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Feminism’s Fight for TRUE Equality 

In a world where activism via protests and/or social media are people’s only ways to have 

their voices heard, feminism has taken a strong hold all around the world. The movement has 

only grown stronger since it started with Women’s Suffrage in the 1910s-1920s, and most 

everyone today knows what it means to be a feminist. I remember sitting in my US History 

course my junior year of high school and doing a research project on feminism over the years; I 

thought, “How could men refuse to treat women as their equals? What did we do to make them 

think we’re lesser?” This thought came back to me in an even heavier way throughout the last 

year or so as I’ve watched women’s reproductive rights being threatened by the government 

officials who are supposed to support and protect us.  

In my mind, feminism belongs to anyone in the world who is suffering at the hands of the 

misogynists that, sadly, still exist and hold power over others. As I watched the 45th President of 

the US become a poor role model for much of the country, I watched his following degrade and 

threaten the lives and rights of not only women, but the LGBTQ+ community -- especially 

transgender people -- right with him. And now, I’ve learned that many intelligent, powerful 

feminists across the world don’t support transgender rights (more specifically, those of trans 

women). With the influence feminism has in the US especially, these feminists’ lack of 

inclusivity puts trans women in an even greater danger they already face everyday. 



Ryka Aoki, a Japanese American author, writes about her thoughts and experiences as a 

transgender woman living in America in her essay, “On Living Well and Coming Free”. She 

spends most of the essay describing different kinds of “outlaws” in society. The kind of outlaws 

most would associate with the word are “conventional outlaws”: the more dramatic, fictional 

kind of outlaws that either end up riding off into the sunset or dying a tragic death before they 

can get their “happy” ending (Aoki 144). Outlaws, however, are not only the “heroic” kind that 

get to save the world just because they can; sometimes outlaws just need to live. As Aoki puts it, 

an outlaw is simply a group of individuals which any laws omit or exclude; “not breakers of that 

law, but outside of it to begin with,” (Aoki 145). This is where her idea of “gender outlaws” 

comes into play. By default, women, the LGBTQ+ community, and people of color are 

considered outlaws at one point in time or another, and Aoki explains that it is not a “glamorous” 

or overall fun way to live (Aoki 146). These “gender outlaws” are just trying to live. As a 

transgender woman, she recognizes that she is not offered the same “luxury” as some women 

are. She explains, as an example, that “while most women would feel safe calling the police to 

report an assault, for trans women, dealing with the police is usually humiliating at best and 

dangerous at worst,” (Aoki 146). Transgender women are not offered the same courtesy that 

some women are offered in situations like these; they are judged for being themselves because it 

is not what people deem “correct”. 

Feminism has a strong presence in the world -- in the US especially -- and has gained a 

very large following over the past century. Aoki addresses feminism as well as LGBTQ+ rights, 

saying, “We demand marriage and reproductive rights and cannot understand why anyone would 

have the audacity to tell us who to love, how to live, or whose children we must bring to term,” 

(148). Aoki then describes how some groups of women, though they recognize their own 



injustice in society, tend to marginalize trans women, endangering them even more than they 

already are on a daily basis; “When a trans woman cannot be allowed in most women’s shelters, 

this does not help her live better. When we deny services to trans women, especially crisis 

intervention services, we tacitly condone violence against them. We are saying either that a rape 

of a trans woman is not the same as the rape of a cis woman, or that a trans woman has lesser 

access to the term ‘woman’ than a cis woman,” (Aoki 148-9). Resources for women that are 

denied to trans women because they don’t “act” or “look” enough like a woman contradict the 

whole purpose and drive behind the feminist movement: equality.  

According to Paul Preciado, the feminist movement tends to only focus on the the gender 

binary -- male vs. female. In his book, Technogender, Preciado discusses the reliability on the 

gender binary to drive the feminist movement, and how he believes we should tear down this 

binary and begin to rebuild for a more inclusive society (Preciado 106). The gender binary that 

much of the world is still stuck in is already harmful enough to trans, intersex, and non-binary 

people, they don’t need feminism to back on it, too. He goes through the history of transgender, 

hermaphrodite, and intersex people and eventually how it relates to the history of feminism. 

When feminism broke out into a cultural activism movement in the 1950s, the “dimensions of 

gender production” were not really incorporated; gender was “recast[ed] … as an instrument of 

critical analysis of the oppression of women,” (Preciado 106). In the 1970s-80s feminism relied 

on the gender binary in order to “empower” those who identified as “women”, though they used 

the term gender to propel this reconstruction of “feminist” power. Preciado uses statements from 

intersex activist Cheryl Chase to further propel his stance that feminism is disclusive to those 

who are not cis gender women: “‘Intersexuals have had such difficulty generating mainstream 

feminst support … because intersexuality undermines the stability of the category of ‘woman’,’” 



(Preciado 106-7). Preciado goes on to explain that because feminism has held such a strong 

presence in the world over the years, it has become too reliant on the gender binary, so much so 

that the binary is the “gender norm” in society. He believes that these gender norms need to be 

torn down and rebuilt through the feminist movement. 

Preciado’s ideas on reconstruction within feminism, however, differ from Aoki’s. Aoki 

says that activism -- such as the feminist movement -- does not need to be the only way for trans 

people to fight for their lives or their rights. She also challenges people like Preciado’s longing to 

break down and rebuild gender norms. She says, “...disagreeing with someone else’s definition 

should not mean that one is less savvy, less informed, or less committed to gender equality,” 

(Aoki 145). Aoki’s look on feminism seems to be to just work harder to be more inclusive while 

keeping the current structure. Her point is definitely valid; everyone has the right to their own 

opinion, and feminists shouldn’t have to destroy the base upon which it was built to make a 

change. However, Preciado’s point that because the feminist movement has relied on these 

gender norms and it has not been very inclusive to all women, it may just need a new start in 

order to fully reconstruct. 

Judith Butler’s findings -- an American philosopher and gender theorist cited by both 

Aoki and Preciado -- align with Preciado’s idea of reconstruction of gender norms to reform 

feminism. In “‘Women’ as the Subject of Feminism”, a chapter in her book Gender Trouble: 

Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Butler identifies what she believes to be the source of 

the lack of inclusivity within feminism: politics. Butler says, “The question of ‘the subject’ [in 

need of representation] is crucial for politics, and for feminist politics in particular, because 

juridical subjects are invariably produced through certain exclusionary practices that do not 

‘show’ once the juridical structure of politics has been established,” (Butler 3). The feminist 



movement has been fighting for equality and representation in the legal sense (reproductive 

rights, equal pay, overall gender equality, etc.), however, according to Butler, the juridical 

system itself essentially defines what they are going to address as “women” (or the “subject” of 

feminism). The fight for gender equality through the feminist movement is inherently given to 

only “female” identifying people, because that’s all they know and/or choose to see. The “law” 

decides who it wants to “represent”, essentially “producing” what it wants and excluding what 

they choose to ignore (Butler 2-3). This idea that politics is partly to blame for the lack of 

inclusivity within feminism from Butler backs Preciado’s desire for a complete reconstruction of 

gender within feminism. Butler states, “...it may be time to entertain a radical critique that seeks 

to free feminist theory from the necessity of having to construct a single or abiding ground which 

is invariably contested by those identity positions or anti-identity positions that it invariably 

excludes. Do the exclusionary practices that ground feminist theory in a notion of ‘women’ as 

subject paradoxically undercut feminist goals to extend its claims to ‘representation’?” (Butler 

7). Butler, like Preciado, claims that having the subject of feminism be “women” is unstable 

because it contradicts itself in practice, and it is not representative of all who identify as women.  

Amelia Abraham challenges the same idea as Preciado, Butler, and Aoki: if feminism is a 

fight for equality and respect, why can’t we help/work with trans people to get that for them too? 

In her TED Talk, “Why Feminists Should Support Transgender Rights”, Amelia Abraham -- 

British journalist specializing in LGBTQ+ identity politics and women’s rights -- discusses her 

experiences and discussions with people about how trans people, especially trans women, have 

been degraded for not being what they would describe as a “woman”. She explains how “more 

often, we see [feminists] arguing over whether trans women are ‘real’ women, or else just 

labeling them as dangerous,” (Abraham). Her views on activism and transforming the feminist 



movement align closely with Aoki’s; her focus is on her concern that feminists see trans women 

as less of a woman because they don’t look like they “should”, but she believes this situation can 

be fixed from the inside (Abraham). In a section of her talk, Abraham says, “I talked to my cis 

gender friends… and they tell me that they feel bad for trans people, worried even, but that they 

can’t totally condemn what is happening. Privately, these often professional and progressive 

women tell me that they find it difficult to reconcile their feminism with transgender rights. They 

wonder, ‘if anyone can become a woman, doesn’t that begin to undermine the very idea of what 

a woman is? Doesn’t that mean a woman can be, well anything?’ To that I say, ‘yes a woman 

can become anything; show me two women who look the same, have the same experiences, or 

the same biological makeup,’” (Abraham). Throughout the talk, she speaks directly on her 

experiences with feminists like the ones discussed above, and how they can be feminists when 

they are going against the entire purpose behind feminism. Aoki describes a similar concern with 

the idea of not “looking” or “acting” like a “woman”: “Instead of disregarding issues like old 

school drag and femme and passing and shoe size and body image as backward and ignorant, 

what about trying to understand that in these acts there is another type of narrative being 

constructed?” (Aoki 150). It is not about the way a trans woman looks; if they identify as a 

woman, they should be treated as one. 

Aoki and Abraham’s thoughts on the disclusion of trans women within feminism may 

challenge Preciado and Butler’s, but all of their concerns align in one way: there is a lack of 

empathy for those who are not cis women. In her essay “The Contingency of Pain”, Sara Ahmed 

describes how pain is a personal experience, and though one may be able to empathize with 

another’s pain, they will never be able to truly understand what the other is going through 

(Ahmed 23). In the section titled “The Sociality of Pain”, Ahmed explores this idea, as well as 



the thought that “because we can’t inhabit [another’s] body, does that mean that [their] pain has 

nothing to do with us?” (Ahmed 23). She uses her own personal experience with her mother’s 

suffering of a terminal illness to evaluate this thought. Ahmed eventually acknowledges that she 

can never know her mother’s pain, but she can feel her own individualized pain in herself and 

empathize with her mother as much as possible.  

Aoki touches on this idea of empathy from Ahmed: “In a society that preys on a woman’s 

insecurity, any woman who feels beautiful inside and out is a gender outlaw. And when a trans 

woman can do this, despite the institutions closed to her, she should be celebrated, never 

scorned,” (Aoki 151). Abraham also addresses individualized pain from her perspective towards 

trans people, saying, “I might not know what it’s like to be transgender, but I can try to 

empathize and I can see that historically, we have been stronger together LGB and T,” 

(Abraham). Preciado and Butler’s criticisms on feminism can also be argued that they stem from 

a wish for empathy from the feminist movement.  

Aoki’s discussion of activism not needing to be a persistent aspect of a trans person’s life 

argues that some may not feel they need and/or want help from the feminist movement in 

fighting for their equality. However, at the end of the day, the feminist movement is a strong 

activist in the world, and its entire development relies on fighting for equality, so would it really 

be that outlandish to lend the transgender community a hand instead of tearing them down? 

Despite their different ways to get there, all of these sources agree on one thing: feminism 

should not be an exclusive “club” only available to cis gender women. Feminism is a 

constructive method of activism for those who want/need it, and should fight for all those 

suffering at the hands of misogyny.  
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