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An identity is questioned only when it is menaced, as when the 

mighty begin to fall, or when the wretched begin to rise, or 

when the stranger enters the gates, never, thereafter, to be a 

stranger . . . Identity would seem to be the garment with which 

one covers the nakedness of the self: in which case, it is best 

that the garment be loose, a little like the robes of the desert, 

through which one’s nakedness can always be felt, and, sometimes, 

discerned. This trust in one’s nakedness is all that gives one the 

power to change one’s robes.

— James Baldwin, The Devil Finds Work: An Essay, 1976
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A U T H O R ’ S  N O T E

ON TE RM I NOLOGY

I like the word queer because of its double valence. As well as having been 

reappropriated by people across the world to describe themselves, queer 

means different or skewed: to see things from a “queer perspective” is to 

look at the world askance, to see it afresh. But frankly, it is also convenient: 

it is a catchall that can hold (well, most of) the Ls, the Bs, the Gs, the Ts, 

and everyone else on the expanding alphabet. For this reason, however, it 
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xii       Au t h o R ’ S  N o t E

has sometimes lost its “queer” meaning, particularly in the United States. 

If everyone is queer, no one is. I hope to get the right balance here.

Also, in some parts of the world, including the United Kingdom, 

African American communities, and my native South Africa, queer re-

mains awkward. This is because it is still so often used as a slur. It is also 

rejected by some transgender people who are very clear, like Liam, whom 

you will meet in these pages, that they are “straight.”

I have done my best to use the language the people I write about feel 

most comfortable with. I describe Liam as a straight transgender man be-

cause this is how he describes himself. Sean, who was also assigned female 

at birth, is genderqueer and prefers the “they” pronouns: so this is how I 

identify them, too, despite the grammatical infelicity. I have endeavored 

to abide by this principle even though this leads to inevitable inconsisten-

cies in the text. Some people speak of “LGBT” rights and communities, 

some of “LGBTI” ones, some of “LGBTQ,” of “LGBTIQ,” “LGBTQ+,” 

etc. In the 2010s, the accepted convention in human rights discourse was 

“LGBT” and so this is my default. But if Tiwonge calls herself an LGBTI, 

that’s what I call her too. If Pasha calls herself transgender, that’s what I 

call her; if Charlotte calls herself a transsexual, ditto.

On that note: cisgender is a word developed by the trans commu-

nity itself to describe people like me: those whose gender identities and 

expressions are congruent with the bodies they were assigned at birth. I 

share the philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah’s skepticism about the 

need to begin every sentence: “As a white, gay, cisgender, middle- class, 

middle- age South African man . . . ,” or whatever one’s identity markers 

happen to be. In a 2018 New York Times op- ed, Appiah makes the point: 

“Because members of a given identity group have experiences that de-

pend on a host of other social factors, they’re not the same.” I speak for 

myself, and not for any group. But I speak from a certain vantage point 

and new debates about “cultural appropriation” notwithstanding, I want 

you to know where I’m coming from, as I ask you to accompany me on 

this journey.
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xiii          Au t h o R ’ S  N o t E

I hope that some of you, reading this book, will be able to see your-

selves in these pages and to identify with the people I write about. I 

hope that for all of you, there is the thrill of the new, too— as there was 

for me. In the very paragraphs above, there are words or phrases you 

might not be familiar with: cisgender, gender congruent, assigned gender 

at birth. Is it sex change surgery, gender reassignment surgery, gender affir

mation surgery, or gender confirmation surgery? These are shifting sands, 

as the lexicon of a long- misunderstood group of people establishes itself 

as common usage, outside of the pathologizing discourse of medicine. 

There is not agreement: some people use transsexual to differentiate 

those who have had surgery; others reject it because of its derogatory or 

eroticized history. Once more, I have tried to steer a course using the 

way people describe themselves— and the accepted conventions of the 

moment— as a guide.

A key precept of the contemporary transgender rights movement, 

particularly in the West, is to draw a line between sexual orientation and 

gender identity. A few nifty slogans from the transgender movement have 

helped me understand this, and I hope they help you, too:

“My gender is between my ears, my sex is between my legs”;

“ My gender identity is who I go to bed as, my sexual orientation is 

who I go to bed with”;

“ Sex is what I do with my clothes off, gender expression is what I do 

with my clothes.”

These work well in an American context but do not begin to capture the 

complex swirl of sexualities and gender identities in other places. If this 

book has one overarching agenda, it is to show that there is not only one 

way to be in the world.
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xiv       Au t h o r ’ s  N o t e

ON TRANSLAT ION

This book tells the stories of many people who do not speak English at 

all, some who speak it well as a second language, and some for whom it is 

the mother tongue. In Malawi and South Africa, Egypt, Russia, India, and 

Mexico, I worked through Chichewa, Arabic, Russian, Tamil, and Spanish 

interpreter- researchers. This means that the people whose stories I am 

telling are refracted through this extraordinary cohort of go- betweens, 

who worked double time with me: they always had to listen, while I could 

zone out a little after asking the question and waiting for the translation, 

and did much fixing, digging, and cultural translation, too. Every one 

of them was invaluable, but they covered a range of fluency in English, 

and had their own linguistic idiosyncrasies, due to where and how they 

learned the language. In some instances, given the fact that I was in touch 

with my subjects over six years, I was compelled to use more than one 

interpreter, and my subject’s voice would thus change in the transcripts, 

from visit to visit. Pasha, from Russia, sometimes speaks the more British 

English of my interpreter Margret, and sometimes the more American 

one of my interpreter Zhenya. 

If, in Tamil Nadu, Sheetal’s mode of expression seems coarser than 

that of her protégé Lakshaya, this might not just be because of their 

 respective personalities: it is because Sheetal chose to speak to me 

in English, of a sort, while Lakshaya could not, and is therefore filtered 

through the more standard English of my interpreter Lavanya. Even 

when there was no interpreter present, these possible discrepancies pre-

sent themselves. Is Nadav, the Israeli, more articulate than his boyfriend 

Fadi, the Palestinian? I doubt it, but Nadav lived in Australia as a child, 

while Fadi learned English online. 

Sometimes, too, I was speaking in imperfect French or Spanish to 

people for whom these were native or second languages: I can state with 

certainty that things got lost in the transfer. Still, despite all these limita-

tions, I have worked hard to bring to you people in their own voices, with 
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xv          Au t h o R ’ S  N o t E

translations that are as close as possible to what my subjects said to me. 

But translation is a screen, and not a translucent one.

ON ANONYM IT Y AN D SEC URIT Y

Several people asked to be given pseudonyms or to be disguised. Given 

the danger that queer people face, particularly in countries like Egypt 

and Nigeria, I promised anonymity to whoever sought it. I always indicate 

when I have done this. Curiously, it was in the United States more than 

anywhere else that people asked for their names not to be used, or that 

only first names be used so that they could not be tracked online. This 

might be a function of the fact that this book is published, first, in the 

U.S.; that Americans are particularly media savvy and wired; and that my 

primary subjects there were all just coming of age and thus were legiti-

mately worried about what might follow them into adulthood. But I think 

it says something else, too: how fraught the debate is in the U.S. and how 

fragile and intemperate the cultural discourse over transgender identity 

in particular has been despite the relative safety and freedom that people 

enjoy there compared to in other parts of the world.
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P R O L O G U E

A DEBT TO LOVE

G AYS E N GAG E ! ”

This was the front- page headline of the Nation newspa-

per, from the central African country of Malawi, on Sunday, 

December 28, 2009. Above it was a photograph of two people, bleary 

and uncomfortable in matching his- and- hers outfits cut from the same 

patterned wax print: “Gay lovebirds Tiwonge Chimbalanga and Steven 

Monjeza on Saturday made history when they spiced their festive season 

with an engagement ceremony (chinkhoswe),” the article read, noting that 
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4       t h E  P IN K L IN E

this was “the first recorded public activity for homosexuals in the coun-

try.” Down the left side were some helpful “fast facts”: homosexuality 

was “illegal in Malawi” and carried “a maximum sentence of five or 14 

years imprisonment . . . with or without corporal punishment.”

Four and a half years later, in May 2014, I looked at this page with 

Tiwonge Chimbalanga: she had brought it into exile with her, across 

three thousand kilometers and four countries, and tacked it onto the 

corrugated- zinc wall of her shack in Tambo Village, a township outside 

Cape Town. Although she displayed it, she objected to it, too: “I am not a 

gay, I’m a woman,” she said to me in English, before reverting to her native 

Chichewa: “They told me I was gay when they arrested me. They told me 

that I was paid to do my chinkhoswe by LGBTs from overseas. But the first 

time I heard the word gay was when I saw it next to that picture and when 

the policemen came and took me away.”

When I had arrived earlier, Aunty— as Chimbalanga was univer-

sally known— had been waiting for me on the street in an elaborate 

purple ensemble with full skirts and turban, the kind of confection 

usually reserved for a chinkhoswe back home. I thought she might have 

made the effort because she was receiving a visitor, but it turned out 

this was how she always dressed, so very much at odds with the Lycra- 

leggings style favored by local women in this sandswept proletarian 

place. Aunty was tall and very dark with broad features and would have 

stood out anyway, even if she did not wear thick foundation to cover 

her facial hair, which gave her skin a silvery sheen. She was brittle, and 

regal, with a studied haughtiness, but I saw how quickly this could 

evaporate into a kind of girlish bashfulness when she was more relaxed, 

or when she had cause to remember her life before people told her she 

was gay and took her away.

Aunty moved in the determined manner of someone who might col-

lapse if she did not keep her chin forward. In her low- heeled silver pumps, 

she led me along a sodden narrow path between shacks to her own, one 
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5          P R o L o G u E :  A  D E B t  t o  L oV E

of several in the yard behind a big house. Aunty’s was the nicest by far, 

thanks to the relief aid she received from Amnesty International as a re-

leased “prisoner of conscience.” She had a large television, a sound system, 

and a coterie that included her “husband” of about a year, Benson, an 

unemployed Malawian compatriot who lived with her. Neighbors popped 

in constantly to cadge a tomato, or to buy some of the beer she sold on the 

side. “Aunty! Aunty!” they exclaimed, somewhere between affection and 

mockery, as they passed her locked security gate.

I had brought a meal: a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken and a mag-

num of Mountain Dew. Benson was a small, mild man, quietly inebriated, 

and seemingly dominated by Aunty. She ordered him to unstack some 

plastic chairs and she smoothed, it seemed to me, an imaginary cloth 

out over the table that filled one of her two rooms. Taped somewhat ran-

domly along the wall alongside the “Gays Engage!” page were photographs 

of her with people who appeared to be her lovers and friends, and other 

articles detailing her imprisonment and release back home. These were 

interspersed with adverts carefully cut from South African magazines, 

tending toward a girlie- on- a- sports-car hyperfemininity. A code had been 

carefully written with black marker across the front of the oversize fridge: 

“ROMA 13 8.”

I asked what this meant.

Aunty reached across the table for the tattered green Bible she had 

been gifted by her most regular visitor in jail back in Malawi: a priest who 

urged her to repent. She opened it to Romans 13:8, and read the verse 

aloud, with some difficulty: “ ‘Let no debt remain outstanding, except the 

continuing debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has fulfilled 

the law.’ ”

Why had she chosen to write those words on her fridge?

“These are the words that were printed on the card at my engagement 

ceremony,” she said in Chichewa, through her friend Prisca, another 

Malawian refugee; Aunty struggled with English even after four years 
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6       t h E  P IN K L IN E

here. “I want all visitors to my home to know what love means. Then they 

will know I did nothing wrong.”

W H E N C A RO L I N E  S O M A N J E ,  the journalist responsible for the “Gays 

Engage!” piece, received a tip- off alerting her to the public chinkhoswe 

of two men, she knew she had a scoop. She told me this over the phone 

from Malawi when we spoke in 2014. Before that, the only time the 

country’s media had ever covered homosexuality was, occasionally, 

when a man was charged with raping a minor. But word was spreading 

about the issue even here, in one of Africa’s sleepiest, most underdevel-

oped countries.

A South African network provided satellite TV to Malawi, as to all 

over Africa, and the soap Generations had just introduced a black gay 

character. The news channels carried frequent items about gay marriage 

in the West, particularly in the United States, where the issue had caught 

fire following the debate over Proposition 8 in California. And the AIDS 

epidemic was forcing an unwelcome discussion about homosexuality: this 

was at the increasing insistence of international donors. In response, the 

allegation that gay rights was a Western imposition had taken root. As had 

the power of this topic to create scandal and sell newspapers: Somanje’s 

editors may well have noted this effect in Uganda, where the tabloids 

regularly named and shamed alleged homosexuals.

After receiving the tip- off, Somanje rushed to Mankhoma Lodge 

along the airport road in Blantyre, Malawi’s biggest city: here Aunty had 

been working as a cleaner and cook. The scene Somanje found was edgy: 

“There was a huge crowd. People were hostile; they had come to satisfy 

their curiosity, not to celebrate a wedding. Tiwonge was in tears.”

The tip- off had in fact come from Aunty’s employer, a prominent 

local politician and businesswoman who had actually paid for the chin

khoswe: she had thought it would attract business, but had then panicked 

when things seemed to be getting out of hand. During the ensuing trial, 
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the woman, Jean Kamphale, would tell the court that Aunty had deceived 

her into believing she was a woman: Aunty had allegedly explained her 

masculine facial features away by saying she had been born a girl but was 

bewitched as a child.

Aunty confirmed to me that she did indeed offer that explanation— I 

came to understand that she believed it herself— but Kamphale was lying 

to the court: she had known all along that Aunty had a male body. This 

was clear to me when I interviewed her and her family in Blantyre, later 

in 2014. Kamphale’s daughter Rachael had pleaded with her mother to 

hire Aunty despite the fact that “he” was “gay”: “These days, us younger 

people, we’re more open to it,” Rachael told me. It’s not something new 

anymore. We’ve been modernized, we’re growing up in a world that 

keeps changing, so when we meet someone who happens to be gay, big 

deal!”

The authorities felt differently. When the police arrived at the lodge 

the next morning, a copy of The Nation in hand, they forced Aunty to 

strip. Once they ascertained she had male genitals, they arrested her and 

Monjeza on suspicion of being in contravention of Section 153 of the Penal 

Code, a colonial British hangover that forbade homosexual sex as “carnal 

knowledge against the order of nature.” The two were charged, although 

the provision had never previously been used against consenting adults, 

and there was no evidence of intercourse. After a humiliating trial that 

brought Blantyre to a standstill, they were found guilty and sentenced to 

the maximum punishment of fourteen years’ hard labor: “a scaring sen-

tence,” as the magistrate put it: the public needed to be “protected from 

others who may be tempted to emulate their [horrendous] example.”

The ensuing international outrage included an online petition ini-

tiated by Madonna, who had two adopted Malawian children, and cul-

minated in a mercy mission to the country by Ban Ki- Moon, the United 

Nations general secretary. At a joint press conference with Ban in June 

2010, the Malawian president Bingu wa Mutharika announced that he 

would pardon Chimbalanga and Monjeza. But he made it clear he was 

7          P R o L o G u E :  A  D E B t  t o  L oV E
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8       t h E  P IN K L IN E

bowing to international pressure: the two had “committed a crime against 

our culture, our religion and our laws.”

After their release, Steven Monjeza was paid by The Nation for an 

interview in which he denounced Aunty for having bewitched him. He 

announced his happy engagement to a local sex worker and was back in 

jail within months for stealing a cell phone. I tried to find him when I 

visited Malawi in late 2014, but he was apparently inside again.

Aunty eventually sought asylum in South Africa, on the basis of the 

persecution she suffered in her native land after her release, when her 

notoriety made it impossible to be in public. But her life in South Africa 

was not easy. She had a ravaged body that she exposed to me, scar by livid 

scar, to illustrate this: they were the results of attacks she sustained since 

moving to Cape Town in 2011.

One magazine page, taped to Aunty’s wall, startled me each time 

I visited: a photograph of James Small, South African rugby’s sexy bad 

boy, covered in blood on the playing field, beneath an Afrikaans headline 

that translated as “He Takes No Shit.” Aunty told me that when her hus-

band, Benson, wanted to go to the shops, she needed to accompany him, 

to protect him from the insults arising from his relationship with her. She 

clearly had learned to use her fists, and I would learn that she was not shy 

to do so. But when she curtsied in greeting and failed to meet my eye, or 

swayed gently to prayer in church on a Sunday morning, I remembered 

who she was: a devout rural girl from a small village beyond the tea plan-

tations on the Thyolo escarpment in southern Malawi, far, far away.

TH I S  B OO K I S  AU NT Y ’ S  S TO RY,  and that of others from different parts of 

the world who have found themselves on what I have come to call the 

Pink Line: a human rights frontier that divided and described the world 

in an entirely new way in the first two decades of the twenty- first century. 

No global social movement has caught fire as quickly as the one that came 

to be known as “LGBT”: the worlds Aunty and I inhabited in 2014 were 
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unimaginably different from how they had been for each of us, from such 

very different places, even a decade previously.

Aunty’s home in Tambo Village is not twenty kilometers from the 

handsome century- old bungalow, overlooking the ocean, where I wrote 

this book. My husband, C, and I bought it in 2012; we were married 

three  years earlier, in 2009, the same year that Aunty held her chin

khoswe. But while her commitment ceremony brought her abject humili-

ation, a fourteen- year jail sentence, and a life in unwanted exile, mine got 

me a much- desired few years in Paris, spousal benefits from C’s job, and 

the same rights as any other married couple in our home country, South 

Africa. Our post- apartheid constitution was famously the first in the world 

to guarantee equality on the basis of sexual orientation; ten years later, 

in 2006, South Africa became the fifth country in the world to legalize 

same- sex marriage. Here we were, a married gay couple, the beneficiaries 

of rights in a way I could not have imagined when I was a young man.

Three decades previously, a steely defiance cloaking my terror, I had 

come out to my own parents at the age of nineteen. They were support-

ive, but my father could not hide his concern: Would I ever know the joys 

of family? Would I lead a lonely life? I had fought my corner: of course I 

could have children; of course I would find love. But it was 1983— there 

was not yet even an Internet to provide me with the ammunition of in-

formation and the solace of a virtual community— and I struggled to con-

vince myself. Then, as I was opening into adulthood, the AIDS epidemic 

descended, with its cruel confirmation of everything gay men had been 

taught to believe about ourselves: we were sinners and we were being 

punished; our sexuality was morbid and we would die.

Through all of this I came to believe, fervently, that I and others like 

me had the same right to live openly as anyone else, and I did my bit to 

fight for this. As an undergraduate in the U.S. in the 1980s, I took on the 

mantra of Harvey Milk, the gay San Francisco politician assassinated just 

a few years previously, in 1978: “Gay brothers and sisters, you must come 

out!” The only path to full participation for gay people in society, the only 

9          P R o L o G u E :  A  D E B t  t o  L oV E
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10       t h E  P IN K L IN E

path out of the shame and secrecy of my own adolescence, was through be-

ing visible, so that others— our colleagues and classmates, our children and 

neighbors, our parents and priests— would know we were there. Returning 

home in 1990 after South Africa’s liberation movements were unbanned 

and Nelson Mandela freed, I wrote publicly about my sexual orientation 

and co- edited a book on gay and lesbian life in South Africa. At the same 

time, I had a prominent career as a journalist, which was in no way damaged 

by being out of the closet.

Two decades later, in 2013, C and I were living in France when that 

country finally legalized same- sex marriage, upgrading the status from 

the Pacte civil de solidarité (Pacs), a form of civil union. On a Sunday in 

May, hundreds of thousands of people descended on Paris for the Manif 

Pour Tous, a rally against same- sex marriage and in favor of “the family,” 

supported by a Catholic Church trying to maintain relevance in a rapidly 

secularizing society. Many of the participants wore T- shirts showing a 

pictograph of four little stick figures: a mother, a father, and two children. 

Together with a South African friend, a white woman who with her wife 

had adopted two black children, I watched the crowds: their indignation 

seemed, to us, to come from confusion rather than anger, confusion at what 

had become of the certainties of their world. It seemed as if they were the 

new outsiders to a burgeoning social consensus: despite their numbers 

they were a minority of French people, according to the polls. Even in 

the United States, where “gay rights” had long been a casus belli for the 

culture wars, the annual Gallup poll showed that by 2016, 61 percent of 

Americans favored same- sex marriage.

Gay men or lesbians marrying and raising children; openly lesbian 

heads of state and openly gay multinational corporate executives; puberty- 

blocking medication that helped children who planned to change their 

gender; presidential orders liberating transgender kids to use the toilets 

congruent with their gender identity. Such things were unthinkable when 

I had participated in New York Pride parades in the 1980s and helped 

organize the Gay and Lesbian Awareness Days at Yale.
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Now, in my middle age, as the twenty- first century unfurled into 

its second decade, this change was happening in progressive enclaves 

of the world, in places such as the Bay Area, or Buenos Aires, or Am-

sterdam, or Cape Town. But the planet was spinning faster than ever 

before: due to the unprecedented movement of goods and capital and 

people and especially ideas and information— what we have come to call 

“globalization”— people all over the world were downloading these new 

ideas, often acquired online, and trying to apply them to their offline re-

alities. Thus were they beginning to change the way they thought about 

themselves, their place in society, their options, and their rights. Even in 

places as far- flung as Blantyre, where Aunty held her chinkhoswe, age- old 

conventions governing sexuality and gender were being disrupted. There 

were new negotiations over what was private and what was public, what 

was illicit and what was acceptable by society.

From 2012 to 2018— the high- water years of this new global 

 phenomenon— I traveled extensively, trying to understand how the world 

was changing, and why. I did not go everywhere. Rather, I chose places 

where I felt I could meet people who could best tell the story of how the 

“LGBT rights movement” was establishing a new global frontier in human 

rights discourse— in the way that the women’s rights movement, or the 

civil rights movement, or the anti- colonial movement, or the abolitionist 

movement, had done in previous eras. I wanted to understand how this 

new struggle was a consequence of these prior— and ongoing— ones, but 

also how different it was, too, in this era of digital revolution and informa-

tion explosion, of consumerism and mass tourism, of mass migration and 

urbanization, of global human rights activism.

I tracked Aunty’s journey back from Cape Town— which advertises 

itself as “the gay capital of Africa”— to her remote home village in Thyolo. 

I followed a gay Ugandan refugee from Kampala to Nairobi in neighbor-

ing Kenya, and then on to resettlement in Canada. I hung out with trans 

and nonbinary kids from an LGBTQQA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, 

Queer, Questioning, and Asexual) youth group in Ann Arbor, Michigan, 
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and I followed them as they fanned out across the U.S. I spent time with a 

group of kothis— “women’s hearts in men’s bodies”— who ran a temple in a 

South Indian fishing village outside Pondicherry, and also with transgender 

software engineers working for multinational corporations in nearby Ban-

galore; with lesbian mothers in Mexico and transgender mothers in Rus-

sia; with queer Palestinians in trendy cafés in Tel Aviv and Ramallah and 

queer Egyptians at sidewalk cafés in downtown Cairo; at Pride marches 

in Tel Aviv and Delhi, London and Mexico City. And I followed the new 

international elite of activists and funders as they traveled the world in 

a never- ending circuit of meetings and conferences, forging the networks 

that advocated for this new global agenda.

I witnessed a troubling new global equation come into play: while 

same- sex marriage and gender transition were now celebrated in some 

parts of the world as signs of humanity in progress, laws were being 

strengthened to criminalize such actions in others. In 2013, the same year 

that the United Kingdom passed the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, 

Nigeria promulgated its antithesis: the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) 

Act. Even the parentheses were reactive. This was meant to provoke the 

former colonial oppressor, and the title was cynically preemptive, draw-

ing a rhetorical line in the sand by promising to inoculate African society 

against future infection from the West. Nigeria’s was the harshest anti- 

homosexuality law in the world outside of Islamic Sharia: it prescribed 

mandatory sentences of fourteen years not just for sex but for any kind of 

“homosexual behaviour” or advocacy, including attending gatherings or 

associating with people thought to be homosexual. 

Thus was a Pink Line drawn: between those places increasingly inte-

grating queer people into their societies as full citizens, and those finding 

new ways to shut them out now that they had come into the open. On one 

side of this Pink Line were countries that had undergone social changes 

due to their own women’s rights and gay rights movements; these coun-

tries supported “LGBT Rights” as a logical application of the UN’s 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. On the other were those that 
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condemned the idea as a violation of what they called their “traditional 

values” and “cultural sovereignty.”

Some countries— such as Russia and Uganda— used anti- gay legisla-

tion to erect moral barriers against the unstoppable flow of globalization. 

Others, like Egypt, Turkey, and Indonesia, attempted to demonstrate 

their righteousness by cracking down on transgender women, the most 

visible face of this immorality from the West even if, as in Indonesia, 

third- gender waria had long been part of their own society. The crack-

downs were often done using laws forbidding prostitution or “debauch-

ery” or “vagrancy,” but as Aunty’s case so ably demonstrated, such laws 

were not needed in countries that enforced or strengthened their anti- 

sodomy laws, as these could be applied to anyone officially male, regard-

less of gender identity.

In 2018 the World Health Organization amended its International 

Classification of Diseases (ICD), which provides the global codes for di-

agnoses, so that gender incongruence— the new term for gender identity 

disorder— would be moved out of “mental disorders” and into “sexual 

health conditions.” Some countries— led by Argentina and Denmark— 

had already begun to make it possible to change one’s gender legally by 

“self- determination,” meaning that you no longer needed any kind of ex-

ternal diagnosis or certification. In South Asia, where there have been 

third- gender communities for centuries, activists were energized by the 

new global transgender movement and used their country’s constitutions 

to gain victories in gender recognition.

But along the way, a new Pink Line had been drawn, with new battle-

grounds opening up new frontiers of the culture wars.

In the United States, this line ran right through children’s bathrooms, 

as school boards and parents fought legal battles to prevent transgender 

children from using the facilities consistent with their gender identities. 

In early 2018, Donald Trump tried to ban transgender people from serv-

ing in the military— a sign, The New York Times said, of the American 

president’s “cruel determination to transform America into a country that 
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divides and dehumanizes its people.” Later, Trump’s government would 

moot restricting the rights and opportunities of transgender people by 

defining gender as “biological” and immutable.

In many parts of the world, the staking of a Pink Line along LGBT 

rights disrupted age- old ways of dealing with sexuality and gender vari-

ance. As had happened in the West in the late twentieth century, homo-

sexuality came to be increasingly understood in Latin America, Asia, and 

even Africa as an identity deserving of rights and recognition rather than 

simply a sexual behavior to be kept on the down- low. And having a gen-

der identity different from the one you were assigned at birth came to be 

seen as a human right, something medicine and surgery could facilitate.

This offered opportunities for upliftment on the one hand, but shut 

down space on the other, as Western notions of the gender binary settled 

in societies where gender was often permitted to be more fluid. Suddenly, 

age- old transgender categories, such as Indonesian waria or Senegalese 

goor jigeen, came to be pinked with the new LGBT brush. In many parts 

of the world, men walk arm in arm or hand in hand: in countries like 

Egypt and Nigeria, where there was moral panic against a new category 

of people demanding space and rights, even these gestures of affection 

became suspect.

If you had satellite television in Dakar or Lagos— or Cairo or Kabul— 

you could flip between Transparent or Orange Is the New Black on one 

network, and Wahhabi tirades against all sorts of Western infidel activity, 

including homosexuality and transgenderism, on another. You and your 

kids could fight over whether to watch homophobic rants on the Chris-

tian Broadcasting Network— or a Brazilian telenovela with a gay subplot. 

On BBC or CNN or even Al Jazeera you could watch reportage of gay 

pride parades in an increasing number of countries, including India and 

Turkey, or of children changing their gender in America. And you could 

also see mass protests by Catholics in France and Latin America against 

the new foe, gender ideology, a catchall term that covered sexuality educa-

tion, same-sex marriage, and gender transition.

042-83061_ch01_5P.indd   14 2/19/20   1:51 AM


