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What's difficult about being from Hawaii is that ev-
"yone has a postcard view of your home. Hawaii lives
Uil in people’s minds, like the orange and purple
U6 of the bird-of-paradise flower. It's 2 fantasy place
f sunghine and rainbows, of high surf and golden

Redefining Realness is a New York Times bestseller and winne
Way book prize. The excerpt from her memoir below speaks to the complexity and

instability of the body and its relationship to one's identity.
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FROM REDEFINING REALNESS:
MY PATH TO WOMANHOOD, IDENTITY,

LOVE & SO MUCH MORE (2014)

Janet Mock is an author, a transgender advocate, and a TV host. Her memour

r of the 2015 Women's

boys with golden hair, of pigs on a spit and hula danc-
ers’ swaying hips, of Braddah Izs “Somewhere Over
the Rainbow” and the North Shore, of hapa god-
d Don Ho's ukulele.

desses with coconut bras an
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ing those first few months:
pparent blackness, which
Oakland, where we
kids. In Hawaii, we were
kids around. And both
cause the world would
black.
| felt when the kids
notice of our darkness
n't necessarily the
the target for
‘who teased us

fE=ga

Wendi’s first words to me were “Mary! You mahu?"

I was sitting on a park bench as Jeff ran around
with his friends on the lawn that separated my school
from his. Wendi was passing by with her volleyball
in hand, her backpack bouncing on her butt, and
her drive-by inquiry in the air. Though there was
definitely a question mark floating around, her ditect
yet playful approach made me internalize her words
as a statement. If shes asking—even kiddingly—then |
must be suspect, 1 thought.

Everyone took notice of Wendi. She was hard ©
miss, prancing around Kalakaua Intermediate School
in super-short soccer shorts, with her green mop of
hair vibrantly declaring her presence. Subtlety W&
not—and still isn't—her thing, Her irritated red
skin, peppered with acne, glistened with sweat a3 she
played volleyball on campus. I'd never been this close
to her, and her scrutinizing stare was intimidatig

Jeff, whom I picked up every day after school
while Chad was at basketball or baseball practi®®
wasn't paying actention, but I remember feeling
self-conscious. I was afraid thar if 1 got closé .

. Jeness, 1've since learned that 7ondl
L o from my blackness. 8 _ I can s/e |
s waiac o0, VOY“RE'S(;“’Im both black and native Hawaiian despite othery l’“m

- their home to see what was beyond the o and their assertion that T sty - n

iearing the seas in handcrafted canoes ceptio : %€ tne g an
e buidance of the stars, they arrived  OVe! the other. : wis ™
e gu an ; ) e Ethnicity is a common part of conversationg in -

‘and created new lives. Centurfes , Lowail, Two questions locals ask are: “Whae b "l
11995, and it was here, on the island of awall. s ” - igh e
15975, hool you went? and “What you?” Your ; o0¢
would mirror my ancestors on my own  SC  Lead sbodd gh ot

; g hool places you on the island, shedding lighe woulk
ed through a system of whispers, to Scho p et e are i on :
2 I was meant to be. I will forever ~ youf character an vi/ h}’om i Con-]e > at youo
‘Hawaii for being the home I needed. refers to your people, W y rom, w
‘ i random mixture has made you. Jeff, whose fathe,
hout Hawaii. : % A
was also black, was perceived as Hawaiian, taking :
after Mom’s side, looking like those bronze-skinpeq rer
Sk { o local boys who surfed and threw shaka signs at Sandy ater
came from our native Hawaiian Beach. Jeff later told me that he didn't even kngy Was
were perceived and therefore  he was black until he was about eight because he ied |
ch widely cast us as outsiders,  didn't look it and barely knew his father beyond the We
o seen as local in Hawaii was  two-hundred-dollar monthly checks Mom received mal
¢ returned to Oahu, we spoke  throughout his childhood. Ka
- also got us teased. Chad has cele
arnc



wendi OF someonc saw- me interacting with
uld be called mabu—a word thag equat celr, :
Wi ; ’ ’ (& tO
. In my playground experience with t 4
he term, 1t

was an epithet; © hrown ac any boy who Was percejyed
o be 100 feminine. Until Wendi erossed paghgimiei
‘ i

e, T Was under the impression thag | was doin
. -

qo0d job at being butch enough that gyep word
;\'()Lxlcilllf be thrown my way. "

o

At the .rime, mabu was limited by our Western
interpretation, mostly used as a Ppejorative, What I
acer learned in my Hawaiian studies classes in college
was that mahu defined a group of people who embod-
ied che diversity of gender beyond the dictates of our
@rn binary system. Mabu were often assigned
male ac birth but took on feminine gender roles in
Kanaka Maoli (indigenous Hawaiian) culture, which
celebrated mahu as spiritual healers, cultural bearers
and breeders, caretakers, and expert hula dancers and
inscructors (or Kumus in Hawaiian). In the Western
understanding and evolution of mabu, it translates
w0 being transgender in its loosest understanding:
0 cross social boundaries of gender and/or sex. Like
that of Hawaii's neighboring Polynesian islands,
nahu is similar to the mabu vahine in Tahiti, fa'afafine
in Samoa, and fakaleiti in Tonga, which comes from
the Tongan word fzka (meaning “to have the way of ")
and /eitr (meaning “lady”). Historically, Polynesian
cultures carved an “other” category in gender, up-
Ulting the diversity, span, and spectrum in human
eXpression,

10 be mahu was to occupy a SPace between tf.lle
Doles of male and female in_precolonial Hawatl
Where it translated to ~ hermaphrodite,” used 0 refe:r
0 feminine boys or masculine gitls. But as puritani-
‘4l missionaries from the West influenced H a‘fval.mn
fu'lr‘”“ in the nineceenth century, their Chmt:[:i’
“omophobic, and gender binary SYStemS i
"4k from the center of culrure tO t!:le maifmj-
"““hu became a slur, one used 0 de.sc‘nbe e ;ho
female transgender people and feminine men

, ir gender
¢ kay or perceived as gay g sheit &
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EXpressio i
p n. Despite mabu's modern evolution, it was

;il:c:fltitz u}_r;:xxﬂe 'be'fleﬁfsflc?fgr()wirlg up ir? a diverse
ko gathlel.,rispo&*ul (a!vly Oahu (whnf'h trans-
Tiasii L4y Itnqu[; Zce )/ th’re mulucultqral-
3 ‘ as empowering to come of age
In a place that recognized that diversity existed not
only in ethnicities but also in gender. There was a
level of tolerance regarding gender non-conformity
that made it safer for people like Wendi and me to
exist as we explored and expressed our identities.

The first person I met who took pride in being
mabu was my hula instructor at school. Kumu Kaua'i
was one of those mahu who reclaimed her place in
society—specifically, being celebrated in the world of
hula, where the presence and talent of mahu was valu-
able. Some trans women, who actively engaged in
restoring native Hawaiian culture, reclaimed mabu
at that time, choosing to call themselves mabuwahine
(wahine is Hawaiian for “woman”), just as some
people in marginalized communities reclaimed
formerly derogatory words like dyke, fag, nigger, queer,
and #ranny. It was theirs to claim, use, and uplift.
Kumu didn't call herself a woman or gay despite her
femininity and preference for sbe and ber as pronouns.
She simply identified as mahu and had no qualms
about the vessel she was given and nor any desire to

change it.

e

Kumu bewildered me initially because I had been
raised within the strict confines of male and female.
This was a far cry from football Sundays with Dad
in the projects. I was shaken by the disson-fmce o£:
bright floral dresses and long hair on the form of
a male-bodied person, someone who expressed her
femininity proudly and visibly. Adding to ("hat was
the regular presence of Kumu's “husban‘d, a tall,
masculine man who appeared Samoan in stature
and looks. He would pick up I?umu at the end} of
our practices, affectionately kissmg her and helplr;]ge
her load the truck wich the .h-ula msFrumean—b—lt g
ipu (@ drum gourd) and 'ili'ili (set of smoot gch
stones)—that she brought for us to dance with.
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that my fascination with Kumu wasn't

me; I was in awe. She resonated
qge twelve as I yearned to explore and
was. With time, I accepted Kumu's own
n of gender and learned to evolve past
d to confine her to the two boxes I had
to live within. Kumu Kaua'i, like ma-
0 came before, staked a given righteous
by uplifting, breeding, and spread-
ts of native Hawaiian culture, spe-
 hula. Kumu taught me, this mixed
‘how to mirror the movements of my
thanks for the island culture that

yone’s categories of expecta-
this gitl. I noticed her
xchange, during which
me that I thought I had
-uts and polo shirts.
er volleyball at recess,

round campus, car-
sashayed to band
ut Wendi is that

d Bxperiencing the World

Instead, I became all the more UnWavering .
my commitment to being Fhe £00od son thg y e;:
[ didn't put up a fight when it came to haircugs 5 th;;
beauty school that offered barber discounts, | €arngg
awards for my academic performance in class,
bumped into advanced courses, and even WOEked:Z
an editor for the yearbook and the quarterly newsp.
per. My teachers praised and encouraged me, ang ;,
the spring of 1996, I was inducted into the Nationg|
Junior Honor Society. I was the only boy from o
class to be inducted. I loved the distinction of only,

though the boy part 1 could’ve done without,

gl

As I look back, what impresses me about
family is their openness. They patiently let me lea
the way and kept any confusion or worry to them-
selves during a fragile period in my self-discovery, |
recognize this as one of the biggest gifts they gave
me. On some level, I knew they were afraid for me,
afraid that | would be teased and taunted. Instead
of trying to change me, they gave me love, letring
me know that I was accepted. I could stop pretend-
ing and drop the mask. My family fortified my self-
esteem, which I counted on as I embarked on openly
expressing my rapidly evolving self.

Reflecting on this pivotal time in my life, I think
of the hundreds of thousands of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay
bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning) youth
vyho are flung from intolerant homes, from fami-
lies who reject them when they reveal themselves
Of the estimated 1.6 million homeless and runaway
American youth, as many as 40 percent are LGBTQ
acco'rding to 2 2006 report by the Task Force and the
National Coalition for the Homeless. A similar study
by the Williams Institute cited family rejection &

the leading cause of the disproportionate number
chlllzzineless LGBT youth. These youn,.g people Me

out of their homes or are left with no Chmc'e

but to leave because they can't be chemselves. Thi®

‘mmet'hing both Wendi and I forcunately never B¢
With an air of acceprance ac home, it W8

€asy to approach my mother and declare my

Sitting at our kitchen table, I told Mom, With *

exte
ceen
W‘ 10
W
N{(‘N
chad
i
her
fro!



1

\,renS"""’ Planning o.r t}’lought, “I'm gay” I w )
o als old and didn’t know how vouful] as thl.r_
£ 8 conflating gender identity and sye;i‘lpffnn
hat | remember abo'ut that brief exchangea ity.
\om's warmth. She fmlled at me, letting me kWas
at 1€ was okay. I felt loved and heard and l':(())w
"mmmmr, 110f,0fh‘3fed- From her lack of reac;ionf
ot brOwS didn’t furrow, her brown irises didn’t gh; ‘
;‘rum side to side—TI felt as if T haq announced thl t
[ had 0N blue today, a simple fact thar We were bo:}:
are of. Mom later told me that she remember
feeling afraid for me because she sensed that ther:
s more I wanted to say but didn’t know how to
My love for you never diminished, but a part of me.
was scared that people would hurt you, and that is

what I had a hard time with,” she told me recently.
A part of me was scared, too. I couldn’t acknowl-
edge the gender stuff because I didn’t have a full un-
derstanding of it. Saying “I think I am a girl” would
have been absurd for many reasons, including my
fear that it would be a lot for my mother to handle.
[ didn't know that trans people existed; I had no
idea that it was possible for thirteen-year-old me to

(ee!

W h()

become my own woman. That was a fantasy.

{c it

It was in Wendi's room that I heard about
tormones. She mentioned them as if discussing
milk, something you had to drink in order to grow.
She told me the older girls she knew (“These fierce,
unclockable bitches!”) went to a doctor in Waikiki
vho prescribed hormones for gitls as young as
wieen, “I'm going to get my shots down Wh?n I
Wi sixeeen,” Wendi, who was fourteen at the time,
dld with excitement. "Trust."

I 'knew about hormones and pubert :
X from the handouts Coach Richardson gave us in
ealth ang physical education class. On Tuesdays énd
lf“"“\li‘.\'s, hé‘d lecture us about how we were raging
"t hormones, changing the shape and feel Of-.OL;t'
s 1 fele nothing, barely five-two and 'a hthe

1Ky in the face and thighs: puberty hadn't rea. l)’

“d me. But 1 noticed the suppleness ofithe £

ing over
the Anes ot QPPmed o be [OWC[I g

y

y and safe
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Mmany of us in height and shape. They began to sepa-

;‘)ate ﬁ'or-n the pack swimming way behind in the pu-
erty kiddie pool,

: Your grandparents are going to let you do that?”
asked Wendi, stunned.

“They don't know what #har is and can barely
speak English,” she said matter-of-factly. “My aunt’s
gonna take me.”

I trusted that, she would do exactly as she said
she would, and I admired her unstoppable deter-
mination. Wendi’s friendship gave me the audacity
to be noticed. One morning after one of our beauty
experiments, I walked into student council homeroom
with arched brows that framed my almond-shaped
eyes, which were sparkling with a brush of silver eye
shadow that Wendi said no one would really notice
because it was “natural-looking.” The girls in class,
the ones who wore the white SODA platform wedge
sneakers I so coveted, said, “I like your makeup.”
I remember tucking my short curls behind my ears,
beaming under the gaze my new look warranted.

One early evening after playing volleyball, Wendi
and I visited a group of her friends in a reserved
room at the recreation center. They were rehearsing
for a show they did at Fusions, a gay club on Kuhio
Avenue in Waikiki. Most of them were drag queens,
but a select few were trans women who performed as
showgirls. Society often blurs the lines becween drag
queens and trans women. This is highly problemaric,
because many people believe that, like drag queens,
crans women go home, take off their wigs and chest
plates, and walk around as men. Trans womanhood
is not a performance or costume. As Wendi likes to
joke, “A drag queen is part-time for showtime, and a
crans woman is all the time!”

The lines continue to be blurred due to the um-
brella term transgender, which bundles together diverse
anssexual, intersex, genderqueer, drag per-
dressers, and gender-nonconforming
variance. Unfortunately,

people (tr
formers, Cross
folks) living with gender Infor
the dara on the cransgender population is scarce.
The U.S. Census Bureau v 33‘]\'; ab(‘)ut
gender identity, how crans pmple‘selt-ldentlfy vanf,es,
and many (if asked) may not disclose that they. re
s. The National Center for Transgender Equality

doesn't

tran
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that nearly 1 percent of the U.S. popu-
' ender, while the Williams Institute
d that 0.3 percent of adults in the United
early seven hundred thousand) identify as
with the majority having taken steps
transition. This number does not take
the number of transgender children
who have expressed an incongruity
r assigned sex and gender identity or
~misconceptions, I understood the
rween a drag queen and a trans
I came of age in the mid-nineties,
s were in vogue. There was the 1995

- Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie
that movie because Wendi would
cson—Wesley Snipes’s drag
n Mother.” Drag queens
shows, Sally and Jerry
uPaul, “Supermodel

en a brown, blond,
yas a household name,
5 billboards at the mall

i

ncing the World

black eyeliner, which she had whipped al the =
to a sharp point where it nearly intersected with
penciled-in brows. The other girls gathered agg, 8

her when Wendi turned around to introdyce oy
They were the first trans women I had met O“tsid;
of Wendi.

I extended my hand to Lani, and she pulled e
to her fleshy chest and gave me a kiss on the chegl
which left a red lip print on my face. My heart Wa;
racing because they were staring at me. Tracy g
standing off to the side, uninterested, brushing her
hair. I could hear her raking through her mape
strands snapping with each stroke of her brush. s

“Mary, she’s _{-1_§t_1, yeah,” Lani said with a d'ﬂlele,
holding me at arm’s length by the biceps. The giss
around her nodded. Then, looking directly into my
eyes, she added, “You're going to be pretty, girl. Truse!”

I tried my best to smile, aware that she was giving
me a compliment—blessing me, even. To Lani, my
fishiness was something to boast about. To be called
fish by these women meant that I was embodying
the kind of femininity that could allow me access,
safety, opportunity, and maybe happiness. To be fish
n.leant I could pass as any other girl, specifically a
cis woman, mirroring the concept of “realness,
which was a major theme in Paris Is Burning, the
1990 doc'urnentary about New York City's ballroom
community, comprising gay men, drag queens, and
trans women of color. Ball legend Dorian Corey, who
serves as the sage of the film, offering some of the
most astute social commentary on the lived experi-
fnces of low-income LGBT people of color, describes
realness” for trans women (known in ball culture
is fem'me queens) as being “undetectable” to the
untrained” or “trained.” Simply, “realness’ is the

ability to be seen as heteronormative, to assimilate,
o a0t be”read as other or deviate from the norm:
blt?;;?i::z rfneans you are extraordinary in your em-

. of whar society deems normative.

£ :Vusti?ﬂhthwdcan walk out of that ballroom in;g

e havegau eu}xl onto the subway and get horpe a

B "tCelr clothes'and no blood running ‘;e

-4 mln, orey says in the film, “those aré
€55 queens,”




corey defines ‘realness”
. the context of the b
,om. Unlike Peppe
undergoing genita
“taking it a litcl

fo

alli:cxt;rnaln[s)u:mmer.1 o
~ outside of
r LaBeija, 4 drag legenq
: l feconstruction surgery
GRS) Was € too far” in the film,
ans WOMAN or femme queen embodieg “realne;s.,
qnd femininity beyond performance by EXiSting in
» daylight, wbere she’s juxtaposed with society’s

/ms, expectations, and ideals of cig Woma.nhoody
To embody “realness,” rather than performing a1'1d
ompeting ‘realness,” enables trans women to enter
gpaces with lower risk of being rebutted or ques-
Joned, policed or attacked. “Realness” is a pathway
o survival, and the heaviness of these truths were a
ot for a thirteen-year-old to carry, especially one still
rying to figure out who she was. T was also unable to
accept that I was perceived as beautiful because, to
me, ] was not. No matter how many people told me I
was fish, I didn’t see myself that way. My eyes stung,

betraying me, and immediately I felt embarrassed b

my visible vulnerability. :

1([5[
allrc
che p.;“l

who S‘Hd

no

[

With Wendi at my side, I felt I could be bold,
unzpologetic, free. To be so young and aiming to
discover and assert myself alongside a best friend
who mirrored me in her own identity instilled pos-
sibility in me. I could be me because I was not alone.
The friendship I had with Wendi, though, is not
the typical experience for most trans youth. Many
are often the only trans person in a school or com-
munity, and most likely, when seeking Support
they are the only trans person in LGBTQ spaces: To
Mike matcers worse, these support Spaces often only
“ddress sexual orientation rather than a youns Eef'
005 gender identity, despite the all—encom.Pass{ﬂg
““tonym, Though trans youth seek community with
‘S gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer teens, t?f-‘y may
“ave rg educate their cis peers about what it means
10 be trapg.

When support and education for trans youth
¢ absent, feelings of isolation hope%essne;:
“ worsen, Coupled with families who might
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i:gl?:x;;;{;d 1;1 equici)ped to support a child, young
i arlduist f?al with @enmy gnd bod.y
L n secret. The rise of social me.dla
g urces has lessened the deafening
isolation for trans people. If they have online access,
trans people can find support and resources on You-
Tube, Tumblr, Twitter, and various other platforms
vtfhere trans folks of all ages are broadcasting their
lives, journeys, and even social and medical transi-
tions. Still, the fact remains that local trans-inclusive
support and positive media reflections of trans people
are rare outside of major cities like Los Angeles, New
York, Portland, San Francisco, and Seattle.

Recently, the media (from the New Yorker and
the New York Times to ABC’s 20/20 and Nightline)
has focused its lens on trans youth. The typical
portrait involves young people grappling with social
transition at relatively young ages, as early as four,
declaring that theyre transgender and aiming to
be welcomed in their communities and schools as
their affirmed gender. As they reach puberty, these
youth—with the support and resources of their
welcoming families—undergo medical interven-
tion under the expertise of an endocrinologist who
may prescribe hormone-blocking medications that
suppress puberty before graduating to cross-sex
hormones and planning to undergo other gender
affirmation surgeries.

To be frank, these stories are best-case scenarios,
situations I hope become the norm for every young
trans person in our society. But race and class are
not usually discussed in these positive media por-
craits, which go as far as erasing the presence of
trans youth from low-income communities and/orﬂ
communities of color. Not all trans people come of
age in supportive middle- and upper-middle-class
homes, where parents have resources and access to
knowledgeable and affordable health care Fhat can
cover expensive hormone-blocking mcdxcgnons and
necessary surgeries. These best-case scenarios are not
che reality for most trans people, regardless of age.




