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Introduction

Notes of a Non-Transsexual Feminist Arabist



I. The Introduction to a Subject: Transsexual Women and Social Constructivist Feminism

Trans people are not . . . fascinating case studies for gender studies graduate theses. No, we trans people
have our own issues, perspectives, and experiences. And non-trans queer people everywhere need to
realize that they cannot call themselves ‘pro-trans’ unless they fully respect our identities . . . .

— Julia Serano (2013, 35) —

It is with this quotation from feminist and trans activist Julia Serano’s most recent book
Excluded: Making Feminist and Queer Movements More Inclusive (2013) that I have chosen
to introduce the research project presented in this gender studies graduate thesis that, indeed,
concerns itself with the issues, perspectives and experiences of trans people — or, more
specifically, those of transsexual women.! Most prevalent in Serano’s statement is the idea
that academic representations of transsexual people bypass these people’s right to, and
capability of, self-representation, displaying a lack of respect for the meanings they may give
to their own experiences of life, self and reality. Making a similar statement in her previous
book Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity
(2007), Serano argues that non-transsexual academic representations of transsexual people’s
embodied subjectivities even tend to erase their personal and political voices, working with
methodological and epistemological frameworks that do not allow for their self-

representations to make their appearance into theory (12).

The idea that transsexual women’s agency and political subjectivity occupy a highly
problematic position in relation to contemporary academic feminist discourses, as well as the
conviction that the problematic trajectories of this position are characterised by certain forms
of epistemic violence, are shared by a considerable amount of transsexual as well as non-

transsexual sex/gender theorists, such as Jay Prosser (1998), Viviane K. Namaste (2000),

! The term ‘trans people’ here functions as an umbrella term encompassing all those subjects that self-identify as
transsexual, transgender, gender queer, or any other lived and used alternative. I will go on to specify
‘transsexual’ as a particular category of trans experience and identification.

2 Serano (2007) states: “[N]on-trans representations of transsexuality . . . effectively silence trans people’s
political voices and prevent us from describing our lives the way we see and experience them” (8); “Rather than
given the opportunity to speak for ourselves on the very issues that affect our own lives, trans women are instead
treated more like research subjects: others place us under their microscopes, dissect our lives, and assign motives

to us that validate their own theories and agendas regarding gender and sexuality” (12).
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David Valentine (2012) and Talia Mae Bettcher (2014).> When brought back to a most basic
understanding, the debate at issue here might be summarised as follows: working towards an
understanding of sex and gender as discursively constructed and hegemonic categories,
contemporary social constructivist feminist discourses may reject transsexual people’s appeal
to normative sexed/gendered categories as affirmative and desirable institutions (Bettcher,
2014, 398). In the subsequent paragraphs, I will take some time to unpack several components

of this idea.

Although elaborate analyses of different social constructivist perspectives shall be provided in
Chapter One of this thesis, I here define social constructivism as a mode of academic
engagement that adheres to the idea that ‘the subject’ and its properties are discursively
produced and do not appear as the natural result of a given ontological essence, such as
argued by a biological essentialist paradigm. The specific social constructivist paradigm that
will be most central to this thesis as both a research object and an epistemological framework
is a poststructuralist one. Adhering to the premise that human thought can ultimately not
encompass anything but discourse — as everything that enters it first needs to pass through the
negative dialectics of language —, the subject as well as the body appear as discursively
constructed, and thus ultimately non-natural, non-unitary and unstable (Kolozova, 2014, 24).
This definition of human subjectivity leads to the idea that political subjectivity, or agency,
can only be achieved through the displacement — or ‘deconstruction’— of the discursive
structures that inform it (Namaste, 1994, 221). In a feminist context the poststructuralist social
constructivist paradigm has been most influentially pursued by gender theorist Judith Butler
(1990; 1993), whose work continues to set the epistemological standards for the majority of
contemporary feminist theories of sex and gender, and the project of queer theory in
particular, which explicitly takes the deconstruction of ‘the gender binary’ as its political goal

(Namaste, 1994, 223-4).*

3 My use of the linguistic formation ‘sex/gender’ points to the crucial entanglement of these two discursive
categories, departing from more traditional understandings in which ‘sex’ is positioned as a mere physical affair,
whereas ‘gender’ appears as its social and cultural inscription. As Judith Butler has convincingly argued, the
category of sex appears as discursively constituted from the very start, and must in fact be seen as an always
already gendered category (1990, 7; see also 1993). I would like to add that gender might equally be thought of
as a sexed category, as shall be explicated in Chapter Three.

4 ‘The gender binary’ here points towards the binary structure of the normative institutions ‘men’ and ‘women’

as two subject positions that are characterised by a normatively aligned sex and gender performance. As several
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‘Transgender’, specifically in its queer feminist political deployment, here appears as a name
given to those subjects that maintain their non-normative positions, whereas ‘transsexuality’
comes to characterise those subjects that desire their own integration into normative
sex/gender categories in the name of an experienced innate desire to belong elsewhere,
thereby essentializing their inhabitancy of these categories in the process and presenting a
possible force of political regression to contemporary feminist discourses (Prosser, 1998, 11-
13; Serano, 2007, 9, 12; 2013, 198-9; Valentine, 2012, 202; Bettcher, 2014, 385).° In this
particular context, it has been noted that male-to-female (MTF) transitions have been more
frequently criticised within feminist academia than their female-to-male (FTM) counterparts,
either because of the more general hyper-constructed status of femininity within popular
discourses (Serano, 2007, 14, 46, 238; 2013, 140); an increased invisibility of FTM subjects
within both academic and popular discourses (Cromwell, 1999, 11-2, 44-61); or due to a
(wrongly) prejudiced model of transsexuality as more frequently MTF-directed (Namaste,
2000, 36; Valentine, 2012, 205). Expanding upon some of these premises in Chapter One, the
subject-category of sex/gender conformative transsexual women appears demonstrably most

marginalised and invalidated within those feminist perspectives that I shall be addressing.

My distinction between the terms ‘sex/gender conformative’ and ‘sex/gender normative’
points to the idea that there is something persistently non-normative about a transsexual desire
for sex/gender re-assignment, even if such a desired transition takes place across two
normative sexed/gendered categories. The term ‘conformative’ then points to a desire to
integrate as normatively sexed/gendered, surpassing a discursively implicated non-normative
social and cultural status — if possible forever, and in all social and personal contexts. My
definition of transsexuality has close proximity to that of Serano (2013), who deploys the term

to describe “anyone who is currently, or is working toward, living as a member of the sex

authors have argued, however, this particular phrasing might suggest that there exists only one gender binary,
thereby overlooking the ways in which other differences may intersect with sex/gender, constituting a
multiplicity of potential gender binaries (Butler, 2014, xvi; Sedgwick, 1990, 11; Serano, 2013, 95).

5 Notably, the term ‘transgender’ can also be deployed as an umbrella term that encompasses transsexual
subjectivity, functioning much according to the earlier mentioned term ‘trans’ (Stryker, 2008, 1). I will use the
term in its more narrow definition, pointing towards those subjects that take up another gender than the one
accompanying the categorical classification of their birth sex without working towards the physical

normalisation of the latter (Prosser, 1998, 176).
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other than the one they where assigned at birth, regardless of what procedures they may have

had” (31).

Serano here defines sex re-assignment as a set of variable procedures that does not necessarily
encompass the practice of (genital) sex reassignment surgery (SRS). In the context of this
thesis I have chosen to depart from this specification, talking generally of transsexual
sex/gender conformity as including a requirement for SRS. This conception thus more closely
resembles one possible definition articulated by gender theorist Susan Stryker (2008),
referring to those subjects that also “feel a strong desire to change their sexual morphology in
order to live entirely as permanent, full-time members of the gender other than the one they
were assigned to at birth” (18). Rather than making any generalising statements about
transsexual people’s situated desires and sensibilities, my choice to include SRS corresponds
to its position among those practices conforming to sex/gender normativity that appear most
heavily criticised within existing feminist literature,® either implicitly or explicitly underlining
the argument that sex/gender normativity — perhaps especially in its transsexual deployment —
is violent and damaging to those subjects governed by its laws, due to its investment in

surgical modifying practices (Valentine, 2014, 185).

The idea that ‘normal’ is a discursively contextual, historically specific, and ideologically
prescriptive term rather than an objectively descriptive one lies at the heart of feminist
scholarship.” In queer poststructuralist accounts the oppressive, but also powerful and even
affirmative potentials of ‘the normative’ have been discussed elaborately, conceptualising the
tension between ‘normative violence’ and ‘normative power’ (for example see Butler, 2004a,
1; 2004b, 25-26). I will argue that, despite a variety of valuable poststructuralist inquiries into
the question of how sex/gender norms are constitutive of hegemonic and exclusionary
political ontologies, the alternative narratives developed by such feminist theories are not

always adequately accountable for the ways in which their own political projects might

® For example, see the works of sociologists Dwight Billings, Thomas Urban and Bernice Hausman (in Namaste,
2000, 33-37), and radical lesbian-feminists Janice G. Raymond (1997) and Sheila Jeffreys (2014), of which the
latter will be discussed in Chapter One.

" Perhaps the most eloquent example of such scholarship are the countless feminist analyses on the subject of
heteronormativity, in which the constructed nature of heterosexuality and its violent tendencies to cut down
alternative realities to its own conceptual frame of reference are demonstrated (for example see Butler, 1993, 28-

57; Blank, 2012).
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exclude other embodied subjects (Lloyd, 2006, 6).® Pushing poststructuralist feminist inquiry
closer to its own analytical imperatives, I will argue that its strict adherence to deconstruction
and re-signification as the standards for all alternative political ontologies must be challenged
in order to prevent the epistemologically violent exclusion and invalidation of those subjects
who conform to a given normative discursive formation, such as sex/gender conformative

transsexual women.

In this thesis, I aim to explicate how such exclusionary mechanisms shape sex/gender
conformative transsexual women’s contemporary positionalities within, or outside of,
contemporary feminist discourses, posing the question of how these function through, and are
constitutive of, particular epistemological and political conceptions of the concept of agency,
and a valid and valuable feminist political consciousness. My hypothesis here is that the
intimately related categories of sex/gender normativity and transsexuality are constituted in
opposition to a feminist category of political and intellectual agency to whose constitution
academic feminist paradigms appear as universalising and dominating institutions, wielding
authority over transsexual women’s lived experiences of both themselves and their situated

realities.

II. Situating Academic Agency: Working Towards Situated Concepts and Researchers

The perspective I bring to this debate is perhaps a rather unexpected one. Before entering the
gender studies master program, I completed a bachelor in the studies of Arabic language,
culture, and Islamic religions. According to academic conventions, I could thus position
myself as an Arabist scholar — with all orientalist connotations attached (see Said, 1978).
Apart from the fact that this academic background has provided me with a detailed
understanding of both orientalist and postcolonial studies, it has also supplied me with a
particular personal perspective on how asymmetrical power structures give shape to the form
and content of academic practice within the university. I have frequently experienced how the
normative institution of secular and non-politically religious subjectivity was reinforced,

thereby invalidating pious, Islamist and veiled women’s political and academic perspectives.’

8 For a more elaborate account of the counter-hegemonic potential of queer theory, see also Castro Varela,
Dhawan and Engel (2012, 1-24, 91-120).
° With the term ‘Islamism’ I refer to a type of discourse that argues in favour of taking Islamic religion as the

guiding principle for all facets of human life, including the realm of politics.
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An outspoken conformation to religious normativity — and especially to those sexed/gendered
trajectories implying women’s subject positions — here often appeared as the basic principle to
which exclusionary gestures made by secular(ist) academic agents would respond, in a way
that was deemed perfectly acceptable and went largely unnoticed within the context of the
faculty. Informally banning Islamic facial veils from the classroom as well as persistently
ignoring Muslim women’s objections against the reading of sexually explicit Arabic texts in
class, the academic careers of those women who conceived of these practices as going against
the integrity of their personhood were severely obstructed, as well as a vast number of
intelligent, capable and motivated female students was implicitly but undoubtedly

discouraged to enter the program.

In this differently situated context of academic exclusion, the category of sex/gender
normativity, as opposed to a seemingly universally valid definition of ‘the political’ and ‘the
academic subject’, appears central to the distribution of affirmative intellectual and political
agency. In addition, the increased political value attributed to particular sexed/gendered
relations to such normative discourses — that are, womanhood, female-ness and femininity —
can be observed.'” I myself have long struggled to reconcile my own political perspectives
and experiences: As postcolonial politics instructed me to conceive of people’s agencies and
political perspectives as inherently valid and valuable within their own contextual situated-
ness, feminist politics seemingly urged me to draw the line at those practices and beliefs
constituent of, and founded upon, patriarchal and/or otherwise asymmetrical power relations.
From my own encounters with those few pious Islamist women who did enter the program, I
also learned how some asymmetrical power structures — such as those governing human
subordination to God — might be conceived of as granting a certain mode of being with an
exceptional sense of self-worth, personal and political agency. In her development of an

epistemological definition of agency and political subjectivity that opens such concepts up to

10 Proceeding, 1 will use these three terms to point respectively to a certain subject position (‘woman’), a
performance of sex (‘female”) and a performance of gender (‘feminine’). Rather than deploying the term
‘female’ in reference to a presumably neutral bodily characteristic, I refer to the local outcome of a situated
negotiation between a certain discourse and a specific embodied subject-agent. By using these terms separately, I
aim to keep the possibility open that these three levels of engagement might be negotiated differently across
different processes of subjectivation. For example, a claim to the social category of “‘women’ might be made
without the assuming of a female sex and/or feminine gender, and some transsexual subjects might see their sex
and gender performances as being ultimately the same thing, while others feel that their gender performances

require a surgical re-performance of their sex.
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a pious and politically religious interpretation, the work of feminist anthropologist Saba

Mahmood ([2005] 2012) appeared conciliatory towards this dilemma.

In the course of researching prevailing social constructivist representations of sex/gender
conformative transsexual women'’s (political) subjectivities I have yet re-encountered a
situation in which an embodied and throughout investment into sex/gender normative
categories — and especially a conformity corresponding to normative formations of female-
ness, femininity and womanhood — is continually rejected by, and excluded within, (feminist)
academic discourses. Once more I find myself engaged in an internal debate in which a
political belief in both the rigour of a social constructivist analytical paradigm and the
integrity of lived experiences of self and reality are negotiated. Drawing upon my earlier
inquiries into a Dutch Arabist academic practice, [ have come to believe it is the
epistemological approach rather than people’s self-identifying practices that are in need of
change, if feminist academic representations are to avoid becoming counter-hegemonic forces

of epistemological violence.!!

Notably, this debate holds a particular proximity to my personal life, having found love as
well as intellectual challenge with my girlfriend and life-partner; a sex/gender conformative
transsexual woman who strongly believes in, and politically stands for, the necessity of a
‘rightly’ assigned physical sex and the innateness of her own sexed/gendered identity.
Importantly, this personal element has given shape to the political and analytical direction
pursued by my research project: my call to reconcile situated experiences of reality with its
academic framework of analysis is at least partly rooted in an affectionate care I have for the
academic integrity of my partner. Most significantly, however, the proximity that might be
passed on to me through this relationship is equally characterised by a position of non-
transsexual distance, as Serano urgently reminds the feminist researcher in the introductory

quotation.

In order to frame this critical distance, I will adopt the term ‘non-transsexual’ as developed by

linguistic and cultural anthropologist David Valentine (2012) to analytically account for my

I Coined by political theorist Antonio Gramsci, the term ‘counter-hegemony’ points towards the establishment
of alternative authoritative orders that oppose existing hegemonic power structures to force political change.
Butler’s queer politics have been argued to function according to this same principle (Castro Varela and

Dhawan, 2012, 91-120).
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specific situated agency, which lies at the base of my capability to do feminist research on this
particular subject. Valentine’s term is based on the recognition of the asymmetrical power
relations that shape transsexual and non-transsexual agency within academic feminist
discourses, arguing the latter has traditionally entertained the privilege of going unmarked,
whereas the former has been forced to carry an increased political responsibility for either the
deconstruction or upholding of the gender binary (207). If feminist academics do not want to
perpetuate the myth of the ‘natural” modernist subject-agent as essentially non-transsexual, so
Valentine argues, they must start recognising themselves as situated within their own specific,
embodied non-transsexual subject position. Importantly, their non-transsexuality can situate
them within an unmarked affirmative experience of sex/gender conformity — they may not
feel a need for embodied non-conformity —, thus presenting their subject positions to be just
as politically challenged as those of transsexual people.!? Immersing myself within
Valentine’s non-transsexual imaginary, it is important to highlight that the project presented
in this thesis could equally be utilised to establish a more affirmative conception of non-
transsexual sex/gender conformity and normativity, which both equally tension my own

position as a sex/gender conformative non-transsexual feminist researcher.

Clearly, I perceive there to be strong parallels between the exclusion of (politically) religious
sex/gender conformative articulations of womanhood and that of sex/gender conformative
transsexual women from feminist academia. This thesis will be concerned with an exploration
of the epistemological premises that shape those conceptions of agency and political
subjectivity which currently prevail to exclude, devaluate or obscure modes of agency and
subjectivity that do not easily fit within these established epistemological boundaries — that
are, modes of subjectivity which are founded upon a situated desire for, and practice of,

sex/gender conformity. Demonstrating how contemporary conceptions of sex/gender

12 A small comment on the use of the term ‘non-transsexual’, rather than the more conventional ‘cissexual’, is
necessary. Serano (2007) defines cissexual people as “people who are not transsexual and who have only ever
experienced their subconscious and physical sexes as being aligned” (12). Although the first part of this
definition concurs with Valentine’s use of the term ‘non-transsexual’ (i.e. ‘not transsexual’), the second part
departs from the conceptual boundaries of his concept: located within an academic context that affirms gender
queerness and transgender identification, a conception of non-transsexual subjectivity can encompass those
subjects that do experience their subconscious, culturally/socially interpreted, and physical sex to be misaligned,
and might surgically, hormonally and/or behaviourally intervene into one of these levels of perception. They
may, however, not desire to realign these three levels of experience — something that those transsexual people

addressed in Valentine’s article do aspire to.
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conformative transsexual women’s agency and political subjectivity are invested in the same
one-directional political narrative that may serve to devaluate pious agencies and
subjectivities — that is, one solely aimed at the subversion and deconstruction of established
sex/gender norms —, I will adopt a so-called postsecular approach to make visible the
hegemonic boundaries constituent of prevailing feminist conceptions of agency and political
consciousness, working towards an alternative epistemological framework that articulates a
more affirmative and — dare I say it — a more realistic perspective upon situated practices and

experiences of, and aspirations towards, transsexual sex/gender conformity.

Coined by feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti (2008), ‘the postsecular turn’ refers to a
contemporary trend in feminist thinking aimed at the active inclusion of pious, religious
and/or spiritual subject positions as politically valid subject positions. As Braidotti argues, the
idea that religious agency can be compatible with a viable political subject position comes
with the crucial realisation that agency may no longer, or not solely, be seen as an act of
resistance against ‘something’ that must be overthrown, opposed or destroyed, and is not
necessarily seated upon an oppositional consciousness. Rather, subjectivity itself appears as
the relatively temporal outcome of an on-going dynamic process of critical or uncritical,
positive or negative, conformative or non-conformative modes of relating to dominant norms,
clearing space for normative identifications and conformative practices to be seen as
affirmatively agentive trajectories (2). This realisation provides a possible starting point to
break down the traditional opposition between ‘agency’ and ‘false consciousness’ as
perpetuated by a hegemonic Western modernist paradigm, shedding new light upon related
oppositional classifications of agency, such as conformation and subversion; submission and

rebellion; regression and transgression; affirmation and resistance.

As I will demonstrate, the epistemological framework advocated by the postsecular turn can
serve as a methodological tool to lay bare the hidden biases that inform contemporary
epistemological conceptualisations of transsexuality, agency and political subjectivity, at the
same time fuelling the development of an alternative epistemological approach that can
accommodate respect for, and secure the intrinsic value of, a// embodied subjectivities. This
alternative framework would avert the revival of yet another version of the social
constructivist versus biological essentialist debate, overcoming persisting forms of hegemonic

binary thinking that continue to haunt (post-) modernist feminist theories and practices,
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instead working towards a theory of subjectivity that adheres to a model of what I call

‘situated agencies’.

III. Arguing Amongst Solutions: Outlining a Non-Philosophical Approach

The inherent political value of all situated experiences of, desires for, and perspectives upon,
particular manifestations of sex/gender will be central to this project. Rather than evoking the
idea that sex/gender conformative positionalities are necessarily feminist (or not) by virtue of
any presupposed intrinsic property, the word ‘inherent’ here refers to a political relevance that
does not flow from either a far distance or a close proximity held by a certain subject position
in relation to an already established intellectual and/or political feminist theory, in which the
first can be conveniently deployed to sublimate the latter. Rather, I mean to point to the idea
that women’s experiences of themselves and their realities might be considered as an always
already valid and valuable starting point for feminist engagement, even if they cannot be
subsumed under established political goals, such as the deconstruction or subversion of

hegemonic sex/gender norms.

In order to demonstrate how this approach may depart from existing solutions to transsexual
women’s problematic place within social constructivist feminist discourses, I will briefly
discuss the work of gender theorist Talia Mae Bettcher (2014). Summarising the potential
opposition between transsexual people’s need and desire to have their sex/gender recognised
as real, and social constructivist feminism’s imperative to conceptualise all emergences of
sex/gender as socially constructed fictions, Bettcher concludes that the potential appeal of a
theory that supports transsexual people’s sex/gender realness may indeed position transsexual
politics against feminist ones: the former may benefit from the naturalisation of gender, while
the latter seeks to denaturalise it (398). In order to overcome this opposition, Bettcher makes

the following suggestion:

While actual acts of resistance may appeal to gender realness (and use a theory that justifies that
realness), a constructionist theory can be used to illuminate such manoeuvres without itself committing to
the realness of gender. ... [W]hile the actual appeal to native gender must be rejected from a
transfeminist perspective, the socially constituted denial of realness must be taken with dead seriousness.

(Bettcher, 2014, 299)
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Bettcher here suggests an increasing of academic sensitivity for the marginalisation and
violence transsexual people may face at the hands of ‘the constructivist’ argument, at the
same time perpetuating a rigid social constructivist epistemological framework in which any
appeal made towards sex/gender realness is respected as an act of resistance, but never as
intrinsically valid, or simply real. In this methodological approach, transsexual women’s
experiences of the realities in which they live and know themselves continue to be subsumed
under epistemological supremacy — that is, a certain experience can be sublimated by a theory
that carries a higher level of truth than the situated reality constituted by the experience itself.
The question rises of how a commitment to the situated realness of sex/gender can be
actualised in an academic context without falling back on biological essentialist assumptions,
which, as Bettcher emphasises, equally devaluate the authenticity of transsexual women’s

sexed/gendered realities (386).

In Cut of the Real: Subjectivity in Poststructuralist Philosophy (2014), feminist non-
philosopher Katerina Kolozova takes this seemingly methodologically irreconcilable
opposition between anti-essentialist poststructuralist feminist theories of sex/gender and
people’s frequent experiences of these trajectories as essential to their situated selves as her

research object.!?

She argues that the exclusion of generic lived experiences of sex/gender
from a perspective of academic legitimacy presents a persistent form of epistemic violence
perpetuated by the poststructuralist paradigm, subsuming people’s situated experiences of
reality under the authority of academic thought. Such condemnation of all forms of generic
and ‘essential’ thinking as unitary and thus politically regressive — including those concerning
situated self-identification — is an act of unspeakable arrogance that fuels political exclusion,
rendering people’s claims to certain subject positions as fictitious, false and even unreal,

thereby failing significantly to account for the ways in which such subject positions may

respond to, or are generative of, experiences of marginalisation (6-7, 16, 72).

In addition, Kolozova argues that the radical exclusion of certain subject positions as
inherently constituted upon false consciousness re-introduces a mode of binary, hegemonic
and essentialist thinking in its adherence to the instability of the subject as an ontological

quality (80, 82). I suggest that this analysis of poststructuralist feminism’s exclusionary

13 The principles of non-philosophy are developed by the French thinker Frangois Laruelle (1996), who proposes
the deployment of this approach in the broader context of philosophical practice. In Chapter Three I explicate

these principles in more detail.
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gestures corresponds to the disavowal of transsexual women’s potential desires to stabilise the
categorical and embodied inhabitancy of their sex/gender, in which sex/gender conformity
may come to stand for a certain form of sex/gender consolidation. Moreover, Kolozova’s
observation regarding the privilege carried by those processes of transformative subjectivation
that affirm their own radical instability might be adequately applied to the earlier noted
privilege carried by transgender subjectivities over transsexual ones in a queer feminist
context, pointing towards a similar phenomenon of what Serano (2007) has described as the
establishment of hegemonic ‘radical/conservative gender binaries’ in the course of defining

the ideal feminist political subject (110).'*

Following Kolozova’s alternative approach, academic concepts can only be conceived of as
viable and accountable if they correspond to a certain lived dimension of women’s
experienced realities, and bare responsibility to this reality rather than to philosophical
sublimation (4; Laruelle, 1996, 56). Although this method resists Unitarianism (i.e. all people
share the same reality), it is radically unifying in its call for feminist solidarity (i.e. all
theoretical feminist concepts must correspond to women’s experiences of reality and bare
accountability to these and these alone, instead of to a specific philosophical tradition, 8-9;
Laruelle, 1996, 13, 45). This methodological gesture advocates full respect for people’s lived
and experienced identities and realities, pressing the argument that epistemological premises
should not be impressed upon, but rather flow from, generic human experiences. I suggest that
Kolozova’s conceptualisation of a methodology that pushes feminist theories towards
“radically universal solidarity” (8-9) concurs with Serano’s (2013) proposal of a holistic
model of sex, gender and sexuality, moving beyond the epistemological conflict between a
social constructivist and biological essentialist paradigm, thereby resisting a hegemonic

binary system of political subjectivity (138-168).

Combining a postsecular approach with a non-philosophical research practice, I am
accountable to the following research goals, namely to provide a critical and situated analysis
of the contemporary feminist categories of agency and political consciousness, and to come to
an alternative epistemological understanding of situated agencies. By doing so, I will give

way to a radical congruency between feminist theories of sex/gender and transsexuality on the

141 use the term ‘subjectivation’ as it was generally deployed in the work of Michael Foucault, referring to an

individual process of becoming a certain situated subject (Foucault, 1984, 41).
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one hand, and transsexual women’s experiences of themselves and their realities on the other,
overcoming radical/conservative gender binaries as well as good/bad models of feminist
subjectivity and agency. Importantly, these research goals as well as my related project of
situated agencies correspond to, and take issue with, feminist theorist Donna Haraway’s

(1988) renowned work on situated knowledges.

IV. Structure

In Chapter One I will provide an elaborate overview of prevailing academic narratives
representing transsexual women’s agencies and subjectivities, mapping the critical trajectories
that tension social constructivist engagements with transsexual realities, experiences, desires
and aspirations. The main question posed here is how such narratives may relate to notions of
conformation and subversion, submission and rebellion, regression and transgression,
affirmation and resistance, and which persisting epistemological models of agency and
political subjectivity flow from these premises. A concept that shall be crucial to my critical
approach to these questions is Valentine’s (2012) non-transsexual imaginary, bringing out

previously unmarked, hegemonic non-transsexual and academic privileges.

Proceeding, I will provide a clear outline of the imperatives of the postsecular turn in
feminism as coined by Braidotti (2008), proposing a postsecular analysis rooted within
Mahmood’s (2012) work in order to recover the unmarked asymmetrical power relations
residing behind currently prevailing models of transsexual women’s agency and political
subjectivity, situating these within a persistent hegemony of Western humanist, liberalist,
secularist and even modernist thought. Focussing upon the relation between a traditional
secular(ist) conception of agency on the one hand, and intimately connected understandings of
the agentive versus the suffering and surviving subject on the other, the work of postcolonial
anthropologist and Islamic scholar Talal Asad (2003) will be central to my exploration of the
question of how such discursive legacies are played out across a feminist debate regarding
sex/gender conformative transsexuality, and a situated desire for SRS in particular. My
deployment of a postsecular epistemological framework concurs with the ways in which it has
been deployed by both Braidotti and Charles Taylor (2007), putting it to the task of critically
unpacking emergences of secular(ist) thinking, its discursive and ideological situated-ness,

and related hegemonic trajectories. In addition, my own deployment will demonstrate the
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worth of postsecular engagement outside of the disciplinary boundaries of postcolonial and

religious studies.

In Chapter Three I will propose a postsecular model of human agency and political
subjectivity as a viable alternative framework to re-envision transsexual women’s
subjectivities, agencies, and positionalities within academic feminist discourses, working
towards a conception of situated and distributive agencies. In addition, I will engage with the
question of which epistemological and political interventions might be necessitated by a
recognition of sex/gender conformative transsexual women’s agencies and political
subjectivities as valid and valuable, arguing for a radical re-thinking of the status of ‘reality’
within feminist politics and research practice. Haraway’s (1988) theory of situated
knowledges as well as Kolozova’s (2014) and Laruelle’s (1996; 2014) practice of non-

philosophy will stand in support of my argument.

Concluding, I will come back to the central research question of this thesis, that is, what kind
of new, viable feminist agencies and political subject positions do the imperatives of
postsecular feminist inquiry open up for sex/gender conformative transsexual women? Here |
hope to successfully position my work as an epistemological intervention into contemporary
academic feminist representations of transsexual women’s agency and subjectivity, proposing
this intervention as a starting point for a modest re-engagement with the question of which
position sex/gender conformity and normativity may take within the broader context of
feminist theory and politics, arguing for the broader integration of a situated, liveable non-

philosophical epistemological approach.
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Chapter 1

Fakes, Dupes and Rebels

Transsexual Women’s Agency in Contemporary Feminist Theories of Sex/Gender
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1.1. Introduction: Transsexual and Non-Transsexual Agency in Feminist Academia

This is the big question: Why? Why choose to do that to your body? And the second question — the one
that is usually expressed quietly, even if we are alone — is not far behind: What are the politics of this
(that is, the politics of SRS)? Even though as a pragmatic political act, they say, they would step up to the
line to support a transsexual person’s right to SRS, in the end isn’t it politically retrograde (they say),
choosing to reshape a body to conform to societal expectations of what is means to be a man or a woman?

— David Valentine (2012, 186) —

Aiming to increase embodied feminist accountability in a contemporary academic context,
David Valentine (2012) develops a rather unconventional theory of non-transsexual
embodiment, identity and subjectivity. Connecting a present feminist political discomfort with
the presumed normative imperatives of physical transsexual transitioning to the question of
what ‘choice’ and ‘agency’ actually entail in this particular debate, Valentine places the
prevailing non-transsexuality of feminist academics under political consideration: Why not
reshape the body to refute societal expectations? Why choose not to have SRS? The
counterintuitive affect generated by these questions draws attention to the privileged,
presumably neutral status of the non-transsexual subject that resides behind the asymmetrical
distribution of affirmative agency and political responsibility; a distribution that is primarily
carried out by non-transsexual academic subject-agents, whose non-transsexual embodied
subjectivity continues to go unmarked and unidentified on both a personal and theoretical

level (185).

‘Transsexual exceptionalism’ — that is, the tendency to distribute transsexual subjectivity with
an increased responsibility for the upholding of sex/gender normativity —, so Valentine
argues, has its roots in an unmarked modernist ideal of non-transsexual somatic wholeness
that does not concur with the social constructivist (and overwhelmingly postmodernist)
episteme that prevails in feminist academia today (188, 199). The imperatives of this
paradigm, so I suggest in line with Valentine’s argument, dictate that the distribution of
agency always takes place within a particular epistemological and political framework that is
founded upon, and produces, certain power relations. As Valentine demonstrates, these power
relations seem to have a particular asymmetrical, hegemonic character when it comes to
contemporary academic representations of transsexual embodiment and subjectivity, enabling
“scholars to frame particular humans as agents and others as dupes of forces beyond their

control” (193). Which epistemological premises, so Valentine asks, enable such academic
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representations? “Who and what gets framed as the ‘agent’ of action in these social fields”

(193)?

In this first chapter I take up these questions in order to subject two different academic
feminist representations of sex/gender conformative transsexual women'’s (political) agency
and subjectivity to a critical analysis. Which representations currently prevail within different
social constructivist feminist theories of sex and gender; which epistemological definitions of
agency, subjectivity and feminist politics are entertained here; and which political subject
positions do such representations enable, or foreclose? In addition, the question of how the
political and epistemological narratives considered here relate specifically to transsexual
womanhood, female-ness and femininity, will be central. In the context of Valentine’s
important observations, the questions of where non-transsexual academic agency resides
within these narratives, and how the political directedness of modernist and postmodernist
subjectivity is negotiated, will be of additional importance. This chapter will consist of three
subsections. In the first two I will subject respectively a radical lesbian-feminist and a
poststructuralist feminist narrative of transsexual subjectivity to the previously formulated
questions. The third subsection will consider several counter-narratives to these two major

social constructivist modes of representation in light of the same research questions.

1.2. Fake Feminists and Perpetrating Patriarchs: The (Undercover) Agents of the Transsexual

Empire

The first academic narrative I want to consider here is Janice G. Raymond’s The Transsexual
Empire: The Making of the She-Male (1979), which is one of the most prominent feminist
texts on the subject of transsexuality. Raymond’s main argument is that transsexuality as a
contemporary phenomenon is produced by patriarchal norms that work to re-assign sex to
otherwise gender-deviant individuals. The medical discourse that seeks to carry out this moral
constraint, so Raymond argues, has created a medical reality that meets transsexual people’s
experiences of ‘gender dissatisfaction’, seeking to surgically resubmit them to an embodied
subject position that concurs with established sex/gender norms (132, 143). By using the term
‘dissatisfaction’ rather than the medical terms ‘dysphoria’ or ‘dissonance’, Raymond points to

the idea that transsexuality is first and foremost a problem caused by certain social constraints
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that are exercised by patriarchal discourse.'”> The phenomenon of ‘transsexualism’, then, is the
socially imposed solution to gender dissatisfaction, working to re-subsume transsexual people
under normative sex/gender discourse without altering the contents and mechanisms of the

system itself (16).

The narrative proposed here seems to suggest that the agency residing behind transsexualism
is located within those subjects enforcing patriarchal sex/gender discourse, that is, those that
constitute the medical establishment. Indeed, Raymond argues that the medical term
transsexualism itself functions to ‘delete the agent’ behind the practice: it “cloaks the power
of the medical empire to generate a unique group of medical consumers. Thus the actions of a
primary agent, the medical establishment, are rendered invisible, and the so-called need of the
transsexual, the patient, is highlighted” (13). According to this conception, transsexual people
are will-less products of a patriarchal agency, possessing no agency at all. This perspective is
emphasised especially in Raymond’s consideration of transsexual people’s seemingly

voluntary subjection to the medical practices of ‘the transsexual empire’. She asks:

How can transsexuals truly give ‘informed consent’ and freely choose to convert to the opposite sex
anatomy and role when the coercive power of sex-role socialization is filtered through all institutions in a
patriarchal society? Not that such socialization is deterministic, but rather that it deeply conditions one’s

choices as well as one’s motivation to choose. (Raymond, 1979, 134-5)

Raymond later poses the question: “How can they be ultimately ‘centres of autonomy’ if their
motivation to choose differently is held captive by a patriarchal society, so that even what
they finally do choose (i.e., transsexual surgery) binds them even more firmly to that
society?” (147). In these two quotations Raymond clearly establishes the idea that one cannot
freely choose to have a sex change: the desire to be of the opposite sex cannot be but the

projection of oppressive, patriarchal ‘sex-role socialisation’, because it follows the direction of

35The medical and psychological term ‘gender dysphoria® was most certainly known to Raymond, as the Harry
Benjamin International Gender Dysphoria Association (HBIGDA) was most active prior to the publication of her
book. The increasing publicity of the association’s work led to the incorporation of Gender Identity Disorder
(GID) into the American Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1980 (Matte, Devor and
Vladicka, 2009, 44; Stryker, 2008, 111). At present, the term ‘Gender Identity Disorder’ has been officially
replaced by the term ‘gender dysphoria’ within the latest version of the DSM (DSM-5) in order to make clear
that sex/gender non-conformity is not in itself a disorder, but might in some cases cause severe personal distress,

demanding clinical help of some kind (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
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sex/gender normativity. The concepts of ‘choice’ and ‘autonomy’ are here positioned at the
base of moral and political agency, and come to be understood as the capacity to choose
differently from what is constituted as acceptable within a certain situated moral discourse, a
political imperative that those subjects that consent and conform to normative regulation

clearly fail to embody.

It is precisely at this point in Raymond’s narrative that the transsexual subject moves from
having virtually no agency to possessing a potentially had one that upholds and reproduces
patriarchal norms. Instead of taking gender dissatisfaction as the starting point for political
reform, so Raymond argues, transsexual people actively pursue ‘sex-role conformity’ in order
to overcome their personal suffering, thereby failing to see how their personal ‘choices’
contribute to the upholding of patriarchal sex/gender norms that oppress all, and females in
particular (98, 132, 142, 166). The idea that transsexual women’s desire for a feminine and
female subject position reproduces and upholds non-transsexual women’s subordination is
even more strongly present in Sheila Jeffreys’ (2014) most recent work, in which she argues
that a transsexual desire for femininity and female-ness is the result of a patriarchal fetish for
the non-transsexual female subject (187-8). In this conception transsexual women are no
longer seen as the will-less subjects of a patriarchal empire; they themselves appear as its

willing agents.

The perspective offered by both Raymond and Jeffreys posits transsexual women in strong
opposition to a feminist perspective, which they dictate should take gender dissatisfaction as a
motive for social reform rather than personal transition (Raymond, 1979, 80). Because
Raymond follows the idea that transsexual women’s embodied subjectivities only exist
because of, and are constructed by, patriarchy, her conception of which possible political
directions their agency might take is radically closed: any movement towards a feminist
political consciousness must be seen as either an act of deception committed by a subject that
attempts to extend patriarchal power into the previously inaccessible realms of women’s
spaces, bodies and minds, or a misplaced act of conversion, which success is always already

foreclosed by the transsexual subject’s ontological origin, that is, patriarchy (104).

I suggest that the definitive rigour of the epistemological boundaries that separate ‘the

transsexual’ from ‘the feminist’ subject in this context works through a persistent onto-
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epistemological asymmetry between the two.'® After all, if one accepts the idea that all
gendered subject positions — and that of ‘women’ in particular — originate in patriarchal
discourse, then why is “the lesbian-feminist [able to cross] the boundary of her patriarchally
imposed sex role”, whereas any attempt by “the transsexually constructed lesbian-feminist” to
do so necessarily makes her “a boundary violator” (Raymond, 1979, 108)? I suggest that the
answer to this question might be found within the methodological and epistemological
premises that underpin both Raymond’s and Jeffreys’ radical lesbian-feminist definition of
‘the feminist subject’; a subject that has been born into ‘the female sex caste’ and has been

socialised as a female and a woman (Raymond, 1979, 181; Jeffreys, 2014, 5-6).

Although both authors maintain a social constructivist paradigm, this definition firmly binds
‘the feminist subject’ to a non-transsexual female anatomy that remains obscured from further
inquiry, risking close proximity to a biological essentialist paradigm. This risk is clearly
present — if not fulfilled — in Jeffreys’ claim that “the differences between male and female
bodies . . . are all objectively knowable” and unalterable (2014, 53, emphasis added). In
Raymond’s theory this tendency is equally, yet more implicitly, present:

I am not arguing that what is nature is good, I am not polarizing technology against nature. Rather I am
making an appeal to the integrity or harmony of the whole. Thus my development of an ethic of integrity .
.. is not meant to state that transsexual treatment and surgery are violations of a static biological nature of
maleness or femaleness but that they violate a dynamic process of be-ing and becoming . . .”. (Raymond,

1979, 17)

Raymond here defends herself against an accusation of biological essentialism, which
operates through the polarisation of ‘the constructed’ and ‘the natural’, and makes an appeal
to the ‘static biological nature’ of the ‘naturally’ sexed body. Yet, what can ‘the integrity or
harmony of the whole’ be other than a moral and political appeal to such a body if the
‘dynamic process of becoming’ forecloses and invalidates the option of embodied, physical

re-formation? The element of invalidation here emerges from the particularly un-dynamic

16 With my use of the term ‘onto-epistemological’ I point to the idea that this asymmetry is ontological in nature:
it works on a fixed level of what one is, or can be, as the result of a certain state of being. ‘Ontology’ here does
not signify a certain biological essence, but the material-semiotic product of a certain epistemological narrative
(Barad, 2007, 90). By addressing subjectivity here as a material-semiotic fabric, I refer to the entangled nature of
matter and meaning: subjectivity encompasses both the material body and the negotiation of personal and

collective meaning that this material generates, and is constituted upon.
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conception of the boundaries that constitute the sexed subject, resulting in the idea that
transsexual women will always remain men, and transsexual men will always be women

(Raymond, 1979, 4; Jeffreys, 2014, 8).

I argue that what is at stake here is a re-naturalised conception of the category ‘women’ as
essentially non-transsexual females; a conception that defines ‘the feminist subject’ by
extension in an equally essentialist manner. Even though both Raymond and Jeffreys reject
ontological fixity in name of a social constructivist paradigm, their epistemological definition
of feminism — i.e. a discourse that merely works against the subordination of female-born
subjects — posits the closed category of ‘being female’ as the unquestioned and
unquestionable ontological origin of both being and becoming feminist. This definition of ‘the
feminist subject’ leads to an onto-epistemological asymmetry between those transsexual and
non-transsexual subjects that make claim to the socially established and politically invested

subject position of ‘woman’, as I suggested earlier in this chapter.

It is here that I would locate the preoccupation of both authors with transsexual women’s
presumably harmful subjectivities, rather than with those of transsexual men. According to
their definition of the sexed subject, transsexual men will always be females, and therefore
victims of patriarchy instead of its perpetrators. Their agency might be the product of a
mislead consciousness, but can be excused and retrieved. This argument concurs with
Raymond’s statement that female-to-male (FTM) transitions are equally the product of
patriarchal agency, this time working to eliminate non-transsexual women (xxiii). In this
conception, FTM transsexualism becomes an act of violence directed against originally non-

transsexual females, rather than one perpetrated by them.!”

The emergence of politically ‘good’ feminist agency is here enabled by an ontological
determination of the female non-transsexual body and subject as the only legitimate seat of
feminist consciousness as well as the capacity to choose freely and consciously against the

established order — something that the MTF transsexual subject cannot achieve gua being

17 Jeffreys (2014) more strongly pursues the idea that transsexual men constitute themselves upon a particularly
un-feminist agency by seeking to increase their personal power via patriarchal structures (101). However, her
overall representation is more apologetic than it is condemning, laying the blame with patriarchal gender
discourse and its adherence to the idea that one even possesses a ‘gender identity’ that needs active

materialisation in the first place (104).
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MTF transsexual. Returning to the preceding block quotation by Raymond, the capacity to
choose differently — that is, non-normatively — here appears strongly connected to a certain
non-transsexual physicality. Political integrity emerges in opposition to the integration of the
gender dissatisfied subject, which Raymond suggests functions through a piecing together of
various parts into a ‘wholeness’ that is no longer original, but artificial and constructed (154).
The presumed essential integrity of the non-surgical, non-transsexual body here appears
almost interchangeable with a sound political consciousness that is seated upon “values as
choice, awareness, and autonomy”, which the transsexual body is ontologically unable to

entertain (18).

On the level of academic inquiry, my argument that the radical lesbian-feminist representation
of transsexual women’s agency and (feminist) political subjectivity is marked by a
methodological fraudulent combination of a social constructivist and a biological essentialist
paradigm might be strengthened by the fact that Raymond explicitly forecloses any
engagement with even the most basic analytical discussion of which persistent ontological
differences might exist between ‘the transsexual” and ‘the non-transsexual’ woman. Avoiding

any attempt to answer this question, she states:

The point is, however, that the origin of these differences is probably not the important question, and we
shall perhaps never know the total answer to it. Yet we are forced back into trying to answer it again and
again. Transsexuals, and transsexually constructed lesbian-feminists, drag us back to answering such old
questions by asking them in a new way. And thus feminists debate and divide because we keep focussing
on patriarchal questions of who is a woman and who is a lesbian-feminist. It is important for us to realize

that the only answer we can give to them is that we know who we are. (Raymond, 1979, 114)

I argue that the answer offered here functions according to a reversed patriarchal logic:
because patriarchy has historically defined what women, lesbians and feminist are, these
questions should be rejected by settling them once and for all; i.e., by closing these categories

from further inquiry on the authority of (a certain kind of) feminism.'® Especially the last

18 Both the supposedly patriarchal questions of ‘who is a woman’ and ‘who is a lesbian-feminist’ are explicitly
ontological in nature, working across a fixed trajectory of ‘being’. Raymond’s own re-formulation of these
questions is, as the rest of her argument demonstrates, ‘who can become a woman’ and ‘who can become a
lesbian-feminist’. Although this formulation seems to be more dynamic in nature, I hope to have demonstrated

that her answers to these questions make a strategic return towards ontological determination and biological
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sentence of this quotation seems to me an uncanny echo of the voice that haunts Raymond’s
attempt to situate transsexuality as a mere social construction from the outset — that is, the
voice of the transsexual subject that feels themselves to be something other than what
discourse (including the one advocated by Raymond) confines them to. I suggest that
Raymond’s statement cannot but lead to the idea certain groups of people — in this case,
radical lesbian-feminists, or non-transsexual women in general — have a right to exist without
providing any rational justification, whereas others — in this case, lesbian-feminist transsexual
women, or transsexual people in general — have to explain themselves against the presumed

‘naturalness’ of the former.

As a partial conclusion, the radical lesbian-feminist representation of transsexuality as offered
by Raymond and Jeffreys resides upon a presumed non-transsexual bodily and political
integrity, and a definition that posits agency as the capacity to choose against established
sex/gender norms — something which the transsexual subject is always already unable to
preform because of her determined patriarchal ontological origin. The epistemic violence
enacted by this definition is not confined to the invalidation of transsexual women’s agency
and feminist political subjectivity, but extends itself into the realms of epistemological
absolution: the boundaries that separate ‘the transsexual’ from ‘the feminist’ subject appear
radically closed to intellectual contestation. Choice, awareness and autonomy here appear as

both the preconditions of agency, and the natural attributes of the non-transsexual subject.

Valentine (2012) argues that both such an appeal to an “uncut’, complete, whole and natural
non-transsexual body, and the conception of agency and choice as natural attributes that move
the subject into a singular direction — that is, forwards in linear progression — find their place
in what he describes as ‘the seamless story of modernity’ (193, 208). The adjective ‘seamless’
here appears as an ironical reference to the ‘seams’ or scars of the post-operative transsexual
subject, emphasising the non-transsexuality, natural-ness and un-constructed nature of the
modernist subject as an ideal feminist political agent. In Chapter Two I will explicate how a
modernist definition of the political subject-agent might relate to the specific vicissitudes of

the surgical modified subject-body, emphasising the relation between modernist conceptions

essentialism: following her overall argument, the uniform answer to both questions must be ‘those subjects

which are born female’.
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of ‘whole-ness’ and ‘sanity’ on the one hand, and physical and mental pain and suffering on

the other.

1.3. Deluded Dupes and Resisting Rebels: The Queer Political Subject of Poststructuralist

Feminism

In this subsection, I will consider a postmodernist narrative of agency, subjectivity, feminist
politics and transsexuality, paying close attention to the implications of a postmodernist
intervention into the concepts of agency and subjectivity, and the haunting remnants of
‘seamless political progression’ that I suggest persist in this alternative epistemological
framework.!” The specific narrative I will consider is that of Judith Butler, whose books
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) and Bodies that Matter: On
the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993) have become canonical textual objects of both critique

and celebration within feminist academia.

In Gender Trouble, Butler takes up a poststructuralist framework to look at how the sexed and
gendered subject is discursively produced.?’ Taking psychoanalytical theory as her main
object of inquiry, she seeks to demonstrate how discursively situated norms, laws and
prohibitions determine how the subject as an intelligible sexed and gendered entity comes into
being. As a logical conclusion, the subject does not pre-exist its discursive inscription, but is
brought into being precisely through a psychological and embodied engagement with such
discursive constraints (2-3; Foucault and Butler in Mahmood, 2012, 19-20).

19T use the adjective “postmodernist’ rather than ‘postmodern’ in order to refer to a mode of academic
engagement rather than to a temporality. Postmodernist engagement is here defined as an epistemological
paradigm that de-naturalises the premises of modernist engagement, which is argued to be based on the
assumption of certain natural, neutral and unmarked attributes, such as autonomous subjectivity, the natural
body, and universal humanity (see Asad, 2003).

20T define ‘poststructuralism’ as a specific postmodernist paradigm that is constituted in response to a
structuralist paradigm. It follows the premise that reality — in all its heterogeneous emergences — is constituted by
certain discursively established structures, of which language is the guiding principle that functions according to
a negative, binary dialectic. The “post’ in poststructuralism may stand for a belief that such reality-determining
structures can never fully encompass that which they aim to signify — something that can be referred to as ‘the
lost referent’. This argument leads to the idea that reality as it is perceived and described is haunted from the
outset by ‘something’ that human thought and language will never be able to encompass, serving as a permanent

site of instability, re-signification and deconstruction (see Spivak, 1997, 8-74).
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This line of reasoning has important implications for Butler’s conception of sex and gender.
Most importantly, gender appears not as an innate property of the subject, but as the product
of certain discursively enforced norms and prohibitions. The concept of ‘gender identity’ thus
consists of a particular identification with a certain relation or position that the subject
assumes in relation to the discursive laws that bring ‘him’, ‘her’, ‘them’ (or any other personal
identification) into being. It is in this sense that Butler asserts that gender is performative: it is
a specific set of acts whose constant repetition consolidate the illusion of a stable identity and

subject, constituting gender as a ‘real” and lived trajectory in the process (17, 25, 33).

As a continuous performance, the assumption of gender stylises the body in a certain way,
producing “the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (33, emphasis added).
This substance might be conceived of as the trajectory of sex, which has traditionally been
viewed as the bare material of gendered inscription, even in some social constructivist
theories, such as those of Raymond and Jeffreys. In Butler’s epistemological narrative, sex
and gender ultimately appear to be the same thing: a highly regulatory principle that groups
together certain “anatomical elements, biological functions, conducts, sensations, and
pleasures” into the fictitious unity that is the sexed/gendered subject; a fiction that appears as
a natural entity because its constructed origin must remain invisible (Foucault in Butler, 1990,
92). In Bodies that Matter Butler develops this last point more elaborately, conceptualising
both sex and the materiality of the body as discursively produced trajectories (1993, xv).
Logically, this postmodernist narrative of subjectivation dismantles the seamless, natural

modernist subject-agent as a fictitious, constructed unity.

The postmodernist subject requires a radical rethinking of the concept of agency and the
resultant emergence of (feminist) political consciousness. If a/l performances of sex/gender
are somehow constituted in relation to certain discursively established and enforced laws —
and that very negotiation constitutes what is the subject — than how can this subject act, and
be aware, in excess of what the law prescribes to be possible and desirable? How does it
become possible to think, choose, act and become differently, that is, outside of sex/gender
normativity? Butler suggests that this question demands a rethinking of the concepts of social

construction and agency:

For an identity to be an effect means that it is neither fatally determined nor fully artificial and arbitrary.

That the constituted status of identity is misconstrued along these two conflicting lines suggests the ways
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in which the feminist discourse on cultural construction remains trapped within the unnecessary binarism
of free will and determinism. Construction is not opposed to agency; it is the necessary scene of agency,

the very terms in which agency is articulated and becomes culturally intelligible. (Butler, 1990, 147)

Here, Butler argues that agency, identity and free will cannot be located outside of social
construction. Rather, these attributes are enabled by the very structures of the law that
constitute the subject to which they are attributed. Agency here emerges as the capacity of the
subject to negotiate the containments of its own discursive fabric; a fabric that is constraining,
but not (fully) determining; open for resignification, yet not ‘free’ in its capacity to signify
just anything — after all, a cultural intelligible meaning can only emerge when there is at least
some correspondence to the language spoken by the discourse towards which such re-
signification is directed. Agency can here no longer be defined as the capacity to fulfil a
natural ontological potential for freedom and escape discursive determination, but comes to be
seen as the capacity to negotiate signification and resignification within a given social

construction, or discursive tradition (Butler, 1990, 144).%!

As for the direction such agency must take in order to entertain a feminist political
consciousness in this poststructuralist narrative, Butler repeatedly emphasises how a
revelation of the sexed/gender subject’s constructed-ness might oppose biologically
determined inequalities. A feminist political agency can be performed through a subversive
repetition of the law that dictates gender performance into being; a repetition that displaces
the law as a natural given, instead revealing its alterable constructivism, thereby pointing to

the fictitious nature of coherence, stability, and significance itself (1990, 145; 1993, xxiii).

This political directionality comes with an important imperative: because re-signification can
only take place within a certain discursive tradition, it must make use of the so-called
‘constitutive outside’ that brings normative laws into being. Constituting itself through
exclusion or abjection, discourse always already encompasses its own ‘outside’ through
constitutive negation — it signifies what it is as well as what it is not (Namaste, 1994, 221-1).
Re-signification takes place when this outside makes its (re-) appearance on ‘the inside’ of

discourse. Thus, it is “the strange, the incoherent, that which falls ‘outside’, [that] gives us a

21 The term ‘discursive tradition’ was coined by Asad in 1986, pointing toward the idea that discourse is an
historically cumulative fabric of symbols and meanings that are negotiated, consolidated and re-negotiated

across an ever-changing temporal, spatial and social context (Asad, 2009, 10).
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way of understanding the taken-for-granted world of sexual categorization as a constructed
one, indeed, as one that might well be constructed differently” (Butler, 1990, 110). This
conception of feminist political consciousness as mobilised through the affirmation of ‘the
strange’ and ‘incoherent’ requires such productive, re-signifying ‘outside’ to be preserved as
exactly that: on the outside. With this gesture Butler positions herself against a so-called
politics of integration, or, as she puts it, against the domestication of the queer subject:
normalisation and integration must be rejected in order to keep feminist political
consciousness ‘moving forwards’ (1993, 73). Resultantly, normative identities, subject
positions and categories can be affirmatively deployed in the course of a political project, but
must remain radically open to “permanent political contestation” and re-signification (1993,
168). As a partial conclusion, it might be suggested that although agency itself is not confined

to the capacity to re-signify, political feminist agency is.

On the one hand, the imperative to keep identity categories open may work against
epistemological absolutism, as is characteristic of Raymond’s definition of both ‘women’ and
‘the feminist subject’. On the other hand, Butler’s political narrative might privilege those
sex/gender performances that bring the fragmented, incoherent subject into being over those
performances that work to consolidate a certain coherence or unity of subject, thereby (re-)
introducing a politically invested hegemonic bias into feminist analyses (Prosser, 1998, 15,
48; Serano, 2007, 110, 9, 90, 146, 149; Kolozova, 2014, 41, 80). In addition, Butler’s political
rejection of integration in some ways resembles Raymond’s rejection of a transsexual
aspiration towards integration and re-constructed integrity. Both authors — albeit in different
ways and for different reasons — share an investment in a singular progressive political
direction, that is, the subversion of sex/gender normativity. The ideal postmodernist feminist
political subject-agent operates without making an appeal to an original, natural integrity, but
equally resists the “re-member[ing]” or “coherent reassembling” of the denaturalised,
fragmented subject (Butler, 1990, 127). Proceeding, I will demonstrate how the idealist,
systematic operation of this investment might prove to be problematic in relation to Butler’s
representation of the MTF transsexual subject, her agency, and her capacity to entertain a

feminist political consciousness.

In Gender Trouble, Butler (1990) mentions transsexuality only once, deploying transsexual
sexual desire and its supposed investment in imaginary body parts as an example to

demonstrate how a// human sexual desire is founded upon a phantasmic imaginary (71). I
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suggest this tendency to use the transsexual subject as exemplifying of a phantasmic or
fictional trajectory occurring in a/l human subjectivation may set transsexual subjectivity
aside as somehow sublimating the constructed-ness of subjectivity itself, resultantly assigning
an ‘extra-constructed’ quality to the transsexual subject. By revealing the socially constructed
origin of certain trajectories that falsely pass as natural pre-givens, the academic social
constructivist exercise suspiciously resembles the mechanism of reality reinforcement; an
association that is strengthened especially when trans “phenomena are utilized as
argumentative tools to show that sex and gender are constructed in this deceptive way”

(Bettcher, 2014, 398).

I suggest that this same argument has relevance with regard to Butler’s deployment of female
and/or feminine subject positions as the sides of potential re-signification. Drawing on the
psychoanalytical works of Freud and Lacan, Butler conceives of ‘the feminine position’ as the
ultimate mimicry of the patriarchal law, holding a symbolic position whose approximation is
bound to fail and therefore inhabits a unique “critical distance between what the law compels
and the identification that the feminine body offers up as the token of her loyalty to [that very]
law” (1993, 67). In this conception, the body that is marked by discourse as feminine becomes
singled out as the side of both phantasmic identification and potential (feminist) disruption.
Despite the attribution of a positive political value, ‘the feminine’ and ‘the transsexual’ here

both appear as associated with phantasm, illusion and instability.

Butler’s definition of feminist agency as constituted through acts of subversion makes it hard
to entertain and pursue an affirmatively (i.e. non-subversive) feminine position, thereby
risking a conception of masculinity as its more neutral (and perhaps even more natural)
counterpart. Serano (2007) establishes the argument that femininity continues to be seen as
somehow more constructed by patriarchy than masculinity, suggesting that this premise
continues to posit transsexual women’s embodied subjectivities as a side of feminist critique
there where those of transsexual men might be conceived of as either more neutral or even
subversive in their transgression of femininity itself; a tendency that can be observed in
‘unilateral’ (radical lesbian-feminist) and ‘deconstructive’ (poststructuralist) feminist
representations of transsexuality alike (4, 14, 18, 46). Furthermore, as Bettcher (2014)
suggests the counter-argument that transsexual and feminine subjectivity are merely easy
examples of a more generic human condition does not suffice here: offering no critical

analysis of how transsexual femininity often appears as extra-constructed or fake in the
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context of daily occurring violent encounters, the academic argument in (political) favour of
its constructed character erases such mechanisms of violence and marginalisation, instead

risking their reinforcement (398).

This same tendency to deploy the MTF transsexual subject as an illuminating example against
which the queer feminist political agent may emerge, persists in Bodies that Matter. Engaging
in a critical reading of transsexual woman Venus Extravaganza’s life as represented in Jennie
Livingston’s documentary Paris is Burning (1990), Butler (1993) argues that Venus — who
aims to ‘pass’ as a non-transsexual woman and desires to have SRS in order to align her
physical body and gender identity according to normative standards of femaleness and
womanhood — “calls into question whether parodying the dominant norms is enough to
displace them; indeed, whether the denaturalization of gender cannot be the very vehicle for a
reconsolidation of hegemonic norms” (85, emphasis added). First of all, the transsexual
subject here again appears as an exemplified sublimation of gender-as-parody, something
which is supposed to apply to all sexed/gendered subjects. Secondly, this short quotation
draws attention to the potential hegemony generated by re-signification, deconstruction and
fragmentation as the feminist political ideals. Taking signification, affirmation, coherence and
sex/gender normativity as their oppositional counterparts, these ideals may invalidate a lived
transsexual desire or necessity to be sexed/gendered in a certain way as politically
undesirable, or regressive. Such political invalidation is strongly present in Butler’s later
suggestion that sex/gender conforming subject positions such as Venus’ might be seen as an
“uncritical miming of the hegemonic” (90, emphasis added). By phrasing the pursuit of a
desire for sex/gender conformity as ‘uncritical’, Butler’s argument approximates the idea such
agentive acts are the product of an ill-informed ‘false consciousness’, concurring with
Raymond’s representation of the transsexual subject as an uncritical consumer, as opposed to

the non-transsexual feminist subject-agent as a conscious critique.

By means of a third observation, Butler (1993) argues that the pursuit of sex/gender/race
normativity resides on the fulfilment of a fantasy that involves the erasure of its violent
foundations, falsely constituting the direction of this fantasy — in Venus’ case white, middle-

class, heterosexual, non-transsexual womanhood — as a site of privilege that it does not really
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inhabit (90).>? I suggest that this argument closely resembles both Raymond’s and Jeffreys’
argument that transsexual women would reinforce, and are constituted upon, the historical
subordination of non-transsexual females. The question that could be posed here is whether
the pursuit of any given normative position — for example, the statement that one is
heterosexual, or a woman with a feminine and female performance of sex/gender — must not
ultimately be seen as uncritically reinforcing certain formations of subordination, and aspiring
to false privilege. After all, if the category of ‘women’ has served the historical subordination
of those subjects encompassed by it, then surely any assumption of this category must be
based on false consciousness.?® The fact that this question is asked solely in the context of
Venus’ subject — a sex/gender conformative MTF transsexual subject — therefore signals of a

persistent onto-epistemological asymmetry where political responsibility is concerned.

By means of a short summary, I suggest that Butler’s representation of transsexuality in
general inhabits an unmarked tendency to attribute the subjectivation of the MTF transsexual
subject with an extra-constructed character that can somehow sublimate the unfolding of
human subjectivation in general; that her representation of the sex/gender conformative MTF
subject devaluates her political agency by foreclosing the possibility that a desire following a
normative directionality can be accompanied by a feminist consciousness; and that her
analysis unwillingly inhabits an unmarked onto-epistemological asymmetry when it comes to
the distribution of political responsibility — one that burdens the transsexual subject with the
consequences of prevailing sex/gender norms that are, according to her own conception of

subjectivity, inhabited and negotiated by a// human subjects.

According to Valentine (2012), this persistent tendency to place more emphasis on the
political implications of transsexual sex/gender normativity than on that of non-transsexual
subjects not only “begs an answer that requires transsexuals to bear the full weight of binary
gender” in which all subjects are somehow invested, but also “produces ‘agency’ as

something external to the agent of the question” (189). The last part of this quotation points to

22 By deploying a slash in my articulation of ‘sex/gender/race normativity’ I refer to the idea that different
differences intersect and co-constitute each other’s situated emergence (see also Butler, 2014, xvi).

23 The same suggestion might be made on behalf of male or masculine identifications: if the category of ‘men’
has historically served to empower those subjects that are encompassed by it at the expense of other categories of
embodied subjectivity, such as ‘women’, then surely any assumption of this subject position reinforces the

hegemony of male-born subjects and the consequential subordination of their female-born counterparts.
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the often unanswered question of which specific agency resides behind the capacity to make a
life lived into an academic research object (189). Valentine suggests that the persistent
invisibility of this agency that resides behind theoretical and political representations of
transsexuality — one persistently inhabited by a non-transsexual academic subject — signifies
an act of epistemic violence, leaving an asymmetrical power relation unmarked. When
applied to Butler’s representation, this argument may illuminate the fact that the agent behind
Gender Trouble (living non-transsexual gender theorist Judith Butler) clearly sways
intellectual authority over the agent in trouble (murdered, poor, transsexual woman Venus
Extravaganza). When one takes this asymmetry into account, it becomes clear that the
representational bias between respectively the rebellious feminist agent and the transsexual
subject duped by patriarchal constraint is not innocent: the distribution of agency as well as
the weight of the gender binary might very well be connected to the operation of non-
transsexual and academic privilege that persists in contemporary postmodernist feminist

theory and practice.

Serano (2007) pursues exactly this last suggestion, arguing that the division between
subversive/progressive and conformative/conservative subject positions is rooted within
cissexual privilege: “Because these scholars have not had to live with the reality of gender
dissonance, they are afforded the luxury of intellectualizing away subconscious sex, thus
allowing them to project their interests or biases onto trans people” (155). The suggestion
made here is that subconscious sex (the existence of which is recognised in Butler’s
psychoanalytical analysis) is present within all subjects, but that only the materialisation of
transsexual people’s subconscious sex appears as the object of academic analysis and political
judgement, because of its visible difference from ‘the norm’ that here comes to be reinforced
as the non-transsexual sexed/gendered subject. Academic and political judgement, then, are

made possible by a cissexual distance to the transsexual agent in trouble.

Importantly, Serano emphasises the idea that both unilateral and deconstructive feminist
theories are guilty of such intellectual imperialism, because they posit the subversion of
sex/gender norms as the moral and political imperative (2007, 136-7; 2013, 120-1); a political
and ideological system of classification that she calls ‘subversivism’ (2007, 346). This re-
introduction of hegemonic binary logic into feminist discourse in the name of political
progression or radicalism, so she argues, is an unspeakable un-feminist gesture that works

according to patriarchal sexist logics, introducing a new-found radical/conservative gender
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binary into feminist analysis (2007, 110, 9, 90, 146, 149, 359). The establishment of any
theoretical or political imperative that involves a judgement of which personal
sexed/gendered performances are politically vital (a gesture Serano addresses as ‘the
perversion of the personal is political’, 2013, 5) creates new asymmetrical power relations,
performing a type of ‘gender entitlement’; a mechanism that allows some people to present
their gender performances as more (politically) valid than others, and to pursue this opinion

academically and politically.

Coupling this analysis back to Butler’s representation of the transsexual subject — or more
specifically, her representation of Venus Extravaganza —, it becomes possible to see how the
mechanism of both ‘gender entitlement’ and academic privilege might lead to the violent
erasure of transsexual women’s lived realities and their political validity in an academic
context. Pursuing this argument, sociologist Viviane K. Namaste (2000) argues that Butler’s
representation erases the social contexts and inequalities that characterise the constitution of
both subject and self-understanding according to her own poststructuralist definition of
subjectivation. By reading Venus’ ultimate death as an allegory for the inherent
disappointment of coherent identification, Butler erases the specific social context that led to
Venus’ murder, which took place on the intersection of race (Latina), class (poor), working
opportunities (occasional prostitution), access to medical care, and sex/gender performance
(pre-operative transsexual woman, 13). Taking this context into account, the assertion that
transsexual sex/gender performances resemble ‘an uncritical miming of hegemonic norms’
must be seen as an erasure of transsexual people’s daily struggles to actualise their
presupposed ‘normative’ sex/gender performances (14). A mere focus on the production of
the transsexual subject by normative discourse, so Namaste concludes, obscures the ways in
which transsexual people are in fact erased from political, health, and welfare agendas.
Political sublimation here appears favoured over a political representation of transsexual

realities that might serve to oppose lived social inequalities (2, 51).

1.4. The Politics of Subversivism: Debating the Political Destination of the Transsexual

Subject

In the previous two subsections I have argued that both Raymond’s radical lesbian-feminist
and Butler’s poststructuralist feminist epistemological narratives of agency and political

subjectivity have little or no conceptual place for a MTF sex/gender conformative transsexual
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subject to assume an affirmative position within feminist discourse. As one of the main
reasons for this I have addressed the shared singular directionality of their different political
projects — that is, the subversion of sex/gender normativity. In addition, I have argued that an
unmarked onto-epistemological asymmetry between the subjectivation of the non-transsexual
and the transsexual subject resides behind the uneven distribution of political and personal
responsibility for an investment in sex/gender normativity; an investment that, according to
Butler’s own poststructuralist definition of subjectivity, is shared by all subjects who assume
a socially intelligible sexed/gendered position. With regard to this last remark, it becomes
possible to see how Butler’s poststructuralist epistemological definitions of agency and
subjectivity may work against the violence imposed on transsexual subjectivities by a political
deployment of the modernist subject, simultaneously maintaining the idea that her definition
of the politically viable feminist subject may continue to bear the mark of liberalist, modernist
and hegemonic binary thinking. In this last subsection I want to consolidate this argument by
taking four counter-narratives that work against Raymond’s and Butler’s representations as
the objects of my analysis, subjecting them to the question of how the political directedness of

modernist and postmodernist subjectivity is negotiated.

In her canonical essay “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” (1988) Sandy
Stone responds directly to Raymond’s Transsexual Empire. Noting the represented absence of
feminist (political) agency, Stone suggests that transsexual people have not yet succeeded at
effectively proving this representation to be incorrect. As the reason for this failure she points
towards the hegemony of normative (medical) discourses on transsexuality, which she
suggests are aimed at colonising and erasing transsexual difference (10, 11). By means of a
counter-discourse, Stone argues that transsexual people’s agency resides behind the dominant
narrative of transsexuality (10) and can be retrieved through a resistant re-reading (or re-
signification) of the transsexual body; a re-writing in which physical transsexual difference
remains visible upon the body’s surface, thereby disrupting the normative trajectories of the
subject positions ‘men’ and ‘women’ to which such bodies lay claim (12). Stone thus suggests
a resistant demonstration of how transsexual bodies are never exactly normative, working

against a politics of integration and assimilation.

Recalling my previous analyses, Stone’s rejection of the seamless (i.e. invisible) integration of
the transsexual subject into sex/gender normativity is a political gesture that she shares with

both Raymond and Butler. Moreover, her ultimate political goal — the destabilisation and re-
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signification of “conventional gender discourse” (12) — concurs with Butler’s. In addition, her
method follows the lines of Butler’s queer political project: it reworks the transsexual subject
as a ‘readable’ textual construction by allowing its seams to be visible. Following Butler’s
(1993) argument that a sex/gender performance can only be successful when such a reading is
no longer possible (88), Stone’s political counter-narrative functions upon a productive failure
to embody discursively established sex/gender norms, preserving the transsexual subject as a
productive ‘outside’. Stone’s intervention into Raymond’s devaluation of transsexual
women’s agency and political integrity demonstrates how Butler’s queer politics can indeed
be deployed to posit transsexual subjectivity as a possible side of a transformative feminist

subversion of patriarchal norms.?*

I suggest that Stone’s intervention into a radical lesbian-feminist (mis-) representation of
transsexual people’s agency and (political) subjectivity is made on the epistemological terms
of a political discourse that rejects the comfortable integration of the transsexual subject into
sex/gender normativity, positing deconstruction and re-signification as a final political
direction. As already suggested, this political direction might burden the transsexual subject
with an increased political responsibility to provide the means for its final goal (i.e. the
deconstruction of sex/gender normativity); a responsibility that is distributed along the lines
of an onto-epistemological asymmetry between the transsexual and the non-transsexual
subject. Stone’s strategy to reclaim transsexual subjects’ feminist agency requires those
subjects to preform their sex/gender in a mode that demonstrates a visible difference from

normative (cissexual) performances of these same sexed/gendered subject positions.?®

24 Stone (1988) emphasises the proximity of her approach to that of queer theory, preserving the transsexual
subject as a (re-) constitutive outside: “For a transsexual, as a transsexual, to generate a true, effective and
representational [counter-discourse] is to speak from outside the boundaries of gender, beyond the constructed
oppositional nodes which have been predefined as the only positions from which discourse is possible” (12,
emphasis added). However, the differentiating goals of both authors must be emphasised: Butler aims at the
deconstruction of sex/gender normativity in general, working against the violent effects of biological essentialist
discourses. Stone’s argument is aimed at the reclaiming of transsexual people’s feminist political agency, of
which she feels existing feminist discourses — and that of Raymond in particular — have deprived them.

25 Stone (1988) states: “Transsexuals who pass seem able to ignore the fact that by creating totalized, monistic
identities, forgoing physical and subjective intertextuality, they have foreclosed the possibility of authentic
relationships. . . . To deconstruct the necessity for passing implies that transsexuals must take responsibility for
all of their history . . .” (14). Although clearly speaking from a concern with transsexual people’s social integrity,

this argument functions through the assumption of an associative parallel between (invisible) transsexual
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Therefore, I suggest that this epistemological intervention does not necessarily distribute any
affirmative agency to those subjects that aspire to a non-visible and non-re-signifying
integration into normative sexed/gendered categories, but rather wish to assume such a
category to give their own subjectivity a different significance within a given discursive
tradition. Recalling my analyses of Raymond and Butler as well as Valentine’s, Serano’s and
Namaste’s illuminating reflections, the question I would like to pose here is whether the
assertion that transsexual sex/gender performances ‘can be subversive too’ adequately
responds to the asymmetrical power relations residing behind the (re-) distribution of agency

in this particular context.

In Second Skins: The Body Narratives of Transsexuality (1998) Jay Prosser refutes such
argumentation, critiquing both Butler’s devaluation of sex/gender conformative transsexual
subjectivity and Stone’s proposal to re-subsume transsexual embodiment under a queer
political project (48, 173). The main argument supporting this rejection is threefold. First of
all, Prosser argues that Butler’s epistemological portrayal of the queer subject’s political
agency resides on a hegemonic binary opposition between resistant, subversive transgender
and passive, conservative transsexual subjectivity. Practicing a gender performance that does
not align with a normative assumption of sex, transgender disrupts the ‘fictitious unity’ of the
subject and its normative social/cultural inscription. The transsexual subject here comes to be
seen as re-inscribing an originally transgendered identification within a normative framework
by re-assigning sex according to established sex/gender norms (15, 48) — a perspective that is
present in both Raymond’s and Butler’s representations. This observation is consistent with

Serano’s (2007) argument concerning the introduction of a radical/conservative gender binary

(110).

Secondly, Prosser highlights the idea that the hegemonic characteristics of this bias are

reinforced through intellectual authority of poststructuralist academics. Butler’s representation

subjectivity and totalitarian modernist conceptions of identity, thereby burdening transsexual subjectivation with
an increased political responsibility for the latter. Moreover, it implicitly affirms the idea that anyone who does
not openly read one’s history aloud might be considered inauthentic, fake or false in their self-representation. In
addition, it could be argued that the visibly fragmented postmodernist subject is here positioned as a site of
retrieved, ‘true’ authenticity, thereby bypassing the fact that the very concept of authenticity is rooted within

modernist idealism (for example see Griffiths, 1994).
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of transsexual transitions as “[signifying] a failure to be subversive and transgressive to

hegemonic constraint where it ought to be” (48) clearly demonstrates how the conceptual
deployment of the subversive/conformative binary comes with a political and even moral
judgement that governs the distribution of (political) agency. This argument concurs with

those offered by Valentine, Serano and Namaste, as previously discussed.

Third, Prosser’s detailed reading of a vast body of transsexual autobiographies demonstrates
how a discourse that merely focuses on the destabilisation of identity categories fails to
capture a considerably generic human experience of being, and desiring to be, coherently
sexed/gendered in the world, as well as the highly persistent importance of sexual difference
as a significant and regulatory principle of contemporary life (204). Proposing this realisation
as the starting point for an alternative political and epistemological framework, Prosser argues
such narratives should start with the recognition that sexed/gendered belonging in the world
might, for some, be a valuable “basis for [a] liveable identity” (204). Based on the recognition
of transsexual people’s lived experiences (which are located in a world that is governed by
normative sexual difference), Prosser posits a so-called ‘politics of home’ against Butler’s
rejection of the domestication of the queer subject. The concept of sex/gender transition can
here no longer be solely “explored in terms of its deconstructive effects on the body and
identity (transition as a symptom of the [constructed-ness] of the sex/gender system and a
figure for the impossibility of this system’s achievement of identity)”, but must also be
considered as “the very route to identity and bodily integrity” that it signifies for many
transsexual subjects (6). The idea here is precisely not that identity and integrity precede the
subject, but rather that they are produced by socially, culturally and discursively regulated

processes of subjectivation.

Prosser’s argument distinguishes itself from Butler’s by opposing the idea that stable
sexed/gendered identity and bodily integrity are politically ‘wrong’ outcomes of
subjectivation processes, leaving space to consider them as ideals that might (for some) be
worth striving for. By granting sex/gender conformity with an equal personal and political
value — and I suggest ‘value’ here points not to any relation with a moral and/or political
ideal, but to the significance of its relation to a certain lived and liveable reality —, Prosser’s
politics of home deconstruct the binary logic of good (i.e. subversive and anti-essentialist)
versus bad (i.e. conformative and essentialist) agency and subjectivity, rejecting the authority

of an academic social constructivist evaluation that distributes political agency based on the
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‘revelation’ or ‘concealment’ certain subject positions may offer with concern to their own

constructed nature (15).

Importantly, the notion of ‘home” has been heavily critiqued within various postmodernist
narratives. In “Feminist Politics: What’s Home Got to Do with It” (1986), Biddy Martin and
Chandra Talpade Mohanty demonstrate how traditional perceptions of home within feminist
writing have been closely related to the question of identity, representing both as coherent,
stable, uniform and originating principles in accordance with a hegemonic Western modernist
paradigm. A postmodernist intervention into this narrative, so they argue, posits home “as an
illusion of coherence and safety based upon the exclusion of specific histories of oppression
and resistance, the repression of differences even within oneself” (296-7; see also Anzaldua
and Keating eds., 2002). This argumentation has close proximity to a more general
poststructuralist standpoint regarding the illusionary coherence of any normative formation,
which is haunted by the constitutive outside that forever threatens its seeming stability (see

Namaste, 1994).

It would in fact be quite easy to apply this critique to Prosser’s deployment of the politics of
home. Repressing the historical and material differences of a certain transsexual self, the
subject self-constitutes as a coherent, stable and safe sexed/gendered entity. This safety is
enabled by the exclusion of the subject’s history of resistance against the very normative
discourse that now gives shape to its ‘home’ in the world. I would, however, like to offer an
alternative reading. In his well-known essay ‘Imaginary Homelands’ (1982) writer Salman
Rushdie argues that ‘home’ is always already the product of autobiographical narration,
piecing together incoherent fragments of a re-membered past in the course of constituting a
liveable ‘point’ of entry into a situated present. Home, so Rushdie argues, “is not merely a
mirror of nostalgia. It is also . . . a useful tool with which to work in the present” (429). As |
demonstrated earlier, Butler’s perspective posits the piecing back together of a fragmented
postmodernist subject almost solely as a necessary failure, generated by a nostalgic pursuit of
(modernist) unity. Rushdie’s conceptualisation, however, allows for home, identity and
domestication to be seen as indeed constructed and nostalgic, but also as valuable and
meaningful constituents of lived reality that may allow for a situated healing of the
fragmented and traumatised subject (430). Laying emphasis on the affirmative, life-generating
capacities of home-as-illusion, rather than on its imaginary quality as a side for the

deconstruction of reality itself, Rushdie’s conception bears accountability to reality and
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subjectivity as they are lived instead of to their academic or philosophical sublimation,

exactly as is Prosser’s final objective.

Without necessarily rejecting queer theory and the queer feminist subject — something that
would equally result in the perpetuation of a hegemonic binary logic — Prosser’s argument
works through the affirmation of (sex/gender conformative) transsexual difference to a queer

paradigm:

There is much about transsexuality that must remain irreconcilable to queer: the specificity of transsexual
experience; the importance of the flesh to self; the difference between sex and gender identity; the desire
to pass as ‘real-ly-gendered’ in the world without trouble; perhaps above all . . . a particular experience of

the body that can’t simply transcend . . . the literal.” (Prosser, 1998, 59)

I suggest that Prosser’s use of ‘the literal” might also be read as ‘the textual’, ‘the discursive’,
or even ‘the normative’. Agency here comes to be seen as the capacity to re-assume one’s
position in relation to the normative discourse (the prescriptive text of sex/gender), by using
the discursive tools (techniques, words, or positions) that are available to enable such re-
assignment. Similar to Stone, Prosser locates agency beyond the normative medical version of
‘the transsexual text’, but not outside of it. At least partially produced by a certain awareness
of, and response to, situated experiences of transsexuality, normative medical discourses offer
themselves as a locus of on-going agentive negotiation between ‘the norm’ and ‘the self” (9).
Even though the norm might not adequately represent the self, or may even violently attempt
to subsume its situated experience under its authority, it can still serve as an existent
discursive vocabulary through which a certain sense of self can be articulated. The extensive
autobiographical descriptions of how transsexual subjects make use of existing medical and
autobiographical texts in order to articulate themselves and gain access to medical services
serve to support this argument. Agency here is mobilised not necessarily through a rejection
of this discourse, but equally through its affirmation; it is present regardless of the direction
such autobiographical negotiation might take; regardless of whether the final text (body,

subject, or identity), might reveal or conceal its own inscriptional process.
Prosser’s work demonstrates that the re-distribution of (political) agency and the related

development of an affirmative epistemological narrative of transsexual subjectivity cannot

emerge through a strategic usage of the same epistemological premises that enable its very
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exclusion, that are, the logics of subversivism. Rather, a lived reality of transsexual identity
and desire here becomes the starting point for a more modest social constructivist academic
engagement that does not make a certain directionality imperative to how one may inhabit the

construction one is inevitably bound to be.

Notably, this realisation works against a systematic conception of sex/gender. Serano states:

[WThen we start buying into the existence of a hegemonic gender system, it becomes all too easy for us to
get caught up in the illusion that we are infallible warriors in the fight to bring down that system.
Suddenly we start seeing the world in black-and-white, cut-and-dried terms, where everybody is either
with us or against us. When we get caught up in that illusion, it is easy to assume that any person who
engages in a behaviour that does not personally resonate with us must somehow be reinforcing, or
conspiring with, that system. And when we accuse someone of reinforcing the gender system, it is always
a dehumanizing act — it allows us to ignore that person’s experience or perspective because after all, they

are colluding with our enemy.” (Serano, 2013, 136)

Shedding light on the binary logic of systematic thinking, Serano here demonstrates how
poststructuralist thinking as a philosophical system might lead to exactly such exclusionary
and dehumanising tendencies within queer theory, even as it explicitly tries to resist such
violent gestures (see also Kolozova, 2014; Namaste, 1994, 226). I suggest that the following
observation by Butler is illuminating of such tension, residing in a careful awareness of the

possibility of epistemic violence on the one hand, and a negative dialectic trap on the other:

None of the above [an explanation of the phantasmic nature of identity] is meant to suggest that identity is
to be denied, overcome, erased. None of us can fully answer to the demand to ‘get over your-self!” The
demand to overcome radically the constitutive constraints by which cultural viability is achieved would
be its own form of violence. But when that very viability is itself the consequence of a repudiation, a
subordination, or an exploitative relation, the negotiation becomes increasingly complex.” (Butler, 1993,

79, emphasis added)

Here, Butler recognises the potential violent threats of making deconstruction and subversion
imperative to all subjects. The second part of the quote, however, shows that the mark of
discourse that makes the subject viable within its own discursive context is considered to be
part of a Symbolic order — or system — that is essentially subordinating and exploitative;
within the poststructuralist system of thinking, it cannot have any other significance.

Although Butler appears mindful of this negotiation, her work so clearly takes an opposite
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political direction (that is, to overcome subordination and constitutive constraint) that there
remains no space to map in detail such ‘complex negotiation’. What this account
demonstrates is that the equal distribution of affirmative, political agency — that is, one that is
not regulated by asymmetric power relations within the field of academic representation itself

— might require an alternative non-systematic epistemological framework.

Serano suggests a so-called ‘holistic’ approach: a mode of thinking that judges “all people’s
actions according to a single standard. Namely, [non-consensual] ideologies, assumptions,
and behaviours deny other people’s autonomy and humanity, and thus should be challenged”
(255). I suggest that this proposition, which is aimed at the enforcement of ‘respect for all’,
leaves many of the corner stones of modernist thinking untouched. Taking into account
Butler’s postmodernist conceptions of discourse and subjectivation, for example, the question
arises of how ‘autonomy’ must be conceived of when one assumes that agency is in fact
discursively produced. What seems to be at stake here is a retrospective move towards
modernist ideals — such as autonomy, free choice, and “your ability to decide for yourself who
you are, and how you relate to your own sex, gender, and sexuality” (Serano, 2013, 251) —to
counter the challenges of postmodernism. I suggest such gesture may revive another endless
debate about whether or where to locate agency; a debate that has clearly already been won by
postmodernist theory in the academic context, and whose re-invention risks perpetuating the
same modernist premises that — recalling Valentine’s analysis — may serve to devaluate the

transsexual subject even further.

By means of an alternative approach, Namaste (2000) argues in favour of a poststructuralist
conceptualisation of agency, power and discursive categories as the base of a social theory of
transsexuality, but one that is free of what she conceives of as a haunting liberalist celebration
of the ‘free’ political agent of queer theory — that is, an agent-subject that is capable of, and
can risk, assuming a long, critical distance to the socially constructed nature of its ‘self” (19,
22, 40). Because Namaste gives no further concrete examples of the liberalist tendencies in
Butler’s queer narrative, I would like to offer the following quotation to expand on this

suggestion:

In order to avoid the emancipation of the oppressor in the name of the oppressed [i.e. the integration of
queer subjectivities into normative discourse], it is necessary to take into account the full complexity and

subtlety of the law and fo cure ourselves of the illusion of a true body beyond the law. If subversion is
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possible, it will be a subversion from within the terms of the law, through the possibilities that emerge
when the law turns against itself and spawns unexpected permutations of itself. The culturally constructed
body will then be liberated, neither to its ‘natural’ past, nor to its original pleasures, but to an open future

of cultural possibilities.” (Butler, 1990, 93, emphasis added)

Although the liberation of the subject would not strictly be possible from a poststructuralist
perspective (after all, ‘the subject’ is discourse), the language Butler uses here risks a
disguised suggestion in that direction, something that I suggest is informative for the critique
her work has received. Even though Butler acknowledges the impossibility of ‘liberation’ in
the traditional sense (i.e. the possibility to be completely free of discursive constraint), there is
a clear link here between the ideal of liberation and a certain kind of freedom in the form of
an ‘open’ future not of unlimited, but of a discursively enabled variety of possibilities that
exist beyond the established order. It is clear here that the pursuit of sex/gender conformity or
a unified subject position is not among the politically valid options, because they require a
different, less ‘open ended’ horizon. Resultantly, a lived transsexual desire for sex/gender
conformity appears here as pursuing ‘the illusion of a true body’, thereby invalidating the
(lived) real in favour of the affirmation of the (politically viable) illusion of the constructed

body/subject.

Kolozova (2014) comments on exactly this tendency in Butler’s work to reverse the
hegemonic value of the biases of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ versus ‘fiction’ and ‘illusion’, while
leaving the structure of the opposition itself intact. Positing sex as a discursively constructed
‘necessary fiction’, so Kolozova argues, Butler reintroduces a hegemonic bias of ‘the real’
versus ‘the unreal’ (or fictitious), in which the positive side of the binary is reversed from
dominant logic (54). In a somewhat complicated linguistic spin, Kolozova proceeds by
arguing that “the argument that the fiction of sex is real even though it is not the real intimates
that there is a real which is more real than this fiction”, albeit one human thought will never
be able to grasp (56, emphasis added). Here, it becomes possible to see where academic
authority may be wielded over that of a heterogeneously lived and experienced reality: the
faint (yet necessarily incomplete) knowledge of a deeper reality than the one that is
generically lived by human beings re-introduces the old metaphysical “problem of the real
and the illusion that always already ‘translates’ and transposes itself into the problem of truth
and delusion” (55, emphasis added). Academic representation here assumes the status of truth,

positing lived identity and sex/gender coherence as a (necessary) delusion.
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Such line of reasoning, so Kolozova argues, is paradoxically enabled by the exclusion of other
possible realities, such as those characterised by continuity, coherence, stability, and identity
(41). The principles of uncertainty and fragmentation here come to be seen as “a positively
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determined ontological truth about the ‘essence of being’” (82). I suggests that this analysis is
illuminating for the preference of queer and transgender identity and subjectivity over those
that are transsexual: Raymond, Butler and even Stone favour the perceived dynamic of
transgendered becoming over the statics of transsexual being, conceptualising the coherence
and stability of self as phantasmic motivations for sex/gender transition, thereby denying the

validity of its outcome’s considerable status within (intellectual) reality.

Kolozova’s analysis demonstrates how a certain notion of ontological essence persists within
poststructuralist accounts of sex/gender, begging the question of how the concept of essence
might be rethought differently, that is, without making an appeal to the biological essentialist
paradigm, or perpetuating academic hegemony. I suggest that this is a question worth
considering in light of a possible alternative academic representation of transsexuality, for it
closely relates to the question of how a politics of transsexual integrity, wholeness and
belonging — such as articulated within Prosser’s politics of home — can resist giving in to the
same biological essentialist paradigm that might be used to summon transsexual people out of
existence (as evident in Raymond’s representation; see also Bettcher, 2014, 386). Pondering
on the problematic status of essence in poststructuralist theory, Kolozova quotes Braidotti,

who states:

If ‘essence’ means the historical sedimentation of many-layered discursive products, this stock of
culturally coded definitions, requirements and expectations about women or female identity — this
repertoire of regulatory fictions that are tattooed on our skins — then it would be false to deny that such an

essence not only exists, but is also powerfully operational.” (Braidotti in Kolozova, 2014, 25)

Again, what is at stake here is not so much a disavowal of the idea that the subject and its
trajectories are discursively constituted. Rather, what Braidotti and Kolozova suggest is the
very real possibility that a certain kind of sexed/gendered essence might be deeply felt, and is
a part of how the real is experienced and lived. Notably, this argument cannot be reduced to a
logic that accepts essence as a subjective feeling that nevertheless should be considered a
fiction from an intellectual or philosophical point of view (25): essence — or the ‘unifying

(1313

principle’ that ““glues’ the subject together” (27) — must be considered as real in its effects
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and substance, because it is part of a certain discursive fabric, or skin, that constitutes the
subject and its capacity to relate to, and be in, the world. The capacity to integrate ‘the
outside’, or ‘elsewhere’ into ‘the real’ as it is normatively constituted and perceived, can be
seen as the affirmative materialisation of a certain discursively acquired attribute of a specific

subject.

This conception could mobilise the develop