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As this thumbnail sketch suggests, the history of transsexuality engages a number of
key trends of the twentieth century. It demonstrates the growing authority of science ang
medicine, and it points to the impact of sensational journalism. It illustrates the rise of
new concept of the modern self that placed a heightened value on self-expression, self.
improvement, and self-transformation. It highlights the proliferation of sexual identitjeg,
and it offers a new angle of vision into the breakdown of traditional norms of gender,
the 1970s and 1980s the women’s and gay liberation movements eclipsed transsexuality
the sites of public debate over sex, gender, and sexuality. But the history of transsexuality
had already laid the definitional groundwork and helps explain the peculiar configuras
tion that sex, gender, and sexuality had already assumed in American popular culture,

medicine, and law.
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Transgender Liberation

Susan Stryker

THE COMPTON’S CAFETERIA RIOT OF 1966

By the middle of the 1960s life in the United States was being transformed by sever;
large-scale social movements. . . . The most militant phase of the transgender movemen
for social change, from 1966 to 1969, was part of this massive social upheaval.

The 1966 Compton’s Cafeteria Riot in San Francisco’s seedy Tenderloin neighborhoo
was similar to earlier incidents at Cooper’s [in Los Angeles in 1959] and Dewey’s [i
Philadelphia in 1965]. For the first time, however, direct action in the streets by trans
gender people resulted in lasting institutional change. One weekend night in August '
precise date is unknown—Compton’s, a twenty-four-hour cafeteria at the corner of Tur
and Taylor streets, was buzzing with its usual late-night crowd of drag queens, hustlers

slummers, cruisers, runaway teens, and down-and-out neighborhood regulars. The restau
rant’s management became annoyed by a noisy young crowd of queens at one table wh

seemed be spending a lot of time without spending a lot of money, and it called in the poli¢
to roust them—as it had been doing with increasing frequency throughout the summel
A surly police officer, accustomed to manhandling Compton’s clientele with impunit]

grabbed the arm of one of the queens and tried to drag her away. She unexpectedly thre:
her coffee in his face, however, and a melee erupted: Plates, trays, cups, and silverwl

flew through the air at the startled police officers, who ran outside and called for backuj

Compton’s customers turned over the tables and smashed the plateglass windows and the
poured out of the restaurant and into the streets. The paddy wagons arrived, and streg
fighting broke out in Compton’s vicinity, all around the corner of Turk and Taylor. Dra
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queens bcar'rhe police with their heavy purses and kicked them with their high

shoes. A police car was vandalized, a newspaper stand was burned to the :” liig -heel?d
the worc.ls of rhe best available source on what happened that night, a retrog‘ Ol‘l"_ : 3T}d—"in
by gay hb’erfz;rlmz; actil\;isz1 Reverend Raymond Broshears, puinshezi in the sgre(:;]r‘;:t)cfoél;;
Francisco's first Gay Pride march in 1972—<“gene as raised i i
The small restaurant had been packed whengtf;:::c;igghlzi:;v; ;rz‘lii r;ltllsteclcl)ntlt)];e Te“derlom-”
invol\fed fifty or sixty patrons, plus police officers and any nei hi)érh drl()t"pr()b:lbly
late-night passersby who jumped into the fray. ’ o residens or

CONTEXTUALIZING COMPTON’S

Altholugh the exact daFe of the riot remains a mystery . . . its underlying causes are reason
atl:ly i ;;1]‘. Pnders}:andmg ‘w.hy the riot happened where and when it did reveals a great aeal
a ou\ e issues that l_]ElVf) historically motivated the transgender social justice strugele and
helps us understand similar dynamics at work today. e
~T1h[e lo}fatlon of the riot was by no means random. San Francisco’s downtown Tenderloin
neigh 1(ir ood had been a sex-work district since the early 1900s
fMl}(,ﬂ‘l of the soi]callcd vice trade in the neighborhood was supported by nonresidents
‘?Vh((),nf:l?]g l(zr atnoftf et('i .. .l But tlhe neighborhood’s resident population tended to be those
. ast atford to live elsewhere, or who i ;
‘ : were prevented from doing so: released
convicts and parolees, old-timers on s i immi . prostitate
small pensions, recent immigrants. pimps i
5 . ants, pimps:
drug addtcts, alcoholics—and transgender women, ’ ’ P prostes
mo];:ogllsqmg gndhemljplgyrélesnt discrimination against transgender people are still legal in
aces in the United States, and this discriminati
es. S s nation was even more common in th
past than it is now. In the 1960s, more s e
S, o than today, a person who look
. ed transgendered
would be less likely to be rented to and would have a great deal of trouble ﬁndiig work

zgzy\(’)vfl:er worked as fros}t]itutes or as maids in the hotels and bars where their friends sold
- While most people who participated in the Te in’s illici
enderloin’s illicit econo fs
b il : my of sex, drugs
fod gft?r hqurs Tntertamment. were free to come and go, the neighborhood functiémedgas,
poe ()t an involuntary containment zone for transgender women. Police actually helped
ntr i ‘
3 hate a populanqn of trans'gender women in the Tenderloin by directing them to go
eﬁ;:; w e]q they were picked up in other parts of the city. ¢
= eg)o 1cle could biespecmlly vicious to “street queens,” whom they considered bottom
-the-barrel sex workers, and who were th i -
e least able to compl b i
Tamsgeninr oo : mplain about mistreatment
s en working the streets were often : ici .
. . arrested on suspicion of ituti
et work . picion of prostitution
Yl 21they ‘é\f?re just C?omg to the corner store or talking with friends; they might be
round in squad cars for hours, forced t i
ro s o perform oral sex, strip-search
after arriving at the jail, humili in { egender o o
. a » humiliated in front of other pris 3 iy
‘ ' soners. Transgende
jail often would have their head i i ; 3 in solitary
cads forcibly shaved, or if they resisted. b i i
Bonfnoment i b i I 3 y resisted, be placed in solitary
-” And because they were legall ith italia in spi
ofthein o 1 the & hey w gally men (with male genitalia in spite
s women, and often in spite of having b i i
Bl be chocel o o omer, & | f g breasts and no facial hair) they
en’s jail, where their femininity m i
‘ ade th
10 sexual assault, rape, and murder. ’ e ekl
Thi . o
o is i}l:ronlcgllyvbad situation became even worse in the mid-1960s, when U.S. involve
In the war in Vietnam escalated. Wartime i i i e :
. L is typically a time of heightened s i
b am escalatec eightened surveillance
F drenr[neraal sexual activity in cities where large numbers of troops are being mobilized
ployment. . . . There were wartime crackdowns on prostitution in San Francisco
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during the Spanish-American War in the Philippines in the 1890s, during World War II
the 1940s, and during the Korean conflict in the 1950s. Among the hardest-hit establigk
ments in San Francisco during the crackdown associated with the 1964-66 escalation g
U.S. troops in Vietnam were the gay and drag bars, which even then catered to the “Dop
ask, don’t tell” military crowd. 3
Yet another factor that changed an already grim situation from bad to worse for trang
gender women in the Tenderloin was the effect of urban renewal and redevelopment. The
increasingly serious plight was directly related to very broad-scale social and economj
changes. . . . 1
In response to the massive social dislocations of urban renewal and redevelopmeng
Tenderloin residents launched a grassroots campaign for economic justice in 1965. ... Thejy
immediate goal was to establish needed social services by qualifying the neighborhood fo
federal antipoverty funding. . . . The Tenderloin organizers not only had to documen
economic need in their neighborhood; they also had to persuade poor communities o
color that adding an additional antipoverty target zone predominately populated by whig
people would be the right thing to do, even if that meant the already existing zones ¢
a smaller slice of a fixed amount of money. Compounding matters even further, most ¢
the white people were queer, and most of the people of color were straight. The eventuz
establishment of the Central City Anti-Poverty Program thus represented a singular accom
plishment in the history of U.S. progressive politics: the first successful multiracial gay
straight alliance for economic justice. b
Tenderloin activists involved in the antipoverty organizing campaign were strivingL
create conditions in which people could truly participate in structuring the society the

lived in instead of just reacting to changes created by others. One unexpected consequen
of neighborhood mobilization was the formation of Vanguard, an organization made
mostly of young gay hustlers and transgender people. Vanguard, which formed in tk
summer of 1966, is the earliest known queer youth organization in the United States. . .

Vanguard described itself as “an organization of, by, and for the kids on the streets.” I
goals were to promote a sense of self-worth among its members, to offer mutual suppo
and companionship, to bring youth issues to the attention of older people, and to assert i
presence in the neighborhood. One of the group’s early flyers urged people to think pa
racial divisions and focus instead on shared living conditions: “You’ve heard about Blag
Power and White Power,” the flyer said, before telling its readers to “get ready for Stre
Power.” . .. Vanguard’s first major political action . . . was to confront the management.
Compton’s Cafeteria over its poor treatment of transgender women. Compton’s Cafeter
functioned as a chill-out lounge for the whole neighborhood; for young people who oft
had no homes, families, or legal employment, who were marginalized by their gend
sexuality, it provided an especially vital resource.

Vanguard held its meetings at Compton’s, and during the course of the summer of 19
tensions there had been on the rise. As the restaurant’s customers increasingly claim
its turf as their own, the management asserted its property rights and business intere
more and more strongly. It instituted a “service charge” for each customer to make t
for income lost to tables of young people “camping out” and not buying any food, bu
applied the charge in a discriminatory manner. It hired security guards to harass the stre
kids and shoo them outside, particularly the transgender youth. And with greater ai
greater frequency, it called the cops. In July, Vanguard worked with ministers from Glis
[Glide Memorial United Methodist Church] and with older members of San Franciset
homophile organizations to set up a picket line protesting the mistreatment of its membe
much as the customers and gay activists in Philadelphia had done at Dewey’s. In S
Francisco, however, the restaurant’s management turned a deaf ear to the complain

i
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soon after ic aile ce i i
?;(i)smnce. the picket failed to produce any results, frustration boiled over into militant
Looking back, it’s easy to see how the Compton’s Cafeteria riot in 1966 was related

very !arge-scale political, social, and economic developments and was not just an is ‘l: tg
little incident unrelated to other things that were going on in the world. The circums?aate y
that created the conditions for the riot in the first place continue to be relevant inntcffz
fral]sgendcr movement today: discriminatory policing practices in minority communitie
harmful urban land-use policies, the unsettling domestic consequences of U.S. foreign w. o
access to healthcare, civil rights activism aiming to expand individual libf:-r;ies angd soz;zii
tolerance on matters of sexuality and gender, and political coalition building around the
srrucrurgl injustices that affect many different communities. The violent resistance to the
oppression of transgender people at Compton’s Cafeteria did not solve the problems that
rransgender people in the Tenderloin faced daily. It did, however, create a space in which it
begnne possible for the city of San Francisco to begin relating differently to its transgender
citizens—to begin treating them, in fact, as citizens with legitimate needs instead of simpl
as a problem to get rid of. That shift in awareness was a crucial step for the contem or;l:ry
transgcpder social justice movement—the beginning of a new relationship to state powe)r,
and social legitimacy. It would not have happened the way that it did without direct thion
in the streets on the part of transgender women who were fighting for their own survival

Mutilating Gender
R

Dean Spade

This essay examines the relationship between individuals secking sex reassignment
surgery (SRS) and the medical establishments with which they must contend in ord
fulfill their goals. . . . o v

Thr(>ugh9ut this essay, I draw on my own experience of attempting to find low-cost or
free counseling in order to begin the process of getting a double mastectomy. The choice to
use personal narrative in this piece comes from a belief that just such a combination of the-
oretical work about the relationships of trans people to medical establishments and gender
l}:orms and the ex.perience of trans people is too rarely found. Riki Anne Wilchins degs;cribes
a:l)(\iv ‘tra.ns[ experience hqs been used by ps.ychiatrists, cultural feminists, anthropologists,

sociologists “travel[ling] through our lives and problems like tourists . . . [plicnicking
on }(:ur ldcnti’ties . seleF:F[ing] the tastiest tidbits with which to illustrate a theory or
Eu;; ic(:ol;gské tIn most w}:mng about t!'ane:‘peoplff, our g(?nder performance is put under
B pe to prove theories or build expertise” while the gender performances of
authors remain unexamined and naturalized. I want to avoid even the appearance of
f;ertlupa.r:on in such a t'raditi(.m, just as I want to use my own experience to illustrate how
requirements for diagnosis and treatment play out on individual bodies. The recent
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