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What does
non-binary
representation in
film look like?
by Kit Heyam (they/them)

As one of the organisers of
Leeds Queer Film Festival, and
as a non-binary person with an
emotional and political need to
see our experience reflected on
screen, I think about this
question a lot. One of the core
aims of our festival is to ‘screen
films that elevate and prioritise
the voices and work of those
most marginalised within our
LGBTQ+ communities’ – a
description which clearly
includes non-binary people, given
that we still routinely find our existence denied by others even within
queer communities, and that we still can’t rely on basic provisions
such as toilets at all queer events. In practice, though, non-binary
representation at our festival still lags behind that of some other
marginalised groups.
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The reasons for this are obviously complex, and are not just about
film: any group that is systemically marginalised and needs to
spend a large amount of energy just navigating the world is
necessarily going to have fewer resources to produce, distribute and
promote creative work. (This, I think, could be one among many
reasons that we also struggle to find enough representation of other
groups such as African queer people, many of whom experience
systemic marginalisation on an entirely bigger scale.) But among
them is the fact that, when you start to interrogate the question
‘What does non-binary representation in film look like?’, it
immediately breaks apart. It’s impossible to answer this question
without also asking, ‘What do non-binary people look like?’ – to
which there is clearly no answer other than ‘Like human beings’.
Looking for non-binary visibility on screen doesn’t mean looking for
characters with a Eurocentric ‘androgynous’ appearance, or for
people who don’t exclusively use ‘he’ or ‘she’ pronouns.
It’s tempting to conclude that, in that case, perhaps all characters in
all films are non-binary unless they explicitly state otherwise – but
while that’s the kind of answer that feels comforting within
non-binary communities, it also sounds a bit too much like
something J.K. Rowling would say. Visibility that’s only available by
interpretation, to people within a specific marginalised group, isn’t
constructive visibility. It doesn’t change anything for us: it can’t help
us by showing men and women that there’s more than one way to
be non-binary, or even by reminding them that non-binary people
exist. If it doesn’t help to shape the world into a better place for us
to live, it’s not the kind of visibility we need.
So if non-binary representation in film
needs to be explicit, what does that
mean? In the year I’ve been involved with
Leeds Queer Film Festival, three films
have stood out to me as doing this well in
different ways. Thais Guisasola and
Simon(e) Jaikiriuma Paetau’s T
 he
Whisper of the Jaguar (2017) follows the
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sister of non-binary artist and activist Sebastian*e, whose gender is
important to their activism but refreshingly not their only
characteristic. Abel Rubinstein’s Fuck the Boxes (2018) features a
non-binary person coming out to their best friend – explicitly
articulating their identity, but avoiding the cliché of cis
incomprehension. And Ana Čigon’s wonderful animation Rebellious
Essence (2017) shows the difficulty of negotiating societal
structures as a non-binary person – while sidestepping the issue of
‘androgynous’ bodies with the most beautiful rainbow cat I’ve ever
seen.
Čigon’s gloriously queer
cat reminds us of a
fundamental issue with
film: its necessarily visual
nature. In a world that still
so often tries to
recategorise non-binary
people into ‘AMAB’ and ‘AFAB’ – effectively creating a new binary of
gender assigned at birth – how do we escape that binary visually?
Can we avoid cis (and even trans) audiences instinctively
re-binarising the bodies they see on screen, even if they have been
told that the character is non-binary? The best fictional non-binary
representation I’ve ever encountered engages with precisely this
problem – and transcends it by using the written word, rather than
visual representations of bodies.
Sara Taylor’s book The Lauras is the story of a queer mother’s road
trip of self-rediscovery, narrated by her teenage child Alex. Alex
doesn’t have a gender: they articulated this to their mother at a
young age, their mother respects it, and the reader is never told what
gender they were assigned at birth. In case cis readers entertain
‘curiosity’ about Alex’s body, or feel entitled to know about it, Taylor
brilliantly shines a light on how problematic that impulse is. In a
scene that’s difficult to read, Alex’s classmates undress them
without consent. By showing the reader that experience through
Alex’s eyes – and showing how traumatic it is for them – Taylor
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shames any readers who feel they ‘need to know’ what is in Alex’s
pants. No one wants to be in the position of re-traumatising a
character they have grown to love throughout the book.
This negotiation of an agender character is so successful because
the only visual representation of Alex exists in the reader’s mind.
Could film do the same without resorting to non-human characters?
How can we successfully disassociate gender from bodies on
screen? Is this something that’s always desirable, or do we instead
need to find a way to treat these two things critically? I think these
are some of the next questions that queer filmmakers need to
answer. As someone with the privilege of watching hundreds of new
independent queer films submitted for next year’s Leeds Queer Film
Festival, I hope I’ll get to find out.

follow Kit Heyam on Twitter @krheyam
follow Leeds Queer Film Festival @leedsqueerfilm on
Twitter/Instagram, and at www.facebook.com/LQFilmFest
Leeds Queer Film Festival images by Mara West (they/them)
@west_mara on Instagram or www.marawest.myportfolio.com

In a future issue of Non-Binary Action Xine, it would be
great to hear what good non-binary representation in
film looks like to you. What films made by, or featuring,
non-binary people are close to your heart? I’d love to see
them – and not just so we can consider them for next
year’s festival…
Send your film suggestions to
nonbinaryaction@gmail.com
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Love, Hate and
Relief
by Pooj (they/them)

I didn’t know I was non-binary until I watched Mulan.
At fifteen, I didn’t have the words to explain the yearning I felt when I
watched her cut off her hair and bind her chest; I could only watch
and weep at a question that I desperately wanted answered. “When
will my reflection show, who I am inside?”
I hated religion as a child.
I grew up oppressively Hindu; where problems meant praying them
away, where I hated false promises from false gods who seemed to
take my tears and my anxiety and give me nothing but mocking
silence. And then I learned that Lord Shiva, half man and half
woman, was genderless, has always been genderless. I didn’t start
praying, but I hated God a little less.
—8—

I really, really wish I was flat chested.
I do love dresses, and makeup, and being soft, and feminine. But
none of that will ever quite compare to the first time I wore my
binder, dropping my hands to my chest to feel nothing but a flat
plane; the rightness of it filled me with awe, like the sun finally
emerging from the darkest of clouds.
I hate coming out.
I hate having to vet people to see if they’ll respect me. I hate being
afraid of asking people to not call me a woman. I hate being
resigned to the fact that I’ll barely ever hear anything other than
“she” for the rest of my life. I hate that I sometimes slip and call
myself “she” in my own head, hate that the sickening taste of
pretending to be someone I’m not lingers at the back of my throat.
I love being called a boy.
I refer to myself as “they” whenever I can, slip it unnoticed into
conversations and wait with bated breath to see if my companions
notice. I call myself a good boy, smart boy, l azy boy, b
 ad boy, BOY,
and serve it up alongside a quick laugh and an easy brush off,
making it seem like a quirky turn of phrase. I throw in a wink
sometimes, lest they see the relief in my eyes.

follow Pooj on Instagram @oh_poo
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About a Beard
by Quinn Daley (they/them)

This is a story about a beard.
When I first decided to grow facial hair,
I had been trying to live as a man for 30
years. I never really "got it" - certainly
never found myself attractive. Having a
beard gave me a huge boost in
compliments from the kinds of people I
wanted to attract and for the first time I felt
something positive about my appearance.
It sounds weird to say, but growing a
beard helped me fight dysphoria!
Fast forward five years and I'm finally coming out to myself and my
friends and family as enby. I feel great about myself and my identity
for the first time ever. But suddenly it feels like having a beard is
holding me back. The first thing my dad says when I tell him I'm
non-binary is "but you have a beard!". I start to blame the beard for
the constant "Sir"/"Mr" treatment by people in shops and services.
I like having facial hair. I like that my body naturally grows it and I
like the way it looks. I see friends of mine with a similar gender - but
different birth assignment - get the same joy from having a beard
and I like that this is a shared experience for us.
But having a beard also feeds my inner terf.* Their current
obsession with the term "woke bearded bloke" plays right into my
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fears that I'm actually just a man who recognised queers are more
interesting people and I’ve forcefully inserted myself into their
community by pretending to be one of them. (Of course I know this
isn't true, but you know what it's like.)
As my appearance changes more and
more towards "femme"-coded things
(which I think I like not because any part of
me is female; more because patriarchy has
successfully made "women's" hair, makeup
and clothing infinitely more interesting than
"men's") I’m worried that having a beard will make me an easier
target for transphobia. Is a bearded person with waxed legs and a
skirt "asking for it"? I am sad to admit it, but I think my aesthetic
coming-out has been so slow because of the beard.
Would all these complications go away without the beard? Would it
be easier for me to just give in to the pressures of a binary society
and abandon something I actually like about my appearance?
Transition is partly about mitigating dysphoria through appearance
changes, but I never feel dysphoria about my beard when I’m alone,
only when other people decide I’m a man because of it.
It doesn't feel like “non-binary action” to give it up - to conform with
society’s expectations of my gender instead of embracing my
favourite gender expression. But since my hair grows so fast,
maybe I should just try it for a bit and see?
Quinn tweets as @pedantic_git
and they have a blog at www.quinn.mx
*Trans-exclusionary radical/reactionary feminist: a recent movement of
a small group of people who are arguing that trans people (especially
those assigned male at birth) are a danger to cis women and their rights.
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Nature’s Queer
by Robin Clewer (they/them)

I grew up hearing from many sources that I was unnatural. Some
sort of mistake, an abomination. Perhaps a product of my dissolved
family, my difficult relationship with my father. I was a dyke and a
tomboy, straining against the leash of my sex.
Whatever you want to call your monolith – nature, God, biological
essentialism – it begins as an escape, and becomes a cage.
In my teens, I spent hours at the keyboard, tapping away against
the opinions of disembodied and distant humans who believed that I
was unnatural. Easily they summoned the authorities of Nature,
Science, and Religion to reify and vindicate their theories.
Of course, proving something to others is a long-winded way of
proving something to yourself. I needed answers; surely this wasn’t
true? Surely Science would save us all?
I read about exposure to testosterone in the womb and its dubious
relationship to finger length; I rejoiced over a pair of ‘gay’ penguins; I
pondered whether there was a gay gene; I questioned my desires
and my needs, and resolved that this must be involuntary because
who would volunteer for this?
It’s a beautifully circular trick of internalisation: expose the myth of
cisheteronormativity as the natural imperative (either through hours
spent on Google by way of dial up internet, or through the writings of
— 12 —

sexologists, or through your own insistent queer existence) and, in
your next move, reassert that very same authority to vindicate you
for daring to inhabit and embody a queer life. Play by the rules.
But the thing is, nature – the actual touchable, smellable,
explorable, living thing – doesn’t play by rules, and it doesn’t provide
any. It is free space, away from the onslaught of queerphobia and
outside the reaches of compulsory cisheteronormativity.
At the same time I was anointing myself Queer Keyboard Warrior, I
was spending all my other free time running through the woods,
camping out, walking all night with my friends. As a teenager, the
natural world nourished me and felt like nothing short of sanctuary,
and I continue to experience this as an adult.

I can’t help but think this might be one of the reasons quite a few
non-binary folks have nature names, myself included. My name is
Robin, and robins are one of Britain’s favourite birds. Yet, most
people don’t know that they’re not sexually dimorphous (which
means they don’t exhibit different characteristics beyond differences
in their sex organs). So, looking at a robin, you have no idea
whether it’s male or female. They display similar behaviour, too.
They all hold territory, and make big noise about it. All in all, they’re
not binary birds.✤
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If I’m totally honest, I didn’t know these things about robins until I
became one. I actually named myself after a character in a book,
Robin Vote of Nightwood (1936), whose flesh is “the texture of plant
life”, who is “beast turning human”. Here, we can glimpse a tradition
of situating queerness in the natural, the primordial. Even before
1936, we can find queer authors situating queerness in a place and
time before heteronormativity, queering pre-history, feeling apart
from their time – a feeling that’s still pretty familiar today.
The natural world – canal towpath, woodland trail, city park –
continues to be a real and symbolic refuge for queer people. A world
apart. A world that grants us a plethora of sexes, of sexual and
gendered behaviours, all of which are above and beyond and before
and aside from any gendered or sexual moral code humans might
have fashioned.
These days, I don’t have much time or energy for nameless,
faceless people on the internet. I don’t feel inclined to argue my right
to exist: natural, optional, whatever origin story someone else might
want to find. I am in love with my queerness, and I see it in every
tree, every bird, every natural thing.

follow Robin on Instagram @robbotho

for more reading on gender and sexual diversity in other animal
species, this book is a good place to start: Joan Roughgarden (2004,
2009, 2013) Evolution’s Rainbow: Diversity, Gender, and Sexuality in
Nature and People, Berkeley: University of California Press
✤
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Non-Binary Action
campaigns for the rights and
respect of non-binary people
and other marginalised groups.

Xine is a quarterly publication
from Non-Binary Action to share
articles, interviews, reviews, poetry,
art, stories and other work by
non-binary people across the world.
Please share Xine online and
distribute copies wherever you live.
You can view and print Xine for free online at:
➔ www.nonbinaryaction.org
The website also has a g
 lossary of gender terms to help
explain some of the vocabulary used by non-binary and
trans people.
Please get in touch if you would like to contribute to
a future issue, or if you have any questions or
feedback:
➔ nonbinaryaction@gmail.com
➔ www.facebook.com/nonbinaryaction
Edited by Gem Ellis – Leeds, UK
Designed by Jacob
Printed by www.footprinters.co.uk

— 16 —

