Women Thinking Equality – Transgender 

I’m aware that I covered lots of different things there and I didn’t give you a massive amount of processing time so please while we are discussing it I am quite happy to clarify any points for you.  This topic is not the easiest to explain.

Definitions and Self-Identity

Can I just ask you to explain one of the terms you used, ‘gender-queer?’

Gender-queer gets used instead of androgyne by some folk… what you find is because traditionally we haven’t had terms for not identifying as a man or a woman, people are coming up with all kinds of terms for identifying themselves and gender-queer is quite a politicised one.  It seems to have developed mostly among female-bodied people, often with quite a connection with the lesbian community but who don’t want to transition and instead are rejecting all the expectations that are placed on women about how they should appear. So gender-queer is often used by younger lesbian, queer-identified, female-bodied people who can be quite politicised and militant around breaking down the gender binary.  Whereas androgyne has more male-bodied people and tend not to be quite as hard-edged and politicised as gender-queer people are. Don’t stress too much about the exact definitions because they are in flux and what is true one year… or even one month… is not necessarily the case the next.  It all moves quite quickly and they may decide to adopt a new term… 
I suppose it is the case that when it comes to defining yourself there are as many ways as there are people in the world… so I suppose that is the thing when trying to grasp, ‘what is transgender?’ and a common perception might be, ‘Oh that’s someone who is born trapped inside the body of the opposite sex’.  You can see how people grasp onto that kind of explanation because it makes it easy for them, it wraps it up in a box and isn’t that what the whole thing of equalities is about… ‘I want to feel comfortable about what I believe and how I want to see the world…’
It’s like a lot of what’s happening with racial identity where people are being defined as, ‘you’re black, therefore you’re this…’ and you may feel well actually I’m not… but there’s no box on the paper that expresses who you are…

There’s been some interesting work done by Dave King and Richard Ekins … sociologists who have looked at transgender identities for quite a number of years.  They did quite an interesting paper likening it to migration, like in entry rules for countries; at what point do you become a naturalised citizen and all those sort of aspects.  There are parallels with that experience and they’ve also come up with a way to classify different kinds of Trans… people who transition, classical transsexual manner of changing from one sex to the other and people who oscillate between different expressions in terms of the way they present their gender.  People who try to nullify gender and escape from it (sort of ‘gender-less’) and people who transcend gender and create something new and individual, not an absence but a kind of positive creativity of something else in its place.  

Categorisation

But the world is still very binary… I did some work on LGB and T in processes inside the NHS.  We did a huge amount of training but still ended up with this one receptionist who just wouldn’t have it if you couldn’t put a particular coloured dot on a file.  She was really incensed by the fact that a person wouldn’t ‘decide what he or she was’…

Gender is one of the first categorisation systems we get taught, we build everything else up with this as a foundation rock so people don’t react well to the idea that it is some kind of shifting sand.  Even when you come from a gender activist background you still like to be able to say, ‘this is one group, and this is the other group’.  When you start losing the edges of your group it can be really threatening so I’m not surprised there have been tensions between trans-activists and women’s equality activists because in order to take quite a radical feminist position you need to be able to say who it is you’re fighting for and if that becomes unclear then that is not a comfortable or easy thing to deal with.

I think that was very much the thinking in the 80s but I hope feminism has moved on so it understands that the edges are very blurred… I know historically women’s organisations in Scotland have stopped transgender people getting involved; coming to meetings, being part of stuff because of that fear of losing that this is about women.  Women know about women and men dressed as women don’t… that sort of attitude.  I know it’s still around, not as vocalised but still around. 
And there are still a lot of issues around class… there can be quite different ways of conceptualising your gender depending what class you’re from and that’s why we’re pleased to see there are a series of events looking at the different dimensions of equality because it would be really easy to get focused on one particular one and then you lose all the other bits where they overlap.
Do you think maybe education could help… you mentioned class so therefore sex education… the form it takes… 

Challenging the dominant ‘norm’

Feminists historically have closed ranks and gone the ghetto-ised route whereas machismo has responded to transgender women very, very violently across the board.  Transgender women are very often beaten up… can’t even get a taxi in Edinburgh, lucky not to be told to get out.  They are viewed as really challenging the dominant ‘norm’ whereas challenging the female gender norm is not as threatening to society I think.

I think that the additional difficulties that trans-women have… because trans-men do not get the same level of hostility from general society… is around the fact that traditional masculinity and male-ness is over-valued, therefore people who are chauvinistic and sexist think that men are better than women.  They look at trans-men and go, ‘well, they’re trying to aspire to better themselves… they’ll never make it because they are inherently not as good but they’re trying’ and that makes some kind of logic to them but then they think, ‘why would someone reject our male-ness and why wouldn’t they want to be on top of the pile?  Moving down is ridiculous, they must be completely bonkers’.  They take that rejection far more personally, it doesn’t make any sense in their skewed view of the world so they react violently and also you’ve got aspects where violence comes from straight men that are homophobic and sexist and transphobic and it’s all intermingled.  
So you could argue homophobia is a form of sexism because it is about enforcing what is appropriate behaviour for a particular gender.  I like the line I heard from a lesbian friend of mine in connection with the prejudice and stereotype whiplash where it gets said that, ‘lesbians want to be men BUT lesbians hate men’.  They have to get to grips with the fact that lesbianism has got nothing to do with men!  But it’s that sort of sexist belief that everything has to be about men and a rejection of that is not tolerable… those are the sorts of reactions that are being projected onto trans-women… everyone would want to aspire to be a man, why wouldn’t you?
Of course that would be men talking…
Yes, because the dominant discourse usually is with men, particularly the violent issues discourse is with men…

The interesting thing for me is the fact that homophobic, transphobic; straight men (supposedly) will use sexual violence.  When I was in Uganda recently we had three transgender women who were totally violated by the presidential guard, they found them, raped them and dropped them where I was staying. They would say they are straight men (they are men who have sex with men) but that is the level it will go to put you in your place which is stepping outside of the dominant ‘norm’… the masculine ‘norm’.
It has been researched… they interviewed a series of men and those who were most homophobic were the ones most likely to be sexually aroused by erotic images of gay men.

If you are comfortable with who you are you are less likely to feel threatened by other people whereas if feel like you are trying to reinforce how you should be and not maybe how you actually are then it’s going to be more threatening when people start blurring the edges because then you might slip.

And there is the fear that men have that someone will make a pass at them and they won’t know how to react.  I was involved with someone who was a nightmare person.  One time he came in and I was cooking and I turned round and there was this tall person in a black ski mask… it was horrifying, I thought I’d left my front door open.  Anyway, this person who I was quite close friends with told me that’s what he used to wear when they went into Edinburgh to ‘noise up’ the gay community at Royal Terrace and I was horrified that this person that I knew not only did this but freely admitted it! It scared me to death because it made me realise how dangerous people can be and how vulnerable people are.  How can we help… should we be educating people more… should sex education be literally like biology from really early and then it’s just the basis so people don’t think that because you happen to be different that doesn’t mean to say, ‘whatever you do is wrong because I don’t do that…’  Would that help do you think?
Language

I’m not sure about the sex education one but to move away from the language of binary and moving out with the equalities stuff in terms of disability, in terms of race, in terms of gender… they’re lines, we know they’re lines so it’s nonsense pretending this stuff is binary…  none of it’s binary…it never has been…

You get forced into labels though don’t you?
Well how else are you going to talk about the things you are trying to explain?    I think what James has done today has been really good in terms of saying, ‘this does not mean the same thing to every person… I can tell you about where I work, how we talk about the issues but things change…’  

Are they not doing it to a certain extent… because I know they are doing something in looking at relationship studies around challenging gendered violence and I think they’ve brought in LGBT things into that as well?
They say LGBT but they really mean L and G… mainly G…
For young people who are gender-variant whether they grow up identifying as transgender or not, because they might just have been identified as gender-variant by their peers or their teachers because they didn’t want to play football…  It’s about getting our society as a whole, getting our young people able to think beyond black and white… it’s about getting our young people to appreciate subtleties and to not need to have a really clear, quick, simple answer to everything…  To be able to handle uncertainty because everybody likes to be able to put things in boxes … But we need to be able to make the next generations aware that although it may be human nature to label and to make assumptions, it’s not actually accurate… So it’s about that level of education rather than about who does what with what bits…

I think the fact you’ve put them as continuums is a helpful thing as we are all on a continuum, although maybe there will be a majority weighted one side or the other we all are on a continuum under all of those things.  Our identity is made up of a mixture…
I was at a youth training session a few weeks ago and they were saying that the LGB community has a big issue with being sexualised… it being all about who you were going to have sex with and does that apply to transgender people?  It’s not about sex it’s about gender identity…

Sexism within society

It does, particularly for trans-women because it doesn’t happen to trans-men because they tend to be de-sexualised… Again we’re a sexist society, people prioritise penises and breasts and they kind of ignore vaginas, don’t see them as sexual… So if you are a trans-man and have had your breasts removed then you’re seen as not having any interesting bits anymore.  Whereas if you are a trans-woman in the middle of transition you maybe develop breasts through hormone treatment and you still have a penis you are seen as doubly sexual… doubly fetishistic.  It is another example of our weird distorted societal hang-up about body parts and which ones are prioritised over others.  I do understand why there hasn’t been good partnership working between women’s organisations and trans-women organisations and I think it is really important that we do work together because we’re on the same side essentially…
It’s the same construct you’re working with…

No matter what the exact gender identity somebody has, if it’s not a straight non-trans-male identity then it tends to cause problems within our sexist society.  The subtleties are lost upon the folk who are sexist…  I have put up one slide which shows three kind of areas for trans-equalities and ones that I think overlap possibly with some of the wider gender equality issues and one is people just being able to go about their lives without being harassed the second is that trans-people want to have agency over their own bodies, they want to be able to make their own decisions about whether they want to use their body parts for reproduction or just for pleasure and whether they want to change it in some way and not have other people decide what they can and cannot do which is a major problem still for trans-people.  People have got to be able to self-define their own identity and say, ‘this is who I am’ not, ‘please sir do you approve of me being this and do I meet enough of the “tick-boxes” to be classified as this under your terms?’
Is that a big part of the work that you do, to actually go out and educate those agencies that have that type of attitude?

Yes, I go around a lot of public services, there’s obviously a lot of work needing done with NHS and that’s something that is a major priority but also slow to get round because it’s such a big organisation and there’s so many other pressures… getting heard within it is particularly difficult.  But also I work with the police and the prison service about custody/searching issues, trying to ensure people are treated with dignity…

So if you are a trans-person and have both breasts and a penis where do you go in prison?
Well we’re trying to get them treated as the gender that they predominantly live their life but they would have to have a single cell.

You have the same problem on wards don’t you?  You can have someone who is living as a woman who arrives in the hospital and then the staff get nervous about putting someone with a penis on a women’s ward…

What previously happened with prison services was that if you had undergone all possible surgery and the result of the transition was passable enough then you might get put in the prison of the gender that you identify as and live your life as.  Otherwise they could say, ‘you don’t meet this particular tick-box for our ideal woman criteria’ so you get stuck in Barlinnie with the men even if you have lived the last 20 years of your life as a woman...

You must get surprises though… I mean if you are out giving talks and you explain your situation, people must be surprised and surely that must help?

It has been useful in that I’m not perhaps what people might necessarily expect when they hear the term Trans or transsexual or transgender so that sometimes means you can get that first contact.  A lot of people assume I’m a gay guy that’s just been allocated transgender equality work but it’s really sad as well though because it shouldn’t really be the case that a trans-man who looks kind of gender-conventional I can get into places that a trans-woman or a trans-man didn’t because someone non-gender conventional wouldn’t be allowed round the table to discuss the issues.  There have been examples of that when we have sent volunteers who are not as conventional looking as me… people go, ‘oh my goodness, don’t send them again…’ because they get hostility when they come in the door people don’t listen to what they’ve got to say…
I know that you get trans-women who might transition quite late and have a very strong sense of their masculine-self in terms of taking space at meetings and things and I think that stuff like that gets comment…

I wasn’t even thinking that particularly, I can understand those kind of issues certainly there are times when it’s not trans-women… it’s anybody who is feeling quite defensive really that can become quite aggressive back and can deteriorate the level of conversation.

Difference as a threat

It’s just the sense of difference as a threat…

I do quite a lot of work with Polygender Scotland which is the support group in Scotland specifically around androgyne/gender-queer identities and some of their members don’t use gendered pronouns, you cannot tell what their birth-gender label would be, you can’t tell where they’ve been or where they’re going and you’ve go to come to deal with the fact that you’ve got someone who’s using a gender-neutral name.  
I think a lot of people find that ok, but a lot of feminists have trouble with it… because the ‘other’ is the macho man, it’s that sense that the macho man might be masquerading… taking up space and utilising a masculine expression with a gendered identity… a female identity in meetings and stuff…

I guess that my main response to that would be that yes, within the diversity of the trans-woman there will be people with different levels of masculine expression.  There are also within the wider category of women, people with more masculine expression… I’ve certainly met quite a number of radical feminists who take up some space!

Also in terms of self-awareness of gender stereotypes and challenging of gender expectations there’s a diversity of perspectives amongst women generally.  If you think of the numbers of young girls who are buying into the stuff in the newspapers and magazines, so it’s not only trans-women who don’t always get what gender equality is all about.  I’m not going to pretend that there aren’t folk who you would find very difficult to have at the same table but just don’t tar all folk with that brush… it’s not across the board that all trans-people are not going to get it.  Recognise folk as individuals and diverse…

I would hope that people would buy into these aspects and say well it’s not simply a transgender issue it’s everybody’s issue… Sometimes if you are trans-identifying it can feel you are in the’ no-man’s land’ of the battle of the sexes and it would be nice at times to have a little bit of a chance to retrieve our wounded!

Patriarchal structures and ‘power over’ 

Well all of it is coming from patriarchal structures regardless of where the abusing is being flung.  It is a very particular patriarchal dominancy aimed at women or anybody else that doesn’t fit into a macho rule… it’s coming from the same place… So I think there is a real opportunity in linking up transgender, LGB, race and disability discussions around patriarchy and that’s why I still have a problem with the churches engagement in the whole process… well not the church, religion… patriarchal religion… which most are in terms of being patriarchal structures…   So having them in the whole discourse is quite tricky, because lots of people say, ‘oh I get transsexual, that’s the thing about your identity and they do physical switches…’  A transvestite man or an androgynous person coming to work is still a big ‘no-no’, a man who wants to be a man but who wants to wear a dress to work at the Royal Bank of Scotland is an absolute ‘no-no’…
All the legal rights are framed around gender reassignment so if you do not want to undergo gender reassignment… you don’t want to change permanently the gender role you live in… you do not have any protection against discrimination in the UK at the moment.  If you have a non-binary gender-queer identity then yeah they can still fire you.
There are huge numbers of transvestite or cross-dressing people who are not included in the discourse at all.  This is not what the EHRC is dealing with… and that is sometimes what makes things more complex… we’re not dealing with the nuts and bolts issues and what that implies…  We just keep talking in really simple boxes…

I am very much with you about giving people the skills to see difference as an opportunity and negotiate that… because when we’re talking about people’s prejudices to others, they often don’t have the skills to deal with the difference that’s inside them in a generative way they are condemning themselves, they’ve got internalised authority that say they’re not good enough and if you give them the skills to deal with others they will be able to have that inside themselves.  It’s so important… and I think this concept of ‘power over’ is important because it’s not just about patriarchy because before when we had matriarchy it was ‘power over’.  This concept needs to change to a ‘power with’ and as we change to a ‘power with’ we are going to be far more effective, efficient and collaborative…  I’m conscious that in lots of discussions with feminists they are very stuck to this idea that it is always the patriarchy that is at fault but before that it was the matriarchy…its the ‘power over’ dynamic that is the issue and if you try and then develop people’s ability to cope with and communicate around ideas of ‘power with’ because it is a very challenging…

But do we have a political and economic structure that would allow ‘power with’?  The problem with negotiating that space is that ‘power over’ is caught up in the economic model… 
It will be interesting to see in a lot of the ecological movements where talking about ‘power with’ doesn’t look for permission from any of that to go ahead… when you are stuck in a ‘power over’ situation you will look for that authority to go ahead, but in response to ecological issues, spontaneously all over the world there are groups getting together in a collaborative way, which is a whole different thing.  It’s a revolution which is not about toppling the power up there it’s just about, ‘actually I’m not going to wait for someone to tell me that’s ok...I’m just going to go and find some people that think it’s a good idea and make it happen’.  
I find it exciting and inspiring that particularly in terms of the trans-activist numbers across the world, it’s really tiny…and for them to get it on the agenda at all is actually pretty amazing.  And for people to manage to win legal recognition and things like that it shows that you can make differences with a small number of people even without the backing in resource terms and things like that if you put the effort in.  I do agree that the economic structures… power structures that are in existence make things more difficult but I also think that we have a responsibility to think, what can we do even in a small way in our area.  You don’t necessarily have to wait for everything to be wonderful to make a difference…

Its micro and macro isn’t it? We can do our little bit but I do personally think there has to be a challenge on patriarchy.  Feminism as I understand it, supports equality, it doesn’t support gender roles.  So there is the micro which is our bit, that we can do… but there’s the bigger bit as well…
Certainly the trans-activists have worked on the very micro level but it’s had impact at levels beyond which it ever thought it would.  A lot of trans-people are resisting patriarchy and resisting gender stereotypes, gender roles each and every day with their own bodies…

I’m not saying that they themselves have to go and challenge it… I’m saying its part of the process.

I guess what I’m trying to say is that, while it’s not perfect it’s not illuminative of gender and equalities and it’s highly unlikely we’re going to do that any time soon… I do think that we all need to stick together and to help and support each other even though there will be bits where we disagree on things… 
Joining up - ‘power with’

There is a whole element that if you don’t collude in some way with what the ‘norms’ are… and I’m not quite sure what matriarchy you’re referring to but for the last couple of thousand years it’s been patriarchy.  So we all collude at some level with that… I’m not saying we are responsible for colluding, I’m just saying that it is actually a big struggle and ‘power with’ is very interesting in terms of the idea of joining up social movement which is very, very powerful.  There are hundreds of different types of feminists but if you can start to get whichever feminists will be happy to do that, joining up with transgender movement… because I think the transgender movement has shaken a lot of places in the LGB movement… I think it’s done a lot of good for lesbians’ rights in the LGB movement.  There’s a whole lot of stuff around joining up these agendas…
Transgender rights, I would have thought, do good for women’s rights as well, in terms of challenging the notion of gender stereotype roles.

If you think of the scenario where you’ve got some kind of chauvinistic boss who’s got set ideas of how women are, then someone that he thinks of as one of his ‘golfing buddies’ starts transition and is living as a woman it shakes things up.  Whether you think you think they have a good understanding of what it means to live as a woman when they start their transition it is still radically shaking things up and as they live progressively as a woman then they will have no option but to understand all the negatives that go with that.  And similarly for people transitioning from female to male … I was part of women’s equality movements before I transitioned because I was trying to see if I could find a different way of being a woman and feel like it met my needs enough and I was worried that I was letting people down if I transitioned… that I was opting out or something.  And people were saying to my face that I was a ‘betrayer’… that I was abandoning the people that I should have been standing in solidarity with.  I was trying to say that I didn’t know if I could take it much longer if I didn’t… it felt that strong for me. ‘I will not forget… I will not go and become one of the chauvinistic, arrogant idiots… I am going to try my hardest not to!’  Similarly though, living as a man, I’ve had some really interesting conversations with men who haven’t known at first when we started the conversation that I haven’t always had the body that I’ve got now… and that my body still isn’t exactly as they might anticipate… and that’s certainly shaken up some of their understanding about gender and made them think again…  I think we need to be really careful when we are doing gender equality work not to assume that we can’t find allies with non-trans men because there’s such diversity, particularly nowadays, with how people view things.  Don’t discount anyone from alliance… 
I think the problem is that we look at things from the point of view of the patriarchal culture we have in the UK.  If you look at other cultures… there have been lots of anthropological studies done around the world… 
I think it is really fascinating to look at the diversity and one of the reasons I said quite a bit at the beginning about Western terminology is because there are different terminologies used in different parts of the country and in different parts of the world.  We do need to be careful about not over-romanticising at times the positions in other countries or cultures… 
Transition, identity, respect and safety
If you have say a woman who is undergoing the transition to become a man and they’ve still got a vagina but they’re living their life as a man… is there not a concern that if that person, that man goes into a male prison or a male ward they are at risk of rape?
Yes there is… because it’s more socially and economically disadvantaged to be a trans-woman than a trans-man unfortunately more trans-women end up in prison than trans-men.  It is mostly drug and prostitution offences that get trans-women in prison…  If a trans-man gets arrested and he is in a situation similar to myself i.e. he has been living as a man for a long time but he hasn’t had genital surgery then yes he is going to be at increased risk in a male prison, it is a difficult situation and the best way we can hope to keep him safe is to make sure that the training of prison officers is good so that they are not revealing that he is a differently bodied man to the other prisoners and that he’s got a single cell and he’s been consulted properly on how he wants to be kept safe.  Putting him into a women’s prison is not a way of solving it because although he may be physically safer, in terms of mental health it’s not going to work to have someone who is living as a man stuck in a women’s prison.
Can I ask then as well, in terms of a man who is undergoing the transition to a woman… say they’ve got breasts but they’ve also got a penis… now from reading that I’ve done, more than 50% of the female prison population are survivors of either rape, child abuse, domestic violence, sexual assault… and even though at the same time the statistics are that rape and sexual assault is carried out 98% by heterosexual men, so there’s a kind of angle on that…

There aren’t very clear stats yet about rape and sexual abuse histories for trans-women but what research there is indicates that it is pretty high as well…  It’s not that the trans-woman is the perpetrator of violence against women, she is more likely to have experienced violence from men in the same way as other women and it’s about making sure that if somebody’s got a different physical anatomy than the majority of women would have, both sides have adequate privacy and they’re not going to be placed in a cell with another woman… instead they go into a single cell.  In terms of mixing within a prison environment it’s a single cell which is important… showers are not communal any more…single showers are in place in Scottish prisons… There shouldn’t be any reason why someone should see anything about someone’s physical difference if they’ve got a single cell so that’s what we are encouraging with the new prison policy which is still at draft stage… Certainly a lot of prisons in other countries have just decided to treat people in violation of their own laws around equality and gender recognition and are just waiting for results of court cases…
The Scottish prison service really supports it don’t they?  We work with them as well and they are so supportive… searching is a big issue as well isn’t it… being searched by someone of the same sex means that some prisoners would need to be searched by one person ‘below the belt’ and another above…

That’s right… previously what they were doing was two steps of search treatment, one would search the top the other would search the bottom which just means you are seen by twice the number of people and labelled as ‘unclassifiable’.  So we would say people should be searched by the gender that they live in which is about respecting their gender identity because there is the thing with inter-sex bodies and with the bodies of trans-people who are in the middle of genital surgery… they aren’t necessarily clearly classifiable as male or female genitals… it’s not very often realised that actually in the UK most trans-men don’t ever get their vagina removed even if they have phallo-plasty so effectively they end up with both sets of genitals – they have a penis but behind that they still have a vagina and can still be vaginally raped.  Because the surgical process of closing up the vagina is very complicated and risky, the surgical team that does the NHS surgeries in the UK have a poor success rate with it and lots of people have ended up with significant complications so most of the guys opt not to take that risk.
That must be the case with the man who had a baby and is now having another child…

That’s right, he hasn’t had any genital surgery… he’s just had a double mastectomy and taken testosterone for a number of years then stopped taking it…  The reproductive system stops releasing eggs while you are on testosterone and depending on how robust they were before, if you stop testosterone they may well restart and you can get periods again and become pregnant… so that is the case for Thomas Beattie, the trans-man who is currently in the papers quite a lot.  There are trans-men who don’t get a hysterectomy or anything like that, some get a hysterectomy but that’s all, others get what is called a () which is where you get surgery so that the clitoris which enlarges with the testosterone anyway looks like a little penis. You can stand to pee and things like that and some people do get a penis created with either skin from their arm or their abdomen.  But, even when people go through say 4-6 operations to get a penis created they will often still have behind that the vagina as before.  So as I said you end up with people at different stages of surgery and aren’t easily classifiable… So don’t make it all about genitals, it should be about whether someone is living as a man or living as a woman…  If the prison staff are not clear where they are at then just ask them…  It sometimes gets said that it must be a bit uncomfortable for the person having to do the search but after all they’ve still got their clothes on…  It’s about society’s discomfort with physical differences… sometimes any kind of physical disability can have the same kind of reaction and you don’t refuse to search someone who’s got a colostomy bag or a catheter… 
Some trans-people in the middle of transition or surgery can look quite androgynous and I know quite a few who have been chased through housing estates by gangs of folk who want to strip them and see what they are.  Even if they don’t go on to sexually assault you they still pull your trousers down and humiliate you…  So the trauma of being naked in front of other people can be really intense for trans-people.  Many won’t go for medical check-ups because they don’t want to undress in front of doctors… some folk shower in the dark; the intensity of their feelings is so high…
It is hard when people come out as trans in their teens, if they approach someone for assistance it can be confused with them having been sexually abused as a child because their reactions about bodies can seem quite similar even when they haven’t been abused.  You have to assess people very carefully as you do get complex presentations and we have a very diverse population…

There must be shades where they make decisions… a transvestite man I’m guessing, they would put in a male prison.

Oh yes, a transvestite man is cross-dressing but his gender on his passport etc. will be male and he is not looking to change that to female…  He’s just going to be wearing make-up and women’s clothes and the issue is to keep him safe from harassment and attack from other male prisoners…  But where someone has begun transition placing them in a male prison would be like reversing their transition and keeping them in that place for possibly several years…
At Cornton Vale aren’t they talking about making that a mixed prison?

It would be an added difficulty, the overcrowding and the lack of privacy which would impact on transgender people…

Previously when a trans-person was put to prison they would be kept in segregation for however long they were in for…
Is that preferable in terms of their safety?

It should be a last resort… there are a range of ways to keep someone safe and I think it is about trying to keep their trans status as confidential as possible and to make sure they have a single cell rather than just keeping them away from everybody… they should have access to education, recreation facilities, use of library etc… Segregation is not good for mental health…
Sexual orientation and gender identity
There has not been massive amounts of research carried out on sexual orientation and most work has been done by gender clinics and this is not always accurate. 

Can I clarify the statistics from earlier… is it two-thirds or a third of trans-people that are LGB or pan-sexual?
Research carried out through an online survey sent out through networks of transgender support groups in Scotland elicited 71 responses:

· 39% (28) identified as bisexual/queer/pan-sexual (or a combination)

· 15% (11) lesbian

· 7% (5) gay

· 34% straight or heterosexual

· 48% trans women

· 28% trans men

· 24% Trans – they hadn’t transitioned on a permanent basis and had a wide range of identities.

We didn’t get very many people who identified as transvestite or cross-dressers probably because there aren’t very many support groups that cater for them in Scotland… they aren’t very reachable.

For more information and to download a summary of the statistics check out www.scottishtrans.org
There have been some interesting stats produced by my friend who is a gender-queer trans-activist in San Francisco.  He did some research particularly on trans-men… it’s very interesting because there are a lot of people who come via the lesbian community and from this research, people who had not previously felt comfortable having sex with men while they were gender variant, female-bodied people then felt more comfortable being bisexual and living as a man because they then felt they would be cast in a woman’s role in heterosexual encounters…
One of the things that I still kind of struggle with I suppose… is the fact that people change their sexual identity and it’s this idea of how do you define sex as opposed to gender.  If we say that gender is a social construct rather than a biological fact and you said that people say, ‘I want to be treated as a male or a female, which is other than what I was…’ it obviously shows us that in our society we treat those two different orientations differently. I’m still trying to deal with the differentiation because obviously the two things are not completely separate… biological sex and identity are not completely separate and while I recognise there is a continuity in a lot of those things… there are a lot of women that have breast surgery and feel that is an attack on their identity, they feel they are losing their female identity because they have to have their breasts removed and so feel they’ve lost something of themselves and that is very much related to their physical appearance…
I would agree… what I was trying to say in the first slide about gender was that while we recognise the term gender as about a social construction we then talk about biological sex as some kind of biological reality.  I think the way we talk about male and female bodies is a social construction of comparing biological sex as well and what that means, what do we prioritise in determining what someone’s biological sex is? Our physical bodies do inform our sense of self and we think it should all match up and if it doesn’t then we don’t feel comfortable.  If I had been growing up in a society which didn’t attach so much attention to physical bodies I wouldn’t have felt as uncomfortable with mine.  Whether it would have felt comfortable enough not to do anything… if you could just stay as you are and be treated the same, I have no way of knowing because I never experienced that… I would like to see us get to a point where as a society we become more comfortable with a range of gender expressions and gender identities and we don’t treat people simply on the basis of whether they look female or male.  Treat them as individuals and don’t have the stereotypical reactions in which case who knows whether transgender will exist or how it will manifest itself and whether people will opt for surgery or not… 

I suppose it reflects how much we judge by appearance really… and in the other spectrums as well in equalities… if someone is physically disabled then we treat them differently because that’s something that’s obvious and I suppose it’s how we deal with that difference then that’s the major issue.  Just some of those differences are treated much more negatively in our society than others… some we can cope with and some we can’t and so it’s a spectrum of how we deal with difference and sexual difference is probably one of the more taboo ones that we struggle with, it’s so inherent in our self-identity in many ways…
The internet – a tool for gender equality?

I think that the internet has created some space for people to find other people who are identifying differently, so there is real opportunity for people to find others who look more like them or feel more like them and I think that is huge… certainly it has been huge in the LGB community.

Also it has made… particularly younger people, who use a lot of msn, messenger and stuff like that… much more comfortable about the idea of not knowing for sure what gender someone is.  People can experiment with how they present themselves on the internet and if you engage with other people online a lot as many people do through facebook etc. you can become more comfortable about not being able to tell what gender someone is straight away.  A gender neutral name, not hearing a voice… you can be so used to the idea that you will always know straight away what someone’s gender is and you can pre-judge…  With the internet that all goes out the window… and I think that is a very powerful thing for gender equality…
I think the internet also subverts the power structure… it allows people to connect behind the power structure if you like… and I think that is one of the advantages of our information technology.

Providing you don’t come from family that’s so impoverished it can’t afford it though…

Yes, that’s right and in other parts of the world they won’t have that access either…but in our particular society it does allow for subversion of the power structure in a way that wasn’t possible before…

In parts of Africa where they’ve set up mobile internet connections simply so they can get online and with wireless technology increasingly you can find information not available in your own country…  you can access the ‘uncensored version’…
In Africa, Microsoft has put these internet cafés all around the place and there are mobile phone masts where there is no water… It has changed the whole dynamic… it’s incredible…

The whole society has gone from very basic technology to super technology all in one generation.

And transgender is definitely a major beneficiary of that technological advance…  In terms of moving forward knowledge and information on Trans and enabling people to live the way that they want to live, the internet is way more important than hormones and surgery…

Avoiding stereotyping

Something that I’ve really appreciated about this afternoon/evening’s presentation and discussion is the complete lack of stereotypes being used and this has been quite a big issue with previous meetings, in particular the feminist economics and the pensions one… sorry, the ageism one…  That’s the gross use of stereotypes and prejudices and I know I’ve said it at pretty much every meeting, as an equalities think tank can we not use stereotypes… I think that today there has been no opportunity to use stereotypes and I think it can be quite good for the weave to think about how we’ve had to really consider everybody as an individual and that’s something I feel very strongly we should be doing every time we get together for every equality group we are thinking about.
I would absolutely agree with you… it does take a group a bit of time to come together and have that feeling of being able to challenge something that you feel is wrong… I think that’s maybe part of it, there have been gaps between our meetings and the group changes each time as different members can attend but there is no doubt about it that threads run through and it is very important and it is part of the lessons learned… you sometimes ask, ‘would I have put up with it in another place?’ 
I think it just shows us that we have these things… we can say that we don’t but we do and we still have to confront them in ourselves.  We might all say we’re looking at things from a female perspective but we can still have stereotypes even within our female group and across other areas…
Well we didn’t choose to bring together people that had a shared value system… we have with Inspiring Women where the debate is very different.  This group has brought together people we didn’t know and we had no assumptions about what they brought with them.  We could have BNP members round the table and we wouldn’t stop them… we were clear about that at the beginning and we have to live with that discomfort.  Way back when we started that was what the message was, anybody could come, the only thing you had to be a woman… and I did actually contact  you saying that if transgender women came I would ensure them a safe space… I did put that clause in that I would do that…
That’s your consideration and that’s what tolerance is all about.

But I suppose as we were saying earlier about labels being required to discuss things, in my daily work comparing non-disabled people to disabled people it’s actually easier using those labels… so I think it is easier to talk about some of the things we’ve been discussing during our meetings to use a stereotype of a woman with children who relies on the male breadwinner and all the rest of it and I can see why that’s sometimes easier but I don’t think it’s going to get us anywhere if we use those…

That may not be the ‘norm’ here but it’s still very much the norm in other parts of the world… I think you’re right but that’s the way we work as human beings and I think you said this at the very beginning… we differentiate according to difference and it’s much harder to see our commonalities rather than it is to see how our differences can work together.  I do cross-cultural and diversity training and it’s one of the biggest things we have a difficulty with and it’s an exercise we do at the beginning of the day, we define according to difference, that’s the bottom line and we create groups… we join a group with which we have most in common and that’s just part of human nature and I think until we learn to overcome that division according to difference and recognise that difference is acceptable…
And it’s also I think, recognising that while there may be majority positions where most people have experienced such and such…whatever it may be… we have a strong tendency to turn that into absolutes.  It’s really important to say that there is not a universal experience of what it is to be socialised as a woman… there are class differences, geographical and cultural differences, personality differences and so on…
I think the beauty of this group is that we didn’t assume we’d find people that think like us…  Before we started we thought it might be very hard for us to sit here and bite our tongues or engage with stuff that we didn’t necessarily agree with.  We are used to working with people like us, who work in organisations that have the same analysis and value system and that’s what we do… we have a membership.  The idea at this stage was to bring in people who have very different ideas than us and yeah we don’t have to like it every time but we do have to learn to listen to each other because otherwise we won’t get to that point where we can get beyond labels.  It is the hardest bit about bringing all these equalities together and the big thing is that at the minute are being driven by policy makers and they’re saying, ‘we’re going to bring it together…’  They’re still not developing an analysis that’s beyond thinking in strands and then trying to work out how they link … they talk about intersection and this was about not doing intersections, that’s why we never tried to get you to play with intersections… The ‘power with’, I think, is a really useful one in terms of what’s the alternative? The very first day people said what if we turned the triangles upside down?  
Isn’t it possible or important to hold on to your principles whilst being open minded… some lecturer once said to me, ‘don’t be so open-minded that your brain falls out’.

Moving beyond labelling

There’s something about moving beyond labels and stereotypes… this new movement, the legislation is going to have to struggle with it because it’s how we’ve learned to converse and to articulate power structures and now’s the time to deal with it…

I struggle with a lot of the terminology in that we’re saying, ‘don’t treat people like this’ and I really like to try a express things in a more positive way… so I think we need to start any equalities debate or issue with the commitment to treat people as human beings, no matter what, and for each person that might look different.  Especially, because I do cross-cultural work, how do we treat people as human beings in different cultures where it means different things to be human and people respond differently to how they are treated? It’s that initial commitment to saying we’re going to treat people as human beings… and then we look at what systems and structures can we put into place to make that possible rather than say, setting up an economic system and then trying to struggle against the system we’ve set up.  Whereas if we said we’re going to treat people as human beings, what economic structure do we need to put into place to make that possible?  It makes our economic system subservient to our goal to treat people as human beings rather than the economic structure being the master which would open up possibilities for us that we don’t have because we are constantly fighting against a structure that is set up based on a power system.  I think that’s one of the ways to invert the triangle.

It has to be on a big scale and that’s the interesting thing about joining up the agendas.  How much do you need to put together to start changing the structures, that’s your biggest challenge… just doing it differently would it make a difference?
Then how can we use the technology and that ability to network and to interact behind the power structure in order to subvert it and to create a new way of treating people that can be an alternative to the power structure that already exists?

I think the internet offers real opportunities… getting people linked up…

Here’s a wee story from somebody who does puppetry in schools and he went into the school first and he had a list of ‘don’ts’ for the class and then when he went back in he had a list of ‘dos’ and a girl in the class said, ‘yeah, that’s much better because when you tell us what we don’t do how do we know what we’re meant to do?’ and I think for me with equalities when it’s been this divide it’s not really been teaching people what to do when they come up against any kind of difference.  So you might have someone who’s an expert in one of the fields but cannot cope in any way with any other kind of difference.  I think that’s where there’s a huge power about bringing the strands together and having a list of behaviours that we say everyone can agree with, ‘yes, that’s the behaviour that we all think is important’.  So if you are doing advertising campaigns for whatever strand it is you make sure you’re promoting consistently, this is the behaviour that we want but you’re telling the story in all the different contexts…

What I do at home with my kids is we’ve got a house agreement so it’s kind of how we treat each other and it’s got rights and responsibilities… they have a right to be treated kindly and they have a responsibility to respect each other.  Part of the reason I did the ‘rights and responsibilities’ thing with my kids is tied into the Scottish Curriculum, they’ve got a number of things and one of them is about creating responsible citizens and I think equalities comes into that…
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