
�e line is supposed to di�erentiate straight from lesbian, but the line is con -
taminated by precisely that which it seeks to ward o�: it bounds identity 
through the very same gesture by which it di�erentiates itself; the gesture by 
which it di�erentiates itself becomes the border through which contamina -
tion travels, undermining di�erentiation itself.��

Contamination is the companion of categorization. It is all but impossible to feel 
entirely unambivalent about, entirely described by, a social identity category; this 
was never the goal of transgender or transsexual politics in the �rst place. �e 
question, then, is whether we can develop a tolerance for contamination and for 
the inevitable mis�t of identity categories, rather than continually kicking the 
bucket further down the road, generating ever more terms in pursuit of an im -
possible dream—that of social categories capable of matching the uniqueness of 
individual psyches. To accomplish all of this, we must, �rst and foremost, relin -
quish the fantasy that gender is a means of self-knowledge, self-expression, and 
authenticity rather than a shared, and therefore imperfect, social schema. �is 
means developing a robust trans politics and discourse without gender identity.
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tity is the apotheosis of the liberal Western fantasy of self-determining �autolog-
ical� sel�ood, a regulatory ideal that gains meaning only in opposition to the 
�genealogical� sel�ood, overdetermined by social bonds, ascribed to racialized 
and indigenous peoples.�
 Nonbinary identity is therefore not, as some nonbina-
ry people would have it, a radical refusal of the colonial gender binary. For binary 
Western thinking has governed every step in the history of Western gender-sexual 
categories, generating an idealized opposite for each new category coined. �e 
core binary that governs nonbinary thought, however, is less that between binary 
and nonbinary than that, foundational to Western thought, between the auto-
logical sovereign individual and the unchosen genealogical bonds of the social. 
It is therefore di�cult to imagine an identity more provincially Western and less 
decolonial than contemporary nonbinary identity.

My brief history has also shown, however, that any problems with nonbinary 
identity and discourse are not the fault of nonbinary people alone. In keeping 
with the lessons of Foucauldian genealogy, they are the consequence of a slow 
avalanche of historical accidents. In sum, they are the fruit of 1) a turn to diver-
gence as a means of managing the imperfection of identity categories; 2) the use 
of binary thinking to fabricate �ctive opposites (heterosexual, cisgender, bina-
ry) whose uninhabitability then spawns further divergent identities, which then 
spawn new �ctive opposites, and so on; 3) the idealization of these identities; and 
4) the popularization of the (Western, Cartesian, sexological) thesis that gender 
is psychic rather than social.

I propose that we throw a wrench in this identity machine. It may be nec-
essary to generate new identities, given that nonbinary is not a true social cate-
gory but rather a vast umbrella with no positive social content. However, we can 
abandon Western binary and taxonomic thinking by refusing to create a �ctive 
opposite for each new term. We can drop the notion that gender is purely psychic 
and work instead toward creating a livable, valued, and legible social category 
for feminine male-assigned people (given the high cultural and erotic value of 
masculinity, a space for masculine female-assigned people will likely always ex-
ist). Most importantly, we can stop idealizing (and attempting to name) some 
version of normal gender, and we can refuse to use the misleading terms binary 
and cisgender altogether. For just as there has never been a heterosexuality with-
out homosexual desire, there has never been a cis- or binary gender free from 
cross-identi�cation or gender atypicality. As Butler writes,
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hat might Judith Butler’s early work on gender 
o�er e�orts to think through the contemporary proliferation of 
queer and trans identities—many of which gather under the new 

umbrella category of nonbinary—in the Anglophone Global North? Despite 
Butler’s own recent non-binary identi�cation, the answer to this question is by no 
means straightforward.1 A	er all, whereas Butler’s early work is animated by the 
desire to empty out the �ctive core of gender, revealing it to be a mere e�ect of the 
compulsory repetition of gender norms, contemporary queer and trans culture 
invests strongly in the notion of gender identity, seeking to solidify new genders 
far outside of the con�nes of any “heterosexual matrix.”2 �e �eld of Trans Stud-
ies, moreover, has been durably oriented by Jay Prosser’s foundational assertion 
that Butler’s early work metaphorizes sex and is therefore unable to account for 
the transsexual desire to be di�erently embodied.3 While such dissonances are 
signi�cant and important, they do not necessarily mean that Butler’s early work 
has nothing to say to gender today.

In this essay, I return to an early work of Butler’s that was crucial to my own 
e�ort, in Disturbing Attachments: Gender, Modern Pederasty, and Queer History 
(2017), to de�ne the type of scholarly idealization to which I �nd minoritarian 
�elds, including Queer Studies, particularly prone. �is passage, from Butler’s 
“A	erword” to Butch/Femme, a 1998 volume edited by Sally Munt, reads as fol-
lows: “�e regulatory operation of heterosexual norms idealizes heterosexuality 
through purifying those desires and practices of their instabilities, crossings, the 
incoherences of masculine and feminine and the anxieties through which the 
borders of those categories are lived.”4 While this passage ascribes the idealization 
of heterosexuality to the silent “regulatory operations” of dominant norms, But-
ler’s broader analysis makes it clear that it is also lesbians themselves who, in their 
(understandable) e�ort to counter the claim that butch/femme is merely a poor 
copy of heterosexuality, end up shoring up heterosexuality’s purity. �at is to say 
that, in their e�ort to defend butch/femme, lesbians ended up idealizing not only 
butch/femme but also heterosexuality itself; for, to avoid the charge of lesbian 
mimicry, both categories had to be defended as mutually unrelated, immune to any 
contaminating cross-identi�cations, fantasies, or desires.
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might “look” any number of ways and need not �nd external expression in choice 
of dress, hairstyle, pronouns, or any other social marker of gender.
� �is tenet 
likely emerged as a way to counter the re•exive binary gendering even of visibly 
gender-variant people, given the di•culty of appearing uncategorizable as either 
a man or as a woman to those accustomed to classifying everyone in this way. As 
a response, nonbinary discourse has doubled down on the notion of gender as an 
internal, psychic identi�cation, adding the corollary that nonbinary identi�ca-
tion is “valid” regardless of outward expression. While many nonbinary people 
do seek to modify their appearance to counter binary gendered expectations, 
with the discourse of gender self-identi�cation, more and more do not.

�is con•uence of events has created a context rife for the production of 
more and more nonbinary people. For if, according to the law of opposites, one 
must either be nonbinary or binary, and, in an extension of the popular misread-
ing of Gender Trouble, it is radical to be nonbinary and normative to be binary, 
then more and more people are choosing and will continue to choose nonbinary 
identity. �is is particularly true since nonbinary identity costs very little. All that 
is required to be nonbinary is to identify as such, and nobody will be attacked, 
imprisoned, thrown out of their home, or discriminated against merely for iden-
tifying as nonbinary. One of the most popular current explanations of nonbinary 
identity is that it is not, in fact, an additional gender but rather a perspective 
or a belief—a choice to see gender as a spectrum or as limitless rather than as a 
binary.
� Today, a list of people I have encountered who identify as nonbinary 
would include: a white female-assigned person who has studied Buddhism and 
decided that, ontologically, gender is not binary; a number of female-assigned 
feminists who experience discomfort with patriarchal expectations; a number of 
transitioned trans people who wish to be “out” as trans and avow that their life 
history has not been within a single gender; a number of brown people who wish 
to decolonize the “colonial gender binary”; a number of Black people for whom, 
due to a history of ungendering, blackness precludes cisgender status.
• Accord-
ing to this logic, all “woke” people should be nonbinary; only the politically ret-
rograde would subscribe to a binary gender identity, much less believe in binary 
gender at all.

None of these people’s beliefs or feelings about gender is uninteresting or 
wrong. What I question, contra current progressive gender discourse, is whether 
one’s politics, personal feelings, or beliefs about gender should be the basis of gen-
der categorization at all. Like language, gender categories—including trans, cis, 
nonbinary, and binary—are social and interpersonal, not individual; this is what 
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body could have predicted that, when they did so, it would be not as the �scream-
ing queens� they were all assumed to harbor deep within, but as men. �e open 
declaration of homosexuality by otherwise gender-typical men changed the face 
of homosexuality during the 1970s�not least for gay men themselves. Mean-
while, the shi	 from a semisecretive gay subculture to a publicly politicized gay 
movement brought the resentments and ambivalences that had long bubbled 
between di�erent gay social types to an open boil. As Valentine has shown, gay 
politicization during the 1970s led to debates about which homosexuals would 
have to be le	 behind so that other, more palatable homosexuals could make a 
feasible plea for rights to the straight public. Unsurprisingly, gender-typical gay 
men positioned �screaming queens��associated with sex work, public gender 
deviance, poverty, crime, and racialization�as a detriment to the gay movement. 
In her now famous �Y�all Better Quiet Down� speech at the 1973 Gay Pride rally, 
Puerto Rican street queen Sylvia Rivera angrily demanded inclusion in the gay 
movement based on the hardships she bore on behalf of gay liberation. No one 
argued that queens like Rivera were not gay, only that they were not gay in social-
ly palatable (read white, middle-class) ways. �ese, in short, were battles fought 
out within the tensions of the convergence model.

For both gay/lesbian and trans people, the categorical divergence of trans-
gender from homosexuality o�ered a number of bene�ts. A	er gay liberation, 
the growing visibility and numerical prominence of gender-typical lesbians and 
gays made it seem like common sense that butches and screaming queens were 
not the essence of all homosexuality, as had once been thought. In this changed 
context, embracing what had once been a merely medical distinction between 
gender and sexuality allowed trans people to explain�to a public that still saw 
them as a version of homosexual�why they resorted to �extreme� measures that 
gays and lesbians did not, such as cross-dressing, name and pronoun changes, 
and, at times, hormonal and/or surgical transition. In terms of political organiz-
ing, it had become apparent that the causes of gender deviants would always be a 
low priority within the gay and lesbian movement. Autonomous transgender or-
ganizing, with roots in groups like STAR (Street Transvestite Action Revolution-
aries) as well as transvestite and transsexual mutual aid, seemed necessary. Finally, 
embracing the separation of gender and sexuality allowed trans people to openly 
explore an array of sexualities, not just the homosexuality (that is, the heterosexu-
ality, once a change in gender categories is accounted for) long expected of them. 
Meanwhile, Valentine convincingly argues that the category of transgender gave 
lesbians and gays what they had been seeking for decades�distance from the 
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