From:

Ms. Sarah Currier

14 November 2003

To:

Glasgow Women’s Library

Dear Glasgow Women’s Library,

As you know, I am a feminist and have been a member of the Library for some four years now. I am writing because I spoke to a friend recently who was excluded from the Library (after previously being included) on the grounds that she is transsexual. From what she said, she is now only allowed to use the Library by appointment, outwith opening hours, as if she were a man. Subsequently, I have been shown your new written policy on the matter of transgender exclusion from the Library, which you provided to Nick Laird at Beyond Barriers.

I am disturbed that, as a member of the Library, I have not been consulted about this policy, nor has it been widely publicised to members for their response or input. I may be wrong, but it appears to have been a sudden decision by a few women, in contradiction to a previous policy to include transwomen in the Library.

I am also disturbed by the policy itself, which I strongly disagree with. It seems to me that you are choosing to define “women” as a category that excludes both transwomen and transmen, which doesn’t make sense. Apart form anything else, how are you going to be able to tell if someone is a “real” woman according to your own definition? Strip searches at the door? 

Moreover, it seems that you are putting the rights of those who may feel “unsafe” around transwomen ahead of the rights of those who have a legitimate need for the Library’s excellent services and resources. I am not aware of you excluding any other group of women on the basis that they may make some women feel unsafe. That category could include:

· women with problems with anger and violence

· black women- they may make some racist white women feel “unsafe”

· white women- they may make some black women fearful of being on the receiving end of racism

· bisexual women- they may make some lesbian women feel unsafe

· lesbian women- they may make some homophobic straight women fearful of being “hit on”

· women who are known to have been abusive to their female partners or children

· women who appear to be excessively “masculine” to some women’s eyes and may evoke their fear of male violence

· women who appear to be excessively “feminine” to some women’s eyes and may make some feminists feel they are too identified with pleasing men to be safe around.

The question for us as feminists and as a fabulous and successful women’s resource is: are we going to be inclusive of all women, and expect those who have problems with some groups of women to educate themselves and use the welcoming environment of the Library to help them connect with others and get over their prejudices? Or are we going to collude with a patriarchal society’s divisiveness and indeed cruelty and exclusion towards transsexuals, in order to protect some women from having their prejudices challenged?

In my experience, the one thing that enables folk to overcome prejudice is to have personal contact with individuals who are members of the oppressed group in question. Glasgow Women’s Library has long been at the forefront of challenging oppression in all its forms- please continue to fight the good fight and allow me to continue to be proud of the women’s community in Glasgow and my membership of this unique organisation!

Finally, as a member, I would request that you open this issue out to the Library’s membership for discussion, based on good information sources from such places as Beyond Barriers. I am aware that legal changes could soon make the policy illegal anyway, but I think it is important for the health of the Women’s Library that it be a place where important issues are widely discussed and debated. This particular issue has divided women’s communities around the world in the past- as we are coming to it rather late, perhaps we can learn from those experiences and minimise potential hurt and damage. In my opinion, open discussion, mediated by supportive and inclusive community leaders, and conducted in a spirit of love, caring and willingness to listen on all sides, is the best way to achieve this.

If this issue is not resolved before the next Library Newsletter, I would like this letter to be published if possible, as part of any wider coverage on it that you may provide.

With warm best wishes

Sarah Currier

