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0.0 Abstract 

In the beginning there was the word. Am I right? Or am I right? As I am not the 

original author of that statement (though I key it now) the real question is, is that fellow 

John right? I would warrant that Deborah Cameron and Don Kulick, abominable though 

their topic may be, would agree with him: 'the production of the opposed categories 

"homosexual" and "heterosexual", for instance, reconfigures the reality which the labels 

purport to describe, bringing into view something ... that had not been a part of previous 

understanding of sexual behavior' (Cameron and Kulick, Language and Sexuality, 2003: 

25). When we create new language we see, categorize, and recreate reality differently. 

First there was the word, then categories, consciousness, reality. 

The ability of language to confront and change societal understandings is 

particularly obvious in the populations that are challenging the societal norms. The 

'queer' community is one that has actively taken on the practice of renaming as a 

political act of rejecting the norms of society and the standard discourse on sexuality and 

gender inherent therein (Cameron and Kulick 2003). Some of the newest members of the 

'queer' community are the 'genderqueer,' and it is in this population that some ofthe 

practices of social recreation through language are most tangible. In the pages that follow 

I intend to show how trans and genderqueer folk use language in three basic ways 1) to 

effectively perform their gender identity with social agreement, 2) to recreate the reality 

of society through rejecting standard ways of describing reality in favor of new terms and 

phrases that acknowledge the trans existence, and lastly 3) to both overtly and covertly 

separate onesself from society and disengage with the standard discourse of sexuality and 

gender altogether. The language used by the five trans informants in this study is a social 
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tool that can can be used consciously, it provides power over onesself, political power, 

and power over others. Each of the informants uses one of these language strategies to 

affirm their own existence in the world as the identity that they claim as their own. In 

order to do this, some use language to adjust the discourse of sexualtiy and gender so that 

they fit into it, others invent new language and turn old language on its head to shift the 

discourse so that it accurately allows for the trans identity to be as desirable as the 

alternative, and still others reject the whole discourse, creating their own distinct 

language or aiming to overthrow the discourse altogether and live with ultimate gender 

freedom in each moment. 

Why read this document? Language is always happening and always in flux. It is 

changing as the social consciousness shifts, and it is endlessly a part of categorizing, 

defining, oppressing, and marginalizing peoples and behaviors. This document is worth 

reading because it provides examples of how language is used to produce and reproduce 

the standards of society, to question them, to overthrow them, or to get around them. 

Maybe that sounds like hope, maybe it sounds like fun, or maybe it sounds like a twenty 

three year old practicing a slightly new version of the very old tradition of proving 

ones self in the academic arena. Whichever of these interpretations of the reality of this 

document provides the most interest or entertainment, please and assume and carry on. 

1. Introduction: The development of a social consciousness of gender 

Once there was only sex. 

1. (a) once you put them on a horse, the female sex are far more deadly than the male 
(b) she was an ideal representative of the opposite sex 
(c) the baby's sex is male 
(d) you can have sex with them 
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(e) the new legislation for sex offender registration will pass tomorrow 

The meaning of sex continues to expand and shift; until the 1900s, the use of sex to refer 

to the category of all males or all females (l a) was very common; in the 1800s, the term 

'the third sex', popularized by scholars, was used to refer to INTERSEXi , homosexual, and 

clerical individuals (priests) collectively. (la-e) are only a small portion of the many 

ways that sex is still used, and new usages such as 'sex addict' and that of (1 e) continue 

to emerge. (OED 5 May 2011) 

Many of the meanings that were once understood to be within the domain of sex 

now fall under two emerging alternatives: sexuality and gender. But, as published authors 

agree, the fact that the three terms are born of the same origin should not be forgotten: 

We should not underestimate the significance, nor the continuing relevance, of the 
connection that was made explicitly in the term sex with its dual meaning .... on 
the contrary it can be argued that the old assumpions about sex are often a sort of 
ghostly presence, haunting contemporary discussions which claim to have 
transcended them. (Cameron and Kulick 2003: 1-2). 

Sexualtiy and gender have been distinguished as separate entities, one cultural and 

the other biologicalii, yet the definition of each is intrinsically linked to the other. These 

terms have emerged in large part due to the development of the concept that gender is 

socially constructediii , and the concepts of sexual and gender deviance as identities. 

(Cameron and Kulick 2003). 

Much of what it means to be male and female comes from what it means to be 

heterosexual. The standard of maleness is one in which the men desire women; the 

standard of femaleness is one in which the females desire the attention of men. 

Homosexual men were once considered to be men who experienced the subjectivity of 

women: that they as women desired men, though they were externally male. Although 
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that is no longer the concept of homosexuality, the idea that a homosexual male deviates 

from the standard male remains. (Cameron and Kulick 2003). 

The current concept of both homosexuality and heterosexuality are ones of 

identity, as distinct from acts or behaviors. Acts are a one time event, and behaviors are a 

pattern of action, but identites persist throughout a person's life: if someone is 

homosexual they are homosexual at work and at home, with their kids or as a tourist in 

another country. (Cameron and Kulick). 

It is the deviation from the norm of heterosexuality (both in terms of sexual 

behavior and gender behavior) that has enabled the development of the distinctions 

between heterosexual, homosexual, and transsexual, between gender and sexualtiy, and 

between behavior and act. The distinctions themselves, like any social discourse, were 

only created through the use of language, through the invention of contrasting terms and 

categories, as Cameron and Kulick assert, and Judith Butler before them posited: 'the 

reality of of sex does not pre-exist the language in which it is expressed; rather language 

produces the categories through which we organize our sexual desires, identities and 

practices' (Cameron and Kulick 2003: 19, emphasis is authors' own). Language is the 

medium through which these differences were created and can be understood, and it is 

through language that new distinctions are being generated. 

The discourse on gender and gender difference in the United States, although in 

some ways stable, is also constantly shifting. The language produced and used by 

individuals who are classified as transgendered makes space for their existance by either 

adjusting the terms of the standard discourse, inventing new terms to alter the discourse, 

or rejecting it altogether. 
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2. The study: The use of language to generate reality 

Over the course of nine months, I came to know seven individuals who identify 

somewhere on the spectrum of trans (as trans gender, transsexual, or most commonly, 

genderqueer) and began learning their language. These individuals, who I will refer to as 

G, L, Kr, B, Kg, C, and J (the housemates, collectively), speak a common language 

particular to their community (that of the trans community and ofthe house that they 

lived in together), yet each uses language uniquely to create a space for themselves in the 

social understanding of gender, or to challenge the understanding of gender altogether. 

Language is often a source of social affirmation and bonding: shared terms create 

a sense of belonging and commonality (Cameron 1998). The development of a set of 

alternative pronouns is one of several observable means of achiving belonging in the 

trans community; however, not all individuals in the community choose to belong to it in 

the same way. 

2.1 Performing gender in language: adjusting the discourse 

G views gendered language as a means to affirming her identity. She is a female, 

although she is not always recognized as such by others. In persual of her language, I 

asked a series of questions, including 'what gendered terms do you dislike?' My 

intention in asking this question was to uncover the elements of Standard American 

English that G overtly rejects. For G, the first answer to this question was 'when anyone 

refers to me as male.' Being referred to as male undermines G's aim, which is to be 

validated as female through language (as can be seen in her language that follows). 
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In the trans community in general, and among the housemates in specific, it is 

both common and polite to ask what someone's 'preferred pronoun' is. Towards the 

beginning of my study I attended a scheduled meeting of everyone who lived in the 

house. At this meeting the housemates collectively agreed that it was mandatory polite 

practice for anyone entering the house to ask people for their 'preffered pronouns'. This 

practice enables each individual to request what language will be used to describe them: 

he, she, they (singular), co, ze, his, her, hir, their (singular). This practice is not standard 

in American culture, since gender is usually assumed mutually. In this community, the 

'preffered pronoun' practice is a means for giving each of the housemates control over 

how they are linguistically generated by others. 

Even the awareness of these alternative pronouns has an impact on the discourse 

of gender: in knowing them, alternatives to the accepted male and female pairs of words 

become possible; however, these words do not themselves have a clear meaning among 

the housemates or in the larger trans community (as I have been introduced to it) other 

than 'alternative to the male/female binary.' 

By choosing the words with which she will be called, G is creating her own 

gender identity both individually and collectively: 

I identify as female. Some people say 'I am some of this or some of that,' but 
most of it is bullshit. Ridiculous that people have their own versions. You identify 
as what you are. If people say you are not this or are not that ... I can only stand 
so many types ... I'll just say their name [instead of using a pronoun] 

G's gender is female. She is not primarily a transwoman or a F to M transsexual, 

just as she is not a boy or a man. She further clarifies her identity through the explanation 

that follows. In stating that people's 'own versions' of gender are ridiculous and rejecting 

people's chosen terms of reference, she is asserting that there are two categories: male or 
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female. This view supports her own presentation as female: if there are no options 

inbetween or other than male and female it is likely that she will be female and her 

wholly female identity is more viable, since other options are not available. 

Judith Butler's theory of gender preformativity supports G's stated femaleness. 

Butler theorizes that gender is performative, meaning 'constituting the identity it is 

pruported to be'; gender is not something static that is what we are, nor is it something 

that we have, but rather gender is something we do. With repetition over time, the 

continuos performance of gender gives the appearance that gender is inherent or a set of 

traits: 'Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a rigid 

regulatory frame which congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a 

"natural" kind of being. '(Butler 1990: 33) 

In her own words, this 'congealed' performance is G's gender 'identity,' and she 

performs through her own linguistic declaration. G is not the only one to link 

performativity with the practice of declaration: the performative nature of language in 

speech-act theory predates Butler (Cameron 1998). Speech-act theory typically deals with 

acts like promising: in saying 'I promise' the promise is created, and thus the statement is 

performative. A speech-act is a declaration that "does not describe a pre-existing state of 

affairs, but actually brings one into being" (Cameron 1998: 271). G's statement that she 

'identifies as female' enables her own statement to take on a performative nature. The 

creation of gender as a personal identity, one that G can identify in herself enables the 

statement 'I am female' to create that reality. What G desires is to make her own 

performative statement more powerful by generating similar declarations from others. 
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G's performance of gender is incomplete without social agreement. Having her 

fellow housemates acknoweldge her gender through using the pronouns 'she' and 'her' 

validates her performance and extends her social sphere of performativity moderately but 

she desires for continuous agreement and external acknowledgement of her performance: 

I hate when anyone uses you know, he, him, man, any of those ... none of the 
collective gendered terms bother me. There are probably ones that would bother 
me more if I were cis- because- of- derogatory terms for female gender. I just like 
it when men validate my gender. 

It is most important for G to be recognized as female in the language of others, more 

important than being respected. G's gender is not only a performative act that exists in 

language, but one that can only be fully performed socially: the 'congealed' naturalness 

that G desires is one that is attained through the continuous performance in interaction 

with others. 

2.2 Altering the discourse: generating new language 

Although G does not emphasize or even claim her use of trans language, it is 

observable. One ofthe trans terms she uses is 'cis' (see above). The inventions ofthese 

new terms create room for the reality of people who are trans. The invention and 

reinvention of terms is very important to some, like Kr. He introduced me to 'cis' as a 

key term in his language, as well as terms like 'cissexist,' 'cis sexual' and CASAB. 

Kr uses these terms to undermine the language that, as Bing and Burgval suggest 

supresses him and renders him invisible (Bing and Burgval 1998). The terms he chooses 

create a consciousness where trans sexuality is accepted as no better or worse than 

cissexuality (to be explained momentarily), and recreate the category of sex itself as 

socially constructed, just as Bing and Burgval posit (1998). 
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As understood by Kr and the trans community at large, "'cis sexual" refers to a 

person whose gendered body parts align with what their subconscious says should be 

there; transsexual refers to people whose gendered body does not align with what their 

body is/was." Kr explains that the invention of the term 'cis' allowed for a positive view 

of trans sexuality. The second time we met he told me that before 

'cisgender/cissexuallcis' existed, people would contrast transsexuality with naturalness or 

normalness, transgirls with natigilrs or normalgirls etc. The connotations of natural and 

normal are desirable ones in our soceity, they are endorsed commonly or by the authority 

of science; anything that would be in contrast with them would be undesirable. The 

invention and use of the term 'cis' allows for both 'cis' and 'trans' to be natural or 

acceptable experiences: some people are born and externally identified as a sex and 

gender within which they feel comfortable (cis) and some are not (trans). 

Kr knows his body as a part of his gender identity. In terms of body identities 

there are three that are regularly used and discussed among the housemates: female

bodied, male-bodied, or intersex. 'Female-bodied' refers to the category of individuals 

who identify as having a body that is female- whether or not it was categorized that way 

at birth. A 'male-bodied' individual is someone who claims a body that is male- whether 

or not they were categorized that way at birth. An intersex individual, as mentioned 

before, is someone with a body that is not one clear sex, or that has both physically (or 

physiologically) masculine and feminine characteristics. Kr outright rejects these terms as 

ideas that undermine his identity: he is male and so is his body. 

These body classifications are created when at birth the doctor says 'it's a boy' or 

'it's a girl' (the first act of social gender performativity). This way of describing reality 
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does allow for transgenderism in the concept that people can be 'born female' or 'born 

male', and then can become a 'female to male transsexual' (F to M) or a 'male to female 

transsexual'(M to F). These terms, however, carry the connotation that the person in 

question was accurately categorized as having a certain sex or gender, which is not Kr's 

own experience. Kr's experience is that as with intersex and other body expressions that 

lie outside ofthe assumed male-female binary, he does not and never did fit into the 

assumed gender that was put onto him. One of the emergent terms to refer to the act of 

sex as declared at birth is Coercively Assigned Sex At Birth, which comes in two types, 

Coercively Assigned Female At Birth, CAF AB, or Coercively Assigned Male At Birth, 

CAMAB. 

Kr explains: 

unlike F to M/M to F and F AABIMAAB (female or male assigned at birth), these 
acronyms put the emphasis on the assigned part instead of male/female. Unlike M to 
F / F to M, they do not nonconsensually identify trans people as actually being their 
assigned gender; remember, many trans people never identified as their coercively 
assigned sex. F to M and M to F also treat trans people as if we are in transition 
forever 

Kr understands the power that language can exert over the validity of identity, and he 

makes an effort to examine and cultivate a language that suits him, so that the social 

reality generated by the language is one that accepts him without detriment to his vision 

of himself and the world. 

2.3 Using language to separate onesselffrom the standard discourse 

Kg has a very defined gender philosophy: Kg's aim in claiming an "identity" is to 

not be identified. Kg's explains their pronoun of choice in the following way: 
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gender neutral pronoun: z and z's. But any gender-neutral pronoun is great, I 
don't care if it is "co" or "zim's" or "per" or "they" You could use "lovely" to 
refer to me. That would be nice. 

Kg is looking to be undefined, to not be referred to with a gender: a pleasant term of 

endearment would be just as desirable a reference as a specifically gender-neutral 

pronoun. 

Kg's desire for an undefined gender identification is also present in the way that they 

explains what their gender is: 

genderqueer because it's undefined: if you want variables to make genderqueer 
have meaning- sometimes I toy with the idea ofF to I: going from female body to 
intersex. I want my body to be different but I do not want my body to be fully 
male. But intersex isn't a community that I have access to because I was born 
with a privileged gender normative body 

In this monologue we can see Kg's desire for a gender neutral identification. Kg literally 

wants to have a gender identity that is "undefined." They also describe the language of 

their identity as game-like, a playful intellectual endeavor: they "toy" with creating an 

explanation. Kg literally wants their body to match an undefined or inbetween gender 

identity and also acknowledges that they were born with an acceptable female body. Kg 

talks about their body and gender as one: before they were feminine, and "gender 

normative" and now Kg's has a desire for both to fall into the same gender-neutral, 

undefined category. Kg's philosophy of body and gender also includes the concept of 

gender privilege: that some people are born into bodies that give them the privilege of 

acceptance into mainstream social categorization. 

Kg's philosophy ofthe gender also includes a dislike for the assumption of 

gender. They dislike when people say "ladies and gentlemen." In general, however, Kg is 

not bothered by gendered language, only disliking when they is mistakenly called "lady, 
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ma'am, or miss." Kg has, however, gone to great lengths to create a new conceptual 

gender-neutral reality by inventing a gender-neutral vocabulary. Kg provides the 

following list of common vocabulary items that they has invented and use: 

a. "Folks" "humans" "bodies" all used to refer to anyone, people, as in I 
walk into a room and say "hey folks," or say, "yeah I was communicating 
well with that human" - instead of "that lady" or "that woman" 

b. Instead of talking "man to man" using the idea of "human," so "human to 
human" 

c. I rarely use "person," I often use "human"- "person" and "people" I am 
always grammar conscious about 

d. I want to make clothes for "bodies" - instead of using "people," and 
specifically when you are talking about appearance it is very non
normative about sex and gender expression 

e. "Pants"- a masculine term of endearment that I like to use- "Mr. Pants," 
"Stinky Pants" etc. 

f. "Lovely" - as a term of endearment 
g. "Partner," and "partnership" instead of "relationship" 

Kg has not actually invented new words; they is re-inventing lexical items that are 

already in circulation to create a distinction between their language and language that is 

commonly used in contexts that accept the normal gender-binary. Kg replaces gendered 

terms like "lady" or "hey guys" with terms that are neutral, but they also replaces words 

that have no inherent gender connotation. 

One example of this is the word "relationship" which inherently does not include 

the gender of the individuals who are relating to one another. Kg chooses to replace this 

word used in mainstream society with that of "partnership" generated from the term 

"partner" used by the queer community to replace "boyfriend" or "girlfriend." Kg does 

not use "man," "woman," or the plurals, generally, no matter what gender the individuals 

in question are. They claims that they uses "human" and "bodies" to replace these 

gendered words because "people" and "person," which are gender neutral terms already 
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common in English, carry grammar rules that Kg has trouble following or ignoring when 

using the terms. This is a possible explanation, but I find it just as likely that Kg rejects 

these terms for less commonly used gender-neutral ones in order to create a new verbal 

context just as they uses "partnership" instead of "relationship". 

2.4 Rejecting the discourse: choosing queer 

Some ofthe individuals reject the need to take on or perform a static gender 

identity, and instead choose a form ofthe political category 'queer'. This is another form 

of rejecting the entire discourse as a whole, but one that not only aims to remove 

themselves from the discourse individually, but aims to change it on a larger scale. 

J uses the pronouns "they" and "them" and identifies their gender as genderqueer 

or genderfluid. In their language, J reveals a concept of gender that is variable, and at 

once both cogent and undefined. 

For J, sex and gender are distinct, and neither one in straight forward: 

I see gender as a constantly changing variable that is subject to whatever 
expression I feel is best suited to me at any time. I do not feel that proscribing a 
gender to persons based upon their perceived sex is an acceptable practice and it 
is one that is slowly changing. 

In this answer we can see that J uses sex and gender as distinct characteristics, and 

that what is traditionally thought of as a person's sex is actually their "perceived sex." 

This suggests that not only is J's concept of gender not linked to biological sex, but also 

that biological sex is not essentially present in a person. In addition, J determines that 

gender is a highly personal event, and one generated from within an individual, as 

opposed to an identification made by the community. For J, gender is something that 

changes easily, as with emotions or clothing, something to be donned or discarded 
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"subject to whatever expression I feel is best suited to me at any time." Yet gender is 

more complex than a chosen form of self expression, because it is a "changing variable," 

suggesting that it is a part of a larger system of identity. As a variable, gender could be an 

aspect, or could be dependent on some other input (feelings for example) or could be the 

cause of some other result (what clothing is worn or how to embody self expression). 

In 1's specific words, gender is portrayed as a variable that is continuously in flux, 

and is dependent on an identity that is itself changing. From this perspective, it is unclear 

what the function of gender is: from J's view, it is not clear whether there is any purpose 

in having gender categories at all. 

Although J presents gender as something they experiences as readily changing, J 

also depicted gender as very personal and important to self discovery. To J, a name is an 

aspect of gender-labeling: 

My name is not the name given to me at birth (which I do not share). I choose not 
to share it because I do not identity with its cultural meaning, the symbolism that 
was thrust on me using it as a metaphor for behavioral expectations 

For J, a name is a part of the gender identity that was forced upon them at birth, bringing 

with it expected cultural norms. Rejecting this name and then recreating their identity 

through a self-chosen name are identified as important steps to living a true-identity, one 

that contrasts with the identity assigned at birth. 

J: I felt that an integral part of my journey was choosing my own path (my name 
means One who would heal and protect their people [a fortress/stronghold, a 
counselor, a healer]) 

From 1's perspective, a name should be self selected as a part of creating the identity of 

the true self- I self that is unrelated to how others see them or to how they were identified 

at birth. 

15 



For J, gender is an aspect of self expression that is used to proclaim their true, 

chosen identity. Gender is fluid and external: a kind of behavior or expression, and it is 

also linked to a very personal path, destiny, or self. 

L is one of the housemates who seems least concerned with having a correctly 

identified gender. In her interview she provides two very different gender philosophies 

and gender identifications. 

On her gender: I usually say genderqueer- but it has a lot to do with not 
identifying as any thing- Not having a gender. 
On her pronoun of choice: I actually don't care at all, most people use she 

In these responses L suggests that, though her name appears feminine, she identifies as 

gender neutral, and in fact rejects the idea of gender classification at all: 

In a lot of ways urn, I am against defining- words only have meanings if you give 
them to them anyway. Why do you need to define things by specific terms 
anyway? 

The gender philosophy that she presents here suggests that it is neither useful nor 

accurate to create terms of classifications, although it is important to her that she be 

recognized as feminine: 

"bitches" I really, really dislike, because it's a derogatory term for women- and 
men use it to refer to women when they think there isn't a woman in the room 

In this scenario, the unacknowledged "woman" in the room is L; so although her 

philosophy calls for an absence of gender identification and definition, she has chosen a 

feminine name, she responds to a feminine pronoun, and when she is assumed to be male, 

she has been misidentified. Through her practice of performativity in language, L chooses 

to remove the power of language by avoiding definitions while simultaneously defining 

herself in a feminine way. 
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3. Conclusion: words are sharp 

Words have the power to destroy and create, at least when it comes to identities. 

In labeling parts of the body as male and female, disregarding the entire identity of the 

person, a person is dismembered. The language that we use can marginalize an 

individual, make them invisible, deny their experience, or validate them. Most people 

practice their language freely and thoughtlessly, but for people who have experienced the 

oppression of language, a high level of consciousness around language can provide them 

with the tools to their own freedom, with words that can create and recreate distinctions 

and categories so that they have an acceptable place in society, or a language all their 

own, separate from the opression of the standard forms. 

In some communities (no names to be mentioned) 'Political Correctness,' using 

the terms that are officially endorsed as prejudice-free, is of high importance. 

Unfortunately, this also stops the effectiveness of communication: I found in my study 

that I refrained from asking certain questions for fear that it would insult the informants. 

For fear that I might offend them I did not ask the most provoking or direct questions. I 

was not careless, but with communication, being careful is not always needed. Although 

words can cut to the bone, sometimes we need to see a cut that deep in order to really 

understand what is going on beneath the surface, whether purely for the purpose of 

observation, or with the intention of rooting out some deeply ingrained concept that 

generates oppression. My conclusion? Words are powerful. Use them powerfully. 
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i As defined in Sexing the Body pp 36-39, individuals who are medically classified as 
having ambiguous bodies that carry sexual organs or tissues of both males and females 

ii The author would here like to note that all language is a cultural phenomenon. Through 
the lens of cultural assumption we claim gender to be generated from culture and sex to 
be produced from biologically, but the distinction between these two, and their very 
existence, is based in language, such that the entire meaning of each, both separately and 
in contrast, is cultural in nature. 

iii "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman" Simone de Beauvior, The Second Sex, 
1949. 
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