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Deducing and 
Creating 
Non-Binary History 
 

by Leo Adams (ze/hir) 
 

 
In 2019, Non-Binary Leeds put out a call for people who wanted to 
help co-ordinate a new project: a zine or zines looking at 
non-binary history and representing the Leeds non-binary 
community. I responded because zines are my jam, and having 
finished the project, this is a look at the process of assembling 
the zines and the challenges and joys they presented. 
 
We decided to split the project into two zines: one looking at 
history (Trancestors), one looking at the present (We’re Here). The 
history zine was to contain examples of non-binary historical 
figures and historical evidence of the existence and acceptance 
of non-binary people, while the zine about the present was to 
contain everything – talking about coming out, gender euphoria 
and dysphoria, the things which make us proud to be non-binary. 
Sixteen people ended up contributing, with more pages added on 
launch day. 
 
Both zines had their own unique challenges, but the history zine 
was more difficult to put together. This is where we began to 
‘deduce’. Collating the history of a social group that has existed in 
so many divergent forms for thousands of years, which has – 
most of the time – never been legally recognised or recorded, is a 
task. 
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There’s no census data or 
institutional history of 
nonbinary people. Dating 
back thousands of years, 
there is significant evidence 
of many non-white, 
non-western cultures having 
structures of gender that 
were not binary in nature – 
for instance, in ancient 
Jewish texts there are 
examples of six recorded 
genders (learn more at www.transtorah.org). But in the past few 
hundred years, due to colonialism and the imposition of the 
modern gender binary, non-binary people have been consigned to 
invisibility. Gender divergence was not celebrated or recorded. 
Existing outside of the gender binary made you a threat, a 
mistake, or an embarrassment.  
 
The history zine does contain one rare example, though: 
Thomas(ine) Hall, who was put on trial initially for ‘fornication’, but 
the process soon turned to an examination of their gender. The 
court records switch their pronouns frequently, as they are 
recorded as saying they were ‘neither man nor woman’. An 
examination was performed to determine their assigned gender, 
but the paper with the ‘result’ was mysteriously burned. Their 
sentence? To wear a mixture of men’s and women’s clothes for 
the rest of their life. Modern non-binary and gender 
nonconforming people might think this is a pretty good outcome. 
However, back then, this would have been dangerous and 
potentially humiliating, as gender was much more clearly coded 
through dress. So in reality, Hall’s existence was being 
weaponised by a cisgender institution. (Learn more about 
Thomas(ine) Hall in American Sexual Histories by Reis, 2012.) 
 
It’s telling that some of the only examples of non-binary existence 
before the 20th century are trials and medical procedures. To 
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challenge the binary in such a way immediately marked someone 
as a target or an outlier. This is where the vacuum of knowledge is 
created; there’s no institutional recognition of gender variant 
people, and gender variant people recording their existence 
immediately made them a target of that institution. And the 
absence of history compounds: each generation, without proof 
there has ever been anyone else like them, has little choice but to 
believe the lie that they are this outlying mistake. The bitter cycle 
repeats until there are enough of us together who feel empowered 
to challenge it. 
 
This brings us to one of the largest recordings of data of the ‘third 
sex’: Magnus Hirschfeld’s research at the Institute for Sex 
Research in Germany. For the first time, our history is right there in 
front of us. Years of research went into Hirschfeld’s work, in 
which he tried to ‘humanise’ gender variance. His goal was to 
ensure that gender variant people, and other LGBT people, had the 
support they needed while at the same time working on 
normalising their experiences. It’s really the first example in recent 
history of an institution working to legitimise gender variance. 
 
The majority of the work done by the Institute for Sex Research 
was burnt by the Nazis – the only book-burning that led to the 
wholesale destruction of knowledge, some of which still hasn’t 
been replicated. It was back to the same mindset; gender variant 
people were threats, mistakes, embarrassments, and work done 
to validate their lived experience was seen to come at the cost of 
the lives of ‘normal people’. (Learn more: The Hirschfeld Archives… 
by Bauer, 2017) 
 
We are all aware that non-binary communities are deprived of 
history, which is painful. But the knowledge that it was right there 
and taken from us in the blink of an eye is a much sharper hurt, for 
me at least. The book burning, a horrific display of how ugly the 
fear and hatred of gender variant people can become, is a 
reminder that we can never take our history for granted. 
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Because of that loss, there’s so much of our history that we have 
to piece together. It doesn’t help that ‘non-binary’ isn’t a 
consistent identity. The phrase is an exact description of what it 
is: a reaction to and rejection of the gender binary, which hasn’t 
been around forever. Before the binary spread across the globe, 
there were plenty of cultures who catalogued several genders as 
opposed to two; those people weren’t non-binary, because there 
wasn’t a binary in the first place. It’s a positive place to start, 
because it does show that there was a time where gender variant 
people could live and be validated – celebrated, even. Between 
then and now is where history gets messy – where we have to 
read second-hand accounts about gender variant people, diaries, 
art, and try to deduce if this is a part of history we’re ‘allowed’ to 
reclaim. 
 
The concept of even 
having a history is weird. 
It implies a certain kind 
of closure that we just 
don’t have. Our struggle 
isn’t over, and that’s why 
it was just as important 
to make the second zine. 
We’re Here documented 
everything about 
non-binary life in Leeds 
in 2019. There are pages 
on things that made us 
euphoric and joyful; on 
things that made us 
want to hide away; on 
celebrating the 
messiness of gender; on 
places and parties that 
made us feel safe and 
real.    

We’re Here contribution by Nicole Murmann (they/she) 
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We’re all living history. The creation of the zines gave us the 
opportunity to be for future generations what we’ve never had – 
history by us and for us. Sadly, a unifying aspect of almost all 
gender variant history is that it’s written from an outside 
perspective. Whether it’s research, trials, or articles, most of the 
time it is a detached third party examining our existence. Even 
today, when non-binary people are presented in media we have to 
be ready for that examination, to be beautiful and perfect. 
 
Don’t get me wrong, the Trancestors and We’re Here zines are 
beautiful and, to me, they are perfect – but that rises from their 
imperfection. They are rough around the edges, not perfectly 
scanned and a little messy. But they are ours. And they are theirs 
– the generations yet to come.  
 
Here’s an excerpt of my speech from the launch day of the zines: 
“We’re here, even though they don’t want us to be. 
We were always here. 
We’re here, and they can try and deny it or erase us but that will 
never change our beautiful, messy presence on the earth. 
And to other non-binary people who are afraid of coming out, or 
have been conditioned to believe they don’t deserve to take up 
space, we’re here and you can be too.” 
 
- TransTorah website: http://www.transtorah.org/  
- Elizabeth Reis (ed.) (2012), American Sexual Histories, 

Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell  
- Heike Bauer (2017), The Hirschfeld Archives: Violence, Death, 

and Modern Queer Culture, Philadelphia: Temple University 
Read online: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1wf4dmd 

 
View the We’re Here zine online: https://shorturl.at/cxyAL 
View the Trancestors zine online: https://shorturl.at/josAQ 
 
follow Leo on Twitter @gender_goblin 
follow Non-Binary Leeds on Twitter and Facebook 
@nonbinaryleeds   
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Poetry     

by Jacob (they/them) 
 

 

 
 
 
It sometimes annoys me that my poems don’t make ‘sense’, but 
that is also the point. Sometimes we are not made of parts that 
contribute to an easily definable identity or meaning. I have not had 
many spaces for most of my life where being non-binary would 
have made any sense, but a poem has always been a place where 
my non-binary blurriness is at home.   
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Interview    
Sayang: being a 
non-binary, brown 
DJ and party 
organiser 

 
Sayang (they/them) 

Interviewed by Gem Ellis (they/them) – Editor  
 

 
It’s the evening of 14th January 2020 and we’re sat with cups of 
tea at the Our Space hub at Union 105 in Leeds.  
 
So first off, can you tell me about the name Sayang? 
 
“Sayang” is a way of referring to someone you love in Malaysian – 
for example, it’s what I call my niece and nephew. It gives me a lot 
of joy and satisfaction when people book me and refer to me as 
Sayang. I'm like, "aww that's really cute!" but they have no 
understanding of that!  
 
How did you get into DJing? 
 
I’ve actually not been DJing that long, just since late 2017. I've 
been buying records since I was about 13, and I've always been 
immersed in music – producing and creating it in bands when I 
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was younger – but DJing was 
just something I never even 
considered or thought was 
accessible to myself. The only 
reason I started DJing was 
because I joined a really cool DJ 
collective called Equaliser and 
went to one of their workshops 
led by Lucy Locket. They’re 
based in Leeds and they focus 
on creating access to DJing for 
people who aren’t cis men.  
 
And the first ever gig I did – 
again, it wasn’t something I ever 
expected to do. Equaliser had a 
party in a proper working man's   
pub, in the back room, and they 

                                           Sayang           needed someone on the line-up. 
                                                             I said, “yeah sure, I’ll do it” and 
had a great time! It was really nice to be able to channel myself in 
that way. Like I said, I've always made music but there's a 
different kind of separation in the way that you put yourself 
across. Producing is very personal and I find it quite emotionally 
draining. It's a really great way of getting things out of your 
system and processing things. But when I DJ, I’m channeling my 
in-the-moment emotions through music that I love. I'd never 
experienced that before and it was a really beautiful thing to get 
such joy from playing records I bought as a teenager. 
 
Do you ever DJ with tracks you've produced? 
 
Yeah, I've started testing them out because, on a technical level, 
it’s really good to gauge how they're working on systems and 
speakers, to be able to improve. And also, on an emotional level, 
you put your heart and soul into something and it's great to see 
how people respond to it. One of the tracks I made, which I think 
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is really aggressive, I played in Amsterdam recently, and it turned 
into a super queer moment of everyone pumping and getting hot 
and heavy. It was fun but in my head I was like "oh, I made this out 
of a really angry place!" 
 
How has your style changed over the years?  
 
When I first started buying records as a kid, I was buying for home 
listening. But when you start DJing, you need records that will 
make sense in a DJ set. For me and the way I like to construct 
sets and sounds, I couldn’t just play song after song; I think it 
would get really weird. So I started buying a lot of House because 
it was easier and cheaper to find when digging in bargain bins, 
and I found it an easy entry point to mixing. You’ll still catch me 
playing a lot of Jackin and Chicago sounds, from some of the 
founders and pioneers of the scene and electronic dance music, 
like Ron Hardy, Cajmere, Adonis and a lot of stuff released on 
Dance Mania.   

Sayang’s home setup 
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Now, I guess I've moved into playing more Hard Techno and 
Industrial too – and I like to make edits of things I loved when I 
was younger like Nine Inch Nails. When I played in Amsterdam, I 
got to play a really great Rammstein Hard Techno edit that my 
friend gave me. I had been so focused on making sure that what I 
was doing was OK and checking how the crowd were engaging, I 
was having a bit of a freak-out. But then, as I played this track, I 
looked up and it was like I was winded; it was so emotional. I 
didn't realize how many people were in the room and everyone 
was fully on top of each other, dancing really hard to Rammstein. 
It gave me so much joy, and I thought: I finally now feel like I'm at 
a place where I embrace who I am and a lot of who I am in my 
queer self is expressed in music, and always has been. 
 
When I was listening to more of your tracks on Soundcloud 
earlier, I think I caught Marsha P. Johnson's1 voice? 
 
Yeah! That was on a Rinse FM show. 
 
So how do you use words in your DJing? 
 
I really struggled starting with radio stuff because there is no 
crowd; you're not playing to people in the flesh, and normally my 
DJing is very responsive and in-the-moment. I didn't really want to 
do a talking radio show because it didn’t feel like me, but I wanted 
to involve some important topics. So for the Rinse FM show, I've 
enjoyed finding archive sound footage and clips from films – that 
clip you heard was actually taken from The Death and Life of 
Marsha P. Johnson. And I had Kai-Isaiah Jamal collaborate with 
me and create some really beautiful spoken word for my first 
show, which will always hold a special place. For me, music has 
always been a way to be political and to be your true self. 
 
Could you tell me about a special DJing moment? 
 
Number one is the first ever Love Muscle I played. I got to play 
after Femanyst, aka Lady Blacktronika, and she's phenomenal. I 
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remember how we had this weird little weather system because it 
was freezing and snowy outside, and inside it was really hot and 
very, very steamy because of all the condensation. People had 
gone to so much effort to get there through the snow and they 
stayed til the very end. Sometimes, I’d look across and catch 
someone's eye and realise we're both having this great musical 
connection and moment together.  
 
Also, recently I played in Kiev. That was really important for me 
because it’s a place where it's more difficult to be openly queer. 
I'm lucky to have a British passport and live in Britain. I'm brown, 
but that passport definitely gives me a lot of privilege. I'm very 
interested in going to places where it's more difficult to be queer 
and playing to those queer communities. Although the party 
wasn’t queer specific, it was queer friendly and it was really 
beautiful to be in a room surrounded by people who were there to 
just let loose and channel all the shit that's going on around them. 

 

Sayang onstage 
Original colour photograph by Wisdom Makubile @shotbywizphoto 
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What do you find challenging about DJing and how do you deal 
with that? 
 
What is really challenging for me personally at the moment is 
being a non-binary brown DJ entering the more Techno world – it 
is very, very white and cis, so I tend to get imposter syndrome a 
lot. It's quite daunting to walk into a space where you might be the 
only non-white person and you're very likely to be the only person 
who isn't a cis man. I get really anxious about it sometimes. The 
way I combat that is looking after my mental health more. So in 
my rider,2 there's a wellbeing section which makes sure people are 
aware that I might not want to go to some situations. Usually 
when you play a gig, there'll be a dinner before which is really 
lovely. When I'm feeling like I can, I'll always go to it; it's great to 
get to know each other and get to know the people who are 
running a party. But I'm also learning how to say no sometimes. If 
I feel uncomfortable and it could potentially be a detriment to my 
set after, I've learned to say that I just need to be alone or find a 
quiet space in the venue.  
 
Also, I'm stopping drinking. I found that, as a party goer, I 
definitely binge drink, but I'd only do it maybe once a month so it’s 
not noticeably unhealthy. But as a DJ, nervous playing in front of 
people, I started to use alcohol as a coping mechanism, which is 
really common and harmful in the DJ community. Weirdly, a lot of 
DJs are introverts who just like to produce music in their 
bedrooms. So putting them – us – in front of hundreds of people 
can be really terrifying. It's important to be self-aware of that.  
 
Another challenge for me is that there is still a lot of sexism in 
DJing. I get treated differently by a lot of people because of how 
they view me. For example, I'll go for the soundcheck before my 
gig and get completely overlooked. I've had a it a few times now 
where the sound engineer will point to a cis man that I'm with, 
thinking he's the DJ and I’m just a party goer/helper, and I'll just be 
stood there like... "OK, the imposter syndrome's getting worse!" 
And it's hard when you get misgendered a lot; it's a constant inner 
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battle of having to think, "how do I say to this person who's 
booked me and paid me to come here, that they shouldn't be 
calling me this?" There are general mentalities which are just 
engrained in everyone. Often, it's harmful but not done in a 
purposeful way.  
 
So I make these things quite obvious on my rider to hopefully 
pave the way for someone else. For example, the organisation 
that trains UK security had a trans awareness document, so I tend 
to share that with every person who books me now and just ask 
them to make sure that their security staff have read it and 
understand it. I also ask that I have QTIPoC3/trans/non-binary 
safe space people in the venue and for them to consider how they 
would respond if anything were to happen to us. 
 
Finally, one more challenging thing: recently, I was part of a really 
serious racially motivated incident that also involved a lot of 
misgendering. It really reinforced that, to some people at the end 
of the day, it doesn't matter how talented I am, or what I do, I'm 
just going to be treated based on my skin tone and how I look. I'm 
still processing how to deal with it because it could happen again. 
And it makes me so sad and disgusted to know how much is 
happening and being hid 
in the industry to black 
and brown artists.  
 
I guess that's why, with 
my rider and the way I 
approach bookings now, 
I put so much more focus on wellbeing and safety for myself and 
others. That experience made me realize I really need to use any 
privilege I have to try and make organisers think and improve their 
spaces. I think there will be overlooked things, even at queer 
parties, because at the end of the day, the people running a party’s 
experiences are their own. It's impossible to know what other 
people's experiences feel like. And that's why I think it's important 
to have as many people involved in the community as possible. 
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There's not one person who can know everything and make a 
‘perfect’ safer space.  
 
I guess the only positive thing that came out of this experience is 
that I now see my own value more. It made me see that I am 
deserving of this and I need to be paid properly and I need to be 
treated right. So now, if someone wasn't going to do the things I 
ask to make spaces safer when they book me, I would just think it 
wasn't worth my time. 
 
What advice would you give to somebody who wants to start 
DJing, especially if they’re genderqueer and/or a person of 
colour? 
 
The number one thing is: anyone can do it. When I used to do 
workshops for Equaliser, there were lots of people who believed it 
would be really hard because a lot of cis men are very protective 
over DJing and mansplain it as if it's way harder than it actually is. 
Of course, it does take work but there's absolutely no reason why 
you wouldn't be able to do it. There are lots of different methods 
for accessibility as well. For example, you can use things like 
controllers, hooked into a laptop, which can improve accessibility 
for a lot of people, like if you've got dyspraxia. And for financial 
access, they are one of the cheapest pieces of DJ equipment you 
can get. So there are loads of different ways that you can DJ; it's 
definitely not just vinyl! It's true that most standard DJing in clubs 
is vinyl or CDJs, but you can easily transfer across skills from 
things like controllers. If people like you, they will book you, so I 
don't think it should matter.  
 
And my other main advice: find community. In Leeds, there's 
Equaliser and Slut Drop. Plus, a lot of other places do things 
called ‘open decks’, which is a great way to practice if you want to 
take the step from playing in your bedroom to playing in public 
(look up Sheaf Street and Sable Radio, and I'm sure there's more 
as well). 
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OK, let's move on from being a DJ to organizing parties like Flesh 
in Tension. How would you describe Flesh in Tension?  
 
Basically, it came about because I love Techno but I was sick of 
going on nights out where I was just surrounded by cis white 
dudes. And in the fetish circles it's very similar; it's seems like 
mostly gay white men and it feels quite inaccessible. So myself 
and Mandy & Friends founded Flesh in Tension, where people 
could be themselves and the two worlds of Techno and fetish 
could coincide in a way that came naturally to us.  
 
We created a space to put trans people, non-binary people and 
queer people of color at the forefront. The space is open to 
everyone, but we wanted these people in particular to be the 
priority and for them to feel the most comfortable. The history of 
Techno is whitewashed and ignored; it came from Black and 
Latinx people and it always had queer roots. I think it’s so 
important to remember this, and for us, part of doing so is to 
create a space that centres QTIPoC people and artists. We need 
to be remembering Frankie Knuckles, Larry Levan, Ron Hardy, 
Derrick Carter and the queer black and brown DJs in Chicago, 
Detroit and New York in the 80s and 90s.  
 
Why is that important? 
 
It's about seeing each other in the space – something you didn't 
know you could have. People at Flesh in Tension might be coming 
for the music, for the kink, or might be coming as just a queer 
person who's never experienced anything like this. It's quite 
intimidating to walk into a fetish space if you know nothing about 
it, and it's extra intimidating if you’re the only person of color, or 
the only trans or non-binary person. So we wanted to create a 
positive entry to that world. It's important to have that because 
when you start seeing yourself within it more, you can hopefully 
get the confidence to go into spaces which might not be as 
focused on you specifically. 
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Sayang 
 
What have you learned through the process of organising Flesh 
in Tension? 
 
I've learnt a lot! I feel like the last year was a crash course in 
everything that could go wrong and how to fix it. Nothing will ever 
be perfect and there's so much further to go, but it's been a really 
validating experience; it's wonderful to know that other people are 
passionate about this too. At the moment, we are looking for new 
members to join the committee because we need more voices. 
There's three of us at the moment with myself, Kessie and Mandy 
& Friends and we have great support on the party days but, for me 
personally, I just want as many voices from our community as 
possible. 
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So how can people come to future Flesh in Tension events? 
 
We have completely stopped using Facebook events because we 
only do three parties a year and we ended up hitting capacity at 
our second party. So we moved off Facebook to protect our 
QTIPoC, trans and non-binary audience as much as possible. 
Really, we need it to be that if you're coming as an ally, you're 
someone who's made an effort to be in this space and you won’t 
be harmful here. So we now have a member system where the 
only way you can come to our parties is by emailing us or, as a 
member, you get notified. We do promote the parties on social 
media, but we don't release the location and we don't have tickets 

online. Basically, we've 
made it a bit more 
difficult to come as an 
ally; you have to really 
want to come. 
 
And this year, we're 
also looking at 
creating education 
spaces outside of the 

parties. We're going to start doing sex-positive and kink 
workshops. Probably at the Our Space4 hub at Union 105. We 
want marginalized communities to be able to just talk and learn 
about sex openly, without stigma. 
 
OK, moving on to conclusions… How is the work you do, as a DJ 
and party organiser, relevant in 2020? [Note: this interview took 
place in January, before coronavirus hit the UK.] 
 
Well, it's a bit of a shitstorm at the moment, isn't it? I think, as 
things become more conservative, it's so necessary to have space 
for people who are genuinely frightened and to create places of 
respite where you can go and be yourself. Being from Malaysia 
and having worked in countries where there is more censorship, 
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there are definite parallels and, in my mind, genuine fear of the UK 
moving further in that direction. So Flesh in Tension is such a 
relief. You can take safety in the knowledge that there are no 
photographs going to be taken, you can be who you want to be, 
you can wear what you want to wear. For trans, non-binary and 
QTIPoC people, even in a lot of queer spaces, you don't always get 
that.  
 
What are your hopes and fears for 2020? 
 
I go back home to Malaysia every year, and I think a lot relates to 
that. I can't be 'out' when I'm there and a lot of the stuff I do in the 
UK I hide: I tend not to have my full face in pictures, especially on 
DJ promo material because, if some members of my family see it, 
it could cause big issues. So my hope would be to go to Malaysia 
and finally hang out properly with more queer Malay people, 
especially coming from Muslim Malay backgrounds. At the 
moment they are there but so many are in hiding; they'll be on 
Instagram but they have to delete accounts constantly. I really 
hope I can create some form of a meet and hang out, and I want 
to play at some queer places, maybe in nearby countries. 
 
My biggest fear at the moment is around Brexit and it closing the 
country off more. As someone who is an immigrant and has a lot 
of my life outside of the UK, that's a genuinely scary prospect. We 
have so much collaboration with international communities in 
Europe, and the thought of that being made more difficult to 
access is horrible because it will stifle the arts and music. It will 
do a lot of damage. And it would make it really difficult to bring 
over people who aren't from the UK to work here. I've just been 
trying to work on a project where a load of visas got denied and 
that was devastating.  
 
But on a happier note, one of my own projects for the next few 
years (I think it will be a very long one) is looking into the musical 
heritage and history of Malaysia. I can't focus on LGBT+ because 
it’s illegal there, but I can carefully touch on things. For example, 
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in Indonesia and Malaysia, before colonialism, they had 
communities of people known as Sida Sida, who weren't any 
gender, and they were deemed to be sacred and powerful. 
Indonesia and Borneo also have important histories of non-binary, 
trans and genderfluid people. I know there will be pushback to this 
research, because it terrifies many people to have these "new" 
ideas (which aren't new) being pushed forward by the younger 
generation, but it's great because it's opening doors and I think it's 
really exciting to see what's ahead.  
 
 
1 If you haven’t heard of Marsha P. Johnson, look her up now!  
2 Rider = Information an artist sends to someone who’s booking  
  them, specifying requirements for the performance.  
3 QTIPoC = Queer, trans and intersex people of colour  
4 Our Space = A community and digital arts hub for QTIPoC from  
  and around Leeds (@ourspaceleeds on Facebook and Instagram)  
 
 
Follow Sayang… 

on Soundcloud: https://soundcloud.com/sayang  
on Instagram: @saya.n.g  
on Facebook: @sayangss  
 

For bookings: sayangsounds@gmail.com  
 
 
NEW RELEASE 
OBSKR021: DO YOU EVEN ACID? - A complilation of music by 
queer* / Womxn* in Techno.  
Out on June 22nd, by Obskur Techno 
Available to buy on Bandcamp: https://linktr.ee/obskurmusic 
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