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Last month I was in a public space. Meaning, I was in a space that left my body vulnerable to the

interpretations of those around me and their responses.

Two strangers met nearby, and one asked the other a question that necessitated acknowledging me. The

first did so, referring to me as “she” by saying “She’s waiting in line.” I noted this internally, bemused.

He then immediately stammered and – what he thought – corrected himself to gender me as “he.” I wanted

to tell him it’s okay, he didn’t do anything wrong, that both and neither are right. Instead, I waited for my pizza

to be ready, picked it up, and left.

TThhiiss  wwaassnn’’tt  tthhee  fifirrsstt  ttiimmee  aa  ssttrraannggeerr  iinn  aa  ppuubblliicc  ssppaaccee  ddiirreeccttllyy  oorr  iinnddiirreeccttllyy  eexxpprreesssseedd  ccoonnffuussiioonn

aabboouutt  mmyy  ggeennddeerr..  IItt  wwoonn’’tt  bbee  tthhee  llaasstt..

Last week I was walking to my bus stop when I passed a stranger who was talking to several people on the

street as they walked by. He said hi, so I responded in turn.

This led him to walk up to me, put his arm around me, and ask if I was gonna let him fuck me. I shrunk away,

said no, and he took his arm away and went back to talking to other people on the street.
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This isn’t the first time a man on the street has sexually harassed (https://everydayfeminism.com/2016/10/

things-to-avoid-street-harassment/) me in ways that mimic the street harassment so many women face daily. It

won’t be the last.

One difference, I’m sure, wasn’t only my comfort in telling him no (https://everydayfeminism.com/2013/02/

how-to-say-no-to-sex-without-feeling-bad/), but also him hearing my no and responding accordingly, though

this hasn’t always been the case when I tell men no.

Still, the interaction was interesting to me in the way this person clearly interpreted my body in a way that

was, if not woman, feminine-adjacent. He clearly read me as woman, or femme, or gay, or queer, or bottom –

some experiences I identify with, and some I don’t.

I wondered, would he have approached someone in the same way who was taller? Hairier? Less fat? Fat in a

different way? Darker? Would he have asked to be fucked rather than to fuck? Would he have needed to

interpret someone as not straight to do so? And what identifiers is he looking for to do so?

AAss  aa  ppeerrssoonn  wwhhoo  wwaass  aassssiiggnneedd  mmaallee  aatt  bbiirrtthh,,  mmyy  ffaattnneessss  pprroodduucceess  mmyy  ggeennddeerr  iinn  aa  vveerryy  ssppeecciifificc  wwaayy..

I have a big, soft belly and what might be called breasts on a different body. This is a feminized fatness that is

different from the hard, muscular guts found on athletes, and those in masculinized spaces like the bear

community.

I have very little body hair that follows the patterns of my father and other Indigenous men I see who look like

him. This is another marker of masculinity that my body fails, that, along with my fatness, locates me in a kind

of gender purgatory – both, neither, all, and none.

The way I experience my gender getting produced the most – the way it feels most present and prominent –

is through sexual currency.

In these moments and spaces, it becomes obvious most people who consider themselves men who are

attracted to men have ideas of manhood that aren’t just cis, but non-disabled and thin or muscular as well.

FFoorr  mmee,,  tthhiiss  bbeeggss  tthhee  qquueessttiioonn::  WWhhaatt  mmaakkeess  aa  mmaann??  PPaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  wwhheenn  tthhiinnkkiinngg  aabboouutt  tthhee  wwaayyss  tthhaatt

nnoorrmmaattiivvee  qquueeeerr  ssppaacceess  ccoonnssttrruucctt  ggeennddeerr,,  mmaannhhoooodd,,  aanndd  mmaassccuulliinniittyy..

And, especially, when those men who are attracted to me seem to be already especially attracted to a

specific type of fat body that aligns with mine. These bodies are called man or male.

But the physicality of our interactions, the language they use to refer to my body, the assumptions they

make about my sexual positions and habits and, especially, how they position themselves and their own

gender in relation to my body and my gender suggest that a multiplicity of genders are actually present in

these interactions.
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And this is particularly interesting because we might both use the shorthand of “man (https://

everydayfeminism.com/2017/01/eating-disorder-neither-man-woman/)” to refer to ourselves.

Sometimes these interactions vary depending on how I’m dressed – whether I’m wearing big hoops or more

subtle studs, make-up, or nail polish, or even a skirt, or a dress, but many times not.

Sometimes when I’m not wearing obviously coded feminine attire, my partners request it. The way this

becomes an access point to desire for me is not lost on me.

In addition, I think back to my experiences of street harassment by men who presumably consider

themselves straight – and how they approach me in a way that feels as if they experience me as adjacent to

womanhood.

And the collection of straight-identified men who specifically like to sleep with fat men, implicitly differentiate

this as a specific gender population – similar to the way men who identify as attracted to men imply the

specific population of cis (https://everydayfeminism.com/2017/03/grindr-upholds-thin-privilege/), thin/

muscular, not-disabled, often white, and so on.

And, then, what are those who fall outside of or fail these standards?

There are many activists today doing amazing work around breaking down gender and challenging the

binary. This is amazing and necessary work.

BBuutt  wwhhaatt  ggeettss  lleefftt  oouutt  ooff  tthhee  ccoonnvveerrssaattiioonn  aarree  aallll  tthhee  ssuubbttllee  iinnttrraaccaacciieess  ooff  aa  bbooddyy  bbeeyyoonndd  ggeenniittaallss

aanndd  tthhee  sseeccoonnddaarryy  sseexx  cchhaarraacctteerriissttiiccss  tthhaatt  ggeennddeerr  rreellyy  oonn,,  lliikkee  rraaccee,,  aabbiilliittyy,,  bbooddyy  ssiizzee,,  aanndd  eevveenn

sshhaappee..

Similar to the way my fatness interacts with my gender to position me outside of manhood, many fat women

activists have pointed out how the fat positive movement and especially fatshion movements (https://

fatheffalump.wordpress.com/2011/02/05/more-barrel-than-apple/) are dominated by pear-shaped smaller fat

women (https://everydayfeminism.com/2016/12/smaller-fat-crowding-conversation/).

This highlights how womanhood, as well, relies on specific body shapes and proportions to remain legible.

What about the women who are apple-shaped, or merely round without the normal, appropriate or

acceptable “curves?”

Disabled, queer activists have already talked about the way that normative gender performances (http://

prettyqueer.com/2012/12/07/on-ableism-within-queer-spaces-or-queering-the-normal/) rely on a non-disabled

body. That the gestures and posturing necessary to render a gender legible on a body rely on movements

not available to everyone.

II  tthhiinnkk  tthhiiss  aannaallyyssiiss  nneeeeddss  ttoo  eexxtteenndd  ttoo  ffaattnneessss,,  aass  wweellll..
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What of people whose fatness produces a body where otherwise presumably obvious secondary sex

characteristics become more ambiguous? Whose bodies challenge a presumably clear and defined binary of

dichotomous and easily definable bodies?

Further, Black queer gender non-conforming activists and scholars, most notably Saidiya Hartman, have

theorized how gender (http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/movies/moviesnow/la-et-mn-0430-no-fats-no-

femmes-feature-story.html) is always already racialized (https://storify.com/jamaltlewis/reimagining-gender-on-

afrofuturism-abolition-and-l).

Under colonialism, racialized and colonized people – and Black folks especially – are set against a white

gender standard that we’ll always fail. We’re always set against white masculinity and white femininity, which

are always cis, muscular or thin, and not disabled.

TThhee  mmoorree  II’’vvee  eexxppeerriieenncceedd  tthhiiss  tthhee  mmoorree  tthhaatt,,  iinn  ssoommee  wwaayyss,,  II  ffeeeell  lliikkee  mmyy  ffaattnneessss  aarrrreessttss  mmyy

ggeennddeerr..

Regardless of how I feel and how I view my gender, there are material limits to what gender my body is

allowed or – more appropriately – disallowed to access.

While I don’t have a desire to participate in it, I feel like my fatness has excommunicated me from masculinity

and perhaps gender as a whole. This complicates the journey for me, as someone whose gender feels – at

different times – coerced, contextual, erased, invisible, absent, aspirational, and failing.

The limits fatness places on my gender possibilities can be overwhelming. And I must acknowledge the other

fat trans and gender non-conforming people who have very different relationships to their fatness and their

gender – whose fatness may help, hinder, or place no bearing on their gender.

I don’t want my experience to minimize, undermine, or diminish theirs.

BBuutt  aass  ffoorr  mmee,,  II  hhaavvee  ccoommee  ttoo  aa  ppllaaccee  ooff  ggeennddeerr  aappaatthhyy..

Where gender becomes an experience much larger than me that I have little to no control over, and have

forsaken any attempts. I feel no pressure to “figure” my gender out.

I’ve rejected any responsibility to reach a destination or to decipher what gender means for me and what role

it occupies in my life and experiences. I’m not interested in presenting a road map or answers to a system

that refuses to acknowledge the complexity of what informs all of our genders.

The closest I can come to articulating my gender is fat, and even this feels like offering more than what is

deserved, like retrofitting a body to a system that never wanted it.

The feeling is mutual.
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