“Open and Affirming”
Aka: What’s this “Gender Identity or Expression” I keep hearing?
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Recently, I read an email which proclaimed the statement that a large number of major corporations are “Open and Affirming” to the LGBT community.  And of course, as a TransActivist my immediate reaction was – Say What?  I know that these corporations do indeed include “sexual orientation” in their non-discrimination policies, however almost all do not include “Gender Identity or Expression” and therefore are NOT open and affirming to the queer community as a whole!  And so this brings me to the subject of this article. “Gender Identity or Expression.”
A review of the legal literature, or a simple query of the web, reveals many cases of employment and housing discrimination, verbal and physical harassment and even murder simply because one does not adhere to the so called societal “norms” of Gender Identity or Gender Expression.  Examples of such bias are:  Straight man murdered because he was holding his fiancé’s purse while she was in the ladies room, a woman fired because she refused to wear makeup, a boy repeatedly attacked for being too feminine, and I am sure you either have heard or read many other stories, or even personally experienced such bias.  And it is critically important to note that many of these incidents do not have anything to do with the persons Sexual Orientation!  These incidents and many others occur because the person visibly does not conform to the Madison Avenue gender stereotypes of a Ken or Barbie doll!  
And this is the point of the article.  Social, Legal and Corporate protections that only include the words “Sexual Orientation” are NOT Open and Affirming or even protective to the queer community as a whole.  To elaborate, consider the following societal statement and general societal view on Sex, Gender and Sexual Orientation: 
“A man is masculine and has a penis, a woman is feminine and has a vagina, and this sexual dichotomy exists solely for procreation”  
This statement proclaiming a definition of Sex, Gender and Sexual Orientation is pretty simple – right?  Duh, NOT RIGHT!  Any gay, lesbian or bisexual will read the above statement and proclaim that such a statement is heterosexist for it is excluding homosexuality or ones diversity in sexual orientation.  In fact, the above statement is used by those denying Marriage Equality to the homosexual community!  Additionally the above statement denies the existence and diversity of gender and sexual fluidity!  As we all know, many people Transgress the Gender binaries through their gender expression or gender (sex) identification.  I ask you - How many people do you know who fit, or desire to fit, the gender stereotypes of a “Barbie or Ken” doll? I would venture to say maybe 15% of Connecticut.  If you don’t believe me go to a mall, a high school, a college, a street corner and open your eyes.  And so by definition, 85% of Connecticut people are Transgressing the Gender binaries, or are simply TransGender!  I do hope you continue to read on, after picking yourself up off the floor from realizing you are a Tranny!  And of course, we know for a fact that some women can have a penis and some men can have a vagina.  Even though five times a day, surgeons perform intersex genital mutilation of babies in order to subscribe their bodies to the societal misconception that “all men must have a penis and all women must have a vagina”.  Not to mention all those pre- and non-operative Transsexuals, you are seeing more and more of these days!!!  And so we have people of many shapes, colors, orientations, ethnicities, classes who have a Gender Identity or Gender Expression outside the binaries proscribed by the statement above.  
Yet what happens when you transgress either the sex or gender binaries?  As noted earlier, when you do this to any noticeable or significant extent you can end up being fired, losing family and friends, being verbally and physically harassed or assaulted, arrested and even murdered.  In fact just as recent as February 21, 2004 a 14 year person was shot multiple times because their gender identity and their gender expression did not subscribe to the statement above!

And so my point is simple.  For a company, for a state, for a nation, for a church, for a society to be “open and affirming” to our whole community it must include both “sexual orientation” AND “gender identity or expression” in their non-discrimination statutes, their corporate policies, organizations’ by-laws, hate crime statutes, etc.

And so I ask each of you to ask yourselves the question:
Is my Nation, State, City, School, Organization, Church, Family, etc Open and Affirming by including both “Sexual Orientation” and “Gender Identity or Expression?”  If not then I and 85% of Connecticut asks that you change your policies to be truly inclusive in your proclamation of “Open and Affirming”.
In fact you can do something towards this right now!  Currently a bill has been raised in the CT State Legislator that requests adding “Gender Identity or Expression” and “Disability” to the CT Hate Crime Statues.  Passage of such a bill will make our Connecticut Hate Crime Legislation truly “Open and Affirming” to our community as a whole!  So contact your own legislator today and say I support passage of this Hate Crime Bill, and by doing so you will truly practice being “Open and Affirming”!
Peace love and solidarity,

Jerimarie Liesegang

Jerimarie@TransAdvocacy.com

