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Signs   of   Gender   in  
BSL  
 

by   Katharine   Terrell   (she/her)  
Illustrations   by   Susie   Rumsby   (she/her)  

 
 
Have   you   ever   had   to   play   the   “pronoun   game”?   You   know,   when  
you’re   dating   someone   but   you   don’t   want   to   out   them,   or   yourself,  
so   you   have   a   conversation   with   Wendy   from   accounting   without  
actually   using   their   pronoun   in   the   hope   that   Wendy   will   pick   it   up.  
 

Wendy   So   what   did   you   do   at   the   weekend?  

Me    (a   big   ol’   queer   lady)   I   made   dinner   for   my...   partner.  

Wendy   Oh   what   did   he   think?  

Me    (wearing   DMs   and   plaid)   I   think...   um...   we   both   enjoyed   it!  

Wendy   What’s   his   name   again?  

Me    (literally   waving   a  
rainbow   flag)  

omg   wendy   she’s   queer   I’m   queer  
we’re   queer   for   goodness   sake!  

 
Many   of   us   in   queer   communities   are   most   used   to   thinking   about  
pronouns   in   relation   to   how   people   want   to   be   referred   to   by   others:  
e.g.   as   “she”   or   “zie”   or   “they”   or   something   else.   Queers   who   speak  
other   languages,   though,   might   understand   pronouns   a   little  
differently:   for   example   in   German   there   are   three   genders   (male,  
female,   neutral).   Gender   in   German   is   not   just   for   people,   so   if   you  
refer   to   a   toaster   or   feminism   or   love,   you   have   to   know   what   gender  
it   has   and   use   an   appropriate   pronoun.   English,   however,   doesn’t  
really   have   linguistic   gender;   gendered   pronouns   (such   as   “he”)   are  
only   used   for   people,   not   things.  
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So   what   about   sign   languages?   British   Sign   Language   (BSL)   is   used  
by   77,000-120,000   d/Deaf 1    people   in   the   UK. 2    Many   people   do   not  
realise   that   BSL   is   not   just   a   signed   version   of   English;   it   is   actually   a  
separate   language   with   its   own   grammar   and   vocabulary.   This   is  
because,   whenever   and   wherever   d/Deaf   people   have   lived,   they  
have   developed   sign   languages,   and   before   the   advent   of  
technologies   such   as   hearing   aids   and   cochlear   implants   this   was  
even   more   relevant.   The   earliest   record   of   sign   language   in   the   UK  
was   from   1576   on   the   marriage   certificate   of   Thomas   Tillsye   and  
Ursula   Russel   of   Leicester,   both   described   as   “deafe   and   also  
dumbe”, 3    which   read:  
 

“Thomas,   for   the   expression   of   his   minde   instead   of   words,   of  
his   own   accorde   used   these   signs…   First   he   embraced   her  
with   his   armes,   and   took   her   by   the   hande,   putt   a   ring   upon   her  
finger   and   layde   his   hande   upon   her   harte,   and   held   his   hands  
towards   heaven;   and   to   show   his   continuance   to   dwell   with  
her   to   his   lyves   ende   he   did   it   by   closing   of   his   eyes   with   his  
hands   and   digging   out   of   the   earthe   with   his   foote”  

 
It’s   unclear   what   signs   Ursula   used   (presumably   because   a   woman’s  
words   were   not   seen   to   be   as   important   as   a   man’s),   and   we   don’t  
know   much   about   Thomas’s   signs.   However,   we   can   guess   that,   in   a  
time   before   formalised   deaf   education   or   video   technology,   they  
used   a   local   sign   language.   
 
This   is   also   why   different   countries,   and   different   communities  
within   the   same   countries,   have   different   sign   languages.   Some  
places,   such   as   Martha’s   Vineyard   in   the   USA,   had   such   a   high  
proportion   of   d/Deaf   residents   in   the   1700s   and   1800s   that  
everyone   in   the   community,   d/Deaf   or   hearing,   could   sign   fluently. 4  
(Sadly,   though,   by   the   1970s,   the   unique   Martha’s   Vineyard   dialect  
had   mostly   died   out.) 5    As   well   as   geographic   variations,   sign  
languages   also   have   community   variations,   such   as   Black   American  
Sign   Language   (BASL)   and   Gay   Sign   Variation   (GSV),   the   d/Deaf   gay  
community’s   historical   form   of   BSL. 6   
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So   BSL   is   its   own   language   with   its   own  
grammar   and   lexicon;   what   does   this   mean   for  
binary   gendered   language?   Well,   the   basic   way  
of   showing   a   pronoun   is   to   point   to   the   noun  
(person,   place   or   thing).   Regardless   of   that  
person’s   gender   identity   or   presentation,   it’s  
the   same.   If   the   person   you   are   talking   about  
is   actually   there   in   the   conversation,   this   is  
easy:   for   “I,   me”   you   point   to   yourself   with   your  
finger   touching   your   chest.   For   “you”,   point   to  
the   other   person.   If   you’re   talking   about  
someone   in   the   room,   point   to   them   (just   be  
careful   you’re   not   saying   anything   horrible  
while   anyone   is   in   eyeshot...).   

 
But   what   if   the   person   you   are   referring   to  
is   not   there?   In   English   you   can   use   their  
pronoun,   but   when   you   are   signing,   how  
can   you   point   to   someone   who   isn’t   there?  
You   create   an   imaginary   person   in   your  
“signing   space”,   i.e.   the   area   in   front   of  
your   torso   where   you   sign.   For   example,  
maybe   you’re   still   talking   to   Wendy   from  
accounting   about   your   partner.   If   you   were  
both   using   BSL,   it   would   be   kinda  
different.   Once   you   have   already   signed  
the   word   “partner”,   everyone   in   the  
conversation   can   continue   to   use   the  
gender-neutral   pronoun   by   simply   pointing  
to   the   space   where   your   imaginary   partner  

is.   Mainstream   textbooks   tell   you   that   this   is   the   way   to   sign   “he”   or  
“she”   but   linguistically-speaking   it   is   the   singular   third   person  
personal   pronoun.   Many   signs   in   BSL   use   a   lip   pattern   as   well   as  
hand   signs,   but   “he”   and   “she”   do   not   have   lip   patterns   and   therefore  
do   not   indicate   the   gender   of   the   person   they   refer   to.   In   other  
words,   this   pronoun   is   used   in   the   same   way   as   “they”   to   refer   to   one  
person   gender-neutrally.  
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Once   you   have   already   signed   the   word   “partner”,   everyone   in   the  
conversation   can   continue   to   use   the   gender   neutral   pronoun   by  
simply   pointing   to   the   space   where   your   imaginary   partner   is.   In   the  
illustration   this   is   shown   as   “they”   (singular)   but   this   could   equally  
be   ze,   she,   eh,   he,   etc.   (Note   that   “they”   plural   is   signed   differently).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
So   is   this   the   panacea   for   all   gendered   language   ills?   Unfortunately  
not.   Firstly,   it   doesn’t   change   the   fact   that   people   still   have  
assumptions.   Deaf   people   are   just   as   likely   as   hearing   people   to  
assume   that   someone   is   a   particular   gender.   I’ve   had   conversations  
with   d/Deaf   people   where   I   haven’t   noticed   for   quite   a   while   that  
they   were   assuming   the   wrong   gender   for   someone   because   no  
gendered   language   came   up.   This   is   also   reflected   in   some   BSL  
vocabulary:   the   sign   for   “gender”   is   made   of   the   word   “man”   and  
“woman”   put   together.  
 
However,   there   are   (and   have   always   been)   d/Deaf   queers   who  
come   up   with   their   own   language   to   describe   their   own   gender   in  
ways   that   the   “established   lexicon”   (the   words   in   dictionaries)  
doesn’t   yet   record.   While   these   are   still   developing,   there   are   a   few  
variants   for   “queer”   with   many   more   developing   all   the   time:  
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The   sign   above   is   similar   to   the   American   Sign   Language   (ASL)   sign  
for   “queer”   and   looks   like   a   rainbow.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
This   sign   is   based   on   the   letter   “Q”   moving   in   a   rainbow   shape.  
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Unfortunately,   despite   my   involvement   in   both   the   queer   and   d/Deaf  
communities,   I   have   not   seen   many   signs   for   “non-binary”.   One  
online   source   gives   a   sign   that   roughly   means   “gender   not   at   either  
end   of   the   spectrum”   (http://tiny.cc/ch0vdz)   but   be   aware   that   this   is  
one   person’s   sign,   and   not   in   general   use;   sometimes   people   just  
sign   “NB”.   Not   having   an   established   sign   can   lead   to   problems.   As  
one   person   said,   “As   a   non-binary   person,   how   do   I   talk   about   myself  
in   BSL   when   there   isn’t   the   language?” 7    However,   just   as   in   spoken  
language,   BSL   is   rich   and   flexible   and   people   can   develop   new  
vocabulary   to   describe   non-binary   gender.   If   the   history   of   d/Deaf  
queers   is   anything   to   go   by,   their   resilience   and   creativity   will   show  
itself   in   years   to   come   in   new   expressions   of   gender   through   BSL.  
 
For   information   on   a   BSL   taster   session   aimed   at   LGBTQ   people   (or  
anything   else!)   contact   Katharine   at   keterrell@gmail.com.  
 

You   can   find   more   of   Susie’s   work   at   https://susierumsby.com/   or  
Instagram   @susefest  
 

To   find   a   BSL   class   in   West   Yorkshire,   or   to   learn   online,   visit  
http://tiny.cc/BSLWestYorks   
 
Notes  
1      “d/Deaf”   refers   to   people   who   identify   as   a   cultural   and   linguistic   minority,  
    Deaf,   as   well   as   those   with   a   hearing   impairment,   deaf.  
2      www.ethnologue.com/18/language/bfi/  
3     www.ucl.ac.uk/bslhistory/beginnings/marriage-certificate   
4      Groce,   N.   E.   (1985)    Everyone   Here   Spoke   Sign   Language:   Hereditary  
    Deafness   on   Martha's   Vineyard ,   Harvard   University   Press  
5     www.atlasobscura.com/articles/the-hidden-history-of-marthas-vineyard-  
    sign-language  
6     www.queerinbrighton.co.uk/a-history-of-the-deaf-community-in-brighton-  
    and-gay-sign-variation/   
7      www.lgbthealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Deaf-and-LGBTQ-  
    Event-Report.pdf     
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Poetry      

by   Charlie   Harper   (they/them)  
 

 

Fluid  
 
People   ask   me:  
‘What’s   gender   fluidity?’  
I   pause   and   say,   ‘Mostly?  
It’s   an   inability   to   pee  
without   someone   checking   my   identity,  
often   rather   angrily,  
and   challenges   to   see   I.D.  
bodily   touching,   aggressively,  
or   kindly   strangers   reminding   me   -  
‘This   is   the   boys’,   Love,   didn’t   you   see?’  
Normally,  
it   isn’t   safe   to   explain   androgyny  
or   start   a   debate   on   the   gender   binary  
rant   about   misogyny  
explain:   trans   is   a   spectrum,   mentally,  
and   I’m   not   confused,   physically.  
You   see,  
I   flip   my   gender   coin   arbitrarily;  
and   your   confusion’s   not   my   problem,   quite   frankly  
and   if   my   presence   here   is   not   your   cup   of   tea  
I’ll   leave   quite   gladly   -  
after   I   fucking   pee.  
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Static  
 
It’s   just   too   hard   to   remember,   she   said.  
I’ve   known   you   for   so   long   as   ‘she’  
And   I   live   here,   in   this   little   village.  
Nobody   else   around   here   is   like   that.  
You   might   have   people   you   just   met   calling   you   ‘they’   or   ‘he’  
but   you   can’t   expect   me   to   remember   –   I’ve   always   known   you.  
It’s   too   much   to   ask.   I   accept   you,   but   I   can’t   do   it.  
It’s   too   different,   too   weird;   the   kids   would   be   confused.  
 
There’s   a   white   hot   static   in   my   ears   as   my   pulse   pounds.  
I   try   to   explain   to   my   best   friend   how   her   words   make   me   feel,  
but   I’m   a   bit   muddled   with   the   gin,   and  
I   can’t   express   that   uncomfortable   feeling;  
the   wrongness   of   ‘she’  
like   sand   whipped   into   your   eyes   on   the   beach  
or   when   you’ve   got   a   popcorn   kernel   in   your   teeth  
or   when   your   socks   are   damp.  
That   pervasive   sickness   on   the   long   ferry   journey.  
Instead   I   say,   Mrs   Jones,   is   it?  
I   can’t   really   remember   your   new   surname  
or   that   you’re   now   a   ‘mother’-  
it’s   just   not   how   I   always   knew   you.  
You’re   always   a   Miss,   not   a   Mrs,   to   me.  
You’re   always   a   Sam,   not   a   Mum-  
and   I   can’t   be   expected   to   use   these   new   terms   to   address   you,  
because   I’m   from   the   big   city;   people   don’t   really   get   married   there  
any   more.  
Nobody   I   live   near   is   really   a   parent.   It’s   too   different   to   what   I’m  
used   to.  
It’s   too   hard   to   remember,   but   I   respect   your   choices.  
So,   for   ease,   I’ll   call   you   Samantha   Smith,  
as   you   were   born,   as   I   met   and   first   knew   you.  
Because   I   know   that’s   who   you   really   are.  
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The   Feminine  
Inside:   Gender  
Performativity   and  
Transition  

   
by   Christian   J.   Harrison   (he/him)  

 
 

I   wake   up   and   place   my   hand   on   my   furry,   flat   chest   sculpted   4  
years   prior   that   I   am   finally   growing   into.   Getting   up,   I   move  
past   the   mirror   and   stare   at   my   reflection   of   a   shaved   balding  
head   and   scruffy   beard,   an   image   that   my   mind   doesn’t  
disassociate   from   anymore.   A   smile   in   the   reflection   a   familiar  
face   and   a   body   that   I   can   feel.   I   slip   on   my   favourite   purple  
banana   boxer   briefs,   pink   t-shirt   and   black   jeans   and   head   out  
into   the   world.  

 
Although   gender   can   be   a   core   part   of   an   individual's   identities,   it   is  
also   socially   constructed,   fashioned   through   social   expectation   and  
understanding   (Lorber,   1994).   This   makes   gender   performative,  
created   through   a   series   of   actions,   behaviours   and   rituals   to   have  
others   perceive   us   correctly   (Butler,   1999).   I   use   this   understanding  
of   gender   as   performative   to   help   me   reflect   on   my   experiences.   
 
My   performance   of   my   gender   has   transformed   as   I   have  
transitioned.   Before   I   started   my   social   and   medical   transition,   my  
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femininity   was   externally   perceived   through  
my   body,   clothes,   make   up,   hair,   etc.   Thus  
meaning   that   my   masculinity   was  
internalised   and   shown   through   my   behaviour  
and   my   “boyish”   interests   of   playing   with  
Lego   instead   of   Barbies.   At   the   beginning   of  
my   transition,   to   aid   in   being   seen   as  
masculine   by   others,   I   would   perform   specific  
behaviours,   such   as   puffing   out   my   chest   to  
make   myself   seem   bigger   as   I   walked   into   a  
(particularly   straight)   bar,   or   walking   with   a  
wider   gait.   I   would   take   on   hypermasculine  
traits   to   be   externally   validated   by   others,   yet  
it   always   felt   overt,   exaggerated,   and  
inauthentic.   Such   behaviour   did   not   come  
naturally   to   me;   it   was   forced   and   calculated.   
 
Over   time,   as   testosterone   caused   my   body   to   evolve   and   as   I  
started   being   perceived   as   male   more,   I   noticed   a   shift   in   myself:   my  
masculinity   that   had   always   been   internal   was   now   external,   a   layer  
that   exudes   over   everything,   and   my   femininity   was   becoming  
internal,   closer   to   my   core.   Now   I   can   wear   my   masculinity   proudly  
and   feel   like   me   in   my   skin,   and   authentically   portray   my   femininity  
through   my   emotional   expression,   my   potential   campiness,   and  
gesticulations   during   conversation.   When   I   came   out   as   a   queer  
woman,   I   was   seen   as   more   “butch”   whereas   now   my   femininity  
often   codes   me   as   gay.   This   I   don’t   mind,   as   I   like   being   a   feminine  

guy,   even   if   it   is   not   entirely  
accurate   regarding   my  
queer   sexuality.   But   the  
conflation   of   gender   and  
sexuality   is   a   discussion  
for   another   time.   

—   13   —  



 

Nowadays,   I   have   the   privilege   of   passing   as   a   cis   man,   something  
that   is   a   complicated   blessing   and   a   curse.   I   want   to   acknowledge  
that   it   is   an   extreme   privilege   and   safety   that   allows   me   (particularly  
as   a   white   person)   to   move   freely   in   this   world   and   be   taken  
seriously   at   times   when   others   are   not.   However,   I   can   feel   that   I   am  
hiding   part   of   who   I   am   or   that   only   half   of   me   is   being   seen.   It   is  
always   important   for   me   to   tell   the   people   I   care   about,   that   I   am  
trans,   as   I   find   that   this   mix   of   feminine   and   masculine   makes   me  
who   I   am.   My   history   of   being   socialised   as   a   woman   impacts   on  
who   I   am   today,   how   I   act   and   talk   to   others;   it   is   a   powerful   part   of  
my   understanding   of   how   the   world   works.   

 
As   I   find   my   new   balance   of  
femininity   and   masculinity   within  
me,   things   will   continue   to   flux.  
While   most   of   my   clothes   are  
stereotypically   masculine,   I   notice  
myself   picking   out   brighter   colours,  
pinks   and   purples   (my   favourite)  
and   more   floral   patterns,   or  
contemplating   “queering”   my   body  
through   additional   piercings.   I  
hope,   over   time,   I   am   able   to  
challenge   the   conventional  
masculinity   that   often   binds   me  

and   let   my   femininity   shine.   I   urge   everyone   to   keep   in   mind   that   the  
outward   signs   of   a   person’s   gender   performance   do   not   always   tell  
you   how   they   relate   to   gender   internally.   Someone   who   feels   more  
comfortable   expressing   themself   as   more   'masculine'   than  
'feminine',   might   still   strongly   identify   with   femininity   or   have   a  
positive   connection   to   womanhood.   I   am   proud   to   have   that  
feminine   part   of   me;   it   was   always   there   and   I   don’t   want   it   to   leave  
or   become   overshadowed   by   my   masculinity.   The   restrictive   gender  
binary   makes   it   hard   to   see   this   complexity,   but   we   must   try.  
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Book   review:     Paul  
Takes   the   Form   of  
a   Mortal   Girl    by  
Andrea   Lawlor  

  
by   Kit   Heyam   (they/them)  

 
 
I   was   half   way   through    Paul   Takes   the   Form   of   a   Mortal   Girl    before   I  
realised   what   was   missing.   The   experience   of   reading   books   with  
trans   characters   –   particularly   books   set   in   the   past   –   is,   for   a   trans  
reader,   usually   accompanied   by   a   certain   frisson   of   anxiety:   will   the  
author   fall   into   lazy   tropes?   Will   the   characters   be   described   using  
uncomfortable   or   essentialist   language   in   the   name   of   historical  
accuracy?   Will   the   characters   be   misgendered   by   other   characters  
or,   worse,   by   the   author?   When   the   titular   Paul   –   a   non-binary  
shapeshifter   who   uses   he/him   pronouns   –   encountered   other   trans  
people,   I   instinctively   stopped   breathing;   when   their   identities   were  
validated   without   question   by   everyone   around   them,   I   felt   at   once  
relieved   and   slightly   foolish.   With   this   book,   there   was   no   need   to  
cross   my   fingers   against   potential   transphobia.   This   is   a   book   by   a  
non-binary   author   about   a   non-binary   character,   and   that   fact   alone  
–   even   leaving   aside   the   witty   prose,   the   vividly   evocative  
descriptions   of   early   90s   USA,   and   the   super   hot   sex   scenes   –  
means   it   is   an   absolute   joy.  
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Paul   has   the   ability   to  
change   his   body.   He  
doesn’t   always   use   this  
for   gender   expression:  
sometimes,   he   just   wants  
to   look   a   bit   more   muscly  
in   order   to   pick   up   a  
specific   type   of   man,   or  
to   fit   into   a   particular   item  
of   clothing   he’s   found   at  
the   local   thrift   store.   But  
the   biggest   benefit   of   his  
shapeshifting   abilities   is  
that   he   can,   if   he   wants,  
present   as   a   girl.   

 
When   I   first   picked   up   this   book   at   The   Bookish   Type   pop-up   stall  
(shout   out   to   Ray   for   the   recommendation!)   and   read   the  
description,   I   worried   about   how   it   would   avoid   biological  
essentialism.   If   Paul   is   a   girl   when   he   has   a   vulva   and   a   boy   when  
he   has   a   penis,   surely   that’s   transphobic   logic?   But   in   fact,   Paul’s  
shapeshifting   simply   serves   to   show   up   the   biological   essentialism  
of   everyone   around   him.   
 
Regardless   of   what   his   body   looks   like,   Paul’s   gender   doesn’t  
change;   nor   do   the   pronouns   he   uses   to   describe   himself.   But   those  
he   meets,   and   particularly   those   who   want   to   have   sex   with   him,   are  
desperate   to   believe   that   whatever   body   they   are   seeing   at   the  
moment   represents   Paul’s   “real”   gender.   Diane,   a   girlfriend   who   (in  
a   deliciously   anti-TERF   move   on   the   part   of   the   author)   Paul   meets  
at   Michigan   Womyn’s   Festival,   tells   him   he   “smells   like   a   girl”,  
implying   that   something   about   Paul’s   biology   is   quintessentially  
female.   Later,   she   asks   him   if   he’s   “always   known”   he   was   a   girl:   not  
only   a   trans   trope,   but   a   misapplied   one,   since   Paul   is   not   a   trans  
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woman.   Both   these   questions   –   and   the   later   behaviour   of   a   male  
partner,   who   is   equally   keen   to   slot   Paul   into   his   own   narrative   of  
gay   male   domesticity   –   betray   these   cis   partners’   unwillingness   to  
see   Paul   for   the   non-binary   person   he   truly   is.   For   them,   Paul’s  
shapeshifting   is   a   truth   they   would   rather   not   acknowledge,   rather  
than   a   fundamental   part   of   Paul’s   identity.  
 
Non-binary   identity,   and   the   struggle   to   live   in   a   world   that   doesn’t  
make   space   for   it,   is   an   essential   theme   of   the   book.   But   to   say   it’s   a  
deep   novel   about   identity   is   really   to   misrepresent   it,   because   it   is  
also   a   fun,   witty,   audacious   book   about   a   person   who   goes   to   a   lot  
of   bars   and   has   a   lot   of   sex.   Paul   isn’t   a   perfect   non-binary   character  
in   a   world   that   just   doesn’t   understand   him:   he’s   infuriatingly   shallow  
and   childishly   irresponsible,   and   at   times   I   just   wanted   to   shake   him  
and   make   him   pay   his   bills   and   write   his   college   essays.   This   is   part  
of   the   fun   of   the   book   –   not   for   nothing   did   the   publishers   emblazon  
the   cover   with   four   single-word   extracts   from   reviews   which   just   read  
“Tight”,   “Deep”,   “Hot”,   “Smut”   –   and   it’s   refreshing   to   have   a   trans  
character   whose   purpose   in   the   world   is   not   to   endlessly   struggle.  
Lawlor   is   careful,   though,   not   to   let   Paul   become   unsympathetic,  
and   not   to   shy   away   from   the   fact   that   queer   life   and   sex   in   the   US  
in   this   period   comes   with   its   inevitable   share   of   trauma.  
 
And   so   this   is   a   queer   coming-of-age   novel,   not   of   coming   out   –  
Paul   is   openly,   indelibly   queer   from   page   1   –   but   of   overcoming  
trauma,   finding   people   like   yourself,   and   learning   to   claim   space   for  
yourself   as   a   whole   non-binary   person   rather   than   the   gender   other  
people   want   you   to   be.   But   it’s   also   a   story   about   queer   people   of   all  
genders   having   some   really   great   sex,   which   is   rare   enough   in   itself.  
Most   of   all,   it’s   an   amazing   example   of   what   happens   when  
non-binary   people   are   allowed   to   tell   our   own   stories.   Like   Paul,   I’m  
not   satisfied   by   just   one:   more,   please.  
 
f ollow   Kit   Heyam   on   Twitter   @krheyam   
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