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THE BATHROOM PROBLEM

If three decades of feminist theorizing about gender
has thoroughly dislodged the notion that anatomy
is destiny, that gender is natural, and that male arid
fernale are the only options, why do we still operate
in a world that assumes that people who are not
male are female, and people who are not female are
male (and even that people who are not male are
not peoplet). If gender has been so thoroughly
defamiliarized, in other words, why do we not
have multiple gender options, multiple gender
categories, and real-life nonmale and nonfemale
options for embodiment and identification? In a
way, gender’s very flexibility and seeming fluidity
is precisely what allows dimorphic gender to hold
sway. Because so few people actually match any
given community standards for male or female, in

other words, gender can be imprecise and therefore
multiply relayed through a solidly binary system. At
the same time, because the definitional boundaries
of male and female are so elastic, there are very few
people in any given public space who are com-
pletely unreadable in terms of their gender.

Ambiguous gender, when and where it does
appear, is inevitably transformed into deviance,
thirdness, or a blurred versjon of either male or
fernale. As an example, in public bathrooms for
women, various bathroom users tend to fail to
measure up to expectations of femininity, and those
of us who present in some ambiguous way are
routinely questioned and challenged about our
presence in the “wrong” bathroom. For example,
recently, on my way to give a talkin Minneapolis, I
was making a connection at Chicago’s O’Hare
Airport. I strode purposefully into the women’s
bathroom. No sooner had T entered the stall than
someone was knocking at the door: “Open up,
security here!” I understood immediately what had
happened. I had, once again, been mistaken for a
man or a boy, and some woman had called security.
As soon as I spoke, the two guards at the bathroom
stall tealized their error, mumbled apologies, and
took off, On the way home from the same trip, in
the Denver airport, the same sequence of evenfs
was repeated. Needless to say, the policing of gen-
der within the bathroom is intensified in the space
of the airport, where people are literally moving
through space and time in ways that cause them to
want to stabilize some boundaries (gender) even as
they traverse others (national). However, having
one’s gender challenged in the women’s rest room
is a frequent occurrence in the lives of many
androgynous or masculine women; indeed, it is s0
frequent that one wonders whether the category
“woman,” when used to designate public functions,
is completely outmoded.

It is no accident, then, that travel hubs become
zones of intense scrutiny and observation. But gen-
der policing within airport bathrooms is merely an
intensified version of a larger “bathroom problem.”
For some gender-ambiguous womer, it is relatvely
easy to “prove” their right to use the women’s bath-
room—they can reveal some decisive gender trait
(a high voice, breasts), and the challenger will gen-
erally. back off, For others (possibly low-voiced or




Halberstamn » An Introduction to Female Masculinity from Female Masculinity 503

airy or breastless people), it is quite difficult to jus-

tify ;their presence in the women’s bathroom, and |
ese-people may tend to use the men’s bathroom,

here scrutiny is far less intense. Obviously, in these
athroom confrontations, the gender-ambiguous

-son first appears as not-woman (“You are in the
‘wrong bathroom!”), but then the person appears as
‘something actually even more scary, not-man (“No,
1 2m not,” spoken in a voice recognized as not-male),
‘Not-man and not-woman, the gender-ambiguous
bathroom user is also not androgynous or in-
hetween; this person is gender deviant,

For many gender deviants, the notion of passing
is singularly unhelpful. Passing as a narrative
assumes that there is a self that masquerades as
another kind of self and does so successfully; at var-
ious moments, the successful pass may cohere into
something akin to identity, At such a moment, the
passer has become. What of a biological female who
presents as butch, passes as male in some circum-

" stances and reads as butch in others, and considers

herself not to be a woman but maintains distance -

from the category “man”? For such a subject, iden-
tity might best be described as process with mult-
ple sites for becoming and being. To understand
such a process, we would need to do more than map
psychic and physical journeys between male and
female and within queer and straight space; we
would need, in fact, to think in fractal terms and
about gender geometries. Furthermore . . ., when
and where we discuss the sexualities at stake in cer-
tain gender definitions, very different identifications
between sexuality, gender, and the body emerge,
The stone butch, for example, in her self-definition
as a non-feminine, sexually untouchable female,
complicates the idea that lesbians share female sex-
ual practices or women share female sexual desires
or even that masculine women share a sense of what
animates their particular masculinities,

T want to focus on what I am calling “the bath-
room problem™ because I believe it illustrates in
remarkably clear ways the flourishing existence of
gender binarism despite rumors of its demise. Fur-
thermore, many normatively gendered women have
ne idea that a bathroom problem even exists and
claim to be completely ignorant about the trials and
tribulations that face the butch woman who needs
to use a public bathroom. But queer literature is

litered with references to the bathroom problem,
and it would not be an exaggeration to call it a stan-
dard feature of the butch narrative. For example,
Leslie Feinberg provides clear illustrations of the
dimensions of the bathroom problem in Stowne
Butch Blues. In this narrative of the life of the he-
she factory worker, Jess Goldberg, Jess recounts
many. occasions in which she has to make crucial
decisions about whether she can afford to use the
women’s bathroom. On a shopping outing with
some drag queens, Jess tells Peaches: “I gotta use
the bathroom. God, I wish I could wait, but I can’t”
Jess takes a deep breath and enters the ladies’ room:

Two women were freshening their makeup in
front of the mirror. One glanced at the other and
finished applying her lipstick. “Is that a man or a

“woman?” She said to her friend as I passed them.

The other woman turned to me. “This is the
wornan’s bathroom,” she informed me.

I nodded. *“T know.”

‘Tlocked the stall door behind me. Their laughter
cut me to the bone. “You don’t really know if that is
& man or not,” one woman said to the other, “We
should call security to make sure.”

I flushed the toilet and fumbled with my zipper
in fear. Maybe it was just an idle threat. Maybe they
really would call security. I hurried out of the bath-
room as soon as I heard both women leave.!

For Jess, the bathroom répresents a limit to her abil-
ity to move around in the public sphere. Her body,
with its needs and physical functions, imposes a limit
on her attempts to function normally despite her
variant gender presentation. The women in the rest
room, furthermore, are depicted as spiteful, rather
than fearful. They toy with Jess by calling into ques-
tion her right to use the rest room and threatening to
call the police. As Jess puts it: “They never would
have made fun of a guy like that.” In other words, if
the women were truly anxious for their safety, they
would not have toyed with the inruder, and they
would not have hesitated to call the police. Their
casualness about calling security indicates that they
know Jess is a woman but want to punish her for her
inappropriate self-presentation,

Another chronicle of butch life, Throw It o the
Rizer, by Nice Rodriguez, a Filipina-Canadian
writer, also tells of the bathroom encounter, In' 2
story called “Bvery Full Moon,” Rodriguez tells a
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romantc tale about a butch bus conductor called
Remedios who falls in love with a former nun called
Julianita, Remedios is “muscular around the arms
and shoulders,” and her “toughness allows her

to bully anyone who will not pay the fare*2 She

aggressively flirts with Julianita untl Julianita
agrees to go to a movie with Remedios. o prepare
for her date, Remedios dresses herself up, carefully
flattening out her chest with Band-Aids over the
nipples: “She bought a.white shirt in Divisoria just
for this date, Now she worries that the cloth imay be
too thin and transparent, and that Julianita will be
turned off when her nipples protrude out like dice”
- (33). With her “well-ironed jeans,” her smooth
chest, and even a man’s manicure, Remedios heads
out for her date, However, once out with Julianita,
Remedios, now dressed in her butch best, has to
be careful about public spaces. After the movie,
Julianita rushes off to the washroom, but Remedios
waits outside for her:
"She has a strange fear of ladies rooms. She wishes
there was another washroom somewhere between
the mens’ and the ladies’ for queers like her, Most
of the time shé holds her pee—sometimes as long
as half a day—until she finds a washroom where
the users are familiar with her. Strangers take to her
unkindly, especially elder women who inspect her
from head to toe. (40-41) '

Another time, Remedios tells of being chased from

a ladies’ room and beaten by a bouncer, The bath-

room problem for Remedios and for Jess severely
Iimits their ability to circulate in public spaces and
actually brings them into contact with physical vio-
- lence as a result of having violated a cardinal rule of
gender: one must be readable at a glance. Afier
Remedios. is beaten for having entered a ladies’
room, her father tells her to be more careful, and
Rodriguez notes: “She realized that being cautious
means swaying her hips and parading her boobs
when she enters any ladies room” (30).
If we use the paradigm of the bathroom as-a
- [imit of gender identification, we can measure the
distance between binary gender schema and lived
multiple gendered experiences. The accusation
“you're i, the wrong bathroom” really says two
different things. First, it announces that your gen-
der seems. at odds with your sex (your apparent
masculinity or androgyny is at odds with your

supposed femaleness); second, it suggests that
single-gender bathrooms are only for those who fit

‘clearl'y into one category (male) or the other

(female). Bither we need open-access bathrooms
or milltigendered bathirooms, or we need wider
parameters for gender identification. The bath-
room, a8 we know it, actually represents the crum-
bling edifice of genderin the twentieth century. The
frequency with which gender-deviant “women” are
mistaken for men in public bathrooms suggests that
a large number of feminine women spend a large
amount of time and energy policing masculine
women. Something very different happens, of
course, in the men’s public toilet, where the $pace is
more likely to become a sexual cruising zone than a
site for gender repression. Lee Edelman, in an essay
about the interpenetration of nationalism and sexu-
ality, argues that “the institutional men’s room con-
stitutes a site at which the zones of public and
private cross with a distinctive psychic charge.”?

" The men’s room, in other words, constitutes both

an architecture of surveillance and an incitement to
desire, a space of homosocial interaction and of
homoerotic interaction.

So, whereas men’s rest rooms tend to operate
as a highly charged sexual space in which sexual
intefactions are both encouraged and punished,
women’s rest rooms tend to operate as an arena
for the enforcement of gender conformity. Sex-
segregated bathrooms continue to be necessary
to protect women from male predations but also
produce and extend a rather outdated notion of a
public-private split between male and female soci-
ety. The bathroom is a domestic space beyond the
home that comes to represent domestic order, or
a parody of it, out in the world, The women’s
bathroom accordingly becomes a sanctuary of
enhanced femininity, a “little girP’s room” to which
one retreats to powder one’s nose or fix one’s hair.
The men’s bathroom signifies as the extension of
the public nature of masculinity—it is precisely not

domestic even though the names given to the sex~

ual function of the bathroom-—such as cottage oF
tearoom—suggest it is a parody of the domestic.

The codes that dominate within the women’s
bathroom are primarily gender codes; in the men’s
room, they are sexual codes. Public sex versus
private "gender, openly sexual versus discreedy
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repressive, bathrooms beyond the home take on the
proportions of a gender factory.
Marjorie Garber comments on the liminality of

_ the bathroom in Vested Interests in a chapter on the

-perils and privileges of cross-dressing, She discusses
the very different modes of passing and cross-
dressing for cross-identified genetic males and
females, and she observes that the restroom s
a “potential waterloo” for both female-to-male
{FTM) and male-to-female (MTF) cross-dressers
and transsexuals.* For the FTM, the men’s room
represents the most severe test of his ability to pass,

. and advice frequently circulates within FTM com-

munities aboul how to go unnoticed in male-only
spaces. Garber notes: “The cultural paranoia of
being caught in the ultimately wrong place, which
may be inseparable from the pleasure of “passing” in
that samme place, depends in part on the same cul-
tural binarism, the idea that gender categories are
sufficiently uncomplicated to permit self-assortment
into one of the two ‘rooms’ without deconstructive
reading”(47). It is worth pointing out here (if only
because Garber does not) that the perils for passing
FT'MS in the men’s room are very different from the

" perils of passing MTFS in the women’s room. On

the one band, the FTM in the men’s room is likely
to be less scrutinized because men are not quite as
vigilant about intruders as women for obvious rea-
sons. On the other hand, if caught, the FTM may
face some version of gender panic from the man
who discovers him, and it is quite reasonable to
expect and fear violence in the wake of such a dis-
covery. The MTF, by comparison, will be more
scrutinized in the women’s room but possibly less
open to punishment if caught. Because the FTM
ventures into male territory with the potential threat
of violence hanging over his head, it is crucial to rec-
ognize that the bathroom problem is much more
than a glitch in the machinery of gender segregation
and is better described in terms of the violent
enforcement of our current gender system.
Garber’s reading of the perilous use of rest
rooms by both FT'MS and MTFS develops out of
her introductory discussion of what Lacan calls
“urinary segregation.” ILacan used the term to
describe the relations between identities and signi-
fiers, and he ultimately used the simple diagram of
the rest room signs “Ladies” and “Gentlemen” to
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show that within the production of sexual differ-
ence, primacy is granted to the signifier over that
which it signifies; in more simple terms, naming
confers, rather than reflects, meaning.5 In the same
way, the system of urinary segregation creates the
very functionality of the categories “men” and
“women.” Although restroom signs seem to serve
and ratify distinctions that already exist, in actual
fact these markers produce identifications within
these constructed categories. Garber latches on to
the notion of “urinary segregation” because it helps
her to describe the processes of caltural binarism
within the production of gender; for Garber, trans-
vestites and transsexuals challenge this system by
resisting the literal translation of the signs “Ladies”
and Gentlemen.” Garber uses the figures of the
transvestite and the transsexual to show the obvious
flaws and gaps in a binary gender system; the trans-
vestite, as interloper, creates a third space of possi-
bility within which all binaries become unstable.
Unformunately, as in all attempts to break a binary by
producing a third term, Garber’s third space tends
to stabilize the other two. In “Iearooms and Sympa-
thy,” Lee Edelman also turns to Lacan’s term
“urinary segregation,” but Edelman uses Lacan’s
diagram to mark heterosexual anxiety “about the
potential inscriptions of homosexual desire and
about the possibility of knowing or recognizing
whatever might constitute ‘homosexual difference’”
{160), Whereas for Garber it is the transvestite who
marks the instability of the markers “Ladies” and
“Gentlemen,” for Edelman it is not the passing
transvestite but the passing homosexnal.

Both Garber and Edelman, interestingly enough,
seem to fix on the men’s room as the site of these
various destabilizing performances. As T am arguing
here, however, focusing exclusively on the drama of
the men’s room avoids the much more complicated
theater of the women’s rcom. Garber writes of uri-
nary segregation; “For transvestites and transsexu-
als, the ‘men’s room’ problem is really a challenge
to the way in which such cultural binarism is read”
(14). She goes on to list some cinematic examples
of the perils of urinary segregation and discusses
scenes from Toorsie (1982), Cabaret (1972), and
the Femmale Impersonator Pageant (1975). Garber’s
examples are odd illusmrations of what she calls
“the men’s room problem” if only because at least
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one of her examples (Tootsie) demonstrates gender
policing in the women’s room. Also, Garber makes
it sound as if vigorous gender policing happens in
the men’s room while the women’s room is more of
a benign zone for gender enforcement. She notes:
“In fact, the urinal has appeared in a number of
fairly recent films as 2 marker of the ultimate
‘difference’—or studied indifference” (14). Obvi-
ously, Garber is drawing a parallel here between the -
conventions of gender attribution within which the
penis marks the “ultimate difference”; however, by
not moving beyond this remarkably predictable
description of gender differentiation, Garber over-
looks the main distinction between gender policing
in the men’s room and in the women’s room.
Namely, in the women’s room;, it is not only the
MTF but all gender-ambiguous females who are
scrutinized, whereas in the men’s room, biological
men are rarely deemed out of place. Garber’s insis-
tence that there is “a third space of possibility”
occupied by the transvestite has closed- down the
possibility that there may be a fourth, fifth, sixth,
or one hundredth space beyond the binary, The
“women’s room problem” (as opposed to the “men’s
room problem”) indicates a multiplicity of gender
displays even within the supposedly stable category
of “woman.”

So what gender are the hundreds of female-born
people who are consistently not read as female in
the women’s room? And because s0 many Women
clearly fail the women’s room test, why have we not
begun to count and name the genders that are
clearly emerging at this time? One could answer
this question in two ways: On the one hand, we do
not name and notice new genders because as a
society we are comunitted to maintaining a binary
gender system. On the other hand, we could also
say that the failure of “male” and “female” to
exhaust the field of gender variation actually
ensures the continued dominance of these terms.
Precisely because virtually nobody fits the defini-
tions of male and female, the categories gain power
and currency from their impossibility. In other
words, the very flexibility and elasticity of the terms
“man” and “woman” ensures their longevity. 'To
test this proposition, look around any public space
and notice how . few people present formulaic
versions of gender and yet how few are unreadable

or totally ambiguous. The “It’s Pat” character on a
Saturday Night Live skit dramatized the ways in
which people insist on attributing gender in terms
of male or female on even the most undecidable
characters, The “If's Par” character produced
laughs by consistenty sidestepping gender fixity—
Par’s partmer had a neutral name, and everything
Pat did or said was designed to be read either way.
Of course, the enigma that Pat represented could
have been solved very easily; Pat’s coworkers could
simply have asked Pat what gender s/he was or
preferred. This project on female masculinity is
designed to produce more than {0 answers to that
question and even to argue for a conecept of “gen-
der preference” as opposed to compulsory gender
binarism. The human potential for incredibly pre-
cise classifications has been demonstrated in mult-
ple arenas; why then do we settle for a paucity of
classifications when it comes 10 gender? A system
of gender preferences would allow for gender neu-
trality until such a time when the child or young
adult announces his or her or its gender. Bven if we
could not let go of a binary gender system, there are
still ways to make gender optional—people could
come out as a gender in the way they come out asa
sexuality. The point here is that there are many
ways to depathologize gender variance and to
account for the multiple genders that we already
produce and sustain. Finally, as I suggested in rela-
tion to Garber's arguments about transvestism,
“thirdness” merely balances the binary system and,
furthermore, tends to homogenize many different
gender variations under the banner of “other.”

It is remarkably easy in this society not to look
like a woman. It is relatively difficult, by compari-
son, not to look like a man: the threats faced by men
who do not gender conforin are somewhat different
than for women, Unless men are consciously trying
10 look like women, men are less likely than women
to fail to pass in the rest room. So one queston
posed by the bathroom problem asks, what makes
femininity so approzimate and masculinity so pre-
cise? Or to pose the question with a different spin,
why is femininity easily impersonated or performed
while masculinity seems resilient to imitation? Of
course, this formulation does not easily hold and
indeed quickly collapses into the exact opposite:
why is it, in the case of the masculine woman in




racter on g
€ ways in
er in terms
ndecidable
produced
ler fixity—
everything
either way,
nted could
kers could
he was or
culinity iz
‘ers to that
it of “gen-
wy gender
«dibly pre-
1in mul-
paucity of
A system
nder neu-
or young
Bven if we
, there are
ple could
leoutasa
are many
 and to
‘e already
:d in rela~
Isvestism,
stemn and,
different
her.”
ot to look
compari-
d by men
different
sly trying
l Women
question
at makes
¥ S0 pre-
ent spin,
irformed
tion? Of
10ld and
pposite:
oman in

Halberstam » An Introduction to Female Masculinity from Female Masculinity 507

the bathroom, for example, that one finds the fimits
of femininity so quickly, whereas the limits of mas-
culinity in the men’s room seem fairly expansive?

We might tackie these questions by thinking
about the effects, social and cultural; of reversed
gender typing. In other words, what are the implica-
tions of male femininity and female masculirity?
Cne. might imagine that even a hint of femininity
sullies or lowers the social value of maleness while
all masculine forms of femaleness should result in

an clevation of status.® My bathroom example alone

proves that this is far from true. Furthermore, if we
think of popular examples of approved female mas-
culinity fike a buffed Iinda Hamilton in Terminator
2 (1991} or a lean and mean Sigourney Weaver in
Aliens, it is not hard to see that what renders these
performances of female masculinity quite tame is
their resolute heteroéexuality. Indeed, in Alien Res-
urrection (1997), Sigourney Weaver combines her
hard body with some light flirtation with co-star
Winona Ryder and her maéculinity immediately
becomes far more threatening and indeed “alien.”
In other words, when and where female masculinity
conjoins with possibly queer identities, it is far less
likely to meet with approval. Because female mas-
culinity seems to be at its most threatening when
coupled with lesbian desire, in this book I concen-
trate on queer female masculinity almost to the
exclusion of heterosexual female masculinity. I have
no doubt that heterosexual female masculinity men-
aces gender conformity in its own way, but all too
often it represents an acceptable degree of female
masculinity as compared to the excessive masculin-
ity of the dyke. It is important when thinking about
gender variations such as male femininity and
female masculinity not simply to create another
binary in which masculinity afways signifies power;
in alternative models of gender variation, female
masculinity is not simply the opposite of female
femininity, nor is it a female version of male mas-
culinity. Rather, very often the unholy union of
femaleness and masculinity can produce wildly
unpredictable results, . . . :
In this introduction, T have tried to chart the
implications of the suppression of female mas-
culinities in a variety of spheres: in relation to cul-
tural studies discussions, the suppression of female
magsculinities allows for male masculinity to stand

unchallenged as the bearer of gender stability
and gender deviance. The tomboy, the masculine
woman, and the racialized masculine subject, T
argue, all contribute to a mounting cultural indif-
ference to the masculinity of white males. Gender
policing in public bathrooms, furthermore, and
gender performances within public spaces produce
radically reconfigared notions of proper gender
and map new genders onto a utopian vision of rad-
ically different bodies and sexualities, By arguing
for gender transitivity, for self-conscious forms of
female masculinity, for indifference to dominant
male masculinities, and for “nonce taxonomies,” 1
do not wish to suggest that we can magically wish
into being a new set of properly descriptive genders
that would bear down on the outmoded categories
“male” and “female.” Nor do I mean to suggest
that change is simple and that, for example, by
simply creating the desegregation of public toilets
we will change the function of dominant genders
within heteropatriarchal cultures. However, it seems
to me that there are some very obvious spaces in
which gender difference simply does not work right
now, and the breakdown of gender as a signifying
system in these arenas can be exploited to hasten
the proliferation of alternate gender regimes in
other locations. From drag kings to spies with gadg-
ets, from butch bodies to FTM bodies, gender and
sexuality and their technologies are already exces-
sively strange. It is simply a matter of keeping them
that way.
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