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Introduction:
      I am honored to have this opportunity to address this committee, and to offer my arguments in support of the passage of Senate Bill 566. My advocacy in support of this bill is seasoned and shaped by my status as a transsexual woman, by my profession as an ethicist and expert in public policy, and by my strong sense – as a proud citizen of Prince George’s County, Maryland – of civic duty. 

      First, ought Maryland legislators to care about discrimination against transgendered persons? We are few in number, so our plight isn’t likely to attract the attention of most citizens. With the general public lacking specific knowledge about the transgender phenomenon, there may be relatively few people in the state who even know we exist. Of those who do know, a proportion of them will be drawn to us for the wrong reasons, out of prurient fascination. Alternatively, some may find us repugnant, and dismiss us as an “abomination”. Other people even feel compelled, in honoring their own moral and spiritual beliefs, to oppose this and similar legislative initiatives. They will claim that you ought not to support such a bill as your support would be tantamount to sanctioning “deviant” behavior by a “small minority on the fringe”.  

      We come before you today to testify that our situation, while far from deviant or fringe, does warrant your support. How ought Maryland to respond to the diversity that we represent? You, our senators, have been entrusted with power over resource distribution, rule of law, and policy, but given the many demands you face, how ought you to respond? These are very real questions, and we all benefit by deliberating them openly. 

      My answer to these “ought” questions is straightforward: gender identity is fundamental to being “human”. Discrimination against us as transgendered persons, left unconfronted, denies our basic human integrity and negatively affects our ability to care for our families.  We the citizens of Maryland define ourselves as a healthy and moral society to the extent that we respect universal human dignity. While there is always room for improvement, the government of Maryland has already tackled other challenges of discrimination. You have done so out of deep conviction and in response to advocacy, explicit or implied, that spoke to certain universal moral principles such as toleration, understanding, compassion, and respect for the universal dignity and human rights of these minorities. Marylanders have looked beyond differences, and seen common humanity. The challenge now is to do likewise with the transgendered citizens of Maryland. As argued so persuasively by the renowned professor of philosophy and African American studies, Anthony Kwame Appiah:

Our moral modernity consists chiefly of extending the principle of equal respect to those who had previously been outside the compass of sympathy; in that sense, it has consisted in the ability to see similarity where our predecessors saw only difference. The wisdom was hard-won; it should not be lightly set aside.  
 

Maryland Senate Bill 566:
      I base my advocacy for passage of this bill on the following three arguments, which I discuss in further detail on the following pages: 

· The state’s role in meeting the individual moral challenge: Each individual faces his or her own unique challenges in pursuit of a life of dignity and meaning. The state bears a concomitant moral obligation to take all reasonable measures to support its citizens in fulfilling that fundamental moral obligation that each person owes to himself or herself. For transgendered people, Maryland Senate Bill 566 will clear away much of the discrimination in employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations that currently diminishes their dignity and frustrates their efforts to find that life of meaning. 

· The state’s role in meeting the conceptual challenge of gender identity: To a very large extent, one’s gender defines the human experience of “identity”. The potential to live a truly human life of dignity, free of shame, rests in large measure with every person’s freedom to express his or her deepest convictions of his or her own gender identity. The state should embrace the concept of gender identity in this context, and provide the legislative framework that reflects these common but important values. 

· The state’s role in honoring our common humanity: A fundamental premise of the American moral experience is that we honor both autonomy and interdependence. To achieve autonomy means that each citizen must have acceptable choices, free from unreasonable constraints or discrimination. To sustain interdependence as a moral community requires mutual respect and commitment to the principles that all persons – regardless of their gender expression – are morally equal, deserving equal respect while mutually shouldering the common burden of building a strong, caring society. Maryland Senate Bill 566 will build and expand social cohesion within the state through taking an unequivocal stand on individual autonomy, and will recognize that we are all interdependent in building a prosperous future for all Marylanders.

 

      My approach in this submission may be somewhat unconventional. As a professor of public policy who regularly teaches public policy at two of America’s leading academic institutions of higher learning (University of Maryland and Georgetown University), I know all too well that legislators are more frequently presented with advocacy based on facts, figures, and legal precedents – not moral reasoning. An explicitly moral approach as expanded upon below, however, is particularly pertinent in the case before us, since to many thoughtful persons the transgender phenomenon may seem to conflict with conventional moral and religious values.    
 

The state’s role in meeting the individual moral challenge:
      Each person in Maryland wants his or her life to be worthwhile. The state bears a concomitant moral obligation to take all reasonable measures to support its citizens in fulfilling that fundamental obligation to self, to create an environment in which the basic human quest for a life of meaning and purpose can be pursued by each person, to the benefit of us all as together we forge community. Any “community” that excludes persons whose only disqualification is a medical condition over which they have no control is a deeply flawed community.  

      Decision makers who hold positions of public trust bear an especially hard burden. They must make decisions and take actions that align both with their moral values as public servants, as well as their personal moral values. It is my conviction that the public moral imperative not to discriminate against any citizen of Maryland in a way that threatens that citizen’s fundamental integrity and autonomy is uncontested, at least to the extent that the honoring of that integrity and the exercise of that autonomy does no harm to any other citizen. Any clear-headed assessment of the “threat” offered by my transgendered sisters, brothers, or me will conclude that no such threat exists, nor can it be demonstrated empirically to have existed. The public duty is clear – this bill should be supported so that a strong, unequivocal message is heard loudly from Annapolis against any discrimination directed at transgendered persons in employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations, as such discrimination runs counter to the fundamental moral values of Maryland. 

            This leaves the complicated challenges of being true to one’s personal moral convictions, many of which are shaped by or grounded in religious beliefs. Transgendered people have enjoyed both strong and loving support from some faith communities, as well as harsh condemnation by others. From personal experience, I can say that being rejected as an “abomination” is a very deep and hurtful affront, and a curious reflection on anyone professing to be acting out of God’s love.      

There are many transgendered persons such as I who hold deep religious convictions. I am a Christian and a Quaker, and I strive throughout my life to live in harmony with Quaker testimonies on simplicity, peace, integrity, community, and equality. While Quakers do not see scripture as the only source of religious inspiration and truth, I do take personal inspiration and spiritual meaning from one passage that I share now with you: “...there is neither male nor female, for we are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).  
 

The state’s role in meeting the conceptual challenge of gender identity: 
      For people such as I, whose identity is compromised by the neurobiological condition of being transgendered, equal access to those rights and freedoms enjoyed by others is frequently denied. This is particularly important when it comes to employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations, as denial of common rights and freedoms in these areas affects not just us, but our families as well. To a considerable extent, this unfortunate denial of rights and freedoms to us is due to ignorance, with society at large viewing transgendered persons as people who choose to exercise an absurd, irrational, or immodestly audacious lifestyle, or as persons whose behavior is devious, or even perverse. Even many well educated people have very little information about the scientific characteristics and quality of life implications of the transgender phenomenon, which manifests itself for us as the inescapable, ever-present consciousness of being trapped in the “wrong” body. We cope as well as we can with this deep internal discomfort, and in the face of societal rejection, violence, and shame, but for most of us it is a life frequently deficient in quality, dignity, respect, fellowship, or hope. Passing Maryland Senate Bill 566 will help to prevent discrimination based on gender expression. It will also speak to all Marylanders of a state government that is rational, compassionate, scientific, and humane in its appreciation of us as individuals, and responsive to our very human efforts to find employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations within Maryland.   
 

The state’s role in honoring our common humanity: 
      As articulated so well and often so poignantly by my transgendered sisters and brothers, as a small minority we often confront discrimination, abuse, violence, and rejection. Many citizens look the other way when they become aware of such discrimination, thinking perhaps that transgender people bring this on themselves by daring to violate important social boundaries. Those boundaries are seldom well examined or subject to rigorous reflection, yet for me and many other transgendered citizens of Maryland they are boundaries that stand in the way of achieving personal autonomy – my ability rationally to decide who and what I am, and what my life plans will be. Crossing the gender boundary has been audacious enough. At great expense, considerable pain, and in the face of enormous family and logistical challenges, I have found the resources, personal strength, support, and persistence to achieve great strides in my own journey to overcome the disharmony of having a biologically female brain in a biologically male body. I know now that ultimately I will be able to complete this transitional journey, and live out the balance of my life with the mental and bodily gender integrity that the rest of Maryland’s citizens simply take for granted. I can and will cross the gender boundary. The boundary that I am unable to overcome without your support, however, is the social boundary imposed by ignorance, callousness, and arbitrary discrimination. My potential to achieve a life of meaning, peace, and well being is deeply threatened by this discriminatory social boundary, which often manifests itself in the form of imposed constraints on our access to employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations. We are left with unacceptable choices, and nothing more.  

      In challenging the state of Maryland to honor my common humanity, and the humanity of all transgendered persons, I seek more than unacceptable choices and grudging tolerance. As a transsexual woman, in the United States of America, I seek to be respected not in spite of this condition, but to be respected as a transsexual woman, and as a human being.  

      Returning to Professor Appiah, the challenge is clear:

What’s age-old is that when we are asked – and ask ourselves – who we are, we are being asked what we are as well.  

      What we are is simple. We are human beings and citizens of Maryland, and that is all that must be known about us. Who we are is complex – each of us has a story, a life, hopes, and aspirations – just like any other citizen of Maryland. All that we seek is to be treated in like manner, free from discrimination in employment, housing, credit, or public accommodations. Maryland Senate Bill 566 is an important start, and it deserves your unanimous support. 
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