432 | TRANSGENDER OPPRESSION

86
Introduction—How Sex Changed

A History of Transsexuality in the United States

Joanne Meyerowitz

announced the “sex change” surgery
ad: “Ex-Gl Becomes Blonde Beauty:
Id how Jorgensen had traveled to

On December 1, 1952, the New York Daily News
of Christine Jorgensen. The front-page headline re

Operations Transform Bronx Youth,” and the story to
Denmark for “a rare and complicated treatment.” For years, Jorgensen, born and reared as

a boy, had struggled with what she later described as an ineffable, inexorable, and increas-
ingly unbearable yearning to live her life as a woman. In 1950 she sailed to Europe in
search of a doctor who would alter her bodily sex. Within months she found an endocri-
nologist who agreed to administer hormones if she would in return cooperate with his
research. Over the next two years she took massive doses of estrogen and underwent two
major surgeries to transform her genitals. At the end of 1952 the New York Daily News

transformed her obscure personal triumph into mass media sensation.

. s

Jorgensen was more than a media sensation, a stage act, or a cult figure. Her story
opened debate on the visibility and mutability of sex. It raised questions that resonated
with force in the 1950s and engage us still today. How do we determine who is male
and who is female, and why do we care? Can humans actually change sex? Is sex less
apparent than it seems? As a narrative of boundary transgression, the Jorgensen story
fascinated readers and elicited their surprise, and as an unusual variant on a familiar tale
of striving and success, it inspired them. It opened possibilities for those who questioned
their own sex and offered an exoticized travelogue for armchair tourists who had never
imagined that one could take a journey across the sex divide. In the post-World War 11
era, with heightened concerns about science and sex, the Jorgensen story compelled some
readers to spell out their own versions of the boundaries of sex, and it convinced others to
reconsider the categories they thought they already knew. In response, American doctors
and scientists began to explore the process of defining sex.

Ar the start of the twenty-first century, we routinely distinguish sex, gender, and sexual-
ity, but we cannot, it seems, seal off the borders. Scientists, their popularizers, and their
critics still debate whether sex-linked genes or prenatal sex hormones or specific sites 0
the brain determine the behaviors associated with masculinity and femininity and Wit
hetero- and homosexuality. In much of the popular culture, sex still seems to dictate par
ticular forms of gender, which in turn dictates particular fo;ms of sexuality. In this default
logic, a female is naturally and normally a feminine person who desires ;11cn' a male 8
naturally and normally a masculine person who desires women. All other ermlltatioﬂS s
sex, gender, and sexuality still appear, if they appear at all as. atholo i(l:)ally anomalous
or socially strange. . . . [T)he categories of sex, gender. an’d sc?cuali —g—now analytica“y
distinct—remain insistently intertwined in American sciénce and ¢ ltty

Jorgensen was not the first transsexual, nor was the publici ua:r:ded her the first
media coverage of sex-change surgery. Cross-gender identificati 4 hc . se of being the
other sex, and the desire to live as the other sex all existed i: !:/’a:-i;uze?orms in earlic?
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ures. The historical record includes countless examples of males

d females who dressed or lived as men. Transsexuality,

cher cult
ry, originated
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ccnf““"s od Of lived as women an les -
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[hequ€5t twentiﬁh century. By the 1910s European scientists had begun to publici;c
o transform the sex of animals, and by the 1920s a few doctors, mostly i
heif atte hﬂt‘j ag,eed to alter the bodies of a few patients who longed to change their sex.

anyy

Ge
=t ex-change experiments 1n Europe reached the United States through the populz{r
b S;,:om the 1930s on, American newspapers and magazines—and later radio, televi-
aure ﬁlm——broadcast stories on sex change. . . .

e frer World War 11 did American doctors and scientists se
O"ly; nge. . - - From the start, the doctors and scientists fought among
o scx;l ae)%p.lanator}’ powers of biology and psychology, the use and abuse of medical
s I ; and the merits of sex-change operations.
nohogy,omt and counterpoint of debate, the doctors and scientists gradually shifted
CE logical sex to concepts of what they came to call gender.

. ¢~ys from concepts of bio '
m:}:r:o[;iy rried to explain the desire to change sex, they less often referred to condi-
\fmi of mixed bodily sex and more frequently wrote of “psychological sex,” and later
i

spender identity,” a sense of the sexed self that was both separate from the sex of the
bidy and, some claimed, harder to change than the body itself. The sex of the b'ody,
they now asserted, had multiple components—hormones, chromosomes, gf:mtals,
and more—some of which could be altered. A few of them began to emphasize the

dult gender identity and to acknowledge the despair of those patients

immutability of a :
who wanted the sex of their bodies to match their unshakable sense of self. This new
understanding of gender was forged and refined in the discourse on transsexuality. With

it, more American doctors gradually began to endorse and perform “sex reassignment
surgery.”
From the doctors’ and scientists’ point of view, medical examinations and psychological
ests could determine a person’s sex and verify a person’s gender identity. From the point
of view of their patients, sex and gender were usually matters of self-knowledge. They had
studied themselves, and sometimes they had also read widely in the medical literature. Like
the doctors, many of them distinguished between the sex of the visible body and the firm
sense of sex that came from an inner sense of self. They had determined for themselves
what they were and what they wanted to become. After Christine Jorgensen made the
news, hundreds of them approached doctors in order to convince them to recommend
‘:}:cii’:;&’;m Slll\rgqry. But t.hcy ran into constant conflicts with_c?octors who insisted on
ol authority to define sex and gender, diagnose the condition, and recommend the
i o;n.ié ‘:ﬁ‘:cfelsgl’g;nsen_ made the news, Am‘erican doctors and s<‘:i'entists took up the taxo-
senualny, O [ho; sorting out a tangl_cd thlsket of varied conditions of sex, geqder, and
13 men some thground, those .who identified as transscxuals,.transvesntf:s,'lfsblans, apd
oS, some of th emselves out ina para.llcl soclna.l process. Amx'dst a multgpl.lcm_/ of varia-
MainStream nor n;:m ;amc to define their copdmons not only in contradistinction to the
U also with re a_(; e heterosexual masculine male or heterosexual feminine female—
 Bravitateq tgm:' gl others on the margins. In everyfiay life, especially in the cities,
Particylay il ard each other, schoplcd each other in the customs ar'ld language of
of gen, & Vari: tures, and developed their own vernacular that delineated finer gradations
In the 1960nce than the.language used by doctqrs: :
‘“Crcasingly s the complicated process of redefining sex took place within a culture
'I’l'ldth d OiCB,r:z;c;pled !)y a “sexual rcvglution,” by more liber.al .attitudes toward indi-
€ Name of iUSticy feVlta_hze_d human rights movements 'that ms15ted_on social change
e. In this climate the doctors and scientists who studied transsexuality

riously address the issu¢
themselves

433




434

| TRANSGENDER OPPRESSION

began to organize programs, clinics, conferences, and associations to promete stu
treatment for transsexuals, and self-identified transsexuals began to Organize
their own rights.
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t0 dem,

[TThe birth of a new identity evolved socially and politically into the b,
minority. Self-identified transsexuals distinguished themselves from other «q
saw themselves as members of a distinct social group. In th'e late 1960s and
a few transsexuals began to challenge the doctors’ authority and to reject
model that cast them primarily as patients. They observed and sometimes join
movements for civil rights, feminism, and gay liberation, and they began to
lectively and demand the right to quality medical care and also the right to live, free from
harassment, with whatever presentation of gender they chose to express. By the century’s
end the push for transsexual rights had blossomed into a vocal social movement with local
national, and international organizations and with a new scholarship that sought agaip tc;
clarify the contested meanings of sex.
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As this thumbnail sketch suggests, the history of transsexuality engages a number of
key trends of the twentieth century. It demonstrates the growing authority of science and
medicine, and it points to the impact of sensational journalism. It illustrates the rise of a
new concept of the modern self that placed a heightened value on self-expression, self-
improvement, and self-transformation. It highlights the proliferation of sexual identities,
and it offers a new angle of vision into the breakdown of traditional norms of gender. In
the 1970s and 1980s the women’s and gay liberation movements eclipsed transsexuality as
the sites of public debate over sex, gender, and sexuality. But the history of transsexuality
had already laid the definitional groundwork and helps explain the peculiar configura-

tion that sex, gender, and sexuality had already assumed in American popular culture,
medicine, and law.
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Transgender Lberation

Susan Stryker

THE COMPTON'S CAFETERIA RIOT OF 1966
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By the middle of the 1960s life in the United States was being rransformed by 5@111“[“

o0 : 4 L 0
large-scale social movements, , , , The most militant phase of the transgendet ™
for social change, from 1966 to 1969, was part of this massive social upheaval:
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