
an overdue conversation 
with witer, filmmaker, and 
auto mechanic Juma Blythe Essie 

INTERVIEW 
Ellen Marie Hinchcliffe 

BOY/GIRL PHOTOS 
lou Oates 

The is u s around transgendered identities conlinue to ,?ain more awarenes 10 OUT 

~(lciel '. but otten the e penen e of tran~forming the bod and the complity of 
gender is being e.-pressed through the eye of ~ hite fol . Like rna t unexamined 
xperi nce. by \hite people. lhe e encounters arc usuall) pre ented with Ul 

3ckno ledging race. Juma 81) th E 'Ie is a 30-year-old black man. writer. 
filmmaker nd auto mechanic living in Minneap lis. Mtnnt:sota, His take on 
bing lmnsgendere • black. and male pu -hes the coO\ersauon in a much-needed 
dire lion. 

/low do., Oil cJ, cnne YOllr e/fin rell/linn I(J Y(Jllr gender:' 

I m lr:m ~exual peTS n, I would de cnbe m) <:If as a 3D-year-old man \\ ho li\cd 
the firsl 29 years of his lite a a black woman and no~ live hi lite a a black man, 

I hUI'" IIt'ar" you delcrihc \'(I/Ir l!Xf1('rft'nce (ram i(i(l1Ii,,~ (mm female ((I fIlole (/\' 
I{IIillR [ivlII ht'ing il1l'i~ihlL' 10 hl'{Ic'r I'ilih/e. em youe>:plain ulla( yml man:' 

I thin" black \\ men in thi society laco: a double bind. e) are eilher h)per \ i ible 
as in lhe ricature or the ig. black. loud \\ oman. or otten they arc jusl iO\ isibk. 
and Ileillikc I \\as mo tl) 111\1. ibl..:. j '0\\. a 3 black man in thi society I am hyper 
i ible a a thn:al. a a predat Ir, a a source of de ire, I am seen a 101 more no\\ than 

I \\a as' lack woman. In neither case \\3' I 'c n for \\ho I am. that I not \\ hat I 
mean b) ing 'een. \\hatl mean j' being gaL tl upon in .. dillcrcnt \\ ). 
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Lets talk about sexism, homophobia alld tral1.\phobia. 

I'll start with this: sexism is real, it exists, and we don't even need 
to go into that. Now homophobia and transphobia exist as well, but 
they are not oppressions. They are punishments where sexism is the 
oppression. Susan Pharr wrote in her book Homophobia as a Weapon 
ofOppression that sexism is about gender; it's about gender roles, 
and when you break those by being gay, lesbian, or transgendered 
you are breaking sexist rules and so you are punished. I think a 
lot of times people don't acknowledge that sexism is the root of 
transphobia and homophobia. And a lot of people have this idea that 
dealing with sexism or talking about feminism isn't "sexy" anymore 
with expressions like "this is not your mother's feminism." 

J hate that saying, Like it lI"a.l' all square before, and now we are 
so cool. 

Yeah, and it's bullshit because we need feminism, and we need 
what came before us more than ever. I think people are basically 
good but also a little selfish, and I think when you really see the 
interconnectedness ofstruggles and people you begin to see yourself 
in others, and it can bring out that goodness in yourself. I know that 
sounds hokey, but I think to see yourself in everything is where it's 
at. On a political level that means seeing past your issue that affects 
just you as a white gay man or transman or what have you. 

When people start talking in boxes like race is a black person:S 
issue. Well race is so much a white person s issue just as sexism is 

not jllst what the girls should worrv about. The boys should worry! 
about it too! This real/v ties into the idea ofsolidarity. 

Yeah, you go to the HRC (Human Rights Campaign) website, and 
one of their corporate sponsors is ShelL so you should go buy your 
gas from Shell because they give domestic partner benefits - they're 
great' Have you people never heard of Nigeria? How can you call 
yourselves the Human Rights Campaign and support Shell when 
they are tied to political murders and environmental devastation and 
the continued theft of a people's natural resources? I mean whose 
human rights'> 1 went to a Le Tigre show and they had this slide 
show for a song about \isibility or something and they had a slide of 
a Shell station with a rainbow over it. Just lost me right there. 

Okay, so lrhat about the perception that the black community is 
somehow more homophobic then the rest ofthe cOlilltry? 

Well that's white supremacy talking. (Laughs) We live in a sexist, 
hOllll'rhl)bit: s<,t:iet\. and somt: people are homophobic and some 
Jrcll'\. 13ut \\ hene\ er two black people get together and say 

Alot of what we live out is roles. We 
act this stuff out over and over, but 
I think being an outsider - being 
athird gender person - I can use 
29 years living as ablack woman to 
inform how I create my maleness. 

something it becomes the black community - I don't know how. 
Why is it never the white community when some white idiot says 
something? Now I have heard black people say that too about black 
people being more homophobic, but I find often really what they 
are talking about is their moms or their brothers and so on. Or 
people say the black church is so homophobic. Again, what about 
the white church? I grew up in the black church; I was there at 
least two times a week and let me tell you there were gay people 
there. I just don't buy it. When the senate votes to decide if they 
should ban gay marriage, how many of those people voting are 
black? My union will not cover my healthcare needs as a transman. 
Well the union board of trustees is white by the way. It's not run by 
the black Pentecostal church! (Laughs) Let's talk about power and 
perspective and who sets these agendas. 

What about racism in transgendered spaces? 

Like other spaces in white supremacy, white people don't have to 
acknowledge being white and can assume their experience is the 
norm. It's not like there is less white supremacy in transgendered 
spaces. In fact often when groups ofpeople that feel or are oppressed 
include white people they don't feel they have to deal with being 
white or they are exempt somehow from white supremacy, and that 
is not the case. 

What has been the hardest thing for you to deal with as an FTM 
transitioning? 

Funny, the hardest thing for me hasn't been about being black. It's 
been about being a union member. My union refuses to cover my 
health care needs that include chest surgery and a hysterectomy. 
That's been the most painful thing for me, and that is about class. 
As a working class person I cannot afford these surgeries otherwise. 
The ironic thing is if I had a non-union job I would have more 
recourse to fight to get my health care needs as a transsexual covered, 
especially in Minnesota where the law against discrimination 
includes transgenered people. But as a privately held plan the union 
makes the decisions. 

What has brought you the mostjoy? 

Just being present in my body. You know I could never see myself 
as an aunt, and I never thought about having close relationships with 
children, and now that I am an uncle I feel so open and involved. I 
never saw myself as a mother, but now I'm so excited about being 
a father. I feel like my world has opened up to possibilities in a way 
that I wasn't open to before because I don't think I fully inhabited 
my world before. 
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l.ll1 curious how lransitioning and living as male has affectedyour 
crealive life? I'm sure many trans folks can relate to that. 

Oh yeah. And so video has really inspired me. Before it was always Art has always been a way of understanding for me, a processing 
coming out of my head in terms of poetry and flow, and obviously tool. For the last year things have been changing so much in me 
the words are still there but the visual impact has become sothat I haven't even been able to wrap my head around it. So my 
important to me.

creative life has been kind of underground. I also feel my medium 
has changed, before my transition I mostly did spoken word/poetry 

Talk about the video you are working on right now called, "A Seedand now I find myself doing a lot of video because I am absolutely 
in You, Inside Your Mother s Womb. ..obsessed with looking at myself! (Laughs) 

(····~~~~·~·~~~~··$P~;~d··M~~~i~~~····· ..···\ 
~ ~ . 

: Most industries offer trade magazines for their however, each issue contains a disclaimer that 
workers and artisans. Four New York women says Spread does not condone prostitution. The 
decided that there should be one for the world's editors are concerned for sex workers who are 
oldest profession. the victims of trafficking and abuse while others 

have chosen the trade and take pride in their 
Audacia Ray, executive editor of Spread, found­ profession. Spread accepts both realities, Ray 
ed in early 2005, views her subject with ambiva­ says. 
lence. "It's good and bad," Ray, 26, says of sex 
work, "for the same person at different times." The magazine is non-profit, and everyone in­

volved has been working on a volunteer basis. 
For Ray, a Jill-of-all-media trades in the New Writers and artists, many of whom are sex work­
York porn scene, addressing the needs of sex ers, contribute work pro bono. The magazine's 
workers is part of the labor movement. And be­ wild launch parties create positive media buzz 
cause sex work affects the rig hts of women and and Spread received recognition from the Utne 
LGBT people acutely, advocating for them is a Reader. Ray recently curated a small exhibit fea­
part of the feminist and queer rights movement, turing art by sex workers in New York. It featured 
she believes. Spread deals with the direct needs art with a mix of both the sensuality and sorrow 
of dancers, escorts, et al. It offers interviews with involved in sex work, such as a photograph of 
figures in the adult movie industry and debates a nude women washing herself with the words 
over things such as the use of condoms in adult "No matter how much you wash you'll never get 
films. A recent issue reviewed clean" across the frame. Some other 
sex work laws around the globe HI''''''Oj l'I~I;.',." ''''~ C~l ""I, "cor"" '(O"N, photos featured female 
and addressed the rising costs models with faces that 
today's strippers face. For ex­ could easily be expressing 
ample, more dancers these ! ecstatic fervor or genuine 
days are independent contac­ Up' . if' angst. The show receivedf··Bus!" Buck' . 

Iness: 5 ..tors who pay a club to work. mixed reviews. 
~ Spread has a reformer vision 

.~. r;"'frfor the industry. "Sex work There are challenges: It has 
;'.

". '". ,11'.'
should be fun," Ray says. '~'., !t:', a low budget and the editors

\""~"" '\ 
.""'.. would like more diversity in 

;,.~ Spread has critics who t:::'1::::"'",.. '.:.' .... '. '. " their staff and stock of con­
disapprove of its effort to ~ r ..yJ " y:::" M"~~ tributors. But Spread is getting 

1....,..~..,.4::."I'1tlegitimize sex work by ad­ Ofocu,.,. advertising, the editors are 
vocating for better working in applying for grants and they re­
conditions. Some even challenge main optimistic about the maga­
the editors' devotion to feminism. "There is the zine and the industry. "Our response," Ray 
idea that women selling their bodies can never says, "is that doing sex work is taking control of 
be a feminist act," Ray says. "It is something to one's erotic output." 
think about." -Ari Paul 

Spread is open to all perspectives, including For more information, visit
 
those of feminists with anti-sex work views. "If www.spreadmagazine.org
 
they have good arguments I love it," she says.
 
The magazine has no official editorial stance, To profile sex and gender resources,
 
and encourages debate. In order for the edi­ libraries, or museums in your area,
 
tors to avoid potential legal entanglements, email sexandgender@c/amormagazine.org
 

I'm trying to reconcile my 
relationship with my mother, which 
actually isn't about my transitioning, 
which she has been accepting of, 
but we have some things between 
us that go a lot deeper than that. I 
think every single person is here for 
a reason, and I think about when 
baby girls are born they have all the 
eggs they are ever going to have for 
their whole life. So at her birth your 
mother had this seed that is one day 
going to be you inside her. That is 
heavy; it's so beautiful and I love 
it. I think there is something very 
deep about these connections, but 
we can't always reconcile them 
with the people we share them 
with. I don't feel I can reconcile 
this with my mother so I'm trying 
to work it out with video. 

I like in the film that you are 
touching on this transformation of 
your body but also genetic memory 
and things this transformation will 
not change. 

Istill have the same chromosomes, 
and I will always have these 
chromosomes. Within me is 
history and my grandmother 
and her grandmother and her 
grandmother and on and on. 
Within each of us we carry so 
much joy, so much pain, and so 
much promise. I,j 

Ellen Marie HinchclifJe is a 
white woman, writer, childcare 
worker,filmmaker, and above all 
a lOVing auntie. She received a 
Jerome Foundation commission 
to create a performance piece 
called, "Dirty the Bones-On 
Being White and Other Lies, " 
which will premiere this 
November at Intermedia Arts 
in Minneapolis, MN. She has 
written most recently for Z 
Magazine. You can email Ellen 
at ehinchclifJe@yahoo.com. 
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