned Thanksgivings. This story is far 
from complete. I have had to choose only small parts of this history to present, and select from variations on 
fact. I encourage others to dig deeper into these histories to find out why the state makes such a concerted effort 
to distort and suppress them. Like they did in 1970, when Frank James Wampsutta, a Wampanoag leader, was 
silenced by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.



Frank James had been invited by the Commonwealth to give a speech at the special Annual Thanksgiving Feast 
celebrating the 350th anniversary of the landing of the Pilgrims. Frank James intended to speak of the takeover 
of Wampanoag traditions, culture, and spirituality as well as the brutal theft of his ancestral lands. When the 
Commonwealth learned about the contents of his speech, they re-wrote his history from their own perspective, 
and at the dinner presented him with an ultimatum – he would either tell their version of the story, or his 
invitation would be rescinded.

Frank James left the Thanksgiving Feast in Plymouth and walked to Cole Hill, overlooking Plymouth Harbor 
and the replica of the Mayflower. Small groups followed and listened to Frank James give his censored speech, 
which gave birth to the first annual US National Day of Mourning. Each year on the National Day of Mourning, 
Indigenous Peoples speak out about the real history of the theft of their land, genocide, and the repression of 
their spirituality and right to self-determination.

The American/Canadian apple-pie version of history has been promoted at fact for hundreds of years now. 
But who wrote this history? Who were the settlers really? Were they religious refugees fleeing persecution? 
What were they trying to accomplish, and how did they go about attaining their goals? What did the original 
Peoples occupying the land think of these settlers? And why, if it is true at all, did the Wampanoag dine with the 
Pilgrims at that original Thanksgiving?

Re-Visioning

Some histories say that British Pilgrims were not refugees putting “their fate in God’s hands” in the “empty 
wilderness” of North America. They say these Pilgrims believed Armageddon was imminent in Europe – a 
belief rooted in the fact they were born middle-class but there was no land left in Britain for them to claim as 
their own - and therefore, hoped to establish their “Kingdom of God” in a new world. They arrived in America 
on the Mayflower at first, and then a hundred other shiploads followed. They intended to usurp native lands to 
build their prophesied “Holy Kingdom”. Theirs was a rigid fundamentalism where everyone who disagreed with 
them was an enemy – you’re either with us or against us – and they frequently declared holy wars against those 
considered vessels of Satan.

The Wampanoag were not “friendly savages”. They were members of a widespread confederacy known as 
the League of Delaware who, for the last hundred years, had been defending themselves against European 
explorers, fisherman, and especially slavers who had been raiding their coastal villages. They did not trust the 
Pilgrims but their spiritual beliefs and practice prompted them to help the helpless and extend hospitality to 
anyone who came to them with empty hands.

Given these circumstances, it is not likely that the Wampanoag were invited to the Pilgrims Thanksgiving dinner 
to share the bounty of their harvest in a demonstration of Christian charity and interracial brotherhood. To the 
Pilgrims, the Wampanoag were heathens, natural instruments of the devil. Squanto – an educated and baptized 
Christian Wampanoag – had taught many skills for survival to the Pilgrims, yet even he was merely seen as an 
exception, or more precisely, as an instrument of God set in the wilderness precisely to provide for the survival 
of His Chosen People, the Pilgrims. The Wampanoag were invited to this dinner because the Pilgrims realized 
the power of the Delaware Confederacy; they knew that comparatively they were weak, and given their intent to 
take over the lands, they felt the situation was dangerous. The Pilgrims felt the Wampanoag should be courted 
until such a time that this balance of power, of numbers, of survival skills and strength were shifted. At this 
first Thanksgiving feast, the Governor negotiated a treaty with Squanto’s aid that surrendered the lands of the 
Plymouth Plantation for the Pilgrims.

At the 1623 Plymouth Thanksgiving celebration, a Pilgrim called “Mather the Elder” gave special thanks to 
God for the devastating plague of smallpox which wiped out the majority of the Wampanoag who had been 



their benefactors. The text of his sermon delivered that day praised God for destroying “chiefly young men and 
children, the very seeds of increase, thus clearing the forests to make way for better growth”.

Until 1629, there were no more than 300 Pilgrims in “New England”. By 1637, 2,000 British had settled 
the area. The balance of power had shifted. Many Thanksgiving Day declarations to follow would become 
celebrations of the mass murder and enslavement of Indigenous Peoples. The Pilgrims thanked God for new 
lands and resources obtained through genocide.

Like in 1673, when just before dawn in Connecticut, a Pequot tribal village was completely surrounded by an 
armed force of 240 Pilgrims and thousands of allied Narragansett warriors. The Pilgrims set the village on fire. 
William Bradford, Governor of Plymouth, wrote: “Those that escaped the fire were slain with swords; some 
hewed to pieces, others run through with rapiers, so that they were quickly dispatched and very few escaped. It 
was conceived thus destroyed about 400 at this time. It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fire… 
horrible was the stink and scent thereof, but the victory seemed a sweet sacrifice, and they gave the prayers 
thereof to God, who had wrought so wonderfully for them”.

One hundred and eighty Pequots were held as captives, then sold into slavery. The day after the massacre 
Governor Bradford of the Massachusetts Bay Colony signed into law that: “This day forth shall be a day of 
celebration and Thanksgiving for subduing the Pequots”.

In 1641 the Dutch Governor of Manhattan, Kieft, offered the first “scalp bounty” – government payments for 
each scalp of an Indian brought to them – and a couple years later he ordered the massacre of the Wappingers, a 
friendly tribe. Eighty were killed and their severed heads kicked like soccer balls down the streets of Manhattan. 
One captive was castrated, skinned alive and forced to eat his own flesh while the Governor watched and 
laughed. Then Kieft hired the notorious Underhill, who had commanded in the Pequot War to carry out a similar 
massacre near Stamford, Connecticut. The village was set fire and “500 Indian residents put to sword”. The next 
day, a day of Thanksgiving was proclaimed by the churches of Manhattan.

By the 1670s there were between 30-40 thousand British inhabitants in the United New England Colonies and 
so the time had come where the Plymouth colonists could afford to turn on the Wampanoag. In this so-called 
war, 500 enslaved Indians were shipped from Plymouth alone, and of the 12,000 Indians in the surrounding 
tribes, approximately half of them died in battle, massacre or of starvation. After the war, there were almost no 
“free Indians” left in the northern British colonies. A colonist wrote from Manhattan’s New York colony: “There 
is now but few Indians upon the island and those few no ways hurtful. It is to be admired how strangely they 
have decreased by the hand of God, since the English first settled these parts”.

In Manhattan, the colonists declared a “day of public thanksgiving” in 1676, saying: “There now scarce remains 
a name or family of them [the Indians] but are either slain, captivated or fled”. Fifty-five years after the original 
Thanksgiving Day Feast, the Pilgrims had all but destroyed the generous Wampanoag and all other neighboring 
tribes. The Wampanoag Chief, King Philip, was beheaded. His head was stuck on a pole in Plymouth where it 
still hung on display 24 years later. The genocidal cycle was completed and the history of Thanksgiving soon 
to be revised from a celebration of genocide against Indigenous Peoples, to a celebration of sharing between 
Peoples in the bounty of earth’s harvest.

Each and every Thanksgiving offers the opportunity to present this history as well as current campaigns to stop 
the colonial process which continues to this day. In honor of all those who have lost their lives, and in honor of 
all those still engaged in anti-colonial resistance, we invite you to join us for an Anti-Colonial Thanksgiving.

Le Frigo Vert
********************************



News Article: From Redwire Magazine

www.redwiremag.com

KKKOLUMBUS DAY: Let’s End the Glorification of White Supremacy
by: Robert Chanates, Kiowa Nation, Leadership Council CO AIM

Over the past five years, the city of Denver has arrested more than 400 people including scores of elders and 
children and has leveled more than 800 charges. These charges have been successfully fought by the defendants 
in court. Their crime? Confronting the Columbus Day Parade.

Since the year 2000, the City of Denver has spent, by it’s own estimates, hundreds of thousands of dollars to 
ensure that the Columbus Day parade will continue. Each year, the city deploys hundreds of police officers 
and riot cops and erects steel barricades to prevent Native people from interfering with the celebration of an 
exterminator of Indigenous people. The Denver City Council has also passed a law designed to criminalize the 
protests against the Convoy of Conquest.

Although the Colorado chapter of the American Indian Movement (AIM) originally organized the protests, the 
opposition against the Columbus Day Parade now includes over 100 organizations. These have united as the 
Transform Columbus Day Alliance.

To understand why so many people are determined to transform the holiday, we need to begin in 1492.

On October 12, 1492, Christopher Columbus landed on the shores of Guanahani (San Salvador). This was not 
a deserted island but rather the homeland of the Tiano and Arawak nations. Columbus was welcomed by the 
Indigenous people and said they were “very gentle and did not know what evil is; nor do they kill others, nor 
steal; and they are without weapons.”

At his request, Columbus was officially appointed “viceroy and governor of (the Caribbean islands) and the 
mainland.” Using this position, Columbus personally instituted the encomienda system (forced labor imposed 
under penalty of death), initiated the transatlantic slave trade, and exterminated the Indigenous people of 
Hispaniola by the millions. Estimates put the native population at 8 million at the time of his arrival. By 1514 
there were only 22,000 Natives left. These are not allegations, but matters of historical fact.

Beyond being personally responsible for this genocide, Columbus also instituted policies of hegemony that 
would be used to justify the colonization, destruction, and conquest of the Indigenous Nations of the Americas.

In May 1493, Pope Alexander V1 issued the Inter Cetera papal bull, giving the “right” to Spain to conquer 
the lands that Columbus had landed on, as well as any other lands he might “discover” in his voyages to the 
Americas. This papal bull, along with one issued in 1453, serves as the basis for the Doctrine of Discovery. 
When Columbus supporters claim that he “discovered” America, they are reinforcing the notions of that racist 
doctrine which serves as the legal justification for the theft of Native lands to the present day.

Despite (or because of) Columbus’ criminal acts, Columbus Day is observed as a holiday by 33 US states. In 
1905, Colorado became the first state in the United Sates to declare a holiday for Christopher Columbus, it is 
commemorated with a “parade” through downtown Denver.

The American Indian Movement of Colorado (CO AIM)’s campaign against the Columbus Day Parade began 
in 1989. The consensus in CO AIM has always been that Columbus was an Indian-killing slave trader who 
deserves no celebrations. In negotiation attempts, AIM had only one request: that the name “Columbus” be 



taken out of the parade. AIM walked out on negotiation attempts after a Columbus Day parade representative 
stated, “Get this straight. This is not your country anymore. This is our country and you better get with the 
program.” CO AIM began staging protests which culminated in the cancellation of the 1992 parade. There were 
no Columbus parades held for another eight years.

The Columbus Day Parade was resurrected in 2000 by the Sons of Italy New Generation (SOING). The SOING 
have been very clear in that their parade is not about celebrating Italian pride, but about celebrating Columbus 
and the colonization of the Americas. Unlike the previous Columbus Parades, the SOING version is more 
reminiscent of a convoy. It’s a motorcade of stretch humvees, dump trucks, gas tankers, flatbed trailers, cement 
mixers and biker gangs. It’s more of a convoy of conquest than it is a legitimate parade.

The anti-Indian racism, from the Convoy organizers to their supporters, has become more intense over the 
years. Both major city papers annually condemn the protests while championing the Convoy participants. This 
is also the case with local television and radio talk show jocks who spend hours justifying the invasion of our 
homelands and promoting a revisionist history of Columbus. This past October, the White Supremacist National 
Vanguard dispatched their media team to cover the Convoy to, in their words, let “European Americans know 
they are not alone as anti-white protesters attempt to disrupt (their) White Heritage parade.”

The Convoy of Conquest is merely a symbol of the Columbian legacy. It is the legacy of Columbus 
(colonization and genocide) over which we, as Indigenous Peoples, must prevail. There are countless examples 
of growing Indigenous resurgence and, in Denver, we’ve used the Convoy of Conquest as an opportunity to 
publicize resistance of our Native relatives. More than simply reacting to anti-Indian racism, the opposition 
to the Convoy of Conquest is also about the strengthening of Native alliances, training Native youth in direct 
action tactics and providing a platform to Native resisters whose efforts are ignored in the mainstream media. 
Perhaps most importantly, this is also a day for us to remind Native children and youth that it’s okay to speak 
the truth and stand on principle despite the opposition from anti-Indian forces.

On October 7th, 2006, the city of Denver will again sanction the Convoy of Conquest. The American Indian 
Movement of Colorado would like to extend an invitation to all readers of the Redwire Magazine and to each of 
our Native relatives and allies of the north to stand with us in Denver, Colorado.

3. Can’t Find it at Frigo? Why some products disappear from our shelves...
 
McOrganic?
Is corporate organic changing the organic landscape in Canada?
The Dominion, http://dominionpaper.ca 
by: Hillary Lindsay, November 24, 2005
 
Is organic agriculture mirroring the global industrial agriculture system it was created to combat?
“Would you like an Organic Fair TradeTM coffee with your Egg McMuffin, Ma’am?”
 
Fantasy? Not if you wander into any one of 658 McDonalds scattered across the Northeastern United States. 
Transfair USA and Oxfam America have welcomed the fast food giant’s decision to serve Newman’s Own 
Organic Coffee. “We are excited about this regional launch, and we hope to see it spread across the country,” 
said Seth Petchers, coffee program manager for Oxfam America. But is having a 100% Organic Fair TradeTM 
coffee with your Big Mac really a sign of victory for the organic movement?
 
Rebecca Kneen, co-owner of Crannóg Ales, a certified organic farm and micro-brewery in BC’s Okanagan 
Valley, concedes that if organic and fair trade standards are being met, there will be some benefit to farmers but 



hastens to add that “this is a tiny action in a company that pollutes massively, has obscene hiring practices and 
labour relations and devalues food.”
 
The Big Boxes of the new suburban landscape are going organic. “We are particularly excited about organic 
food, the fastest-growing category in all of food,” said Walmart’s CEO Lee Scott at a recent shareholders 
meeting, according to The New York Times. Loblaws’ President’s Choice Organics line has expanded beyond 
organic produce to include organic chicken noodle soup, frozen entrees and cookies.
 
Even products that look so wholesome that one imagines they were made in a local hippie’s kitchen often carry 
a multinational logo. Phil Howard, a postdoctoral researcher at the Centre for Agro-ecology and Sustainable 
Food Systems, notes that according to one estimate, 40% of the packaged organic foods on the shelves of 
natural food stores are produced by some of the biggest companies in the world.
 
Kellogg owns Kashi, a supplier of organic whole grain cereals. Kraft has bought out Boca, a maker of organic 
soy burgers. The corporate interest in organics goes beyond food to include things like organic cotton and 
organic seeds. Select Walmart stores now sell a limited line of organic cotton supplies for yoga, bath and 
baby. M&M/Mars has bought Seeds of Change, an organic seed company. “Many organic seed varieties are 
now available only through a giant seed company called Seminis, which earlier this year was acquired by 
Monsanto,” reports Howard.
 
The corporate takeover of organics can be seen as both a success and a failure for the organic movement, 
believes Howard. “On the one hand, the acreage devoted to organic production, without synthetic pesticides, 
increases every year to meet the market demand. On the other hand, some of the ideals of the organic 
movement, which was in a large part a response to industrial agriculture, have fallen by the wayside.” Organic 
agriculture increasingly resembles the global, industrial agriculture system it was created to combat, says 
Howard.
 
Kneen agrees, “Even though a 50-acre field of broccoli may not be sprayed with noxious chemicals, it is still 
mono-cropped, mechanically harvested and transported thousands of miles before it is eaten.” Kneen argues 
that organic or not, industrial agriculture negatively impacts the environment through the loss of crop and seed 
diversity and fossil fuels required for large machinery and long-distance shipping,
 
Organic produce - even vegetables that could be grown locally, like garlic, potatoes, carrots and apples - is 
regularly trucked thousands of miles to arrive on supermarket shelves. In fact, 85% of organic food in Canada 
is now imported. Howard describes why supermarket chains (like Whole Foods in the US) rarely stock local 
organic produce. “Whole Foods has centralized their distribution of produce, and it’s easier for them to buy 
from a large-scale grower in Mexico than a small-scale farmer next door,” he explains. “The price premiums 
that small-scale farmers once relied on to stay in business have been declining as they are forced to compete 
with massive farms that grow only a single crop. These mega-farms have economies of scale but externalize 
more costs to society and to ecosystems in comparison.”
 
Peter Johnston, a garlic farmer on Lasqueti Island in British Columbia, has noticed that the niche market for 
small organic farmers has quickly disappeared. “Before supermarkets began [stocking organic produce], it was 
bought either directly from the growers or from health food stores. We sold to a couple of them on Vancouver 
Island. These either no longer exist or don’t carry produce anymore. The chains aren’t interested in buying from 
small, local, seasonal producers.”
 
Sea Spray Atlantic Growers Cooperative was formed three years ago partly in response to the Atlantic 
Superstores interest in selling organic produce. But Norbert Kungl, whose organic farm Selwood Green 
is part of the cooperative, reports that sales to the Superstores have shrunk significantly. “When we have 



local production, they will order, but the orders are discouragingly small,” said Kungl. One member of the 
cooperative began growing large quantities of baby spinach and salad mix because the Superstore had indicated 
interest in purchasing it, but by the time it came to sell, Superstore was no longer interested. “They would not 
take those items because they had a deal or were in the process of a deal with PC Organics and some large 
companies in California,” explains Kungl. Kungl has learned to expect this from the Atlantic Superstore. “We 
know that if they can get anything as a PC Organic Product they will not have competing local produce in the 
store.”
 
Crannog Ales strives for a zero waste operation. Spent grain is fed to pigs on the organic farm where the 
brewery is located. Photo Credit: Rebecca Kneen, Crannog Ales
 
According to Johnston, most consumers do not distinguish between local and corporate organic foods. Johnston 
describes the frustrating attitudes of many shoppers, “If it’s organic, it’s good, even if it is shipped from Mexico 
or Europe. The lowest possible price is important.”
 
Low prices are coming at a high cost, says Kneen, including weakening local economies, causing the 
disappearance of mixed farms with diverse crops and damaging “the entire rural fabric of Canada, which is 
based on small farms and the culture and skills developed by farmers and ranchers.”
 
Large companies are often able to sell one organic product at a low price by subsidizing it with a line-up of 
non-organic products, thus undercutting the small organic producer. But according to Kneen, small organic 
producers, like Crannóg Ale’s Micro-brewery, offer the customer and the community far more than a cheap 
product. “What we do is focused on high quality products, locally sourced ingredients, supporting the local 
economy and creating as little environmental impact as possible throughout our entire process,” explains Kneen. 
“Corporate beer is focused on the bottom line.”
 
Small farmers are frustrated by an organic certification process that fails to differentiate between the organic 
potato grown by a small mixed farm next door and the organic potato shipped from an industrial monoculture 
farm in Mexico. “Some of us would like to include fossil fuel audits in the certification process,” explains 
Johnston. “Not a hope with the corporations involved though. [With corporations], there is and will be constant 
pressure to produce enough product at the lowest possible price.”
 
“Constant vigilance will be required to resist attempts to weaken the USDA standards in ways that benefit 
corporations at the expense of everyone else,” warns Howard referring to organic standards in the US. “Some 
[small farmers] have already given up on the term “organic” to describe their values. They would rather explain 
exactly how they grew the food, or even invite customers to see their farm, than pay hundreds of dollars for a 
certification that they see as a sort of lowest common denominator.”
 
For the bewildered conscientious food shopper, Kneen’s advice is unequivocal: “Buy local!! Ignore corporate 
organic, and buy locally produced food directly from the farmer or through a food co-op.”
 
Sea Spray Atlantic Growers Cooperative is hoping customers will follow advice like Kneen’s. The cooperative 
is refocusing its energy away from Atlantic Superstores towards selling produce directly to customers. This kind 
of exchange can happen at farmers markets and through Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) boxes, which 
deliver boxes of fresh produce from the farm directly to consumers’ doors.
 
Johnston agrees with the emphasis on local. He adds, “I’d also like customers to buy basic, wholesome food 
rather than processed convenience foods. But supermarket chains and food corporations won’t encourage this. 
It isn’t profitable.” When food shopping, Johnston asks customers to stay smart. “Are organic twinkies really a 
good idea?”



 Phil Howard, post doctoral researcher from The Center for Agroecology & Sustainable Food Systems reveals 
the corporate players in the organic marketplace.
 

4. Anti-Oppression Call- to-Action & Article
 
Call to Action !
 SIGN THIS PETITION: Publicly-Funded Health Care for Quebec Transsexuals
 
Please sign the Online Petition demanding  that the Quebec Minister of Health and Social Services provide 
full publicly funded health care to all Quebec transsexuals. The Publicly-Funded Health Care for Quebec 
Transsexuals Petition to Hon. Mr.  Phillipe Couillard, Quebec Minister of Health and Social Services was 
created by The 2110 Centre for Gender Advocacy, Head and Hands, ASTT(e)Q,  and Project 10 and written by 
Tynan Jarrett (tynanjarrett_p10@yahoo.ca).

ONLINE PETITION: http://www.petitiononline.com/TShealth/petition.html

To:  Hon. Mr. Phillipe Couillard, Quebec Minister of Health and Social Services
Hon. Mr. Phillipe Couillard
Ministre de la santé et des services sociaux
Édifice Catherine-de-Longpré
1075, chemin Sainte-Foy, 15e étage
Québec (Québec) G1S 2M1

Re: publicly-funded health care for Quebec transsexuals

We, the undersigned, express our sincere concern regarding Quebec transsexuals current lack of access to 
publicly funded health care for the purposes of gender transition.

We understand that certain procedures relating to sex change are currently insured services according to the 
Regie de l?assurance maladie (RAMQ), but  that these services are largely unavailable to Quebec transsexuals, 
forcing  the majority of trans people to attempt to access services in the private  sector, at great personal cost.

We know that other important procedures relating to sex change are currently designated as uninsured services.

We have learned that RAMQ is currently evaluating its policies with regards  to transsexuals, in order to provide 
a more beneficial service to trans communities.

We understand that a coalition of community organisations that serve transsexuals has been attempting since 
November 2004 to ensure that the transsexual community is widely consulted in all matters that pertain to
trans health care, but that this coalition has yet to be assured of consultation.

We believe that significant changes must be made to current RAMQ policy in order to adequately address the 
needs of this diverse and marginalised community, and that changes will be successful only if the transsexual 
community is included in the policy development process.

We urge the ministry of Health and Social Services and RAMQ to take immediate action on this issue.

Sincerely,
The Undersigned



Merci de faire circuler autour de vous!
français: http://www.petitiononline.com/TSsante/petition.html
anglais: http://www.petitiononline.com/TShealth/petition.html

Gender Skirmishes on the Edges

Notes on gender identity, self-determination and anticolonial struggle

by: Michelle O’Brien, Summer 2003

Tremendous changes are tearing across the globe in the configuration of bodies, gender, identity and power. 
In Africa and Latin America, movements of people living with HIV have been demanding a comprehensive 
restructuring of international trade policy and patent law in accessing affordable HIV medications. New 
technologies of drug regimes and implants are rebuilding people’s bodies in developed countries, restructuring 
relationships to gender, identity and self. Information technologies, especially computer networking, have 
opened up a dramatically new world to some, trans-regionalized virtual communities organized around 
specific sexual orientations or gender identities. Indigenous people in Brazil and Panama have entered into the 
global scientific debates around human genetics, challenging the privatization of genetic material. Gay rights 
movements face a rapidly changing political terrain, as corporate capitalism seems both increasingly cruel to the 
bodies of poor queer, trans and gay people, and increasingly enthusiastic about selling products to a gay, rich 
demographic.

These struggles over the control of bodies have deep and far-reaching implications. Centuries old battles over 
labor exploitation, colonization, slavery and imperialism are changing as the global flows of capital rapidly 
intensify in their cruelty, flexibility and creativity. In these changing times, the very possibility of politics is 
shifting. Our struggles increasingly take place across the site of our very bodies. These are wars over bodies 
where race, class and gender have absolutely everything to do with science, technology and biomedicine. 
Wars over bodies that are sick, bodies that are rebuilt, bodies that are mapped. Wars over bodies described in 
dramatically new languages, with changing systems of identification and understanding. New wars that much 
of the ideological production of the left has failed to adequately track and understand, that we are struggling to 
conceptualize new modes of describing our contemporary political terrain.

One of the most striking sites of cultural and ideological response to the changing terrain of global capital 
is taking place in the subcultural networks linking communities of gender variant people. This essay seeks 
to recognize the emerging debates around gender, identity, bodies and power in a few distinct networks. I 
draw from an online discussion board known as strap-on.org, in particular its trans*forum, the interconnected 
social networks strap-on is linked to and dynamics between transgender and gender variant communities in 
Philadelphia. I want to reframe a given set of discussion around gender identity in a new direction, one that 
shifts from thinking about radical gender politics in terms of competing identities, and towards imagining a 
politics of self-determination within broad anticolonial and anticapitalist struggle.

A quick word on vocabulary: I discuss at some detail the historical and cultural evolution and by extension 
my usage of the words genderqueer, transgender and transsexual. The various linked meanings of both should 
become clear. Trans I use with some ambiguity, possibly as short for transgender, possible for transsexual, 
possibly for something else. All these terms I am referring primarily to people that would self-identify around 
these words, and not as a means of labeling someone nonconsensually. Gender variant is my resorting to a less 
historically located and consensual language. I use the word to refer to anyone whose relationship to gender is 
not easily located in the transphobic, dominant, binary, essentialized, hate-filled, Euro-American gender codes 
that pervade our society. I use it, with reservation and cost, to refer to people of many different gender identities 
who might never be comfortable with the strangely clinical phrase gender variant.



trans resistance

Trans people face severe oppression and abuse. Interconnected systems of misogyny, homophobia and 
transphobia produce systematic violence and suffering in the lives of gender variant people. Transphobia can 
take many forms: street violence, police harassment, job discrimination, lack of respectful sexual validation, 
lack of access to decent healthcare, exclusion from all sorts of institutions such as social service centers, 
medical centers, bathrooms, businesses and public spaces. Hatred of gender variant people was one of the 
many bitter fruits of European colonial domination, and the intensifying violence by capital and right-wing 
state regimes globally. In turn, these broader structures of transphobia are reproduced within a whole range of 
subcultural networks, subaltern communities and interpersonal spaces. >From the disappearance and murder of 
drag queen sex workers on the streets of San Salvador to a white transsexual unable to find a decent doctor who 
will see her in Washington DC, transphobic oppression takes many forms across the world.

In a handful of developed regions, especially the United States and several northern and western European 
countries, a specific model of transsexual movements and identities have taken shape. Drawing from both the 
self-identifying work of transsexual women (male-to-female) and a body of medical discourse developed by a 
body of self-appointed experts of transsexuality. Through the 50s, 60s and 70s, a whole constellation of non-
trans endocrinologists, clinical psychologists, psychiatrists and surgeons came together to advocate for specific 
models to provide medical care to transsexual women. Many trans women contributed their own experiences 
and self-perceptions to this model, seizing and changing it as a means of accessing necessary medical care. 
The transsexual people who had a significant say in the development of this biomedical model and were able to 
access the gender reassignment technologies it offers were, and are, overwhelmingly white and middle to upper 
class.

This model, exemplified today by the Harry Benjamin Standards of Care, outlined the circumstances and 
means of transsexual women to access hormone therapy and surgery. The Harry Benjamin Standards of Care 
offers an industry standard in identifying, diagnosing and treating transsexuals. Like a few other standards of 
care, it both identifies a long series of bases for denial of care, and on the other hand, recognizes the need for 
gender reasignment among some transsexuals. It calls for a specific period of psychotherapy, during which a 
transsexual person would need to be diagnosed with Gender Identity Dysphoria, a pathologizing psychological 
disorder listed in the DSM. At times these standards called for transsexual people to engage in a “real life test”, 
often involving medical providers gauging a transsexual woman’s degree of passable, conventional femininity 
to determine her access to care.

This model had numerous bases for excluding trans women from healthcare. Women were frequently excluded 
from care for their sexuality: trans women that wanted to have sex with other women were identified as 
not being correctly transsexual. Trans women who had struggled with mental illness, such as psychosis or 
schizophrenia, were often automatically denied care. Trans women who didn’t perform a specific psychological 
profile – such as recounting stories of childhood femininity – were labeled as not trans. And the financial cost 
of numerous therapists’ and doctors’ visits, not to mention the exorbitant prices of surgery, excluded all but 
wealthy women. If a trans woman didn’t eventually desire Genital Reassignment Surgery, that could be a basis 
for denying access to hormones and other practices on the assertion she wasn’t actually serious as a woman. 
And, of course, trans women were constantly suspected of being deceitful in misleading providers as a means to 
access care.

Having been psychologically diagnosed, had her femininity deemed adequate, a transsexual woman might 
then be provided a prescription for hormone therapy or access to surgery – identified by many women as 
fundamentally key to claiming a well-being and life in one’s body. 

The position of trans women themselves in the development of this model is complex. The early clinical 



experts that constructed the standards based their work on the psychological profile of a small pool of middle 
and upper class white trans women. As a result, if a woman wanted to access transgender care, she would by 
necessity have to perform a certain role the clinical providers expected. Failing to convincingly perform this 
roll, she could be denied care and access to crucial gender modification technologies. Yet this model does 
accurately describe the experience of some transsexual women. It has provided a crucial means of normalizing 
transsexuality in some medical communities, and expanding access to care for some trans people.

In recent decades, this same model has been expanded and developed to include providing care to trans 
men (female-to-male), gay or queer trans people and to trans people who don’t desire Genital Reassignment 
Surgery. This growing inclusion has been the result of organizing, agitation and movements among trans people 
previously excluded from access to adequate care.

More recently, a handful of medical providers have begun to dramatically rethink such standards, in favor of 
models of informed consent. Clinics such as Callen-Lorde in NYC or Tom Waddell in SF don’t attempt full 
psychological profiles of trans clients, or base hormone prescriptions on someone’s degree of correspondence 
to a preconceived model of transsexuality. Instead, the focus shifts to attention to people’s capability to 
make decisions, seeing that they understand what hormone therapies do to bodies, and providing adequate 
monitoring.

The Harry Benjamin Standards of Care is embedded in a larger history of trans people struggling to have their 
identities heard, understood and validating by institutional systems. Despite its numerous faults, it was one of 
the few medical discourses through the 50s and 60s that recognized the reality of trans people, and offered what 
many trans women were actively and clearly demanding: accessing to hormones and surgery.

Beyond the narrow circles of institutionally-validated expertise and biomedical discourse, trans people have 
been fighting hard to be heard and recognized. The full histories of trans struggle is a hard one to tell, for the 
very language of self-identification varies so considerably across racial, class, historical and geographical 
divides. So many people’s voices have been erased along the way, it becomes almost impossible to tell the 
stories of trans insurgency without succumbing to projection. For the moment, I want to hold off making such 
an attempt, and instead refocus back on the forms of transsexual identity that found themselves interlinked with 
medical discourse.

Alongside medical expertise, a clear and specific understanding of transsexual identity was being pushed by 
many trans people themselves. Many transsexual women, for example, tell a story that is familiar from support 
groups, medical literature and testimonial writing: having grown up identified as a male, she forever felt out of 
place and alienated from her body and those around her. Early childhood experiences of feminine expression 
were repressed as the pain of puberty and transphobia set in. But deep inside she held onto an understanding of 
herself as a woman, an inner true-self she was able to eventually to express in transitioning. Through hormone 
therapy and surgery, she is able to correct her body to correspond to her inner gender identity. In the 70s, a 
similar understanding of transsexual gender identity emerged into public and medical discourse concerning and 
used by trans men. Throughout, again, access to public, institutionally recognized voice was heavily classed and 
raced. It was white economically privileged trans women, and later white privileged trans men, who were able 
to have a (limited) say in shaping transsexual identity and biomedicine.

Today, many transsexuals recognize a more flexible understanding of transsexual identity, including people who 
have other, complex histories. At this point, many would agree that a transsexual is one who understands their 
gender identity as being specific as male or female, and this identity not corresponding to the gender they were 
assigned at birth. These people might choose to modify their bodies in any number of ways to develop their 
own well being in their bodies and how other people will treat them. Many, many people find this identity to be 
an empowering, helpful and accurate means of describing their experience.



The languages, ideas and politics of transsexual and transgender have had an enormous impact on the 
development of social services and medical care for gender variant people. The access to many gender 
modification medical technologies is regulated on the basis of specific ideas about transgender identity. While 
gender variant people are overwhelmingly brutalized and disrespected in all sorts of social service agencies, 
the few that provide any remotely decent service to gender variant people do so on the basis of similar, 
tokenized ideas of transgender. In a handful of places, health care providers have significantly improved 
access to transgender biomedical practices for low-income trans people and trans people of color. Many body 
modification practices, and even basic trans medical care in most regions, is still accessible exclusively to those 
trans people with money. Equally, white trans and non-trans people continue to totally dominate the national, 
public debates around gender rights and politics at the exclusion of communities of color.

While gender-variance exists in all cultures, classes and racial communities, the specific languages of 
transsexuality are not quite as broad. While there are certainly many poor people of color who identify as 
transsexual, much of the content of the term’s public circulation is embedded in the experiences of middle and 
upper class white trans women. While people of color have been able to individually claim transsexuality as a 
personal gender identity, they have not had significant power in shaping transsexuality as a publicly circulating 
biomedical, political and social concept. Gender variant people of color lead the riots at Stonewall and have 
been are the core of some of the most remarkable political organizing of our century. They are excluded, 
however, from the limited organizational leadership positions, published racks and academic jobs that white 
trans people hold to effect public policy.

 genderqueer politics

Through the 80s and 90s several new gender variant identities emerged. Transgender emerged to first to 
describe people who were interested in hormone therapies but not genital reassignment surgery. By some, it was 
adopted as an umbrella term to a whole range of gender-variant communities. In some contexts, transgender 
provides an identity linking the experiences of cross-dressers to transsexuals. Today transgender is a far more 
common phrase in the slightly more progressive sides of medical discourse. Many transsexual people, however, 
have some level of discomfort with the extent to which the specific medical and social needs of transsexuals 
has been eclipsed by a larger, more privileged demographic of cross dressers. These tensions became far more 
intense around the notion of genderqueer.

Like transgender, genderqueer has at times been deployed as an attempt at an umbrella, inclusive identity 
covering a whole range of gender variance. As such, it’s pretty much failed. Mentioning genderqueer in many 
circles of transsexual and transgender people elicits blank uncomprehending stares, tension and potential 
hostility. Instead, genderqueer has been claimed by some as a means to self-identify a range of ways of 
relating to gender. Some people have described themselves because they see their own gender as particularly 
self-conscious and self-aware, and one that patterns their experience in the world. Some use it to describe 
experiences of multiple genders and gender flexibility. Perhaps the most common definition is to include many 
different experiences of gender that couldn’t be identified as simply male or female. Perhaps they locate gender 
identity in between male and female, perhaps both, perhaps neither.

What made the form of genderqueer as a concept so clearly distinct from transgender and transsexual, however, 
is the extent to which it as an identity has been linked to a particular analysis of gender oppression and 
resistance. Transsexual organizing centered on securing rights, dignity and healthcare for a particular oppressed 
social group, and most of the identity politics has remained grounded in that need. While genderqueers have 
organized around demanding respect, the identity politics of genderqueer has become linked to a critique of 
the binary gender system as an institutionalized form of oppression. Both transsexual and non-transsexual 
genderqueer people have put forth a vision of gender oppression and positioned themselves as the vanguard of a 
new world beyond binary gender dualisms.



The recent anthology Genderqueer and the writings of Kate Bornstein and Riki Anne Wilchins perhaps 
outline genderqueer as a radical politics of gender insurgency most clearly. They outline the expectations 
that gender fits into one of two categories – male or female, masculine or feminine – as an oppressive binary 
system that hurts all people. All celebrate transgressive, nonconventional and complex gender identities as 
means of resisting the enforced violence and coercion of binary gender expectations. They argue that gender-
transgressive people – often explicitly against transsexual people who identify around a single, particular, 
relatively stable gender identity – are offering the means of envisioning a world beyond the gender binary, one 
where all people could be liberated in unimagined ways.

Genderqueer caught on. Bornstein’s and Wilchins’ books have become vogue in some academic gender theory 
circles and the new radical thinking on gender. A huge range of gender identities have sprung up linked to 
genderqueer as a cultural and political strategy and personal identity: bigendered, multigendered, drag kings, 
trannies, gendertrash, trannybois, lowho/noho (low hormone/no hormone) trans men. The gender neutral 
pronouns ze/hir, ze/zir, ce/hir and others finally caught in some circles as means of genderqueer people to self-
identify themselves. In some urban queer women’s communities, female-assigned genderqueer people have 
become objects of sexual fetishism and invested with a certain hip popularity.

New political networks have also taken shape linked to genderqueer identity. Genderqueer people have shown 
an increasing presence at the annual FTM conference True Spirit. Plan Z has offered two conferences trying 
to build alliances between mostly female-assigned genderqueers and other feminists. Camp Trans, over the 
last few years, has become a major gathering of genderqueers and young trans men (with a very recent shift of 
leadership towards trans women). GenderPAC, a major national organization organizing around gender identity 
antidiscrimination legislation, has increased excluded trans people and transsexual issues from its strategy, 
instead focusing on a broader vision of genderqueer politics to try to build antidiscrimination platforms that 
might appeal to transphobes.

Within the more subcultural spaces that have placed a strong political and sexual value on genderqueer identity 
a pretty specific vision of a genderqueer person has emerged: female-assigned, white, young, queer, urban, 
hip, non-transsexual, middle-class, politically radical and feminist. This stereotyped, fetishized model of 
genderqueer has dominated many spaces.

Many people, however, who are thoroughly excluded from the circles where genderqueer is valued as hip, or 
where genderqueer identity is more extensively elaborated, have instead found their own reasons to identify 
with the term. These genderqueer people include many communities that might never appear on stage at 
drag king shows – such as poor people, people living in rural areas, male-assigned genderqueers, transsexual 
genderqueers, and genderqueer people of color. For many folks of different backgrounds, genderqueer has 
offered a powerful, healing and empowering way to self-identify complex and difficult experiences with gender 
identity and expression.

The public discourses on genderqueer have been overwhelmingly dominated by white middle-class people. 
Like transsexuality, genderqueer offers a broad set of gender identites that have been meaningful and valuable 
for some people of color. As well, however, genderqueer is a notion that has been most thoroughly defined in 
scenes that are both white-dominated and racist. People of color and poor people have been excluded from 
the subcultural and public discourses where genderqueer politics have been most thoroughly defined. Much of 
genderqueer identity has taken shape in queer communities at liberal, progressive private liberal arts colleges 
around the country -- spaces thoroughly defined by racist and classist regulation of access.

The linking of genderqueer as an identity to a broad, sweeping critique of gender politics has not been an 
altogether successful and positive event. In part, I’m here concerned with the destructive effects of extrapolating 
overall political strategy and analysis from particular relationships to gender. While a powerful means of 



speaking people’s real experiences, it too easily has slid into a nasty ground of competitive, divisive tensions 
between different gender variant people.

tensions

Within this emerging genderqueer political model, many transsexuals are dismissed as reproducing an 
oppressive gender binary system, and hence enemies of gender insurgency. Both Bornstein’s and Wilchins’ 
writing contain explicit passages attacking many transsexuals as being gender conformists. In much of the new 
hipness of genderqueers in some circles, passing transsexuals were left behind as anachronistic and reactionary. 
In the hip queer womens’ circles becoming enthused about drag kings and trannybois, trans women have been 
increasingly excluded and disrespected.

GenderPAC offers a particularly striking example of the way a broad, genderqueer-inspired political vision 
can actively exclude transsexuals. GenderPAC claims to work “to end discrimination and violence caused by 
gender stereotypes by changing public attitudes, educating elected officials and expanding legal rights.” They 
are the major national organization mobilizing around gender expression and identity rights. Less well known 
as a hushed rumor passed at trans gatherings throughout the country, GenderPAC has decided that its strategic 
public image relies on not being too strongly identified with transsexuality. They have one public trans figure 
-- Rikki Wilchins -- and have actively resisted hiring more. Even more hush-hush, the word on the street is that 
transsexual people on the staff of GenderPAC remain in the closet, fearful that they will be immediately fired if 
they came publicly out as trans. I personally know of no such people, but if true this is a frightening testamant 
to how damaging the devaluation of transsexuality in gender liberation movements can be.

For transsexuals, such dismissals are intimately interconnected with the numerous other experiences of 
transphobic oppression, exclusion and disrespect. Genderqueer critique of the supposed normativity of 
transsexuals is a new form of disregarding and insulting the crucial legitimacy of transgender identity. Much 
like transphobic feminist attacks such as Janice Raymond, this disrespect can be all the more painful for its 
proximity – the fact that many transsexual people might share spaces, movements and communities with 
genderqueers.

Genderqueer ideological attacks on trans identity I consider to be a gross mistake, a gravely destructive 
misdirection of energy that is doing severe, long term damage to building effective movements for the liberation 
and self-determination of gender-variant people. Whatever someone’s feelings about binary gender systems, it 
is transphobic, wrong, unethical and politically divisive to push forward a critique that dismisses the very real 
needs of many transsexuals to identify clearly with a particular gender identity. I think genderqueer people, 
particularly movement leaders, need to carefully, and quickly, rethink the ways they are relating to transsexuals 
and their political criticism of transsexual identities.

Some transsexual people, in turn, have also shown nasty disrespect to genderqueer people. On strap-on and 
elsewhere, genderqueer people are dismissed on not being serious, as just superficially playing around with 
gender, as being far more privileged than transsexuals, and a wide range of other critiques. Often genderqueer 
people in such discourses are blamed for the popularity and hip value assigned to genderqueer identity in 
specific subcultures. These attacks on genderqueers are rooted in multiple experiences, including reacting 
defensively and critically to inappropriate attacks from genderqueers, lack of personal experience and 
awareness on genderqueer identity, need to hold onto some notion of status and authenticity, and a threatening 
defensiveness at genderqueers as actual and perceived threats. Often these critiques conflate the behavior of 
genderqueer people – who engage in transphobic/anti-transsexual activities – and genderqueer identity itself.

This too has been a divisive, destructive and dead end political strategy. As I hope to outline throughout the 
course of this paper, there is a profound and pervasive need to envision a politics not rooted in gender variant 



people competing over rights and dignity that are perceived to be scarce and earned at other’s expense.

Of course, both genderqueer and transsexual people have a definite right to define themselves, correct false 
stereotypes and ignorant assumptions made about their own identity and to demand to be treated with respect 
and dignity. At times, the mutual antagonism between genderqueers and transsexuals is rooted in very legitimate 
needs to defend oneself, and to challenge disrespectful attacks. My issue here is instead centered more on the 
ways that this tension gets translated in ideological terms, overprivileging genderqueer vs. transsexual identity 
and vice-versa.

The most common critique of genderqueers by transsexuals is they simply are not serious. Many genderqueer 
people choose not to modify their bodies, or only modify their bodies in only some ways but not in others. This, 
along with a lack of clear commitment to specific gender, is linked to the repeated accusation from transsexual 
people that genderqueers simply do not need to be taken seriously. Whatever issues they are dealing with are 
comparably trivial; their oppression is minor, and they are really just playing around with identity without 
having any real issues. This critique relies on a whole set of ideas around authenticity, the ranking of oppression 
and who has proper access to claiming gender issues. In the next section, I want to go into some of these 
underlying assumptions.

This charge of having an inauthentic or superficial identity is closely linked to a number of other accusations. 
Genderqueer people are charged with coopting and appropriating transsexual identity. They are seen as 
competing with transsexuals for access to limited social and political resources. Genderqueers are attacked 
for having an identity that was only recently developed, and hence not being actually gender variant people. 
Sometimes genderqueer is labeled as a phase, one that people grow out of to leading gender normative 
privileged lives, leaving transsexuals behind to deal with the wrath of transphobia.

Genderqueer as an identity is also attacked for being white and middle-class. Genderqueer identity has found 
most presence and recognition in communities of young queer punk circles with a dominance of white middle 
class kids. I’ve heard transsexuals repeated dismiss genderqueer pronouns such as ze and hir to be clear games 
of college kids with too much time, too much privilege, and who never have to deal with the real world. 
Genderqueer forms of body modification often create bodies that are unable to clearly pass as male or female. 
Many transsexuals identify their survival as being dependent on passing as gender normative successfully, and 
perceive a disinterest (or inability) to pass as a sign of economic and social privilege.

I want to try to challenge these criticisms one by one. Ultimately, such attacks on genderqueers reflect, fuel and 
reproduce the systemic violence and oppression against all gender variant people, including transphobic hatred 
of transsexuals.

First, though, I want to backtrack a moment and admit some truth to the transsexual voices I’m critiquing. It 
is true that some genderqueer people are non-trans, and have successfully found some level of recognition 
within certain spaces and communities frequently denied to trans people. I too have been deeply hurt to watch 
female-assigned genderqueers be showered with adoration at dyke parties, and meanwhile as a trans woman 
I find myself scorned and ignored. In some cases, genderqueer people have used this recognition in unethical 
ways that betray and hurt trans people, and reflect and reproduce the ongoing oppression of trans people. 
These problems are real and valid, and should be recognized and challenged. Some trans women have been 
courageous in expressing such frustrations against genderqueers. However, I’m have a deep discomfort with the 
extent, form and assumptions of anti-genderqueer arguments emerging from some trans communities.

In challenging transsexual’s attacks on genderqueers, there are a few clear places to start. There are many 
genderqueer-identified people who are also transgender or transsexual. I for example, am a genderqueer 
transsexual woman. Some genderqueer people are working class or poor. Many genderqueer people live in 



rural areas, or have no connection to dyke communities, or who otherwise are isolated far away from any 
community that considers them remotely hip. Some genderqueer people have been serious allies in challenging 
the exclusion and oppression of trans women. All of these facts challenge the attacks on genderqueers based on 
overgeneralized stereotypes.

Many genderqueer people struggle with serious oppression, suffering and pain. Not being able to locate oneself 
in gender systems can be a profoundly scary and painful experience for people. Many genderqueers face serious 
discrimination for housing, employment, healthcare and social isolation. The handful of resources developed 
for transsexuals are frequently denied to anyone who expresses genderqueer sentiments. Genderqueer people 
who choose to modify their bodies with hormones are required to lie about their own identities and experiences, 
often performing as conventional transsexuals. Genderqueer people who do not pass as gender-normative, as 
many do not, face high levels of street harassment and violence.

Both these acknowledgements undermine accusations of genderqueers as simple being a mass of privileged 
hipsters. The rest of the attacks on genderqueer as an identity rely on some notion of authenticity, legitimacy, 
and propriety. Genderqueer people are seen as the illegitimate thieves of a politics, a language and identities 
that properly belong to transsexuals. This theft is identified as cultural appropriation – a familiar phrase to those 
rooted in anticolonial and antiracist political struggle.

rethinking appropriation

 This particular charge against genderqueer people is worth exploring in more detail: the notion that 
genderqueers are illegitimately appropriating transsexual identity.

 I’d certainly agree that some genderqueers, at times, have claimed experiences and identities that they simply 
do not share. The language of transsexuality is a convenient one, in that it has some broad social recognition 
and legitimacy, and provides easy access for genderqueers to reference in articulating struggles around gender 
identity. Such a drawing from a language that does not accurately describe one’s own experience is problematic 
and disrespectful. Further, there are infrastructures such as GenderPAC that were originally developed to meet 
the needs of transsexual people, but have been dramatically redirected to centering around an anti-transsexual 
genderqueer politics. These are problems, and need to be addressed.

But I want to call into question the politics reflected and reproduced in assertions of genderqueer appropriation.

The notion of appropriation comes out of critical writing by people of color analyzing the cultural logic of 
imperialism, colonialism, capitalism and neocolonialism. Many anticolonial writers have written brilliantly 
and articulately on the destructive, racist and oppressive dynamics of white theft of cultural practices by 
people of color around the world. The religions, dress, music, languages and values of communities of color 
are repackaged as exotic enrichments to the lives of white yuppies – in a context where the wealth, power and 
privilege of white people already depends on the material, social and political domination and exploitation of 
communities of color. bell hooks, Chrystos and Deborah Root have all written articulately on the dynamics of 
cultural appropriation as a system of white supremacy, neocolonialism and capitalism.

To begin with, I seriously question the application of such anticolonial critiques to gender dynamics. The racial 
politics of such a maneuver are highly questionable. Much of the debate between transsexuals and genderqueers 
happens in white dominated subcultures with little serious attention to white supremacy. While people of color 
do participate in such debates, the charge of appropriation has been most deployed by white people.

Further, translating notions like appropriation developed in the context of a particular struggle – in this case the 
work of people of color in challenging neocolonialism – to another – here intercommunity dynamics among 



gender variant people -- is a dangerous, problematic step. Transphobia and white supremacy are drastically 
different forms of domination. While some people are oppressed by both, and their clear historical links 
between the two, I argue they function very differently. Appropriation has been central to racial domination 
– the translation of colonized people’s culture into exotic products to enrich the lives of colonizers has been 
going on for centuries. Appropriation of gender, gender identity or gender performance simply hasn’t been as 
key to the systems of patriarchy, homophobia and transphobia. While a trans woman or non-trans woman might 
be offended by a particularly gaudy drag queen, drag queens simply are central to the maintenance of gender 
domination. Revolutionaries should pause before drawing such easy analogies between multiple forms of 
oppression.

I first argued such a distinction in response to transphobic feminists accusing me of appropriating women’s 
identity, an attack I continue to face on an ongoing basis. Accusations of appropriation have been key, not 
to trans liberation, but to the enforced transphobic denial of trans people to self-determining their gender 
identities. When I first heard it getting translated as a critique of genderqueers, it freaked me out. This is a 
telling point: the same transphobic attacks I experienced as a trans woman I watched other trans people unleash 
against genderqueers.

Unlike, say, an indigenous spiritual practice of rural Brazilian communities, gender and gender experience 
doesn’t properly belong to anyone. Our gender identity and expression belongs to each and every one of 
us, uniquely and personally. Asserting that some people can’t reasonably claim a gender expression easily 
slides into deeply transphobic and ridiculous attempts at dividing up, analyzing and judging people’s inner 
experiences of gender. Trying to carefully separate legitimate transsexuals from illegitimate gender deviants 
is a dangerous political step that seriously jeopardizes the building of effective movements for the self-
determination and liberation of all people around their gender identity, expression and choices with living with 
our own bodies. Gender, gender transgression, gender identity and gender presentation belong to everyone. 
Or, put differently, it belongs to every single one of us personally and profoundly. Challenging transphobia, I 
believe, must start from a refusal to deny anyone’s gender identity.

Obviously the issue is far more complicated then simply dismissing all claims to gender appropriation. All 
gender identities have a cultural, historical and racial dimension. Besides the genderqueer issues addressed 
here, one could easily imagine the appropriation of a language of gender identity across a brutal neocolonial 
power divide. Later on in this text here I discuss Two Spirit and Femme Queen identities -- both forms of self-
identification I’d be quite critical and uncomfortable with a white person claiming. I don’t honestly know how 
all this fits together. Thinking through such a critique of appropriation as a political concept across multiple 
historical, social and political circumstances would require a great deal of work. Instead, I want to trace the 
critique I can here -- one that makes sense in this context, and leave the work of extrapolation and delineation to 
future papers.

The charge of cultural appropriation is a tempting one for trans people. I know for myself how desperate and 
scared I am, how very deeply transphobia has scared me in my psyche and soul. From that fear and pain, it’s 
easy to be terrified that someone is stealing the only thing left that clearly belongs to me – my identity and 
politics as a transsexual. Watching other people get some validation for their gender transgression while I face 
overwhelming disrespect is really, really hard and it’s easy to blame genderqueers. While occasionally they 
might be hip, I don’t have to worry about their base ball bats or guns.

It’s a frequent step of identity to politics to see one’s one identity – or system of linking identities – as more 
radical, more liberating, more legitimate, more authentic or more substantive than another. Both genderqueer 
activists, privileging gender transgression, and transsexuals, privileging legitimate gender identities, have 
engaged in a destructive form of privileging certain systems of gender identity about others. We have put our 
identities, our liberation, our movements, in contradiction and competition with each other. This is a grave 



mistake.

Ultimately, the charges against both genderqueers of appropriation and transsexuals of conformity rely on a 
politics of scarcity that is profoundly destructive to envisioning a viable movement. Liberation is not something 
we have to compete or fight over. It’s not something like privilege, that one person has access to because 
another is denied it. Justice is not something that I ever, in the end, benefit from its denial to anyone. The old 
slogan ‘No one is free when others are oppressed’ couldn’t be more true, especially when we remember that 
real freedom and privilege are never the same. My access, as a transsexual, to a particular way of thinking about 
and challenging some notions around gender, is not something that I lose because someone else also finds it 
useful and empowering. Scarcity is a pervasive and tempting politics, one that feeds the competition between 
oppressed communities.

That competition between marginalized communities feeds the profound trauma of transphobia. Facing 
rejection, violence and discrimination in a whole range of spaces, gender variant people are often left deeply 
emotionally scared. We turn to each other for love and support, to heal each other of the pain of oppression. Too 
often, though, those relationships end up reproducing this very violence – unleashing on each other the pain, 
anger and rage we have accumulated in our daily lives. Even more insidious, that pain gets directed inward 
into self-hatred and self-denial. The tensions between genderqueer and transsexual people, like many tensions 
between marginalized communities, is one of many products of the traumatizing and corrupting effects of that 
fear.

Too often, I have come to believe, we forge our politics from those spaces of fear and desperation. When we 
are rooted in our fear, it is easy to find enemies, to find anger, to find fights with those people close at our 
sides. Our fear fuels our desperate, defensive need to hold onto particular ways of being that are legitimately 
ours. It is easily to believe that others are inauthentic and should be denied access to what little we have, when 
we are scared we have almost nothing at all. Evaluating who should have access and who shouldn’t relies 
on developing elaborate systems of ranking, judging and dismissing people based on degrees of oppression, 
privilege and suffering. Our right to liberation is not based on our degrees of suffering. Our fear fuels a politics 
of competition and scarcity, a dead end of judging and attacking each other.

Something else is profoundly needed.

getting along

Genderqueer and transsexual people need to get along. There are too few of us, as gender variant people, to 
spend our energy and time attacking each other. Both communities – and the folks in the overlaps – face severe 
and real oppression we all need allies to resist and overthrow. There have to be ways of discuss legitimate 
political grievances that are rooted in a serious respect to other people’s languages for their own experiences.
 
As a place to start, genderqueer people need to seriously rethink our politics as being primarily about 
challenging binary gender systems. Many, many people across the globe consent to, appreciate and derive 
pleasure and joy from binary gender identities. Transsexuals are among the most oppressed, but that is not 
the basis of gender identity. All people – including ultramasculine men, utrafeminine women, transsexuals, 
everyone – have a right to self-determine and self-express their own gender identity. How people speak about 
themselves and the mode of presentation around gender is not something anyone has a right to judge, dismiss 
or denounce. Any politics critiquing any notion of gender dualism has to start from a clear, unambiguous 
recognition that all gender identities and expressions are legitimate. Each of us must self-determine our own 
gender path for ourselves. 

I imagine such an assertion could be a hard one for some people. It takes away the altar of genderqueer people 



as the radical transgressors heralding a new movement. It denies genderqueer people the hip radicalism ascribed 
to the identity in some circles. Genderqueer, as an identity, is no more radical or challenging or transformative 
or legitimate than any other consensual, self-determined gender identity. Period.

By the same token, denying transsexuals as the sole owners of a language of gender identification, 
transformation, transgression and awareness could also be a difficult one for some. Transsexual people don’t 
have much in this world, and giving up on controlling a language of gender politics could undermine people’s 
self-esteem, social legitimacy and limited bureaucratic and biomedical tolerance. These languages, and their 
restricted use, have benefited trans people in accessing medical care and some measure of social recognition. 
Jettisoning a politics of restricted access to language calls on us to develop new modes of demanding dignity 
and care for trans people.

Instead of these desperate, fearful competitive struggles between various gender variant people, we need to 
begin forging a different kind of identity politics. We need a politics that is founded on love and respect, on 
the crucial need to heal. We need a vision of a movement where each of our struggles benefits and assists 
the liberation of everyone else. We need forms of thinking about gender that aren’t about competing systems 
of gender identity, but instead rooted in the rights of each and every person to live themselves as fully and 
profoundly as possible.

One place to start in forging such a politics is in talking about self-determination. Self-determination means 
honoring the rights of each person to make their own choices concerning their body, their identity, their 
languages and the way in which they present their gender. Being a gender revolutionary isn’t about having a 
gender that’s more legitimate or transgressive than someone else; it isn’t about locating oneself in a discourse of 
gender identity that one sees as privileged or more valuable than another. It is about, I believe, being committed 
to building a world where each and every person is able to express and live their gender and bodies in ways that 
are liberating, full and healing. Each person – genderqueer, transsexual, neither – has the absolute right to self-
determine their own choices around body modification, gender presentation and gender identity. It is our work 
to challenge the numerous obstacles that encroach on people’s abilities to make those decisions for their own.

I talk with medical providers and social service workers about respecting trans people’s rights to self-
determination. It’s not the job of medical providers, I argue, to evaluate or judge the legitimacy of someone’s 
desire to access services; their job is to provide adequate care. And in the end the only proper judge of the care 
needed is a patient or client themselves. So I talk with providers about acknowledging, respecting and standing 
by the rights of trans people to self-determine their access to services, their choices with transforming their 
own bodies, and the languages other they are comfortable with other people using to refer to their bodies and 
identities.

I mention self-determination frequently as a way of thinking about gender in the support group I facilitate, 
with considerable success. It centers someone’s thoughts around gender on their own needs, experiences, 
and decisions. It recognizes an unchallengeable, uncompromising respect that all trans people have a right to 
deserve.

Our struggle for gender self-determination must take many forms. We must put an end to violence against 
all people based on gender, including gender variant people and all women. We must respect and support the 
difficult process of each person to come to terms personally with their own gender, with their own choices 
around body modification, with their own needs around language. As a movement for gender liberation, we 
must build institutional support system to provide gender variant people with medical care, jobs, housing and 
other basic needs. And countless other forms of work people are already doing – in performance and the arts, in 
writing and theory, in building social justice institutions, in loving our friends, in fully being ourselves.
 



Talking about self-determination highlights the need to be learning to listen to each other. To respect each 
other’s rights to self-determination and to build movements that could make some real changes in the world, 
we must really hear each other. Listening requires patience, commitment and caring. Through this caring we 
can begin to build coalitions, finding ways of supporting each other’s personal and collective struggles. Self-
determination provides a conceptual ground for building solidarity and movements that aren’t organized around 
particular identities. Instead our movements can link communities of people that understand their relationship to 
gender, bodies and language in drastically different ways.

There’s been a lot of debate about self-determination as a concept. I’ve traced these debates on strap-on, on 
some friends’ livejournal, in critical theory around colonialism, structuralism and capitalism. Most of these 
debates I’m not going to take the time and space to fully address here. Instead, I want to shift the scope of this 
paper in a way to enrich self-determination as a concept.

inscribing race and class

The idea of self-determination brings with it a lot of cultural baggage around individualism, American 
bourgeois settler capitalism and white supremacist colonizer consciousness. To many perceptive and 
conscious folks, talking too glibly or naively about self-determination as a political ethics implies a whole 
set of connotations around rugged European American individualist settlers advancing into occupying land, 
obliterating indigenous culture and benefiting off the labor of slaves, all to then be able to express their free will 
and make whatever decisions they like. Or, in a more contemporary setting: white American yuppies engaged 
in constant materialistic appropriation of colonized cultures of people of culture and working and consuming 
in exploitative ways, all rationalized with some rhetoric of doing what feels right. A substantial body of 
anticolonial and working class thought has forgrounded the bankruptcy of individualist free will as a political 
concept, instead focusing on the complex, embedded relationship of interdependency that constitute many 
marginalized, subaltern and resisting communities.

I stand by a certain irreconcilably personal dimension to decisions about gender, especially body modification. 
It is possible, however, to begin to envision self-determination in ways that aren’t so thoroughly racist and 
middle-class. As I’ve tried to identify throughout this essay, both genderqueer and transsexual are identities 
forged across complex social histories, embedded in complex contestations and struggles around bodies and 
identities. While each person must decide for themselves how to live and express their gender, that decision is 
always linked to access to different cultural and historical languages and practices to describe and transform 
bodies. I am a genderqueer transsexual woman because of very deep, extremely personal things inside me. I 
am also a genderqueer transsexual woman because I have been exposed to complex subcultures, languages and 
practices located as genderqueer, transsexual and female that make particular sense to me.

I want to recognize the historical and cultural dimension to gender variant identities, while not denying the very 
real, legitimate and personal reasons that some identities resonate with some people at particular moments. 
Understanding this is a good place, now, to shift the scope – and look a bit at race, class and other gender 
variant identities, particularly within communities of color. Doing so is a tricky and dangeous shift. As a white, 
middle-class trans person, it would be far too easy to speak of gender variance with an arrogant disrespect, 
tokenized exoticization or similar racist, neocolonial discursive violence that reentrenches my own race and 
class privilege. I will do the best I can to avoid such violations.

There are many people of color who identify as genderqueer or as transsexual. I in no way want to deny their 
very real existence across multiple social spaces. Everyone has a right to access the discourse that makes sense 
to them, regardless of whatever associations or baggage those words might have for others. 

As I traced briefly above, however, both concepts are embedded in specific racialized and classed histories. 



Transsexual was forged in a complex political alliance between medical providers and communities of gender 
variant people who were overwhelmingly white, upper class and male-to-female. These transsexual women 
and their white, upper class medical doctors, had an enormous impact on the evolving notions of transsexuality 
that we continue to use today. The racial and class politics of genderqueer are easily as charged. Genderqueer 
gained parlance within particular subcultural communities of young, urban, politicized dykes and queer punks. 
It gained meaning with specific urban scenes. While there are certainly people of color and working-class 
people in these scenes, there is no question the overall circulation of fashion, language and politics is heavily 
dominated by white, middle-class people. Even more than transsexual, genderqueer has mostly been limited in 
use to similarly white, middle-class dominated spaces.

The dominance of white, middle and upper class people in defining and promoting genderqueer and transsexual 
identities has implied to some gender variance is primarily a white phenomena. I’ve heard such implications 
from racist genderqueers and transsexuals, from transphobic and homophobic people of color, and from 
generally naïve folks from many spaces. Nothing could be further from the truth. Gender variation, in many 
different forms, has been present in all cultures around the globe and historically.

I’ve been briefly exposed to two specific systems of gender variance that are distinct from the configuration 
of transgender-transsexual-genderqueer I’ve outlined here. Me talking about these identities entails some 
risk, as they are located in marginalized communities of color of which I’m not a part. It could easily be, and 
probably is, a colonial and racist step to presume my ability to speak about these communities. The purpose 
of this discussion is not to ethnographically trace these cultures, a step I consider to be overloaded with 
racist entitlement. But a brief acknowledgement of their existence I hope is fair. I’ll just try to located myself 
explicitly with some humility, and hope it doesn’t get too fucked up.

I lived for four years going to college in Minneapolis. Minneapolis has the largest indigenous communities in 
a U.S. city. The city has been some home to some remarkable and extraordinary political organizing among 
American Indians. A number of prominent indigenous activists in Minneapolis were coming together around 
two-spirit identity. Two Spirit refers to a large, interconnected range of gender variant identities and practices 
that were widespread in pre-colonized Native American communities. Throughout many Native American 
cultures, gender variant folks were respected and revered as powerful spiritual people. In some cultures, two 
spirit people were seen as possessing both male and female characteristics; in others two spirit people were 
legitimately recognized in their gender of choice.

European colonial domination of indigenous communities was particularly brutal in attempting to wipe out two 
spirit identity. The racist, capitalist politics of the European conquest and settlement had another dimension: a 
deep fear, loathing and hatred of gender variance and cultures that respected it. Two Spirit people were violently 
wiped out by European Americans, and the massive attempts at cultural assimilation and genocide against 
indigenous people include substantial attempts at indoctrinating American Indians in transphobic values.

These transphobic colonizing attempts had a lasting and horrible impact on Native American communities. 
Today, many indigenous communities are often as transphobic and hateful as white people. Even the radical and 
revolutionary movements reclaiming native culture against colonization, like the American Indian Movement, 
hold onto transphobia and homophobia.

Meanwhile, of course, white trans people have shown consistent disrespect to Two Spirit and other indigenous 
people. In Minneapolis I witnessed countless incidents of white trans people talking in racist, offensive ways 
about Native Americans, focusing on a narrow understanding of transphobia and homophobia in native 
communities. The indigenous people who have tried to find their place in transsexual movements have faced 
racist disrespect from many white trans people. Instead, white trans people have often been found of talking 
about Two Spirit identities with a glib entitlement, making sweeping neocolonial cross-cultural assertions with 



little antiracist grounding.

In the middle of this, Two Spirit indigenous people have been making remarkable, admirable and powerful 
strides in reclaiming their gender and cultural identities. Two Spirit activists have begun to organize in 
Minneapolis, bringing together gender variant people in indigenous communities from around the continent. 
This organized has challenged both racism within white trans communities and transphobia within indigenous 
communities. Two Spirit people have pushed forward an analysis of European conquest as a force that 
obliterated the diversity of gender expression in indigenous communities, advancing their own existence as an 
anticolonial politics.

I certainly don’t know the relationship between my white genderqueer transsexuality and Two Spirit people. 
Some Two Spirit also identify as transgender, some do not. As a white person benefiting from racism and 
colonial domination, it is important to me to work in solidarity and respect with indigenous people. And in 
building a movement dedicated to self-determination in gender expression and identity, I clearly locate Two 
Spirit folks who are doing that work, helping to build a new, liberated world.

I moved to Philadelphia two years ago. During that time, I’ve been working GLBT and HIV/AIDS community 
activism and social services. Here I’ve been exposed to another gender variant community: the Ball Scene. It’s 
a subculture I had only vague knowledge of before moving to the city. Like Two Spirit people, it’s a community 
of people in which I clearly do not belong. Like in talking about Two Spirit politics, discussing the Ball Scene 
is very dangerous ground of inappropriately discussing communities of color in ways that could easily be racist, 
ethnographic, objectifying and disrespectful.

The Ball Scene evolved as a competitive dance culture among gender variant people and sexual minorities in 
working class African-American and Latino communities on the East Coast in the 1980s and 90s. Within white 
queer spaces the Ball Scene is often best remembered through the controversial film Paris Is Burning, a film 
that’s sparked a storm of debate around gender performativity, the colonial gaze and white supremacist and 
transphobic politics.

Here in Philadelphia there is a large and vibrant Ball community. Balls bring together hundreds of people in 
major events of skilled performance and community building. The scene is composed almost entirely of poor 
and working class African-Americans. Within the scene, people are organized in House families. These social 
structures provide folks with a regional infrastructure of social support. At the Balls, families compete against 
each other for reputation and status. Outside of these events, families might provide housing, emotional support, 
company, financial assistance and logistical support. People in the Scene face multiple forms of severe social 
oppression, including poverty, racism, homophobia and transphobia. Many folks in the Ball Scene lack access 
to virtually any other resources outside their Houses, denied access to housing, employment, healthcare or 
social sources.

Many families have supported people in male-to-female body modification practices, including securing access 
to hormones, silicone injections and surgery. The Ball Scene has provided a home for many young gender 
variant people who have never been welcome in the city’s white dominated transsexual and genderqueer 
communities. For many young gender variant people, the Ball Scene has provided the only support available in 
claiming an empowering gender identity.

In the terms that I’m most familiar with, folks in the Ball Scene are Black gay men, drag queens or trans 
women. In the terms of social service institutions, they are often identified as Men who have sex with Men 
(MSM), African-American Non-Hispanic, with rare acknowledgement of Transsexual or Transgender Women. 
In the paragraphs above, I used the strange and uncomfortable phrases ‘gender variant people’ or ‘sexual 
minorities’.



Within the Ball Scene, however, language is far more complex. People compete in performing across specific 
categories of identity. Common gender identities include Femme Queen, FQ in Drag, Butch Queen, BQ in 
Drag, Butch, with numerous other words to refer to styles of performance or body types. Most of the people in 
the scene who have accessed hormone therapy identify as femme queens. Terms like transgender or trans have 
been a recent development, taking up by femme queens in the last few years. This has partially been in response 
to the developing awareness concerning a specific range of gender variant identities among social service 
providers. Identifying as trans has helped people access needed services and care, when providers might have 
no idea what femme queen refers to. Today many people identify as trans women who have their personal roots 
and history in the Ball Scene.

In recent months, for the first time anyone remembers, white and black trans people in Philadelphia have begun 
working together on a few projects. Black trans women who came out of the Ball Scene have begun developing 
relationships with white trans men and women. This is a new political development, and one that offers a lot of 
hope for Philadelphia. I feel honored to be able to have a part in these developing cross-racial relationships.

I don’t mean to report these two communities as interesting cultural examples or ethnographic information. 
I’m instead interested in the implications for the existence of these communities in developing radical gender 
politics. Discussions between transsexuals and genderqueers are too often embedded in white, economically 
privileged spaces. Racism and classism has a thorough and pervasive impact on how gender is understood, 
conceived and contested within these spaces. In the interests in envisioning a liberating and healing gender 
politics that challenges white supremacy and capitalism, it’s crucial to instead locate the discussion across 
differently racialized and classed communities, and in the intersections and relationships between them.

interlocking oppression

The debate between transsexual and genderqueers is dominated by a contradiction between notions of gender 
legitimacy vs. gender transgression. This opposition is not meaningful in looking at Two Spirit people and 
Femme Queens. Neither are identities organized primarily around transgression, or embedded in institutional 
systems of authenticated legitimacy. They have different systems of organizing belonging. Each community 
has its own codes of who belongs and who doesn’t, and the codes of white-dominated communities function 
differently than those within communities of color. These two communities, I argue, reveal the whole frame of 
the discussion between white transsexuals and white genderqueers as missing some basic points. White gender-
variant folks develop ideas of gender identity within particular spaces and discourses that are historically and 
culturally located; taking these codes of too seriously as ways of understanding the world blinds us to the 
myriad of other ways someone could organize their complex relationships to gender.

It is a mistake to translate these systems of legitimacy into the ground of a movement politics. The common 
phenomena of policing who we feel comfortable with at a party or show simply does not provide an effective 
way for understanding who needs to be at the table when we are trying to change social institutions. Our 
survival depends on building movements across different identities, cultures and spaces. Precisely because 
of the urgent political necessity of building cross-cultural political coalitions, we cannot base our politics on 
the particular systems of identity that we may identify with. As a white genderqueer transsexual woman, it 
is imperative and powerful for me to be developing mutually respectful relationships of solidarity with black 
femme queens. I can’t do so if I base my organizing on the specific languages I grew up with. The many gender 
variant communities in Philadelphia all have a tremendous political stake in learning to respect each other and 
work, especially when we have drastically different systems of understanding our relationship to gender and our 
bodies. We need to learn to stand by each other, even when we use different words to identify our experience.

Recognizing the struggles of Two Spirit people and the Ball Scene has another crucial political dimension – 
thinking critically about the relationships between white supremacy, colonialism, capitalism and transphobia. 



In the lives of white middle class genderqueer and transsexual the multiple forms of class and race privilege 
that mediate experiences of transphobia are often invisible to those benefiting. Class and race privilege function 
to never quite be recognized directly by white, middle class people. In the lives of gender variant poor people 
of color like Femme Queens and Two Spirit people, these relationships are much more stark and evident. 
White supremacy, colonialism and capitalism are deeply interwoven with the oppression of transphobia and 
homophobia.

Both Femme Queens and Two Spirit people are often a part of larger colonized communities. Working class 
black people in Philadelphia face deep and pervasive systems of economic and social racism. Decades of 
poverty and economic underdevelopment, militarization of neighborhoods and mass incarceration have 
maintained most African-American Philadelphia neighborhoods as internal colonies of state white supremacist 
capitalism descended from slave economies. In a similar sense, Two Spirit people in Minneapolis today 
come at the tail end of centuries of the continuous focused brutality of colonization. Native Americans face 
ongoing economic exploitation, poverty and underdevelopment, linked to campaigns of cultural genocide and 
assimilation. It is within this context of colonization, white supremacy and capitalism that transphobia operates.

Black, working class Femme Queens in Philadelphia and poor indigenous Two Spirit people in Minneapolis 
face tremendous social oppression. Living in communities facing systematic racist and capitalist assault, 
many are locked into brutalizing poverty, totally excluded from wage labor economics and face extreme social 
marginalization. Many poor gender variant people in Philadelphia spend a lot of time in the social institutions 
US state capitalism uses to manage, benefit and punish poor people: emergency and transitioning housing 
facilities, prisons, jails, welfare and social security offices, social work centers, hospitals, public health centers, 
HIV/AIDS clinics or drug and alcohol rehabilitation centers. Overwhelmingly in Philadelphia, like in most 
places, these institutions are thoroughly transphobic and homophobic. Gender variant people are assaulted, and 
raped within prisons and shelters, denied care or ridiculed at health clinics, facing constant judgment, hatred 
and insult at social service offices. Poor black Femme Queens face ongoing brutality, disrespect, violence and 
humiliation in accessing or being subjected to these institutions. Many poor black trans women are driven to 
sex work to pay the bills and afford hormones, where people face intensified brutality from police.

towards revolutionary self-determination

Within this context of interlocked poverty, racism and transphobia, self-determination takes on powerful 
meanings. A commitment to self-determination in these contexts still includes people having the absolute right 
to define themselves, finding languages that make sense to them personally and to make their own choices 
around body modification. Self-determination means for me to listen to and acknowledge these languages and 
words even with they differ from my understanding of gender. It means adopting a nonjudgmental, person-
centered, respectful harm reduction approach in relating to Femme Queens choosing to engage in potentially 
dangerous forms of body modification such as unmonitored street hormone use, silicone injections and use of 
drugs. It means listening to the developing political analyses, perspectives and movements emerging out of Two 
Spirit communities.

Self-determination must go far beyond simply acknowledging someone’s right to choose their own pronouns 
or take hormones. For a Femme Queen doing sex work on the streets of Philadelphia to pay for mones, self-
determination could refer to getting access to a decent place to live, a decent job, some social respect and 
freedom from police brutality. Self-determination for a Two Spirit person might include space to practice 
indigenous spiritual practices, freedom from incarceration, and the federal reauthorization of their community 
as a legal nation.

Ultimately, talking about self-determination is talking about revolution. Counter to the most basic structures 
of capitalist domination, working class and poor people of all races have the absolute right to self-determine 



our future, our communities and human society. In opposition to colonial and neocolonial white supremacy, 
communities of color have an unquestionable right to define cultural, social and economic systems free of racist 
tyranny. For gender variant people in poor communities of color, self-determination is ultimately about the 
revolutionary transformation of social power.

A revolutionary politics of self-determination must also be about recognizing and challenging systems of white 
supremacist capitalism and neocolonialism. Self-determination isn’t just about making individual decisions 
– it’s about communities, classes and nations seizing control of one’s own destiny from the grips of the 
domination of capital, state violence and colonization. A substantive radical gender politics must challenge all 
structures of domination as they are deeply interconnected across the surface of our lives and across this planet.

We are all at the cusp of movements of tremendous transformative potential. Trans liberation is profoundly 
interrelated and inseparable from anticolonial, anticapitalist and antiimperial struggle. Self-determination, as 
a commitment to both personal and collective revolutionary liberation, offers one means of beginning to make 
these connections and establish a bases for broad, inclusive and effective social, economic and gender justice 
movements. These movements are already forming, in the streets of Philadelphia or Minneapolis, Guatemala 
City or Bangkok. Gender variant people are organizing on an unprecedented scale -- for healthcare, for rights 
to language and identity, for economic survival. Standing against transphobia, neocolonialism and capitalism, 
self-determination offers one of many languages for describing the emerging demands of gender variant people. 
We are standing against violence, domination and social marginalization, and self-determination is a way of 
envisioning and linking these demands. Gender variant people are demanding a place in broader movements 
for social justice, equipped with a profound understanding of how thoroughly politics goes into our bodies, our 
psyches, our daily lives. We will self-determine our own bodies, and self-determine our future. We will stand 
against the empire, the armies, the police and the ruling classes. And our demand, our pride, our bodies will 
provide the ground for a new world.

Tonight I will give myself another shot of delestrogen, the hormone I take through an intramuscular injection 
into my butt cheek every two weeks. In that shot I find my hope. It is there I am closest to my desire for finding 
a place of self-love, pride and healing in myself. In that hope in my deep yearnings for a politics of liberation 
that refuses competition, fear and scarcity. A commitment to liberation that sees how deeply interwoven our 
lives our. A yearning for a movement that will touch us all, that will heal our wounds, that will open up ways 
for us to listen to, love and support each other. In that shot, I am closest to that part of myself that is true to an 
unconditional love for all beings. And in that love I locate myself in the revolutionary struggle against state 
capitalism and white supremacist colonization, against domination in all its forms.
 

5. Recipes
 
Marinated Tofu Cutlets

Ingredients:

    1 1/2 cups pineapple-coconut juice
    1/3 cup tamari or soy sauce
    1 tbl. toasted sesame oil
    6 cloves finely chopped garlic
    2 tbl. finely chopped ginger
    1 tbl. fresh ground chile pepper (ancho chile)
    1 lb. firm curd style tofu (frozen, then thawed results in meatier texture)
    1/4 cup whole wheat flour



    1/3 cup rolled oats
    1/2 cup bread crumbs
    2 tbl. olive oil
    2 tbl. arrowroot or 3 tbl. white flour

Directions:

Combine fruit juice, tamari, sesame oil, garlic, ginger and chile pepper in a bowl. Whisk until oil is well 
combined, set marinade aside. Drain tofu and cut into eight equal cutlets by cutting in half the short way, and 
dividing the halves into quarters. Place tofu in a dish and marinate for at least 1 hour up to 12 hours. I usually 
start it in the morning and let it marinate about 8 hours.

In a shallow dish (glass pie pan) combine flour, oats, and bread crumbs. Add some chile pepper, or any other 
spices you like to the dry mix. I usually use chile pepper, dried basil and oregano, and a bit of cumin. Take 
marinated tofu cutlets and dredge through the dry mix making sure to cover the entire cutlet. Add Olive oil to 
a hot skillet and pan fry cutlets, until vegan breading turns a dark golden brown. Remove cutlets from pan and 
place in oven to keep warm.

Add marinade mixture to skillet. Add arrowroot to skillet, whisk, and reduce marinade until it forms a nice thick 
gravy. Add water if too thick, or more arrowroot if too thin. Serve with gravy on the side.

Serves: 2-4

Preparation time: 30-45min.
 

Oven Roasted Sweet Potatoes

Ingredients:

    3 or more medium size sweet potatoes, cut into chunks
    2 or more ordinary potatoes, cut into chunks
    1 medium to large onion, cut into chunks
    2-3 tablespoons olive oil
    a few healthy pinches of rosemary, oregano, thyme and marjoram
    2 or more cloves of minced garlic
    salt and pepper
    OPTIONAL: 2-4 carrots, cut into chunks

Directions:

Wash but do not peel the sweet and ordinary potatoes.  Cut veggies into chunks.  Dump these in an oiled baking 
dish.  Add the spices and oil.  Stir.  Bake, covered, in a 375 degree oven for 35 minutes.  Uncover, mix around, 
add salt and pepper, and bake in a 400 degree oven for 15-30 minutes longer, until veggies are nicely browned.

For a main dish, serve over garlic-flavored couscous.

Serves: variable

Preparation time: 1 1/2 hours



 
Cashew Gravy

    Ingredients:
   
    3 tablespoons olive oil
    1 small onion
    3 tablespoons whole wheat pastry flour
    3/4 cup finely ground cashews (raw)
    1 1/2 vegetarian bouillon cubes dissolved in 2 cups boiling water
    3 tablespoons tamari, soy sauce, or Braggs 
    3 garlic cloves, finely minced
    pepper to taste
 
Directions:
Saute onion and garlic in olive oil over medium heat until soft. Add tamari and bouillon mixture and allow to 
heat. Whisk in dry mixture of ground cashews and pastry flour. Stir constantly until creamy consistancy. Add 
pepper and serve.
 


