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NOT MAN, NOT WOMAN:
PSYCHOSPIRITUAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF A WESTERN THIRD GENDER

Ingrid Sell
Cambridge, Massachusetts

ABSTRACT: The lives and experiencesd 30 North Americanswho experiencethemselves
as nather men nor woman but **more like athird gender' were explored usng in-depth inter-
views and qudlitative content andys's besed on grounded theory. Pardlds suggested by
third-gendered roles of non-Western cultures include a significant number (93%) reporting
experiencesdr transcendent spiritua events or unusud abilities, indination to wark asartists
andlor heders, ad peformance d mediating and leadership roles Different forms o
Wedean vaiant gender, as wel as digtinctions between sex, gender, and sexud orientation,
are ddinegted dong with avarigy d non-Western established third-gender roles

As deconstructionist gender theorists (e.g., Butler, 1990) and sociological and
anthropological socia constructionists (e.g., Collier & Y anagisako, 1987; Ortner &
Whitehead, 1981) have pointed out, culture playsasignificant role in the construc-
tion of gender —what it meansto be a man or awoman. Nevertheless, the belief that
gender is something based in incontrovertible biologica "fact" is so entrenched in
Western thought that it is difficult to understand the ways in which many non-
Western societies conceptualize gender differently.

Removed from the cultural assumption that biology creates the being, that sex
equals gender, other possibilities begin to suggest themselves. Might it be possible
that the source of gender issomething other than biology, even something other than
socia construction? The perspectives of a variety of non-Euro-American cultures,
where people who cross gender lines often hold honored spiritual and shamanic
roles (Bradford, 1983; Colman, Colgan, & Gooren, 1992; Eliade, 1964; Herdt,
1993; Jacobs & Cromwell, 1992; Kessler & McKenna, 1978; Murray & RoOscoe,
1998; Nanda, 1986, 1993; Piedmont, 1996; Roscoe, 1991, 1993, 1998; Roscoe «
gay American Indians, 1988; Tafoya, 1992; Williams, 1992; Wilson, 1996),suggest
that thereis astrong component of spirit—a calling, one might say —involved. Even
theforce of thefear, fascination, and repulsion that accompanies many responsesto
transgendered and other gender-deviant people in Western cultures hints at some-
thing awe-some: toward an inevitable' something else™ beyond culture.

This article explores the psychospiritual characteristics of a group of North
American individuals who experience themselves as neither man nor woman, but
"more like a third gender." Participantswere chosen from those for whom the inte-
gration of masculineand feminine polarities was not only an inner exploration, but
alived, embodied experience. Rather than investigating the phenomenon of cross-
ing genders— something that is already recognized in the Western world—this
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study aimed to fill agap in the literature by looking at people who hold both ends
of the polarity at once, and visibly so. After teasing apart the definitions of sex, gen-
der, and sexual orientation, which are commonly conflated as a result of the dualis-
tic view, a variety of non-Western third-gendered roles will be presented, as well as
some of the waysin which gender difference has arisen within Euro-Americancul-
ture. This will be followed by a description of the study, with afocus on the ways
in which characteristicsascribed to third-gendered rolesin non-Western culturesare
mirrored in this North American"'third-gendered" sample, and what the presenceof
these people among us at this time suggests.

What isit that makes one a man or a woman? Evidencefrom non-Western cultures,
as well as subcultures within Western societies, reveals that gender is not an
inevitable polarity, but more fluid. The question of what it is that makes one a man
or a woman has been grappled with throughout Western history, with explanations
ranging from Plato's concept of an original whole being sliced into two halves, one
male and one female, eternaly in search of the missing other half, to the Biblical
and medieval origins of the notion of the paradigmatic male, in which the female
was a lesser, incomplete rendition of male (Lagueur, 1990, Tannahill, 198011992).
Although in pre-Enlightenment Europe gender was seen as real, with physical sex
considered the epiphenomenon (Laqueur, 1990), in contemporary Euro-American
culture, biology is taken as the starting point. Designationas"'mde" or "'fema€" is
assigned at birth, based upon genital appearance. In ambiguous cases, other biolog-
ical factors—inner reproductiveorgans, gonads, hormones, and chromosomes—are
called upon to solidify determination. Biological designation is referred to as sex
(Money & Ehrhardt, 1972). Gender, on the other hand, refersto the corresponding
socia role: man and woman (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972).

That the terms sex and gender are so often confused shows how deeply the notion
that biology is destiny is entrenched within the culture. Despite the existence of
those who have intermediate bodies— intersexedor "hermaphroditic* individuas-
duality continues to be held as the reality of biology and, by extension, socia gen-
der; those for whom nature builds bodies that are in between are seen as mistakes.
Rather than recognize the variety even in nature, the usual response to the birth of
a child with genital ambiguity is to treat it as a medical emergency, for which the
only appropriate responseis surgical and hormonal alteration, despite evidence that
such interventions cause irreparable psychic and physical harm (Burke, 1996;
Chase, 1998; Fausto-Sterling, 1993). To be born in afemal e body denotesagirl who
will grow into a woman, who will then behave in certain ways deemed to be " nor-
ma"" feminine behavior; to be born into a male body is synonymous with being a
boy who will grow into a man, who will act in manly ways. Clearly, many people
find the fit with cultural gender norms to be uncomfortableand a odds with what
feels most authentically true about themselves. It is understood that there are femi-
nine men and masculine women, but in these cases, till, ""masculine” and *'femi-
nine'" are seen as adjectives, descriptors that simply modify the existing two cate-
gories.
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A third concept —that of sexual orientation—is also frequently confused with sexu-
a or gender identity. Sexual orientation (also called sexua preference’) refers to
object choice: the sex/gender of desired partners. Homosexual variations are often
confused with gendered or biological difference. This goes both ways. a person
whose desired object is someone of the same sex may have his or her own gender
called into question, as in questions of whether a homosexua maeisa''read man,"
or whether alesbian may in fact not be quite female. On the other hand, those whose
gender identity is at odds with their birth sex, for instance, transsexual and some
transgendered people, are automatically assumed to be homosexua aso, athough
thisis often not the case.

As the two-sex, two-gender, reproductively based system has been assumecl
inevitable, the heterosexual pairing of men/maleswith women/femalesis taken for
granted. It is through looking at variations on the assumed heterosexual male man
and female woman that the distinctions between these concepts is most clearly
understood, while, simultaneously, the inevitability of and the boundaries between
the categories of each of these polarities beginsto blur.

Although biology is taken to be the starting point and referent for cultural notions
about gender, biological arguments, including those about chromosomes and geni-
tals, are not actually how individuals ascertain whether someoneis male or female;
normally these markersare not visible. In a study using a series of plastic overlays
on which were drawn various gendered characteristics (long or short hair, wide or
narrow hips, breasts or flat chest with body hair, penisor vagina, and unisex shin
or unisex pants), Kessler and M cKenna(1978) showed that decisions about whether
someone is male or female are made through a process they called gender attribu-
tion, using a variety of cuesto decide which of thetwo labelsfits. Among their find-
ings was the discovery that in ambiguous cases, people tend to attribute male gen-
der, even when genitals were included as cues (so that figure with a penis, breasts
and wide hipswould be more often assumed male, as would a figure with a vagina,
narrow hipsand aflat chest.). These findings were echoed in Devor's (1989) work
on gender-blending females and Bolin's (1988) study of male-to-femal etranssexu-
as: it takes more signs to mark oneself as female in a culture in which the maeis
till held to be paradigmatic.

Y et this mode of gender attribution is by no means universal. While biology is con-
sidered definitive in Western societies, in other cultures the method of attribution
may as easily be occupation (Roscoe, 1993, 1998) or social or spiritua role. Thus,
as Kessler and McKenna (1978) note, ""What we consider a correlate of gender may
be seen by others as its defining feature™ (p. 40).

Intermediate Gender Roles in Non-Western Cultures
In contrast to the binary thinking of Western society, in which any step outside the

boundsof one gender equates with the desire or intention to cross over to the (only)
other option, many non-Western cultures have socially established roles that recog-
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nizeathird entity, neither male nor female. In numerous African tribes, women may
become men through the ingtitution of " female husbands," an economically based
kinship arrangement in which they are recognized as men, with dl the attendant
privileges that men enjoy (Oboler, 1980; O'Brien, 1977). A femae husband
achieves her status (theonly way in which a woman may own property and partic-
ipate in community politics) when she pays bridewealth for and mames a woman
for whose children she then becomesthe lega and social father. She usualy quali-
fiesfor this status when she is of advanced age and has failed to produceany male
heirs. In some instances, the female husbands may still be married to men them-
selves, in which case they function as wives with their husbands and as husbands
and fathers with their wives and their children. Although thefact of their femaleness
is not openly acknowledged, it is not forgotten (Carrier & Murray, 1998; Oboler,
1980; O'Brien, 1977). Their change in gender is not predicated upon the form of
their bodies but rather upon their having taken up the duties associated with men.

Likewise, in the Balkan highlands of Yugoslaviaand Albania, some women step
outside the strictures of a highly gender-polarized culture by becoming ' sworn vir-
gins," dressing, working, and living as men, athough they are simultaneously
understood to be " not-men" as well (Gremaus,1993; Y oung, 2000).

In India, dual-gendered rolesare built into the fabric of the society in several ways,
including through prominent, widely known bigendered gods such as
Ardhanarisvara, who representsinert, latent consciousness (Siva, the male aspect)
on theright, united with active, immanent life energy (Shakti, the femal e aspect) on
the left (Piedmont, 1996).

In northern Indian culture, the hijra (Nanda, 1986, 1993) and in southern India, the
jogappas (Bradford, 1983) are classes of sacred female men who are* captured” into
the service of mother-goddessfigures primarily through impotence with women.
They are seen as"'not men" because they have a'' defective' male organ (incapable
of impregnating), but they are also seen as''not women" because they cannot bear
children. Although less common, females who do not menstruate may aso become
hijras(Nanda, 1986), whilein southern India,jogammas are an ascetic femal e coun-
terpart to the jogappa (Bradford, 1983). The hijraalso often undergo ritual castra-
tion; if they are discovered to be uncastrated, they are ridiculed as impostors,
although omens must be right for the ritual to be performed. They earn a living by
performing a weddings, births, and festivals, where their presenceis believed to
bestow good fortune upon the participants. If they are not treated with respect, they
can just aseasily bring misfortune upon the recipient.

In southeast Asia, the acault of Myanmar are men who are possessed by the spirit
of the goddess Manguedon at a young age, which results in their taking on female
behaviors and characteristics. The acault usually act as shamans and seers and are
valued within the culture of Myanmar as agents of the goddess, able to transmit her
gifts of good fortune and success to those who approach them in this mediating role
(Colman, Colgan, & Gooren, 1992).
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In the Society Idands of French Polynesia, Elliston (1999) found that mahu, which
trandates as ' half-man, half-woman'* was an accepted category, seen as particular to
the Pacific idands, in contrast to various categories of same-sex lovers and trans-
vestite or transsexud rolesthat are looked down upon and seen as Western imports.
Besnier (1993) arguesthat rather than constitutinga third gender category, " gender
liminal" roles such as the Tahitian and Hawaiian miihii, Samoanfa'afafine, Tongan
fakaleiti, and Tuvauan pinapinaaine are more context-dependent within the struc-
ture of strongly gender-codified societies. Yet he also notes that they commonly
function as esteemed carriersof artisticand cultural traditions and often as innove
torsas well, whilefrequently sewing as mediators between island societiesand for-
eigners. Although there is some historica evidencefor linking shamanistic powers
with Polynesian gender liminality, the connection isonly clearly documented among
the Hawaiian mahu who are clearly associated with bearing kahuna-liketraits.

Alternative gendered roles have been documented in over 150 Native North
American tribes (Roscoe, 1998; Tafoya, 1992). in which either men or women who
(usually) evidenced cross-sex tendenciesearly in life assumed cross-genderedoccu-
pations and wore either opposite-sex clothing or a modified third aternative.
Known by athird (and in some cases, also afourth [Roscoe, 19981)gendered term,
they were understood to be intermediate beings, mediating not only between the
worlds of men and women but also between the spirit and mundane worlds.
Attitudes towards these berdache? varied, running the gamut from being held in
high esteem and regarded as carrying great, sacred power to being the butt of jokes.
However, they were always seen as an intrinsic part of the culture, not deviant but
an established third-gender category. Thought to be born "'in baance'™ (Wilson,
1996), they were seen as "' 'bridge-makers between mae and female, the spiritual
and the material, and between Indigenous and non-IndigenousAmerican™ (p. 305).
The role was not seen asoneof choice, but of calling, summoned through childhoocl
leaningsor vocational dreamsor visions by spirit, and which would be refused only
at great peril. In line with the Native American worldview, in which al beings are
spiritual and have their place in the whole, anthropologist Williams (1992) wrote,
"If a personisdifferent from the averageindividual,this meansthe spirits must have
taken particular care in creating this person.” (p. 32).

The Western attitude toward those who veer from strict gender normsis typified by
the definition of gender dysphoria (pathology code 302.xxin the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual d Mental Disorders (4th ed.; DSM-IV) which listsascriteriatwo
things: ""a strong and persistent cross-gender identification and ** persistent discom-
fort about one's assigned sex or asense of the inappropriatenessin the gender role
of that sex" (p. 537). DSM-IV notes that "'for clinically referred children, onset is
usually between 2 and 4 years and some parents report that their child has always
hed cross-gender interests™ (p. 536). This parallels the early childhood appearance
of cross-genderinclinationsreported in other cultures, but thedifferenceliesin how
the information is codified and trested—in this case, as pathology.
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Gender variance appears in a number of different forms, although transsexuals
reveal perhapsmost poignantly the questionable verity of the cultural insistencethat
biology is destiny. These individuals experience an overwhelming desire to live
their livesas a member of the opposite sex (Israel & Tarver, 1997),often conceptu-
alized as being ""born in the wrong body," and undergo hormonal and surgical alter-
ations to achieve a body that is more in line with their sense of themselves(Bolin,
1988). At the present time, transsexual s must accept the DSM-1V definitionof them-
selves as sick or damaged in order to obtain access to the body-altering technol o-
gies which may bring their outer, physical manifestationsin line with their inner,
spiritual, mental. and emotional self-understandings. Studies such as Bolin (1988)
and Devor (1997) have begun to counteract the prevailing equation of pathology
with cross-gendered identification.

In contrast to transsexuals, transvestites are (primarily heterosexual) men who
cross-dressfor the pleasureit affords them, out of a variety of motivations, but who
have no desire to give up their male identitiesor change their bodies. (Bolin, 1988).
Gay male drag queens, on the other hand, constitute a specific, institutionalized
subcultural role of femaleimpersonatorswhose cross-dressingis part of the'* camp
genre, with a focus on glamour, artifice, and exaggeration (Bolin, 1988; Garber,
1992). Although al three groups share cross-dressing in opposite-sex attire, their
motivations are very different. For transsexuals, "' cross-dressing” and identity as a
transsexual is a phase on the road toward their final identities as men or women,
opposite the bodies they were born in; transvestites see their cross-dressing as a
hobby; drag queens are artists whose performances are part of communal expres-
sion.

Not al who transgress the boundaries of gender intend to cross, either permanently
or for temporary purposes, nor do they necessarily think of themselvesentirely in
thetermsof the oppositesex. Transgender isamore recent term that isoften applied
to those who clearly and visibly transgressgender norms without necessarily cross-
ing. But the assumption dies hard that to step outside the boundariesof the gender
assigned to one's sex means a desire to be the other sex. While much recent work
on transgender (Cromwell, 1999; Feinberg, 1996; Israel & Tarver, 1997) recognizes
that the range of gender varianceincludesfar more variety than just those who wish
to cross from one sex and gender to the other, the term transgender, intended to be
an umbrelladesignation that includes the whole range (Israel & Tarver, 1997), is
still, often, both colloquially and among researchers, misapplied as a synonym for
transsexual (e.g., Mason-Schrock, 1996).

Other forms of blurring gender have longer histories. An institutionalized role is
that of the sub-subcultural lesbian butch. Butch refersto theidentity of women who
are comfortable with their femaleness yet experience themselves as embodying a
male sensibility, or as being more at home in ""male'" characteristics. The dividing
line between transgender and butch identitiesis not clear; they exist along acontin-
uum that is also not linear. At the other end, there is aso no clear distinction
between butch and ""androgynous” women. Androgyny (as used in the lesbian com-
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munity, as opposed to the Jungian sense implying integration of projected attributes
ascribed to the opposite sex) may be understood to imply that an individual pos-
sesses relatively equal amounts of masculine and feminine characteristics. As one
study (Devor, 1989) showed, masculinity in women is clearly not limited to les-
bians, although the butch leshian is a subculturally institutionalized role with arich
history in Euro-American lesbian communities. Butch and the counterpart femme
evolved from underground rolesin the mid-20th century, went through a period of
vilification during the height of 1970s leshian-feminism, and have reappeared as
self-aware gendered self-expressions based on inner experience of authenticity
(Faderman, 1991; Inness & Lloyd, 1996; Kennedy & Davis, 1993). Butch involves
not just the taking on of characteristics or roles which are culturally coded as mas-
culing, in a manner similar to taking clothing on and off, but involves adeeply felt
sense of identity, one in which the hazards of transgression, including harassment
and violence, are only too real (Halberstam, 1998).

A counterpart among gay men, the queen, or effeminate man, is perhapslessinsti-
tutionalized, although a clearly recognized phenomenon. One group that has capi-
talized on thisis the Radical Faeries, aloose-knit network of gay men that evolved
out of gatherings focused on earth-based spirituality, and which celebrates colorful
self-expression, including playful creative dress.

Clearly, gender difference seemsto be a nearly universal phenomenon, although its
appearance is not dependent upon the existence of culturally sanctioned roles. It is
notable that in Euro-American societies, where polaritiesare assumed to be natura
and inevitable, gender crossing is easily recognized (if not embraced), while inter-
mediateforms are not. The experience of third-gendered people in this regard par-
alels that of people with other types of intermediacy, such as those of mixed race
(lijimaHall, 1992; Kerwin & Ponterotto, 1995; Nakashima, 1992; Root, 1994) and
those who are bicultural (Stephan, 1992).

The phenomenon of intermediate or third-gendered identity in North Americans,

dthough not entirely new, is still novel as a research topic. Thus, a qualitative
research method was used, consisting of semistructured interviews combined with

qualitativecontent analysis, with strategiesdrawn from grounded theory, to alow for

the fullest introduction possible to the condition. Open-ended interview questions
honor respondents expertise on their own lives (Miller & Glassner, 1997). In addi--
tion, as Reinharz (1992) points out, access to the ideas, thoughts, and memories of

research subjects through their own words offers an antidote to the biases and mis

conceptionsthat commonly arise when researchersfrom a dominant group speak for

thosefrom marginalized groups without recognizinghow their preconceptionsmight

color their perceptions. As grounded theory draws analytic categories directly from

the data, rather than from preconceived hypotheses (Charmaz, 1995), it is an

approach especially suited to the study of unrecognized phenomena and marginal-

ized populationssuch as this group of intermediate-gendered Americans.
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Participants

Participantswere solicited through the | eshi an/ gay/ bi sexua/ t r ansgender ed (LGBT)
communities, as this is the place within American society with some established
roles for gender nonconformity. Although some nontransgendered heterosexua
respondentsmay have been missed this way, soliciting in this community was the
only way to ensure reaching a sizable number of participantsin the limited time
available. Participantswere originaly sought in Boston and San Francisco, as one
city ison the East Coast and one is on the West Coast and both are medium-sized
cities with active LGBT communities. The fina sample clustered primarily around
these two areas, although participants hailed from around the United States as a
result of snowball samplingand posting the call for participantson internetlistservs.
Participantswere specifically sought who identified as neither male nor female (or
asboth) on both inner and outer levels. Transsexual sand intersexed individual swho
had been living as and identified as solely one gender, even though they had a his-
tory that included the other gender, were excluded.

Thirty individuals participated in the formal study, and data were also used from
three pilot participantsand two controls. Participantsranged in age from 29 to 77.
Racially, 26 participants (87% ) identified themselvesas Caucasian, three (10%) as
Native American, two (7%) as L atina, and one each as Asian and African American.
(Numbersadd up to more than 100%due to several participants multiracial identi-
ties)) Eighteen (60%) participantswere born and raised female; 12 (40%) were born
and raised male. Haf the participantsidentified with the term "transgender™; half
did not, other than very loosely. Seven had altered their bodies through hormones
and/or surgery, one other was serioudly considering it, and several others were
adamantly opposed to the idea of altering bodies.

I nstrument

An interview schedule and written demographi ¢ questionnaire were devel oped and
tested on three pilot participantswho matched the study criteria. The schedule and
questionnaire were also tested on two controls in order to ascertain whether the
guestionswere able to elicit information specific to the experienceof gender inter-
mediacy. Controlsconsisted of a 55-year-old heterosexual femaleof nontraditional
but established femininity and a transsexual woman whose experience of gender
intermediacy described only her transition from male to female rather than her
ongoing sense of identity. Their responses to the interview questions were often
qualitatively different from the pilot participants, confirming the usefulness of the
guestions.

Questionsexplored life histories, experienceswith othersin relation to their gender,
development of gendered self-concepts, relationshipto others, and attitudes toward
bodies and making physical changes. Several questions were designed to inquire
whether any of the traits that mark people in third-gendered roles in non-Western
cultures, such as artistic abilities, mediating roles, and initiatory illnessesmight cor-
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relate with gender intermediacy hereas well. Also, in keeping with the literatureon
non-Western third-gender roles, participants were questioned about evidence of
paranormal abilities or any significant transcendent spiritual experiences (near-
death, out-of-body, or other nonordinary experience) they might have undergone.

Procedure and Data Analysis

Interviews were conducted in person, or over the telephone when live interviewing
was not feasible, and |asted an average of 11ours. Interviewswere taped and tran-
scribed after the interviews by the researcher in order to maintain closer contact
with the data. Participants were given pseudonymsto mask identity.

Using grounded theory methods, | noted themesthat arose from thedata. Asaresult
of emerging themes in early interviews, several questions on creative abilities,
major illnesses or accidents, and influence of partners gender on their own—were
added and retroactively applied to completed interviews (in some cases this neces-
sitated recontacting the participants). When al transcriptions were complete, data
were analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis methods, including themes sug-
gested by the literature (Boyatzis, 1998), participant comments (Bloor, 1983) not-
ing frequency of themes and those that match general discourse within the LGBT
communities (Merriam, 1988), and those suggested directly by the data (Charmaz,
1995). As this study deals with a previously unstudied population, the opinions of
participants were used to check validation of aspectsof the study, both immediate-
ly following interviews and again near completion of the study. Bloor (1983) sug-
gests that member validation, a procedure more commonly employed by anthropol-
ogistsand social scientists, serves to verify the relevanceof the researcher's under-
standing of participants' lives, which was particularly worthwhilefor this project as
the researcher is not, herself, a member of the group under study.

Life Histories

Twenty-seven (90%) participantsfelt very different than their peersin termsof gen-
der from an early age, on average by age 5. Female-born participants invariably
were tomboys as children and were not significantly bothered by others for their
gender presentations until puberty. On the other hand, male-born participantswere
usually made aware quite young that something was'*not right™ about their presen-
tations through the angry, dismayed, or mocking responsesof peersand adults.

Participants had employed a variety of coping methodsto deal with the ostracism,
pressureto conform, and lack of mirroring they experienced: deliberately spending
alot of time aone, assuming leadership rolesin order to pre-empt teasing or being
overpowered, cultivating a tough and angry exterior presentation, developing abili-
tiesin the creative arts, and excelling in school. One third of the participants had
experienced problemswith substance abuse, although at thetimeof the study al but
one of them had been in recovery for at least 2 years.
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Its, participants related that pressure to conform to gender norms varied
according to how well each " passed” as one or the other gender (not necessarily the
one related to their birth sex). Those with the most ambiguous appearances report-
ed the greatest amount of difficultiesin navigating the world. Problems included
harassment, stares, and verbal hostility directly related to their appearance. Butch
female-born participants aso reported frequently being intensely scrutinized or
even chased out of public women's restrooms, where they are taken to be mae
intruders.

Four study participants were cross-living: three female-born participantslived full-
time as men, and one male-born participant lived full-time as a woman. But they
were clear that they did not intend to cross genders; it was others who placed that
expectation upon them. Three others, who were using hormones, were deliberately
cultivating or allowing ambiguous presentations. One of them, Sasha, pointed out,
"l have never considered myself as a woman trapped in the wrong body. ... | am
merely augmenting my natural ‘femaleness' and putting it out front viafemale hor-
mones."

Andre, who was born female and is living as a man, recently began using hormones
to lower his voice. He explained,

| prefer that people read me as male. I'm okay with people reading me either way. | know
most people only have two choices, so of those two choices, | prefer to be read as male,
because | feel that it speaksto most of who | am.

Severa study participants felt very strongly that physically altering bodies was
something that was only appropriate in asmall minority of cases and that the treat-
ment of bodily dissatisfaction through surgical or hormonal alterationswas not only
amistake, but a disservice to other third-gendered people. Joanie argued:

| end up feeling like people like me are actually even more invisible in the context of this
trans movement. . . . [Body alteration] tends to support the idea that there are two differ-
ent genders and that. . . if in your mind your gender doesn't fit in the body you were born
with, then the thing to do is to become the other one.

Lou felt that

It saddens me that we have a society and a culture that forces people to choose looking
one way or looking the other. That there is no in-between, and the torture that people go
through when they are physicaly in-between like that. . . . | wish there was more
acknowledgement of that, of the sacredness of that.

Most found pressuresto conform to gender norms in the LGBT communities more
disturbing than any from the mainstream. This pressure takes such formsas gay men
being told not to behave in a" queeny" or "' limp-wristed manner, and lesbiansbeing
told not to be so "' butch” or ""male-identified," and facing threatsof exclusionif they
should disclosetheir self-identificationsas " not entirely women' in settingssuch as
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leshian organizations. On the other hand, many participants also experienced pres-
sure within transgender groupsto ' go al the way," with the assumption that their not
crossing genders completely was a sign of indecisiveness or lack of courage to com-
plete the process, rather than the legitimate expression of an intermediate identity.

Characteristics

Despite the lack of cultural context and having to carve out a sense of themselves
without role models or mirroring--often in the face of abuse and denigration, and
frequently while continuing to experience considerable pressures to conform to cul-
tural and sub-cultural norms—as adults, the participants in this study led full,
vibrant lives. Even without mentoring and guidance, they exhibit many of the char-
acteristics and signifiers of vocation associated with established third-gender roles
in non-Western cultures.

Resilience and Authenticity. Many were clear and firm about who they were from
an early age. When Lynda was in fifth grade, her school instituted a dress code
requiring girls to wear dresses. She refused so strenuously that she was ultimately
pulled out of the school. "It was, even then, that important to me not to be forced to
dress like a girl," she said.

Through the careful self-examination that is required as a result of being different,
participants invariably developed an authenticity and inner strength that they con-
sidered to be one of the true gifts of being third gendered. Some found that they
could never really lie about who they were, which made life more difficult initialy,
but which resulted in a more genuine presence in the long run. Douglas is an exam-

ple

Beingin theworld aswho | am, hasin fact proven dl those thingsthat people were afraid
o wrong. . .. If | wereto try to be something other than who | am, | would have doomed
ny life to a miserable fate. . . . Part of the reason that | an where | am now, is because |
have accepted my effeminate nature, and have even paraded it. And that the bravery that
it took to do that is admired and revered, and not just by gay people. And it is respected.
Because when | wak in the room, | am exactly who | say | am.

Lauren found that

Changing my identification from "lesbian™ to "'transgender butch lesbian™ has felt like
coming home to mysdf and finally being in the body | inhabit, sexually and otherwise. .
.. When | started to accept more of the gender stuff, and actually fed like | was connect-
ed to my body, connected to my life, connected to other peoplein away that meant some-
thing, then that kind of hooked into the spirituality stuff,and what | have now is. . . acon-
stant sense of joy and peace and tranquillity about it all.

Leadership and Role Models. One third of participants specifically mentioned their
skills or inclinations as leaders and community builders. Some, like Stan, figured
out at a young age that "'If | wanted to make something happen, | made it happen. |
organized thegames in the neighborhood . . . | went around to peoples' houses with
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my baseball and bat to get a ball game started. . . . | guess | had alot of initiative."
Many participants werefunctioning in leadership roles, including running a support
helpline for transgendered people, creating cross-cultural rituals, organizing inten-
tional communities, and holding responsible positions in their jobs. At least 11 par-
ticipants consider themselves activists, not only regarding gender issues, but also in
environmental and public health causes.

For many, living openly as who they are serves as role modeling for others, as Brian
relates:

It does a lot for other people, to see a man who can, on the one hand, not be. . . a carica-
ture, maintain a sense of pride, a sense of dignity. . . and at the same time be completely,
unapologetically androgynous. | think that a lot of men who don't even want togo that far
... find that to be a very healing role model, because so many of them have been severe-
ly wounded around the ideas of effeminacy and sissydom. .. . I've lost count of the num-
ber of men who have walked up to me at some point and hugged me and kissed me and
said, " Thank you for being you, you've changed my life."

Aster, who was born female, has altered her body with both hormones and surgery,
and isliving as" neither male nor female— just me." As a nurse practitioner, work-
ing with public health patients in a very conservative area of the deep South, she
found that:

After their initia shock (and | completely ignore their little bit of shock), I'm very real
with them, and they respond accordingly to the person that | am inside, and | kind of like
to think that I'm changing the world just a little bit, 'cause they can see that I'm different,
yet I'm agood practitioner, and | look in their eyes, and | take care of them.

Healers. A number of participants worked in the health and helping professions:
Aster, mentioned above, was a public health nurse practitioner; 7 participants were
bodyworkers, 2 were therapists, 2 were domestic violence workers, | wasa minis-
ter. Two others noted that they had always been sought out by others for advice:
Brian said, "'l was the Dear Abby of my high school class, which was amazing,
because | had never even romantically kissed anyone before, and yet the women and
the men would cometo me."

Artists. Overall, this was a very creative group. Of the 30, seven were writers and
four were musicians, and of these, at least two of the writersand three of the musi-
ciansearned all or asubstantial portion of their incomes from their art. Three were
professional visua artists, including a landscape architect, a graphic artist, and a
fashion designer. Three others were performers, including a drag queen, an actor,
and a performance poet. But even of those who were not at all professionally
involved in the arts, almost al were, by their own definitions, " artistic and creative';
""an accomplished amateur photographer'; "'sustained by . .. my own art, my writ-
ing, my cooking." Four were scientifically inclined; one of them was a profession-
al research scientist, also a highly creative endeavor.

Mediatorsand Bridge-Builders. Many participants found that they naturally served
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in mediating functions. Twelve pointed to their unique perspective—being able to
see from a wider view, seeing things from al angles—as a distinct advantage.
Twenty-three of the 30 reported being called upon to act as mediators between men
and women. Andre pointed out that as a transgendered man with a female history,
women are more open to hearing a male perspectivefrom him:

They've told me "'l can heer it from you, Andre, where| can't hear it frommen.”. . . And
I've hed guys sy thesamething.. . . I'll give them the femde perpective or experience.
... S0 haveingghtsto bath, that is redly unique.

Participants also found that they were mediating in other capacities. Several acted
as a bridge between races, often finding themselves the sole person of color among
white people. Two who are of mixed heritage found parallels between their mul-
tiracial and mixed-gendered experience. Billy described it:

| wes bom an the edge df race and gender. . . . I'm mixed heritage, and third-gendered,
and I've dwaysexiged in the world sort o lookingin, being part of something but dso
looking in from the outsde.

Others mentioned bridging between age groups, between scientists and nonscien-
tists, between American and European cultures, between the worlds of health and
illnessas aresult of conditionsthat they lived with, and between the gay or lesbian
communities and the transgendered community. One discovered a gift for bridging
between the world of the living and beyond, which has proven useful now in hos-
pice work.

Survivors of Major IlIness, Accidents, and Trauma. Participants were asked about
any mgjor illness or accidents they had suffered, in order to ascertain whether there
might be any parallel to shamanic initiatory illnesses; 25 responded that they had or
continue to experience at least one serious accident or condition. Four had experi-
enced life-threatening events: one had survived a combination of meningitis,
encephelitis, and pneumonia at age 4; one had survived a meningitis-type vira
infection, also at age 4; one survived clinical death through illness; and another sur-
vived clinical death during surgery after being shot.

Nine suffered from chronic conditions, including asthma and allergies, chronic
fatigue syndrome (2 participants), hearing difficulties, eye problems(for which this
participant underwent a number of surgeries as a child), lupus, HIV, a blood clot-
ting disorder, and severe diverticulitis (in one of the younger participants). In addi-
tion, 10 had struggled with alcohol and drug addictionsand 10 had suffered from
depressions severe enough to warrant clinical attention.

Three had experienced serious accidents: one a car accident at age 18, another
almost drowned at age 20, and a third suffered a life-threatening motorcycle acci-
dent, in addition to being shot several timesin the line of duty as a police officer,
including the incident mentioned above which resulted in clinical death and revival.
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Spiritual Concomitants

Nonordinary Experience and Unusual Abilities. Participants were asked about any
nonordinary and transcendent spiritual experiencesthey might have had, in order to
ascertain whether there might be any parallels between the skills of people in the
institutionalized third-gendered spiritual rolesof other culturesand abilities sponta-
neoudy arising in this group. Twenty-eight of 30 participants (93%) reported hav-
ing experienced transcendent spiritual events or unusua abilities; 17 of these (57%
of thetotal) had had profound and/orrepeated experiences. This compares with sur-
veys that show 40% to 50% of the general population reporting similar experiences
of any intensity (Haraldson & Houtkooper, 1991; Palmer, 1979; Thomas & Cooper,
1980). In the Thomas and Cooper (1980) study, which involved lengthy analysisof
qualitative descriptions, a more detailed investigation than the tabulation of ques-
tionnaire responses in the other surveys, 34% reported what they called "intense
spiritual experiences." However, 10% of these turned out on further investigationto
beirrelevant responsesbased on poor understanding of the question. The remainder
was broken down into two groups: 16% who experienced moving incidentsinvolv-
ing spiritua faith and 9% who experienced states that Thomas and Cooper desig-
nated as either "'psychic™ or ""mysticd" and which more closely approximate the
events reported by the participantsin this study.

Guye described one experience:

It was the first Jewish service that | had ever been to, and | had a transcendental experi-
ence. | mean, | could speak Hebrew, | sang Hebrew songs, the woman next to me didn't
believe that | had never sung Hebrew before. | sung one we didn't have the words to. |
felt like | met God in that group. . .. [That is] a dramatic one, but it happens a lot.

Jan, who said "'l see things. . . . | feel spirits that are caught,” described a recent
event:

This guy, George, died. . . . We go to a party for his son, who's now 2 years old. | walk
into the house and go, " Oh, George is here." | never met him, but | felt him everywhere.
So | sat down, and we're all having cake and everything and | hear him say, " Ask Sheila
if she has any connection to '‘Bubba." And I'm going, " Are you kidding me? Bubba?" . . .
Sol said, " Anybody hee™ — wouldn't even put it directly tohe— said, " Anybody here
got any connection to 'Bubba?* And she said, 'That's what they used to call George
when he was a little boy."

Some experienced otherworldly connections when they were very young. Joshua
related:

By thetime | was 4, | knew that | was very different. .. . | was just very conscious of the
fact that | camein with a whole host of memories of— don't know if they are other lives
or not, but | just know that at 224 3. .. | just had all of these experiences of seeing other
beings and hearing voices and doing other things that at first | didn't know that everyone
didn't do. ... By thetime | was4, | knew that | had a whole reality that | could not talk
about with my parents.
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Growing up in an intellectual, atheist-Jewish home, Joshua experienced a turning
point when he was around 18; now he writes and leads gatherings on spiritual sub-
jects:

| happened to be standing outside, and this energy came into mg for about 3 seconds.. . .
and utterly, in that time, transforming, because in that time | knew everything. If you had
come up to me at that moment and said, "' Joshua, how many grains of sand are there on
the planet?” " could have told you. And then it was gone, absolutely gone. But that expe-
rience really moved me. Because coming from a very political family, | was involved in
SDSand it was. . . student riots and anti-war movement, it was the '60s and all that. It's
like | made this incredibly sharp left turn on my journey . .. | mean, | watched my par-
ents and grandparents and great-grandparents be various kinds of revolutionaries and . . .
it was like, unh-uh, I'm going this way.

Several participants demonstrated paranormal abilities a a young age. Lenny
unnerved others by

playing ESP games. They had the 5-card game, with 5 black images, and the sender sends
oneand the receiver gets one, and it was like, okay, if you get thisright 5 times out of 25,
it's just chance. ... And | got 20 right in a row.

Spiritual Practices. Almost al participants were raised with conventional religious
backgrounds: 15 (50%) in Protestant denominations, 13 (43%) Catholic, 5 (17%)
Jewish, and 2 (7%) Buddhist. One was raised without areligioustradition, and two
grew up in other faiths (one Rosicrucian and one Native American traditional). At
thetime of thisstudy, nonefollowed an exclusively traditional religious path. Of the
30, only two maintained connections to the religions they were raised in. One, a
L atina, maintained aloose connection to Catholicism as part of her cultural expres-
sion. The other, raised in acombination of Catholicism, Rosicrucianism, Buddhism,
and Judaism, maintained a deep Buddhist practice, continued her association with a
Reform (Jewish) congregation, and considered her martial arts practice to be an
integral part of her spirituality.

Most participants listed multiple, eclectic spiritual practices, including Tibetan
Buddhism, Native American religion, pagan and Unitarian practices, Sufism,
Taoism, creation spirituality, and shamanic work. Nine participants wrote 'none'
under "' currentspiritual practice” on the demographic questionnaire, but when asked
about it, said that they were" spiritua but not religious™ and followed a practice of
their own, often connected to nature or relating to an informal, persond sense of
connection with something bigger than themselves.

Any number of thetraits that seem to arise in conjunction with an intermediategen-
der identity — gravitating toward work as an artist, healer, or mediator; life-chang-
ing illnesses or accidents; and spontaneous experience with realities beyond bound-
ed space and time—would mark a person in a non-Western culture as blessed (or
cursed) to follow a shamanic-type path. But while such abilities and functions of
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non-Westernthird-gender roles could be said to be culturally prescribed and expect-
ed, it can hardly be claimed that any movement of third-gendered Americanstoward
the same types of rolesis based on the socia constructionof the position, as there
is no third gender recognized in the United States.

Noat only isthere no recognition in the United States of the existenceof gender inter-
mediacy, there is no system of apprenticeshipor training to guide related special
ahilities into particular roles. The participantsin this study have simply, in many
cases, stumbled into the closest approximationsthat Western society offersto use
their innate gifts.

Fallinginto the" gray area" of gender hasits advantages, as many participantspoint-
ed out, including a greater freedom to change and reinvent oneself. Gender theorist
Marjorie Garber (1992) sees "'the third" not as a noun, a third t hi ng, but a verb: a
mode of action, "a range of things that disrupt the binary stasis' (p. 12).
Performanceartist Kate Bornstein (1994), herself third gendered, notes the distinc-
tion between ambiguity and fluidity: "'If ambiguity is arefusal to fall within a pre-
scribed gender code, then fluidity is the refusal to remain one gender or another"
(pp. 51-52).

However, fluidity is not necessarily acharacteristicof al third-gendered people, nor
is it always desirable. Many third-gendered people develop identities that remain
more or less stable for alifetime, but they do recognizethat the optionsfor change
are always present and available. Several participantsin this study acknowledged
this, allowingfor the prerogativeto bedifferent in the future, while someenvisioned
the changes they had gone through as a process of unfolding, growing into a more
and more authentic sense of themselvesas they moved away from the constricting
forcesof others' expectations. Thistype of maturefluidity needsto be distinguished
from the kind of fragmentationseen in the multiplepersonalitiesof pathologies like
dissociative identity disorder or the defensive splitting in response to childhood
abuse. Clinical psychologist Layton (1998) pointsout that"*some kind of core iden-
tity seems to be a necessary prerequisitefor the capacity to play freely with ater-
nativeidentities” (p. 185). This can be compared to argumentsin transpersona psy-
chology that a hedlthy, integrated ego is a hecessary basis for ego transcendence
(Boorstein, 1996).

Could it be said that those who combine male and femal e are transcending the dual -
ity of gender? Wilber (2000) places them at a postconventional (“transdifferentiat-
ed and transconventional," p. 120) level, having traced the "' stream™ of gender iden-
tity development from undifferentiated, through the differentiated stages of basic
gender identity, gender conventionality, and gender consistency, into "transdiffer-
entiated gender androgyny," positing the next steps as tantric archetypal gender
union (at the subtlelevel of his spectrum) and, finally, causal/nondual "' beyond gen-
der" (Wilber 2000, pp. 198, 212).

Thedua awarenessof living in a body of one sex while experiencinga different or
additional gender may be compared to the process of mind-body integration
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described by Washburn (1995):

The mindtbody dudism characterigticdf the mentd-egoic period is overcome ad ahigh
er minctbody whdleis brought into being. . . . As|it] goproachesintegration, it beginsto
redizethat, in asensg, it hes two bodies nat only the physica body (which is now awak-
ened) but dso a subtleenergic body (thecirculating power o the Dynamic Ground, which
does the awakening). (pp. 231-232; emphadsin origind)

Thus the integrationof body and felt-sense of identity, as experienced by third-gen-.
dered people, could serve as a doorway, for themselves as well as others, into an
understanding of trans-egoic realities as held within a materia body.

In Wilber's evolutionary perspective, the West, as a culture, isin a position where
greater numbersof people may be poised to move into " second tier'" consciousness,
which is characterized by being fully aware of a kind of whole-systemsview that
can appreciate the necessity of al levels of awareness (Wilber, 2000). Third-gen-
dered people may well already be doing this, at least in the arena of gender. They
may be, in the terms of Ferrer's (2000) nonlocal participatory view of transperson-
d phenomena, one locusof cultural movement into a higher level of understanding.
For people who in other respects bear considerable resemblance to shamans and
mystics, it would not be surprising to find that this calling was to act as psy-
chopomps who are here to help Western society evolve to a higher level of integra
tion.

Thefindings of thisstudy reved that gender deviance does not always mean adesire
to be the opposite sex. The spontaneously arising similarities to traits of people in
third-gendered roles in non-Western cultures suggest that there may be elements of
third-gender-typedifference that are transcultural and inherent to gender intermedi-
acy.

This study also suggests that transpersonal theories may profit from the inclusion of
an expanded view of gender not only to promote looking beyond deeply ingrained
cultural assumptions about the inevitability of male/female duality and masculine
and feminine norms, but also as away of envisioning the healing of the mind/body
split, following the example of those who live such reunification through the
embodiment of (gender) paradox.

For most of us, who are more conventional men and women, the livesof the partic-
ipants in this study reved that gender is not an inevitable byproduct of the bodies
that we are born with and suggest that there may be an element of spirit or " cdling"
to our being men or women. Beyond that, the participantsin this study show that
stepping outside the bounds of conformity —in whatever way—is likely to bring
with it freedom; creativity; wider, more integrated views; and, possibly, greater
spiritual opening as well. The result of heeding the call of authenticity is a life of
greater freedom.
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1. A finer digtinction can be made between these two terms: for instance, a person's orienta-
tion might be bisexual, while hisor her preference may be for women; that is, the'individual
experiences attraction to both men and woman but primarily women (Klein, 1978). Thisdis-
tinction is not often made; the terms are usually used interchangeably.

2. The term berdache, although useful as an umbrella designation and still widely used by
anthropologists, has been disparaged by some (Jacobs, Thomas, & Lang, 1997; Roscoe,
1998; Tafoya, 1992), as it derives from a Persian term meaning "' slave-boy," thus reflecting
the negative attitudes of European colonizers, who generally approached the phenomenon
with alarm and disgust (Blackwood, 1984; Williams, 1992). An emic alternative, "two-spir-
it" that has arisen more recently among Native American lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gendered (LGBT) people, encompasses these triba third-gendered roles but extends beyond
them to include identities more akin to Euro-American LGBT positions.
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