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Introduction: Homeless at home

Kit Heyam and Jonathan Ward

Who is at home in the university? ‘Home’ can be a complex constellation of various ideological meanings that may either support or contradict symbolic, normative, ontological and epistemological meanings of home, such as love, family, safety and stability. We consider home here in this collection as (un)safe space; in the archive, and in history; within the nation; and in our bodies. Our collection draws out the meaning(s) that ‘home’ can contain; the ways in which home can be defined, denied, imposed and created; and the different ways in which gender-nonconforming folks can find themselves unhomed in a variety of ways, as well as thinking about the diverse strategies which can be employed in demanding a sense of homefulness.

As Bridget Bennett notes, this has important relevance to critical and theoretical work across the arts and humanities: ‘Home is increasingly recognized as a significant and productive critical concept. Though it appears to be profoundly intuitive and universal, even stable, it names a set of connections and relations linking the material with the intangible and affective, rendering each more weighty as they are brought into relation to each other.’1 Onni Gust notes that the configuration of ‘home’ as ‘the settled site of patriarchal inheritance, as well as the ultimate space of emotional fulfilment’ gained prominence within British imperial thought from the late eighteenth century onwards.2 Gust goes on to discuss the inseparability of the discursive production of ‘home’ from the ‘consolidation of norms of heterosexual reproduction, patriarchal authority, class and national formation’ and that the notion of ‘home’ inheres to the notion of White supremacy.3 Gabriella Beckles-Raymond also discusses the impact of colonization upon conceptions of home: not only are those objectified by the colonial gaze coerced to absorb ideas of what constitutes ‘home’ but also simultaneously experience tension because they are seen as fundamentally oppositional to colonialist fantasies of ‘home’.4

In a collection focusing on gender nonconformity, it is not surprising that this focus upon home, and the ways in which it has historically been conceptualized and mobilized, forces us to confront the legacy of colonialist thinking: the very project of colonization is fundamentally reliant upon the weaponization of gender as a disciplinary tool.5 This attentiveness to home, then, also enables us to bring the volume’s decolonial focus into sharper relief, since ‘a focus on home highlights a central element of the colonizing process, the fashioning of sites and spaces by settlers establishing claims on the land, backed up by all the overt weapons of colonization – new laws and their enforcement, warfare and other violence, diplomacy, the naming and renaming of places’.6

Yet this collection, with its decolonial lens and its explicit aim of reshaping higher education (and the arts and humanities in particular) in a direction oriented towards social justice, emerges into a fraught political context. In discussing the reality of (UK) academia as ‘pale, male and stale’,7 Sadiah Qureshi notes the ubiquitous conservative backlash against any steps to diversify curricula (let alone decolonize institutions) that is driven by ‘rhetoric used to vilify Blackness, women, people of colour, immigrants, Muslims, the LGBTQ+ community, disabled people and welfare claimants, amongst others’.8 Importantly, as Jules Gill-Peterson has pointed out, this conservative backlash is always easily congruent with transphobia, which is ‘highly compatible with right-wing authoritarianism because it aims to preserve, or entrench, existing social hierarchies through the production of an imagined threat from those with the least demonstrated power’.9 Likewise, Judith Butler highlights the overlap in groups that fight vitriolically against trans rights and also their preoccupation with ‘critical race theory’ – often deployed imprecisely as anything to do with the existence of racism.10 As an indication of this mobilization of gender discourse by the conservative Right, Elizabeth Corredor points to the examples of the Pope calling gender itself the ‘great enemy’ in a ‘global war’ of ideas.11

The notional spectre of ‘gender ideology’ haunting university campuses and then trickling out of ivory towers is encapsulated by Peggy Noonan in The Wall Street Journal, where in the ‘DEI/woke/identity-politics wars’, universities have ‘gone from being centers of excellence to institutions pushing political agendas’, and in ‘the humanities, hiring for new academic positions now appears to center on the race and gender of the applicant, as well as the subject matter, which needs to be about marginalized groups’.12 This fear of progressive politics and their potential harm to universities is echoed across the Atlantic by Professor Lawrence Goldman (University of Oxford) for The Telegraph, where he notes that higher education institutions are at risk of ‘going broke’ as a result of ‘going woke’, and are ‘unwilling to uphold free speech, and, despite all the talk of diversity, are startlingly short of intellectual variety, of the diversity of views’.13 The existential threat that progressive politics poses to academia is described by Professor Alan Smithers (Buckingham University) as ‘a tide of wokeness’ which is ‘engulf[ing] education’ because of the ‘competing demands of different genders’.14 As a response to this perceived threat, in 2021 the UK Department of Education announced plans to appoint a ‘free speech champion’, and similarly, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport revealed its own worries about increased academic interest in interrogating the history of Britain’s role in colonization and the transatlantic slave trade: as Culture Secretary, Oliver Dowden ordered heritage institutions not to give in to ‘minority of “woke activists”’.15 Barbara Read argues that these discourses of higher education institutions being transformed from sites of rigorous academic enquiry into those which have their ‘academic freedom’ (itself frequently a byword for right-wing rhetoric) curtailed are nothing new: ‘anti-intellectual critical representations of HE have been popularly made throughout the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries’.16 Jonathan Zimmerman also notes the frequent and varied accusations levelled against the humanities in terms of their threat to the nation.17 While the contours of this conservative demonization and fear of academia have fluctuated, what has remained constant is the racism and/or queerphobia that have functioned as stable foundations of this fear. What we see now, then, is not unprecedented – but fighting it is, given the precarious position of the university under neoliberalism, comparatively more urgent than ever before.18

Gender nonconformity in the academy

In this context, the fragile, contingent home the arts and humanities provides for gender-nonconforming staff and students is under threat from the outside, its walls assailed by conservative rhetoric and existentially threatening financial strictures. Yet this is not merely an external threat to be resisted by a unified, protective university. Universities themselves are also, increasingly, hostile spaces for trans and gender-nonconforming people in the UK: partly (as will be discussed more fully below) as a product of the post-2017 anti-trans moral panic, and partly as a reactionary response to conservative anti-university movements, in which it has proved irresistibly tempting for some university executives to sacrifice the most marginalized in the hope of preserving their institutions in some form. These contexts threaten to render gender-nonconforming researchers and students effectively homeless at home: unable to fully thrive or belong academically or personally within a disciplinary context that could previously be relied upon, at least for some, for its homefulness.

The slippage of this discussion from gender-nonconforming to trans, and back again, must be addressed here. Clearly, the two terms are not synonyms: many trans people do conform to their society’s expectations of gendered appearance and behaviour, and many cis people do not. Nor is gender nonconformity an essentialized state: on the contrary, the extent to which an individual is understood or understands themselves as gender-nonconforming can shift between different social and cultural contexts in a way that is almost infinitely granular (stepping through the door of a particular pub, voicing a particular argument in a seminar). The relationship between gender and nonconformity can also be reciprocal: widespread or influential gender nonconformity may become assimilated, changing the very boundaries of conforming and nonconforming themselves. Given all these complications – and in a context where trans rights specifically are very clearly at issue – why have we chosen the term gender nonconformity for this collection?

There are two key reasons. Firstly, a handbook on how to approach transness in the arts and humanities would have limited temporal and geographical scope. As we have argued elsewhere, an ethical approach to writing about people in times and cultures that are not our own requires taking those people on their own terms, refusing to impose a modern and/or Western trans paradigm; this is particularly essential for non-Western people, against whom such an imposition would perpetuate the harms of Western colonial violence.19 The arts and humanities as fields very often incorporate historical and intercultural analysis; as such, the word trans would not do what we need it to do. We use the term gender nonconformity not as an identity category in the same way trans is but as a way of describing behaviour which disrupts gender, revealing it to be independent of bodily morphology; this includes, but is not limited to, trans experience.

Secondly, we use the phrase gender nonconformity in order to acknowledge that, in practice and in many ways by design, the contemporary anti-trans moral panic is in large part an anti-gender nonconformity moral panic. While all trans people, regardless of gender conformity, stand at risk of having our healthcare and legal rights withdrawn, those who are harmed in everyday society are overwhelmingly those who are visibly gender-nonconforming – and crucially, this is the case whether they are trans or not. Disproportionately, it is gender-nonconforming people who have the validity of their identities questioned; it is gender-nonconforming people who are denied agency over their self-definition and the terms in which they are addressed; it is gender-nonconforming people who face difficulties accessing toilets and other gendered spaces; it is gender-nonconforming people who face threats to their safety which curtail their participation in public life.20 The impact of this can be holistic – Lisa R. Miller and Eric Anthony Grollman’s 2015 study suggested convincingly that ‘gender-nonconforming individuals are at greater risk for poor health as a consequence of facing more transphobic discrimination’21 – and exists whether such gender nonconformity is a deliberate disruption of established norms or an inadvertent ‘failure’ (in reactionary terms) to live up to them. Moreover, the standards of conformity against which we are evaluated are standards of White, middle-class, non-disabled masculinity and femininity – making a focus on gender nonconformity doubly appropriate for a collection rooted in decolonial politics.22 Consequently, our discussion in this Introduction and our Conclusion will refer both to trans experiences and to gender nonconformity more broadly. We also often employ the phrasing ‘cis or non-trans gender-nonconforming students’ in recognition of the fact that, while ‘cis’ and ‘non-trans’ are synonymous in a Western cultural context, they are not straightforwardly so outside of this.

Research into HE staff and students’ sense of belonging on campus has usually surveyed trans people rather than employing a broader gender nonconformity paradigm; it has also largely focused on students and has often conflated trans experiences with others under the LGBTQ+ umbrella. However, its findings – that trans students experience hostility and microaggressions including ‘negative comments about gender identity by fellow students’,23 systematic othering and/or invisibilization,24 ‘queerphobic harassment and discrimination’,25 and routine misgendering and outing by inadequate administrative systems,26 and that they do not feel confident of support from staff in resolving these issues27 – are also likely to be applicable to cis or non-trans gender-nonconforming students, as well as to gender-nonconforming staff. Hazel Marzetti notes explicitly that while ‘Universities’ systematic exclusion of trans people in their physical designs: lacking gender-neutral toilets and organising halls of residence into single-sex flats is othering’ for trans students, this ‘may also be problematic for cisgender students whose gender expression transgresses societal expectations and who therefore experience transphobia despite not identifying as trans’.28 Rhiannon Storrie and Poul Rohleder also found that trans students can experience acceptance on campus as conditional on gender conformity – ‘I think if I had turned up sporting a beard and a dress then you get in trouble’ – which, as they point out, ‘raises questions about the potential pressure trans students may feel to conform to gender binary assumptions in order to minimise the risk of discrimination, and how far the experiences of non-binary students or those who do not pass, may differ’.29 More recently, Raf Benato, Jennifer Fraser and Francis Ray White’s 2023 Non-Binary in Higher Education survey found that non-binary staff and students (whose identities, if revealed, make them inherently gender-nonconforming, and who are also more likely to present in gender-nonconforming ways) were far less likely to be open about their identities at university than with friends or family, and often felt ‘frequently erased’ by factors including ‘lack of inclusive university administrative systems and the unavailability of gender-neutral toilets’.30 The impact of precarious academic employment is also likely to be felt more sharply by this already marginalized group: scholars of trans studies have argued that their discipline is unable to flourish in a context of ‘institutional skepticism’, where trans scholars are disproportionately employed on precarious contracts and ‘we can’t all afford to write’.31

Microaggressions, though, might be addressed with education; systemic and administrative failures with care and investment; precarity with sectoral reform. This is not at all to trivialize these barriers, which cause daily material harm to gender-nonconforming people throughout the university system but it is to distinguish them from two darker and knottier problems against which this collection is also directed: the implication of universities in the contemporary mainstreaming of transphobia and anti-trans ‘feminism’, and the imbrication of cisnormativity and racism in the disciplines that make up the arts and humanities.

In 2016, Universities UK, the self-described ‘collective voice of the UK’s universities’, published the findings of their ‘taskforce examining violence against women, harassment and hate crime affecting university students’ in a report titled Changing the Culture.32 In its section on homophobia and transphobia, the report stressed that ‘raising awareness about the seriousness with which the institution will treat any homophobic or transphobic incidents is essential’, approvingly citing examples of a ‘month-long Student Pride celebration’ and a ‘Student LGBT Peer Support Network’. It noted, too, that ‘The transgender equality report produced by the House of Commons Women and Equalities Committee observed that levels of bullying and harassment experienced by trans students are “unacceptable” and recommended that government should ensure that all further education and university staff receive gender identity awareness training and that institutions should proactively promote trans equality’.33

Bland as these recommendations are, we cite them here in order to draw attention to how unimaginable they seem in 2024. Just a year after the publication of Changing the Culture, the UK government announced a consultation on plans to reform the Gender Recognition Act 2004, proposing to make it easier for trans people to obtain a Gender Recognition Certificate and the minimal rights to dignity, affirmation and privacy it confers. This proposal ushered in a wave of media misinformation (in particular, erroneously framing the Gender Recognition Act as an act that regulates access to gendered spaces) and of public anti-trans hate which has not yet abated.34 An increasingly right-wing UK government seized upon trans rights as a divisive wedge issue. The mental health impact on gender-nonconforming people of a climate of unallayed transphobia has been stark, and as Dimitris Akrivos has persuasively shown, ‘the portrayal of trans people as a “problem group” in media and other discourses can have policy implications and ultimately legitimise, or at least neutralise, the harm of otherwise condemnable practices’ such as hate crime and conversion therapy.35

Reading Changing the Culture in 2024 is like reading something from a parallel universe: were a sector-wide body to recommend trans awareness training and Student Pride celebrations today, it would risk at best mockery on social media, at worst public condemnation and demands of retraction from government ministers. Instead of exhortations to do more to make trans students feel safe, universities face warnings from ministers that they must allow anti-trans views to be aired. This has come as a result of several high-profile cases in which gender-nonconforming staff and students have made it known that they feel unsafe as a result of views being expressed within their university that seek to question, undermine or invalidate trans people’s identities and rights, resulting in public conflict in which the academics who have expressed these views have complained of silencing, censorship or constructive dismissal, and have received support from institutional leadership, media and/or government spokespeople.36 The endorsement of such complaints of censorship has led to the repeated leveraging of the concept of ‘academic freedom’ by those who wish to freely express anti-trans views and/or to debate trans rights and identities: to request that these views not be aired, or these debates not take place, is taken as suppression of academic freedom.37

Gender-nonconforming staff and students have expressed eloquently and repeatedly that they are harmed by having their rights and selfhood positioned as topics of debate, both in an immediate emotional sense and by the way that these debates – which often advocate the revocation of trans people’s legal rights, and position trans identities as ersatz, fetishistic or delusional – contribute to an already entrenched transphobic discursive and political climate, encouraging governments to pursue anti-trans rhetoric and action.38 Though cis and non-trans observers are often reluctant to believe that these harms are real – a 2024 employment tribunal judgement centred on these issues repeatedly dismissed university staff’s expressions that they had been harmed, and that they were worried about harm to their trans students or to trans rights more broadly, as disingenuous and/or hyperbolic39 – we believe that, from an ethical standpoint, it is important to take seriously any claim that harm has occurred, even if we cannot personally empathize with it. In these cases, we find it very easy to empathize. To put it bluntly, it is very difficult for anyone to thrive, to feel a sense of belonging or to produce their best academic work at a university where their colleagues, teachers and/or managers claim that they might not be who they say they are; should not be treated in ways that make them feel safe, accepted and affirmed; and should perhaps have their existing legal rights and protections withdrawn. It is even more difficult when such claims are condoned or endorsed by senior management and by government, and when the free expression of such claims is framed as inalienable ‘academic freedom’ – even when it leads directly to gender-nonconforming staff and students feeling less free to express their own views, or told that to publish them amounts to discrimination.40 Even if such events are not taking place within their university, gender-nonconforming staff and students must contend with the knowledge that they might; with suspicious colleagues reading their every action through the lens of polarized debate around trans rights;41 with ‘growing anti-trans sentiment within academia’;42 and with the political and emotional consequences of anti-trans media coverage, which is itself fed by every instance of gender-related conflict which occurs in a university. This is the climate which leads to a sense of ‘homelessness’ within academia for gender-nonconforming staff and students; this is the context into which this collection emerges.

At home in the arts and humanities?

Within this broader university context, can the arts and humanities provide a safer space? Staff interviewed for a New Zealand study on ‘Experiences of gender, sex and sexuality diverse staff and students’ in HE identified a ‘discipline specific home’ as a particularly important factor in creating a safe space for them within an otherwise hostile university environment; as the 2024 NB in HE survey showed, the arts and humanities as a disciplinary grouping still has by far the most non-binary staff and students in the UK, with 45 per cent of respondents stating that they worked in this area compared to 24 per cent in STEM and 29 per cent in Social Sciences and Law.43 This proportional slant is likely a result of the historical reputation of the arts and humanities, and of the narrower, more male-dominated demographics of STEM subjects in particular;44 both likely mean that gender-nonconforming staff and students instinctively feel a greater sense of belonging in arts and humanities departments. With the emergence of queer theory as a critical field in academia during the late twentieth century, which was itself building upon the foundations of feminist theory, post-structuralism and LGBTQ+ studies, in many ways the arts and humanities have been thought of as a space which offers marginalized groups a welcoming home. Yet this potential disciplinary home is complicated, rendered less straightforwardly homeful, by disciplinary methodologies which restrict creative and trans-affirming approaches to gender nonconformity. Homelessness within the arts and humanities is not simply a condition imposed by outside political realities but inheres in the disciplines themselves.

As Cass Adair, Cameron Awkward-Rich and Amy Marvin point out in their important article ‘Before Trans Studies’, which calls attention to the multiple ways in which the discipline of trans studies is currently prevented from flourishing to its full potential, ‘trans books have largely been tasked with discovering/defending the existence of trans life to skeptical editors/reviewers’.45 This problem – that scholarship engaging with gender nonconformity has to spend so much of its energy and word count defining and defending its terms and methodology – epitomizes the cisnormativity that is imbricated in the norms, values and assumptions of academia writ large, and the arts and humanities are far from immune. Gender-nonconforming scholars have repeatedly and patiently pointed this out. In history, M. W. Bychowski argues that ‘Most scholarship is, effectively, cisgender scholarship, not only because it is mostly cisgender scholars who have claimed the education and tools to publish it but also because most scholarship assumes the cisgender status of any character or historical figure who is presented to readers’. Consequently,

cisgender readings of texts and histories have been dominant for so long they are treated as neutral. This can make it difficult for trans readings to enter academic discourse, because transgender studies can be seen as offering modern additions to long-established traditions within cisgender histories and studies. Trans studies is seen as an act of remaking or rewriting history. Neither the text nor the person was necessarily cisgender until cisgender scribes, scholars, and readers marked them as such. This essay names and interrogates the supposed neutrality of cisgender subject positions and the compulsory cisgender assignment of history and historical figures.46


In an argument which applies equally well to literary scholarship as to history, Bychowski here calls attention to the central, and most insidious, way in which disciplinary cisnormativity operates: by convincing readers, scholars and reviewers that is the default, the neutral, the unmarked way to do scholarship and interpret sources.47 Other scholars have identified related problems in different disciplines. In philosophy, Robin Dembroff argues, ‘What seems intuitive to gender-conforming philosophers who have never studied trans and queer scholarship sets the standards for what counts as legitimate, “objective” philosophical positions about trans issues’.48 In theatre and performance studies, meanwhile, Sawyer Kemp points out that trans theory is unthinkingly and apolitically deployed as a lens through which to analyse cross-dressing plots; this, they argue, both ‘blurs trans identity with the language of disguise’49 (a conflation which only seems unproblematic from a cisnormative perspective) and does little to address ‘structural and social inequalities in casting practices’ for gender-nonconforming performers.50

These problems of disciplinary cisnormativity lead directly to the marginalization of gender-nonconforming perspectives, whether through other scholars’ lack of engagement or through the exhausting demands that gender-nonconforming scholars repeatedly defend their position rather than getting around to the substance of what they want to say. They lead, too, to the hallmarks of cisnormative scholarship: missing examples of diverse, non-binary or un-essentialized perspectives on gender in literary and historical sources, because we don’t expect to find them; uncritical categorization or gendered framing of bodies; claiming that our perspective is neutral or eschews modern identity categories, but failing to interrogate categories we view as unmarked, such as sex, gender, man or woman.51 Greta LaFleur, Masha Raskolnikov and Anna Kłosowska have called for a ‘reckoning with the politics of historiography’ in this respect; we would argue that scholars across the arts and humanities might do well to extend this reckoning to their own disciplines, thereby addressing not only the inequality experienced by gender-nonconforming scholars but also these failures of scholarly rigour.52

When thinking about the ways in which arts and humanities research and creative practice may have provided a hospitable ‘home’ for marginalized groups, including gender-nonconforming people, it is important to pay close attention to the specifics of where we might find such research and practice. In the context of European and American academia, from the 1960s onwards there was a more concerted effort to uncover marginalized groups who had been ‘hidden from history’, but such an effort was only needed because of the function of academia in producing normative ideas of the human.53 Though far more attention in recent years has been focused on the colonial underpinnings of higher education pedagogy, rather than research – in a 2023 survey of arts and humanities staff at the University of Leeds, just ‘12.7% of responses indicated that decolonisation in higher education was not only related to student education, but also affected other areas of academic work such as research’ – scholars have also called attention to, in the words of Kai Kresse and Abdoulaye Sounaye, ‘the problem of disciplines and their need for substantial and radical internal transformation’ to address ‘the unacceptable dominance of Eurocentric paradigm’.54 As Sylvia Wynter argued as long ago as 1984, the very idea of the humanities is rooted in the universalization of White European men as ‘the human’.55 Arts and humanities scholarship consistently ‘assumes European historical time-lines, theoretical formulations, and aesthetic principles as normative and therefore the most significant’, and values Western epistemologies as objectively truthful rather than understanding ‘knowledge [as] relational’ – even while failing to take account of the fact that ‘Much that is figured as exclusively “European”, even in the cultural sense, draws on resources and insights generated beyond its borders’.56 These colonial and Eurocentric logics continue to shape ‘the types of projects that we currently pursue [and] what is being left undone as a result’, thereby perpetuating ‘the epistemicide that colonialism left behind’.57 As with cisnormativity, scholars in specific disciplines have also underlined their inherent coloniality: the lack of space made in history departments for research that might illuminate ‘the imperial contexts that produced the knowledge hierarchies we’re trying to topple’, often eschewed in favour of ‘“easier” topics or those for which written (often Anglophone or Francophone) sources are available’;58 the relegation by literary studies of non-European literatures to ‘specialised’, non-canonical subfields in which ‘their artistic strategies can be overshadowed by political concerns in teaching that tend to mine these texts for sociological insights’;59 the ‘ethnographic methodologies’ and ‘transnational collaborations’ in theatre and performance studies which, ‘more often than not, mirror the colonial and neo-colonial relations of domination and subordination’, in which ‘what is considered as research by academics in northern universities is experienced as violence and erasure by the research subjects in the [Global] South’.60

If it is difficult at first to see how these colonial disciplinary contexts relate to gender nonconformity; this is itself a problem: a reflection of the pervasive assumption in White Western culture that gender-nonconforming people and people of colour are mutually exclusive categories. The idea of ‘the international student’ (where ‘Home’ students are presumed to be White) – and, in an Islamophobic UK context, ‘the Muslim student’ – is deployed with disturbing frequency by cis White university staff as an argument against nuanced or trans-affirming approaches to language or discussion.61 This false demarcation is rooted in racist and transphobic thought which imagines all people of colour as conservative and backward, and imagines gender nonconformity as a privileged preoccupation of the White middle-class elite. Moreover, at a deeper level, it fails to take account of the way that our understanding of sex and gender in White Western culture is inherently racialized; to deny this is to naturalize White norms and ideals of masculinity and femininity and their related morphology.62 As SA Smythe argues, ‘We must know and name the separation of race from gender as a White supremacist project’.63 The history of the racist de- and re-gendering of people of colour rebounds directly onto gender-nonconforming people of colour today; as one student wrote in response to the 2023 Non-Binary in Higher Education survey:

Being black means having to resist a history that has actively degendered you i.e. with women during slavery or through colonial sex abuse or even through the huge misogyny present throughout civil rights efforts to be honest. It’s fighting a deeply objectifying culture that says you can’t be feminine or fragile or on a level with white women. If you then actively ‘degender’ yourself people are like ‘whose side are you on?’64


For this student, to express their gender-nonconforming identity was to be seen as complicit with the White supremacist ideology that frames all Black women as inherently gender-nonconforming, leading to personal and interpersonal conflict. Forging a home in academia for people like this student requires cognizance of, and resistance to, the inherently gendered racism and racialized transphobia they experience.

To Smythe’s contention about ‘the separation of race from gender’ as White supremacist, we would add that cisnormativity – with its assumptions about the binary nature of sex and gender and their straightforward relationship to bodies, behaviour and expression – is also a White supremacist project, one which wilfully denies the lived realities of people whose cultural understandings and experiences of gender and sex are not captured within this White Western framework.65 Importantly, too, fields such as queer theory, gender studies and trans studies have been critiqued for their lack of effective intersectional approach, and particularly for their universalization of Whiteness. Allison Reed contends that by conflating race and racism, (White) queer theory frequently weakens efforts to eliminate institutionalized racism, and instead, inadvertently supports the oppressive structures it claims to challenge by co-opting civil rights strategies, discourses and theories.66 Similarly, Marquis Bey has discussed the issue of transgender studies replicating the logics of White supremacy.67 Decolonial approaches to the arts and humanities, then, necessitate thinking about gender differently: they demand that we step outside of (or at least denaturalize) White, Western ways of thinking about gender. And in a reciprocal sense, we cannot forge a home for gender-nonconforming people within the arts and humanities without also working towards decolonizing those disciplines.

It is also useful to think critically about this reparative goal; Tavia Nyong’o writes of the paradox of lives ‘endangered, or even erased, by efforts at documentation and representation’ and questions the process of trying to capture worlds that were ‘never meant to survive [or] appear’.68 Marquis Bey frames normativity in terms of its inherent and necessary violence: ‘it is a coercive mechanism for livability by only certain means, falling outside of those means relegating one to a nonlivable life’ through being positioned as ‘imperfect, unfinished, nonideal, or deserving of fewer life chances than those who are not proximal to, or who do not appear through, or who stray from, whiteness and cis genders’.69 Jasbir Puar also examines the importance of normativity, observing that although much scholarly work situates normativity as ‘a prerequisite for both legal and cultural citizenship, some of it also fails to theorize the class-, race-, and gender-specific dimensions’ of such normativity.70 In critiquing the fundamental logic of Western universities, Gurminder K. Bhambra, Dalia Gebrial and Kerem Nişancıoğlu note that ‘disciplinary divisions, theoretical models and Eurocentric histories continue to provide intellectual materials that reproduce and justify colonial hierarchies’.71 Rosalba Icaza and Rolando Vázquez discuss the challenge that faces academia, in the form of an urgent need to ‘listen to the marginalised voices and undo the epistemic abyss that keeps on drawing worlds apart along the colonial difference’.72 It is this very fracture caused by colonialist thinking that this collection attempts to tackle: the incorporation of a wider variety of voices and approaches, which are thinking critically about gender nonconformity as a mode of resistance, will hopefully work as a process of suture.

Though ten years have passed since the publication of Aren Z. Aizura, Trystan Cotten, Carsten Balzer/Carla Lagata, Marcia Ochoa and Salvador Vidal-Ortiz’s special issue of Transgender Studies Quarterly on ‘Decolonizing the Transgender Imaginary’, we believe their words hold true today:

even with the new institutional capitalization on diversity in all forms, the academy is both institutionally and informally structured to exclude people who are non–gender normative, and it is structured even more forcefully to exclude people of color and those for whom decolonial work is a primary concern. This is also a reflection of where much of the most exciting work is taking place: on the outskirts of academia and in the cracks between institutional structures.73


The political contexts we have discussed in this Introduction only intensify these conditions. Research indicates that, while gender-nonconforming people are marginalized within higher education, gender-nonconforming people of colour are more so – not just through additive discrimination, or even through intersecting forms of marginalization but also (as shown above) from the genuine personal conflicts that result from the legacy of racist and transphobic coloniality.74 It is therefore urgent, we feel, to find new and decolonial ways of approaching gender nonconformity in our disciplines – both as an act of care towards the people who embody that gender nonconformity and as an act that illuminates and platforms the ‘most exciting work’ taking place within them.

We are not the first people to write with these aims in mind. Indeed, it is politically important to acknowledge that many of the points we make here, particularly those concerning the colonial politics of the arts and humanities, are not new: that is, ‘in its twenty-first century iteration in Britain and Europe, decolonisation as a cultural and educational imperative is a belated project, the line of influence, not for the first time, running from global South northwards’.75 Though the contemporary neoliberal academy and its associated funding structures typically demand that all academic work is framed as completely novel, we believe it is essential to emphasize (as we have tried to do throughout this Introduction) that we are building upon the work of others. To extend the metaphor running throughout this collection, we will never forge a home for ourselves if we keep starting from scratch with new foundations rather than adding to the walls others have already started to build. What we want to do here is not to claim novelty for ourselves but to create a platform to share a snapshot of the excellent practice that exists within our disciplines, in the hope that this will inspire and invite others.

This is doubly important because, within academia as it operates today, much of that good practice is being lost. Many groups are currently excluded from culturally valued frameworks of expertise, and from forms of expression understood as legitimate and authoritative, like this book: not just gender-nonconforming people and people of colour, as discussed above, but also neurodivergent people and people with non-academic forms of expertise.76 This collection contains contributions from both of these groups, some of which were produced in ways atypical for an academic collection (such as email interviews and Zoom conversations) in order to make sure that the process of contribution was accessible and these valuable voices could be included. In doing so, we align ourselves with Swati Arora’s call to ‘gather, assemble, and study together, outside of the gated corridors of the university and create a coalition with those who were left out’.77 But we also, importantly, want to do something to make those gated corridors more liveable while we work to build something better; that is, in the words of Adair, Awkward-Rich and Marvin, to ensure that ‘our small corner of the small corner of/adjacent to the university’ can be a ‘shelter’ for those who need it.78

We take this stance in hope, and also in acknowledgement of our responsibilities as members of a group whose expertise is (however contested in our contemporary political landscape) still culturally valued, and still afforded more of a platform than many. The work we do in the arts and humanities can and does have material political consequences. Our blog posts (or those of our political opponents) are cited in legal cases; our scholarship of the past can counter populist efforts to ‘whitewash historical events’; our study of texts as ‘sites of contested meaning’ can ‘reproduce in our classrooms smaller, less risky versions of the struggles present in other aspects of our institutional and social lives’; the emotionally compelling narratives we study and construct capture hearts and imaginations; our disciplines as a whole can ‘situate knowledge in such a way that it helps us live with uncertainty, opens us up to difference, and draws us into relationship with each other and with the world(s) we want to know’.79 As such, we feel a responsibility to use the power we have in an ethical direction, and to shine a light on other scholars and practitioners who are doing this too.

We feel that, while the neoliberal university can render gender-nonconforming researchers and students ‘homeless at home’,80 the arts and humanities can foster productive and life-affirming approaches to creating homefulness: as Bennett argues, ‘the imagination creates or invents home even in profoundly unlikely conditions’, and crisis has the potential to ‘force recognition and analysis of something that can otherwise seem inchoate and expansive – the multiple meanings of home’.81 One of the important ways in which we can forge a home for ourselves is through a greater connection to those who came before us, and the focus in many of our chapters upon forging a relationship with our ancestors is driven by the need to remake ourselves as whole within a context that has left many of us fragmented. As Melody Howse notes, the idea of ancestral communication, of connecting to traces of our past, allows us to ‘imagine ourselves as whole’.82

Chapter overviews

In terms of how this collection is structured, we have gathered a mixture of academics and creative practitioners together as a way of amassing a diverse set of approaches to, and engagements with, gender nonconformity; we made the deliberate choice to bring together a range of collaborators in order to situate the collection as operating across a range of disciplines and praxes, with the hope that this would encourage our readers to work across disciplinary boundaries. In order to encourage more discursive approaches towards gender nonconformity, our first contribution comes in the form of a conversation between Jass Thethi, Rudy Loewe and Eva Cheuk-Yin Li, where we ask these three contributors to respond to a set of prompts, and we then draw together the connections between their different methodologies. These prompts encourage Thethi, Loewe and Cheuk-Yin Li to look first to their own work and praxes, before asking them to think about the practicalities of approaching gender nonconformity, before finally asking them to contextualize this in relation to decoloniality.

We then move on to Rebecca Morgan’s chapter. ‘Getting on with life: Nonconformity, recognition, and assimilation in UK trans activism, 1970–2023’ performs two valuable functions in relation to approaching gender nonconformity. On one level, it represents a case study of how to approach discussion of gender nonconformity in historical research, Hegelian theory and legal discourse analysis. Morgan provides both a historical genealogy of and a cultural commentary on what she terms the ‘age of recognition’ in contemporary trans politics, simultaneously showing how initially effective a ‘recognition-based strategy’ was for twentieth-century trans activists, and critiquing its essentially exclusionary and colonial logics: ‘Along the way, there was always someone being excluded because they were considered too optically unpalatable for the general public, or otherwise too nonconforming along axes besides just gender’, including the process by which ‘Trans people of colour have … been coded as unrespectable and thus branded a liability to white trans activism’.83 On another level, Morgan’s chapter also lays important groundwork for a discussion of gender nonconformity by outlining the process by which contemporary understandings of what constitutes a ‘respectable gender-nonconforming archetype’ – the idea of a ‘good’ trans person, whose deviation from the gender they were assigned at birth, is compensated for by normativity in all other respects – was constructed.

In continuing to think about the relationship between gender nonconformity and historical research, our attention then turns to Nic Aaron and Jeanie Sinclair’s chapter ‘Remembering Jennie Moore’. Aaron and Sinclair provide a case study which explores the methodological challenges and concerns with researching the story of Jennie Moore, who lived a life of gender nonconformity in the northeast of England in the early twentieth century. The authors consider and address questions and challenges around how we can talk about Jennie’s life and gender non-conformity without using language that is anachronistic or imposes contemporary ideas of identity on the past, and yet still enables us to talk about her as a transcestor in ways that are relevant to trans lives in the present. They examine the ways in which language is used to construct narratives about historic gender non-conforming lives, particularly when Jennie’s voice is absent and the only sources that are available about her life are transphobic and trans misogynistic newspaper reports or criminal records, and argue for the importance of this necessarily messy work. They also provide a case study of the creative approach they took to remembering Jennie in collaboration with performance artist Tom Marshman, and consider the importance of taking multidisciplinary approaches to remembrance and storytelling. In questioning how to resist anachronistic language, and how to avoid imposing contemporary ideas of identity on the past, Aaron and Sinclair demonstrate two active strategic approaches to seeking homefulness. Given the interests of the collection in thinking about home as a structure of existence, as inheritance and as belonging, these all resonate with this chapter’s recuperation of Jennie Moore as a trancestor for trans folks in the present. The function of remembrance and storytelling as methodologies for creating homefulness is illustrated through the creative collaboration with performance artist Tom Marshman. This chapter raises questions of where we can find a sense of home in historical accounts when we face the challenge of archival records, such as newspaper reports and criminal records, being the only record of the existence of gender-nonconforming folks. This silencing of the voices of gender-nonconforming people is one of the direct targets of the ‘necessarily messy work’ that this chapter represents.84

Building on the work of Aaron and Sinclair, we then have a chapter entitled ‘“It is a thing one knows not how to name”: Embodied and material vocabularies of gender in early modern England’ by SL Grange and E. M. Parry. This chapter provides a further case study of approaching gender nonconformity in creative practice, showing how performance art can intersect with the theoretical and historical study of early modern gender. Grange and Parry respond to the historiography of early seventeenth-century gender-nonconforming performer and petty criminal Mary Frith/Moll Cutpurse, described as having ‘lived in a kind of mean betwixt open, profest dishonesty, and fair and civil deportment, Being an Hermaphrodite in Manners as well as in Habit’.85 The chapter first establishes a theoretical framework, demonstrating that early modern gender theory understood biological sex as an unstable and contingent state, to be reified and maintained through strictly codified behavioural regimes of dress, speech, gesture and embodiment to produce gender. This conceptual framework arguably anticipates and speaks to contemporary gender, queer and trans theory, particularly Butlerian theories of performative gender. Grange and Parry argue for a transversal approach to the question of ‘language’ when engaging with historical gender nonconformity, de-centring the word within a nexus of material and embodied practices that together constitute a vocabulary of gender. The chapter also allows us to think about gender before its concretization through colonialism: this presents the opportunity to unthink gender as we may understand it within a twenty-first-century context that is indivisible from the legacies of the colonial project – thus allowing more expansive approaches for thinking about gender nonconformity. Employing a transdisciplinary framework drawn from their backgrounds as theatre-makers, Grange and Parry discuss their development of a collection of poetic-performative closet dramas. This comprises a collaboratively produced performance poetry work, inspired by and built from gestural and textual early modern language. This text constructs and deconstructs gender via sixteenth- and seventeenth-century courtesy manuals as well as other early modern texts that engage with gender-nonconforming folk such as Frith/Cutpurse. Based on an original work produced for and presented at the Global Gender Nonconformity Conference in June 2021, the text straddles document and score, including instructions to, and encouraging responses from, the reader-participants, offering space to generate their own words and gestures as a creative response to archival material. Opening up the gaps around gender identity, behaviour and language from early modern London, the authors make room to explore embodied and gestural language as a way to understand, reframe and grapple with gender nonconformity then and now. When the written or spoken word fails, how can our bodies provide an alternative route to meeting our tr/ancestors on their own terms, or in their own bones?

Continuing to think about creative choices in approaching gender nonconformity, Nemo Martin then encourages us to assess fan responses when faced with canonical texts. Martin’s ‘“Creatures in a woman’s chemise”: Unsilencing non-white race and non-cis gender in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables’ represents an intervention at the intersection of literary studies, fan studies and critical race studies. Martin shows how we can approach the study of trans reinterpretations of classic literature through a critical, decolonial lens which does not just celebrate fans’ defiant transing of canonical characters but critiques the choices they make. Les Mis fanworks, Martin shows, purport to challenge, but often perpetuate, the ‘interlinked, physiognomic ideas of race and gender’ which ‘permeate’ the novel. Writing against a tendency in fan studies to laud the anti-canonical agency of fanfic writers and artists, celebrating their insertion of diverse experiences into exclusionary texts – a perspective Martin’s self-reflective introduction reveals they also initially took – the chapter argues that even ‘a social justice-oriented fandom like this one continues to perpetuate the colonial mentality of the nineteenth century’ owing to ‘a lack of self-awareness in a predominantly white fandom regarding which characters are racialised and in what ways’.86

In our concluding contribution entitled ‘In defence of doubt: Transgender history, pedagogy and the (un)knowing subject’, Onni Gust carries on the previous chapter’s consideration of the impact of colonialism by modelling a decolonial pedagogical praxis combined with autoethnography. This chapter closes the volume’s case studies by attending to the teaching of gender-nonconforming history, using Gust’s module ‘Gender, empire and selfhood: Transgender history in global context’ as a case study for discussing how we might teach gender nonconformity in a trans-affirming and decolonial way. Reflecting on their module ‘Gender, empire and selfhood: Transgender history in global context’ in order to think about the challenges and possibilities of teaching trans history as part of ‘decolonial’ initiatives in higher education, Gust argues that teaching transgender history opens up productive dialogues about the limits of history as a discipline and reveals many of the impossibilities of decolonizing knowledge from within the structures of the neoliberal university. In terms of thinking about settler colonialism, and the ways that creating home for some might inherently be contingent upon the unhoming of others, Gust’s chapter speaks to the literal and figurative importance of interrogating what home represents, who it includes and how it functions. This chapter also seeks to recuperate history as an integral part of the decolonial project, and to think about the ways in which trans people can find a home within that history, in addition to thinking about for whom and for what the neoliberal university can ever truly be home.

We then conclude the collection by highlighting some of the connective threads which recur across the collection, and by encouraging our readers to reflect upon their own approaches to gender nonconformity, while simultaneously situating them within a larger community of people also approaching gender nonconformity in their lives and their work, that resonate through their similarity, and illuminate through their divergence.

We do not see this collection as completing the work of forging a home for ourselves. We do not even necessarily understand completion as an attainable goal: just as Priyamvada Gopal argues, we should aim for an ‘anticolonial university … rather than a “decolonised” one’, a framing that ‘invokes a critical and radical spirit of enquiry and action rather than a singular state to be feasibly arrived at’, we find it more productive to frame our goals as actions rather than essentialized states.87 More than anything, perhaps, in a time of genuine existential struggle for gender-nonconforming people within and outside the university, we want to contribute to the project of imagining the ways in which things could be different. A particularly bleak university moment in recent months was talking with a group of trans, queer and gender-nonconforming-taught postgraduate students about the UK’s anti-trans political landscape, and realizing that they had already forgotten a time before the post-2017 moral panic: they were already losing the capacity to dream that their country of birth, much less their university or their disciplines, might provide a home for them. This collection is for them, and all those like them.
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1 

Learning from different approaches to gender nonconformity

Jass Thethi, Rudy Loewe, Eva Cheuk-Yin Li, Jonathan Ward and Kit Heyam

Introduction

This project first started life as an unconference event entitled ‘Approaching Gender Nonconformity’ in June 2020, where we wanted to assemble a range of academics and heritage practitioners with the hopes of learning from others’ questions and approaches relating to gender nonconformity in their work. We chose an ‘unconference’ format specifically as it is a participant-driven, discussion-based event; rather than a series of papers written in advance and delivered on the day, the unconference format allowed attendees to curate discussion sessions organized around their interests. We did this with the hope that it would stimulate genuine, productive dialogue between people with different kinds of expertise and interests, as well as being a more inclusive and less intimidating event, particularly for those less used to academic settings. Before we moved into separate discussion groups reflecting the participants’ interests, we had a plenary session with a panel of speakers who shared a case study from their own work: Clara Bradbury-Rance, Lois Stone, Christine ‘Xine’ Yao, Alice Power and Jass Thethi. We selected this group because of the way in which they exemplify working in and across a variety of heritage sectors and disciplines, including gender and sexuality studies, critical race and ethnic studies, archaeology, film studies, feminist and queer of colour theory, literary studies, museum studies and trans studies.

Some key takeaways from this event were the desire of many attendees to think and hear more about creative approaches to gender nonconformity, as well as to think further about decolonial and epistemological questions, and so we decided to host a further event in June 2021, entitled ‘Global Gender Nonconformity, Past and Present: Language, Labels and Ways of Knowing’. As a response to many of the questions and issues highlighted in our first event, we invited Ebun Sodipo and Neo Sinoxolo Musangi to be our keynote speakers, due to their work on gender nonconformity (both in and outside the academy1) which aims to unsettle Whiteness as the presumed centre, disrupts temporalities and ultimately focuses on world-building with trans liberation as its goal. Ebun makes work for Black trans people of the future: guided by Black feminist study, with a methodology of collage and fabulation, her work locates and produces real and imaginable narratives of Black trans women’s presence, embodiment and interiority across the past, present and future. In doing this, Ebun fills in historical gaps to create moments of archival pleasure for Black trans people. This work takes place across multiple spaces: galleries, festivals, theatre, digital and print; in varied forms such as sound, performance, text, installation, video and sculpture. Neo is ‘particularly interested in exploring the possibilities – and querying the limitations – of disciplinary formation as often prescribed by ‘tradition’ within both the academy and the art marketplace, as well as the audiences that these practice-knowledges convene. Their academic work has often emerged from narrative and its offerings for Black theory: an attendance to a time-place world that is not located in the exceptionalism of old ethnographies or the universalism of post-human White worlds’. By using narrative as method, Neo ‘deliberately imagines a fictional but experiential universe that convokes theories that might make life possible not only for those in the present moment but also for a past-future in which those often unhumaned and unanticipated might/might have exist/ed. Their work burden has been especially in bodies that fail, constantly and unwillingly: queer bodies, Black bodies, female bodies and, and, and. Their performance practice – often in public spaces – serves as both method and action, a confluence of the body at risk and the public as collaborator’.2

Building on these two events, when we decided to turn to creating an edited collection, it seemed obvious that it would be important to harness a range of folks working across disciplines and sectors, both academic and creative, in order to continue these fruitful intellectual, effective, and creative exchanges. To open the collection, we therefore chose to put three of our contributors, Jass Thethi, Rudy Loewe and Eva Cheuk-Yin Li, into a direct exchange with each other, exemplifying the usefulness of having heritage practitioners, creative practitioners and academics being in joyful conversation with one another. Aside from the importance of being in community with each other as we approach gender nonconformity, we also chose this format in order to demonstrate that academic publishing can be done in more inclusive ways; while it is often useful to read the intellectual work of individuals, academia often creates atomization and fragmentation of communities of thinkers, and so we wanted to show a practical way to resist this in the form of a more dialogic engagement. In this conversation (captured below), we posed questions to these three contributors, and afterwards we reflect on some of their points, as well as providing some practical recommendations for our readers.

Conversation

How do you approach thinking about gender nonconformity in your work (and beyond)?

Jass Thethi: Learning about the history of gender nonconformity has informed me of all the different ways in which gender nonconformity is a natural state for many humans. There is much history throughout the world of gender nonconforming people, gods and communities that thrive within their identities and communities; from Native Two-Spirit individuals to South Asia’s Hijras and Uganda’s pre-colonial Modoko Dakos.

The marginalization of gender nonconformity came into play during European colonization, during their oppression of the complete LGBT community.

When facilitating training sessions I use this historical context as a starting point. It helps to inform participants that the gender binary is not the default approach to gender identities.

In my personal life I continue to research gender nonconformity and read articles and books written by those who have lived experience of gender nonconformity. This allows me to gain a better understanding of the challenges of those breaking the cis-tem by living authentically and unapologetically outside of the gender binary. This understanding means I can improve my allyship and support for the gender nonconforming people in my life.

Rudy Loewe: I hope that we have reached a point in time where it goes without saying that gender-nonconforming (GNC) people have always existed. However, history is most often retold from a perspective that prioritizes people who are White, cisgender, heterosexual, middle and upper class. There are many GNC people who cannot and will not fit into this lens. Black GNC people. Undocumented GNC people. GNC sex workers. Houseless GNC people. Disabled GNC people (…).3

In my paintings and drawings, I envision the aliveness of our Black, queer and trans lives without sanitizing the messiness of our stories to make them fit neatly within dominant histories.

As a visual artist, my work focuses on history and sociopolitical dynamics, using my own experiences, conversations and archival material. Even when I am not working directly with stories about trans and GNC people, I draw their presence into my work. This is to honour those who cannot or were not seen but were still there. In the archive, the way that gender is described changes. Our relationship to language is fluid. And often, the people I am interested in meeting in archival records do not speak for themselves. Writer Morgan M. Page mentioned in a presentation that as trans people, our gender (and I would add, alongside other markers of identity like race) is interpreted through the administrator, the government official, the police.

Reading these documents a translation occurs between the coded language in the archive and the language of our current moment. And so, painting allows me to imagine GNC people without defining them in terms I or someone else has assigned to them.

Without always explicitly naming it, I can make visible that we have always existed and simultaneously imagine us into the future.

Eva Cheuk-Yin Li: I approach gender nonconformity in my work from an interdisciplinary perspective, mainly informed by two academic fields: (1) sociology and (2) media and cultural studies. My sociological training led me to adopt an empirical, materialist and relational perspective on gender and social inequalities. While there are fascinating works on gender nonconformity in the textual realm, I am interested in the experience of gender nonconformity in the grounded terrain of everyday life and the material body, which intertwine with various axes of power such as class, race, ableism and heteronormativity. My approach to gender nonconformity is, therefore, interactional-relational, which concerns how individuals manage their gender expression in relation to their identities and social relations. Borrowing the seminal work of West and Zimmerman,4 I am interested in the doing of gender nonconformity. Questions that I asked in my research include: How do gender nonconforming individuals make sense of their gender practices? How do they manage their visual presentation of themselves? How do they negotiate their gender and sexual identities in relation to family, work, school and other social spaces? What do they feel about their body? How do they manage the boundary between ‘conforming’ and ‘nonconforming’? What strategies do they mobilize to cope with scrutiny of their gender nonconformity? How ‘successful’ are those strategies, and why?

On the other hand, scholarship in media and cultural studies inspires me to examine how representation interacts with our everyday experience. In my research, I also ask: Where do gender non-conforming individuals draw inspiration? What media do they consume? How do they use media representation and discourse to negotiate their gendered selfhood? The connection between gender nonconformity and media is vital to those living in societies with distinct historical trajectories of feminist and queer movements and in countries where social organizing for gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights are oppressed or persecuted. Popular culture provides a relatively safe and experimental terrain that temporarily enables visibility and discussion around gender transgression and nonconformity, even to a limited extent, and is often packaged in a commodified manner. In other words, popular culture often serves as a point of departure to articulate gendered selfhood. Nonetheless, there is often a disjuncture between gender nonconformity represented on screen and gender-nonconforming practices observed in everyday life. In particular, some of my works concern how these disparities are manifested in the fandom of queer or gender nonconforming stars, as fans’ interpretations are significantly shaped by their intersectional positions embedded within broader sociocultural contexts.

What are some practical ideas for engaging with gender nonconformity?

Jass Thethi: Some quick things:

• When you meet someone, offer your pronouns so they can give you their own, if they so choose.

• If you have emails – add pronouns to your signature.

• Do not assume people’s pronouns.

• If you accidentally do the above (which happens, we’re all learning) apologize and try not to do it again.

Longer-term options:

• Make an effort to learn about gender nonconformity by reading books, listening to podcasts and other creations by gender-nonconforming people

• Research gender-nonconforming arts and performances to experience the joy, grace and humour they bring into the world

Rudy Loewe: As a GNC trans person, this is embedded in how I think about everything.

There are small acts of resistance that push against the gender binary that we are taught to uphold. A binary that feels imposed on my body, a colonizing force.

As an artist I can nurture these small acts by centring trans and GNC people in my work wherever possible. For the exhibition What Do You See from Where You’re Standing? I created an outdoor artwork for Folkets Park in Malmö, Sweden. Illustrations were printed onto textiles and installed above the pond, so that visitors had to walk around the park to look at the work in its entirety. At one end of the pond, installed in a shipping container, printed large-scale with redactions, was a conversation I had with Black trans people about living in Sweden. This body of work was a love letter to Black trans community.

It was created at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, when trans communities seemed to be particularly suffering. Due to the lockdowns and necessary physical isolation, some people could not access the care that they needed, such as community support structures. These artworks were a way to centre the conversations that never seemed to happen when we, as trans people, did not speak for ourselves.

In the redacted conversation, participants spoke about their experiences of being Black and trans in Sweden: experiences of violence, attempts at finding and nurturing community; and the parts that we chose not to share – redacted, something just for us.

It is vital that we have spaces where we can speak for ourselves publicly. And it is equally necessary that we retain our right to opacity. Some things need to be kept just for us.

Eva Cheuk-Yin Li: From my experiences, there are at least three practical ideas that I could share when engaging with gender nonconformity. The first concerns the politics of translation. My previous project examined a specific phenomenon of gender nonconformity in Sinophone Asia, zhongxing, which literally means ‘the middle gender’. Zhongxing is sometimes considered similar to the English word androgyny, and it is used in the everyday life context as a colloquial, ambivalently referring to a person, regardless of gender and sexual orientation, who is not quite normative. A person who is characterized as zhongxing is often considered gender nonconforming. For individuals assigned female at birth, being characterized as zhongxing means they are not feminine enough, and for those assigned male at birth, being classified as zhongxing means they are not masculine enough. It can be tricky to engage with a phenomenon that uses ambiguous and contested language, not to mention its lived experiences. After reviewing literature on the genealogy of the term and contemporary works about gender in Sinophone societies, I chose not to translate zhongxing into existing English-language terms. I resist imposing the straitjacket of concepts such as queer, tomboy femininity or female masculinity to underscore the ambiguity and peculiarity of zhongxing.5 On the one hand, this serves to problematize the expectations placed on scholars working in non-Anglophone contexts, expecting them to translate local knowledge for a Western audience; on the other hand, considering the significance of language brings our attention to the importance of context.

The second practical idea is to examine the various ways of doing gender nonconformity. To address the challenge of studying emerging gender-nonconforming practices that are yet to be named, I developed the method of ambiguity by drawing from constructivist grounded theory.6 To further engage with or operationalize gender nonconformity, I consider gender nonconformity as an interconnected nexus of practices, an approach that I delineate in my forthcoming book, The Middle Gender: Resistance Against Gender Binary in Sinophone Asia.7 In brief, I drew from practice social theory to engage with the multiple layers of doing gender nonconformity.8 For example, at the discursive level, I explore the role of language and how vernaculars are used. At the embodied level, I focus on how the body is dressed and how it interacts with others. Furthermore, I add the third layer – the affective dimension because doing gender nonconformity also involves feelings about one’s body and how one feel ‘comfortable’ or ‘authentic’ through various discursive and embodied practices.

The third practical idea is to emphasize the significance of context. It is widely acknowledged that gender is highly situated, as is gender nonconformity.

There is a tendency to assume Western-centric views as the universal ‘norm’, when discussing any practice or identity that is non-normative and, thus, nonconforming to the corresponding social norms. The emphasis on context also challenges the often taken-for-granted US-centric model of queer temporality. I will illustrate this by recalling my participation in a conference on popular culture, where I presented a paper about the lesbian fans of a gender-nonconforming cisgender female singer in Hong Kong (who later came out as a lesbian in 2012). The singer, Denise Ho (HOCC), was considered androgynous or tomboyish in Hong Kong, given her gender disposition, outfit and music. Interestingly, some Western participants at the conference did not find her gender expression nonconforming or non-normative. In response, I had to explain why a female singer not wearing a long hairstyle and not speaking in a certain way was considered transgressive in East Asian Sinophone societies at that time. It was in the late 2000s when academic critiques of the universalism of gender/sexual knowledge, such as queer Asian studies, had just emerged.9 I also received slightly dismissive comments such as ‘There was somebody like her in the US/UK in the past so it is not something new (to us)’. This comment reveals a tendency to view social acceptance and acknowledgement of gender nonconformity, within the broader queer movement, as a linear temporal progress. It draws parallels between the current non-Western experience and the historical development in the West (predominantly North America and the UK), implying that there’s nothing new for the ‘rest’ to contribute to the West in terms of gender/sexual knowledge as they are ‘backward’ or ‘playing catch-up’. This approach to gender nonconformity risks reinforcing the coloniality of queer theory.10 Recognizing the significance of context and problematizing US-centric queer temporality are the first steps to decolonizing knowledge of gender nonconformity.

What does decolonizing approaches to gender nonconformity mean to you (if anything)?

Jass Thethi: Colonization is responsible for implementing the gender binary in the majority of the world, as one tactic in a battery of subjugation of Black, Brown and other ethnically diverse people. Therefore, the creation of the gender binary and racism are intrinsically linked and decolonization would not be complete without unpicking pre-colonization gender experiences.

The role colonization played in the creation of the gender binary cannot be over-represented. Before European colonization gender-nonconforming people were thriving members of society and even divine beings with important roles, considered close to god.

The texts which catalogued members of the LGBT community outlined those who are gender-nonconforming as unevolved as it was believed gender binary was a higher evolutionary trait.

This dehumanizing of communities was common at this time and allowed those in power to vilify those they sought to control. This vilification has not dissipated; it has in some ways become much worse in the modern day. Creating an understanding of the ways in which colonization is responsible for the marginalization of generations of gender-nonconforming individuals will assist in public understanding of the history of gender-nonconforming communities.

Rudy Loewe: Being trans and GNC is inherently decolonial. The advent of colonialism brought binary ideas of gender to parts of the world where there had previously been more expansive understandings of this. Freeing ourselves of assigned gender resists the colonization of our bodies. It is important to note that there are binary trans people who have fought to have their gender acknowledged. Being GNC is in no way more or less decolonial. It is the act of deciding your own gender that is decolonial, binary or not.

In some of my most recent work, I am weaving a thread between the Caribbean Black Power movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the political landscape that Caribbean trans people find themselves in today. In this, I confront what the successes of Black Power could have signposted – the radical overhaul of relationships to a sense of self, the body and social structures. Looking backwards, I am painting the presence of trans and GNC elders who were and are undoubtedly present in the Caribbean, but perhaps go unnamed and unknown. In painting I can honour their presence without exposing or endangering anyone. And looking forwards, I am imagining paths from Black Power leading to alternate futures that centre trans liberation. I cannot imagine anything more decolonial than this.

Eva Cheuk-Yin Li: To me, decolonizing approaches to gender nonconformity means ongoing engagement and struggle with three interconnected questions that concern the complexity of (re)presentation, intentionality and geopolitics.

The first question concerns how we capture the complexity of the non-Western world through a decolonial lens, when we delineate the significance of context, as there is a risk of flattening the diversity and power relations within. Take my project on zhongxing (the middle gender) as an example; I conducted interviews in post-socialist Shanghai and post-colonial Hong Kong. The transliteration ‘zhongxing’ only reflects the Pinyin system for spoken Mandarin (Putonghua) used in mainland China. It does not, however, reflect Cantonese, the predominant spoken language in Hong Kong, which is transliterated as zung sing instead. However, when presenting it as a case in Sinophone Asia for problematizing the coloniality of queer theory, I have little choice but to opt for using the mainland Chinese transliteration system in order not to confuse readers who are not from the region. I have also interviewed participants in Hong Kong. This decision was made even though the Cantonese language in Hong Kong was endangered due to decades of policies imposed by the pro-China government. In other words, complexity and diversity are compromised and this inevitably replicates the hegemony of Mandarin Chinese among places at the margin of China. Scholars working on gender nonconformity in South Asia and post-Soviet Eastern Europe may face similar questions when translating and (re)presenting the complexity of their findings.

The second question I ask is: For whom are we decolonizing gender nonconformity? While some express concerns that decolonizing would become another ‘tick box exercise’ in the Western academia, we must rethink the intentionality of the decolonization project: Is it for the people who have been oppressed by empire(s)? Or is it merely helping the West to ‘redeem’ itself, serving purposes of ‘exercising the muscles of Western universalist discourse’ and ‘rendering its chameleon-like flexibility more complex and better able to anticipate those latter-day deconstructive moves’?11 How can decolonizing gender nonconformity encourage cross-cultural understanding and solidarity? Relatedly, the role of diaspora scholars in this process also matters: How can diaspora scholars reflexively position themselves ‘on both sides’ of the decolonizing conversation between Western academia and the non-White, non-Western contexts that we seek to represent and understand? If coloniality is a complex historical process, then the process of decolonizing is equally, if not, more intricate.

The third question concerns how the shifting global geopolitics shapes decolonizing agenda and decolonial knowledge. The blossoming of transnational research on gender and sexuality over the last two decades highlights various North-South connections. However, there is a real danger of camouflaging transnationalism as necessarily decolonial, as transnationalism is deeply historical and imperial, given that cross-border exchanges were not always mutual and voluntary in their inception.12 In East Asia, the geographical context with which I work the most, China tends to see itself as a victim and claim to represent all ethnic Chinese, including those from the diaspora who are not Chinese nationals, under its hegemonic project of ethno-nationalism. Since the last decade, we have witnessed how regional powers, such as China, India and Russia, have mobilized decolonization and de-Westernization rhetoric to heighten domestic social control, oppress opposition and minorities, and justify (neo-)colonial aggression over neighbouring areas. As Müller eloquently articulated, the ‘East’ includes both colonizers and colonies, and some countries were both at the same time.13 There is a danger of overlooking or replicating such a geopolitical hierarchy when seeking to decolonize a White, Western-centric notion of gender nonconformity. When we seek to decolonize gender nonconformity, we must be careful not to condone such an ethno-nationalistic political agenda, as decolonization may paradoxically perpetuate such geopolitical hierarchy, provide plausible pretexts for (neo)colonialization within the non-West and conceal inequalities experienced by the doubly marginalized. For example, elsewhere, I argue that we must question the colonial construct of Chineseness when approaching the geopolitics of queer archives in East Asian Sinophone societies, in order to avoid reducing diverse expressions and local experiences to a singular, hegemonic ‘centre’ represented by the People’s Republic of China.14 When progressive scholars engaged in the decolonization project sought alternatives to challenge American imperialism, some maintained a strategic silence over other empires. Such a selective approach inadvertently encourages geopolitical inequalities through a ‘progressive’ hypocrisy.15 This is counterproductive when we seek to decolonize gender nonconformity for a more liveable world for everyone.

Reflection

Perhaps the most crucial, and the most foundational, element of these practitioners’ responses is their emphasis on denaturalizing the White, cisgender perspective. As Thethi puts it, ‘gender nonconformity is a natural state for many humans’, and hence (as Li’s analysis of Western students’ responses to gender-nonconforming Cantonese performers indicates) there is nothing ‘default’ about Western standards of gender conformity. Full appreciation of this, each practitioner suggests, necessitates a historically grounded approach. It requires understanding the role of Western colonialism in the marginalization of non-Western gender nonconformity: both the in-country operations of empire-building, settler colonialism and/or imperial rule, and the broader conceptual underpinnings of coloniality, including eugenics and taxonomization.

Each practitioner also, in different ways, demonstrates the insufficiency of Western conceptualizations of gender to fully capture the breadth of human experience, including the insufficiency of their associated language. All propose ways to address this insufficiency: Li through critical translation practices, Loewe through visual art and Thethi through providing gender-nonconforming people with the opportunity for self-definition in their own terms. Importantly, however, they also emphasize that a truly decolonial approach to gender nonconformity cannot constrain itself to reactivity, understanding itself only as alleviating a lack in Western mindsets. Creative approaches, these practitioners suggest, provide a way to break out of such relationality. They can communicate and inspire gender-nonconforming joy; represent gender-nonconforming people without translating them into inapt language; and facilitate visibility, discussion and action. As Loewe’s work on Black Power movements reminds us, decolonial approaches demand that we imagine fully decolonized ways of being.

In looking to some of the particularly valuable insights shared by our three contributors here, Thethi highlights the importance of unsettling assumptions/norms as the unmarked default, especially because of the way in which these norms often become associated with apolitical objectivity (which we discussed in the introduction). This is all the more important given that, as Thethi points out, gender nonconformity is a terrain that many of us occupy, and shifting as that terrain may be, if it is space occupied by anyone, then at the very least, this must be space that is accorded safety and respect. Going beyond this expectation, Thethi’s emphasis on the joy, grace and creativity of gender nonconformity, coupled with her insistence on the importance of loving authentically and unapologetically, means that the terrain of gender nonconformity should also be a space of joyful resistance and liberation. Another particularly useful contribution that Thethi makes here is in her attentiveness to learning as an ongoing process: in resisting the legacies of colonialist thinking and decolonizing our minds (to borrow Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s words), we must also commit to the ongoing work that allows us to continue to unshake the grip of colonialism, and to continue to do unsettle assumptions.

As an echo of Thethi’s focus upon the impact of history upon us, Loewe turns our attention to the ways in which history has been, and continues to be, told – they then encourage us to interrogate the terms by which our pasts are told and those which we can use to retell our pasts. Loewe also speaks of the urgent import of being in community with other gender nonconforming people: the creation and preservation of these connections is a vital form of resistance against erasure and fragmentation. Loewe also exemplifies the epistemological significance of the archive: they use the archive as a lens through which we can think critically about presence and absence; language and silence; intelligibility and inscrutability; and our relationship to interpreting and being interpreted. In their examination of the constant work of translation that the archive entails, they encourage us to focus on translation as both an act of recuperation and of radical remembrance. Loewe observes the utility of the archive in terms of it encouraging greater reflection on the ways in which we engage with the past, the present and the future, in a larger mission of centring trans liberation. Another illuminating aspect of Loewe’s work here moves away from measuring acts of resistance in terms of their size and/or impact, as well as quantifying what constitutes resistance itself. In terms of resistance, Loewe also highlights the crucial importance of the right to be seen, as well as the right to remain opaque.

Li’s contribution here resonates with the words of Thethi and Loewe in the focus on how we do gender nonconformity: not only in terms of how we celebrate and respect others’ gender expression but also in asking questions of how gender (nonconformity) can be done. Li identifies the importance of popular culture as a useful site of potential experimentation, but reminds us to problematize this space in relation to its possibilities for reinscribing disparities. As an interesting comparison to Loewe’s discussion of translation as recuperative, Li highlights the importance of refusing to translate: this resists the erasure of cultural specificities, and also alerts us to the importance of language, as well as the importance of the labour – often disproportionate – involved in processes of translation.

Recommendations for practice

In addition to reflecting on the insights of the three practitioners whose work we have shared here, and engaging with the work they have cited and created, we encourage you to consider the following three principles as learning points from this chapter when working with gender nonconformity:

• Understand how you got here: Where did your understanding, preconceptions or feelings about gender nonconformity come from? If you find absences in historical records, in audiences, in the kind of people you want to collaborate with, what are the sources of those absences? Remember that decolonizing cannot take place if we can’t understand the processes by which colonization occurred.

• Ask yourself whose eyes you’re looking through: What constitutes gender nonconformity to you, and why? Would it look the same through a different cultural lens?

• Consider alternative approaches: Is English-language academic writing the best way to capture the experiences you are working with? Would another medium or language be better, even if it is seen as less prestigious in contemporary academia? Can you sit with the challenges of considering using other media or languages, and come to a decision about what work to do, who to do it with and how to do it which is informed more by your values and ethics than by the demands of the neoliberal academy?
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Getting on with life: Nonconformity, recognition and assimilation in UK trans activism, 1970–2023

Rebecca Jane Morgan

Introduction

Over the last half century, one of the bellwether issues in UK trans activism has been that of ‘legal recognition’ – that is, mechanisms by which some gender-nonconforming individuals can change their ‘legal gender’. So great has been the significance and longevity of this totemic objective that we might justifiably dub this period, in the grand scheme of British trans history, the Age of Recognition.1 That such a seemingly bureaucratic measure would ever carry much emotional weight requires some explanation. During the greater part of the twentieth century, one could attain a degree of state recognition by petitioning government departments to change one’s details on official documents. Trans people were having the name and sex on their birth certificates amended as early as 1944.2 Following a precedent set in the late 1950s, National Insurance cards could be issued in the ‘wrong’ gender to the small number of trans people who requested such.3 However, the case of Corbett v. Corbett in 1970 made this piecemeal system harder to navigate successfully, as Lord Justice Roger Ormrod ruled that a marriage between Arthur Corbett and April Corbett, or April Ashley, was void because the latter’s ‘true sex’ was male, and, excepting observational mistakes at birth, there was no such thing as a ‘change of sex’ in law.4 Ormrod declared trans identity to be legally meaningless – unrecognizable – although the results were uneven. A 1982 trans support group pamphlet explained that one could still change one’s name on National Insurance and tax documents, driving licenses and even passports – birth certificates being the only major exception.5 While the Department of Health and Social Security ostensibly deferred to Ormrod when handling trans people’s pension contributions, and while it was usually not possible to change the ‘true’ sex displayed on internal documents,6 civil servants tried to avoid divulging this information to employers.7 Even so, the ruling was interpreted as both a hammer-blow and a call to action by many trans people. Ormrod, the narrative went, had taken ‘recognition’ away, and getting it back would be the key litmus test of the trans community’s broader societal acceptance. In its Mission Statement adopted in 1994, the trans campaign group Press for Change (PfC) committed itself to overturning Corbett.8 PfC viewed the resolution of many other issues faced by trans people as dependent on the attainment of ‘full legal recognition’.9 As such, PfC recommended ‘one single and consistent point of recognition for the official change of an individual’s gender for all purposes’,10 a mechanism created by the Gender Recognition Act (GRA) in 2004.

The GRA was restrictive in some respects, requiring that applicants for a Gender Recognition Certificate present medical evidence of having experienced gender dysphoria11 and that they end any existing marriages.12 Applicants also had to satisfy the newly created Gender Recognition Panel of their intention to remain in their ‘acquired’ gender ‘until death’.13 Fewer than 5,000 certificates had been granted by 2018.14 PfC campaigners acknowledged that the GRA was not perfect,15 although their appraisal of the possible and desirable was shaped by the group’s demographics. All of its leading activists were White and identified as men or women, while most were relatively well-off.16 At least two of its campaigners were members of the elite intelligence group MENSA.17 They were not all ‘moderate’ in their outlook, though they did conclude that gradual legislative change was the way to go.18 This methodology required sustained interactions with an all-cis political establishment, and so, in the search for legislative relief, trans people and sympathetic allies often played down perceptions that they wanted anything other than to ‘get on with life’ and to blend into the general population.19 In this respect, the quest for recognition resembled a particular type of gay activism that emphasized the respectability of most gay people according to a White middle-class norm.20 But must this be so? Is recognition inoperable without assimilationism? And does recognition from an oppressive state delay true liberation? This chapter addresses these questions in three stages. First, it traces the interrelation between recognition and respectability back to its theoretical roots in Hegelian philosophy. Second, it explores what ‘respectability’ entails in the praxis of trans activism, mainly in the UK. Third, it considers the precedent for a politics of recognition that does not lean into assimilationist tendencies.

Before we get there, however, we must consider an ancillary matter: What exactly is ‘gender-nonconformity’? This label has become popular among trans scholars in their search for phraseology that encompasses all the kaleidoscopic ways in which people might not ‘conform’ to established gender systems. However, referring to ‘gender-nonconformity’ as if it represents a contiguous network of phenomena sometimes occludes more than it reveals, tending to ossify a White, Western, binarist ideal of gendered ‘conformity’ against which all else is contrasted as if aberrant. This can result in the reification of epistemologies that are, as Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah note, ‘grounded … in conceptual underpinnings that assume a sex/gender distinction as well as an analytic segregation of sexual orientation and gender identity/expression’, and as such are ‘simply foreign to most places and times’.21 In Nael Bhanji’s words, forcibly applying a Western standard to non-Western and/or non-modern genders creates ‘a veritable buffet of exotic (trans) sexuality … [in which] a rotating chain of marginality tends to be pitted against an unstated, White, Western norm’.22 Equally, not all individuals described as ‘gender-nonconforming’ eschew hegemony in a ‘transgressive’ sense. Sometimes, as historian Charlotte Furth explains, complications of established hierarchies are a ‘controlled display of their inversion’, not a challenge to their basic features.23 We must also remember that, much like national identity, solidarities based on gender nonconformity owe their integrity more to the ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ of an ‘imagined community’ than to actual shared characteristics.24 To look, as many Western trans people do, to ‘far-flung cultures all over the world’ for existential kinship is not necessarily wrong, but it should be remembered that this is a one-way relationship in which the agency of the kindred ‘other’ typically plays no role, and in which the interests of this other are often forgotten.25 For White trans people in particular, gathering from afar a broad-based imagined community can all too easily tip over into appropriation, as Kit Heyam explains: ‘When White people use the genders of people of colour in this way, it recapitulates a colonialist dynamic of exploitation. The desire to name and categorize people according to Western metrics reflects and re-enacts a similar colonialist impulse.’26 In the domestic politics of Western nations, this move to claim legitimacy for trans identities by tethering them to a global imagined community is coterminous with a persistent unwillingness among White activists to pay attention to the needs and desires of the denizens of that community. As will become apparent in what follows, the politics of recognition has a long historical association with this brand of obscurantism.

Hegel’s Ánerkennung and the intersubjective supremacy of the state

G. W. F. Hegel might seem somewhat distant from contemporary trans politics, especially when we consider his traditionalist views on family and gender,27 but a sustained analysis of his writings reveals a fundamental tension at the heart of his theory of recognition that continues to disrupt and problematize modern recognition-based social justice campaigns: namely, an emphasis on the importance of coequal consent and, simultaneously, a justification of the inequality between individual and state. Hegel conceived recognition (Ánerkennung) as a mutual intersubjective process that takes place between two interlocutors, wherein each acknowledges the other’s being-for-self (Fürsichsein) and thus, by implication, affirms the value of that self. In his Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), Hegel explains:

Each is for the other the middle term, through which each mediates itself with itself and unites with itself; and each is for itself, and for the other, an immediate being on its own account, which at the same time is such only through this mediation. They recognize themselves as mutually recognizing one another.28


This ‘moment’ can only occur when the will to recognize the other is present in both parties,29 and where the power imbalance between them is not so great as to render the resultant being-for-self ‘one-sided and unequal’, such as that between ‘master and slave’.30 Unequal power, particularly unjust power, is poisonous to Hegelian recognition as originally conceived, but this equality becomes problematic when, in Philosophy of Right (1821), Hegel’s theory is applied to the relationship between individual and state. Hegel effected a simple transition from the micro-application of Ánerkennung in the case of individuals to its macro-application across the breadth of a population. As Robert Williams explains:

The state [for Hegel] is a complex form of mutual recognition that extends the sense of joint membership, participation, and shared self-identity, so important in the family, throughout the larger social body, transforming it from an external aggregate into a vital community, a living organism.31


If a citizen is to be recognized by ‘the state’, they must in exchange give their recognition to the state’s lawful authority. Indeed, Hegel insisted that the state possesses ‘divine right’ to be recognized as the ultimate mediator between its citizens,32 whose self-interest is absorbed into the collective interest of the ‘ethical state’.33 It is the protection of the ‘spirit of the people’ (Volksgeist) that makes possible an ‘actuality of concrete freedom’,34 created and nurtured by state-governed limitations, including punishment for wrongdoing.35 We can see here the outline of a contradiction. Two individuals might conceivably meet on an equal footing (although French existentialism questions even this),36 but the state will always encounter the individual on a favourable slant. Genuine recognition must be coequal, but the relationship between individual and state cannot be so. Leading Hegelian theorists in the 1990s and 2000s, who acted as the intermediaries through which Hegelian theory was passed down to contemporary trans discourses,37 inherited this contradiction and, in constructing justifications for the power of the modern state in a ‘multicultural’ society,38 made it more pronounced. In their work, state recognition became less a covenant entered willingly and more a contract entered under duress; a technology used by the state to keep a populace in line with certain ‘duties’.39 The politics of recognition came to denote ways in which marginalized groups, not merely individuals, foster collective identities and then, as a collective, seek legal remedies to their ‘misrecognition’. Charles Taylor’s 1992 explanation of misrecognition and its effects remains definitive:

The thesis is that our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves. Nonrecognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.40


As Axel Honneth writes, if the ‘hierarchy of values’ operative in a given society is ‘so constituted as to downgrade individual forms of life and manners of belief as inferior or deficient, then it robs the subjects in question of every opportunity to attribute social value to their own abilities’.41 Subaltern or counter-hegemonic movements in the present often aim to redress wrongful violations of dignity as well as material rights.42

Taylor insists that the state’s inbuilt advantage is justifiable so long as it is wielded only against supposedly ‘illiberal’ groups. He argues that ‘liberalism can’t and shouldn’t claim complete cultural neutrality’, and that even the most ‘hospitable’ liberal creed ‘has to draw the line’, although, tellingly, the only example of an incompatible culture that he provides is ‘mainstream’ Islam.43 Will Kymlicka argues similarly that the ‘demands of some groups exceed what liberalism can accept’,44 while Brian Barry warns that in a universally tolerant society there would be ‘no overarching norms by which groups and communities can be judged’.45 The nonrecognition of such cultures is presented as a feature of the paradigm, not a fault; a necessary ‘bulwark against struggle and violence’.46 There is no guarantee, however, that non-hegemonic groups will get a fair hearing. Melissa S. Williams points out that pressure exerted for recognition can be ‘counterbalanced by the conflicting pressures exerted by other groups’,47 while Beverley Skeggs observes that recognition is filtered through societal conceptions of ‘respectability’.48 The Hegelian ideal of the state as overseer to the harmonious negotiation of belonging, held together by ‘the bonds of civility’,49 breaks apart when exposed to deliberate efforts to exclude purported undesirables. For instance, Black French-Martinican philosopher Frantz Fanon noted that intersubjective equality was fundamentally missing for Black populations in most Western countries in the mid-twentieth century, meaning progress took the form of ‘White liberty and White justice; that is, values secreted by [our] masters’.50 Moreover, as Kwame Anthony Appiah, explains, hegemonic power decides which identity options are available in the first place:

We make up selves from a tool kit of options made available by our culture and society. We do make choices, but we do not determine the options among which we choose. … [A] politics of identity can be counted on to transform the identities on whose behalf it ostensibly labors. Between the politics of recognition and the politics of compulsion, there is no bright line.51


This system of formal identity regulation leaves little room for the impermanent, the unintelligible and the hybrid,52 incentivizing those occupying these spaces, in the words of Majid Yar, to ‘refuse recognition in the name of a non-cognizable alterity’53 – that is, to appreciate the futility of a recognition-based approach and seek alternative routes to liberation.

Defining trans respectability

The formulation of a respectable gender-nonconforming archetype took place gradually over the course of decades, during which time the boundaries of what ‘recognition’ meant moved constantly. Along the way, there was always someone being excluded because they were considered too optically unpalatable for the general public, or otherwise too nonconforming along axes besides just gender. This was true from the earliest days of trans communal organization. The Beaumont Society, founded in 1967 and later hailed by Christine Burns as ‘the first support organisation for cross-dressers and transsexuals in Britain’,54 excluded homosexual trans people until 1983, when Alice Purnell, the Society’s president, asserted in retrospect that ‘it was felt that the Beaumont Society would go down as a fringe gay organisation unless it did have such an exclusion’,55 the issue of maintaining a respectable face for the Society apparently having trumped other considerations. Others expressed the same sentiment with less sympathy for the excluded parties. Margaret Cleverly, a transvestite contributor to the Society’s periodical, warned readers in 1978 that a reputation for political radicalism could cause the Society to go the way of the Gay Liberation Front (1970–3), whose ‘arrogance and selfishness’, in Cleverly’s perception, had ‘harmed their cause’.56 Another contributor declared that ‘radical views will destroy the Beaumont Society’ if it accepted gay members.57 Some were distinctly unsatisfied with this state of affairs. Hazel, who described herself as ‘a TS [transsexual] with innate radical feminist views’, wrote: ‘I resent that kind of “holier than thou” attitude which allows gays to be excluded from the [Beaumont Society] based on the argument that the heterosexual TV [transvestite] should be accepted by the world so long as he’s discreet and doesn’t upset anyone.’ She called upon the Society to exercise solidarity with gay and lesbian people even if this tarnished its respectable image.58

Hazel founded the Transsexual Action Group (TAG) in 1981 as a space for radical trans politics, although internecine tone-policing permeated TAG no less than the Society. When the organizer of a trans activist conference in Birmingham sent a letter to TAG’s newsletter proposing a then fairly radical law reform programme, including adoption rights, anti-discrimination protections, enhanced privacy and the right for trans prisoners to ‘continue their treatment and be able to request segregation from other prisoners’,59 some members said her ‘weird ideas’ would ‘endanger the peace and happiness of others’ because they could be perceived by the societal majority as ‘imposing our ideas and demands’.60 For similar reasons, the Self-Help Association for Transsexuals (SHAFT), declared that it did not want to be ‘linked to the [Birmingham] conference in any way’.61 As the reactions to the Birmingham manifesto show, being respectable as a trans person often entails political moderation, which leads to policy demands that explicitly exclude the more marginalized subsections of the trans population. In more recent times, non-binary, non-gendered and genderqueer identities have been marked out for some of the most ungenerous scrutiny, being characterized as superficial and lacking a medical basis. Non-binary academics Meg-John Barker and S. Bear Bergman lament that some trans men or women ‘rail against the non-binary among us with just as much vigour [as cis transphobes]. Their conviction, frequently offered at some volume, is that the idea of non-binary gender cheapens and distracts from their journey’.62 Trans television personality India Willoughby complained during her appearance on Channel 5’s Celebrity Big Brother in 2018 that gender fluidity ‘cheapens the seriousness’ of being trans.63 Reflecting in 2015 upon the continued failure of mainstream activist organizations to take the rights of anyone but binary and medically certified trans people seriously, non-gendered activist Christie Elan-Cane wrote that the GRA, in reinforcing the two-gender system, was not a positive milestone but rather ‘the most discriminatory piece of legislation that I can recall’.64

Trans people of colour have also been coded as unrespectable and thus branded a liability to White trans activism – often through the violences of omission and appropriation, particularly strategic silences that avoid complex conversations about the intersections of transphobia, racism, and colonialism.65 Trans of colour critiques of Transgender Day of Remembrance (TDOR), founded in 1999 as an annual memorial of lives lost to anti-trans violence, draw out the consequences of racialized obfuscation, with sociologist Jin Haritaworn and historian C. Riley Snorton having coined the term ‘trans necropolitics’ to describe the process by which trans of colour murder victims are stripped of their colour, placed on a too-simplistic list that fails to account for the role that racism might have played in their deaths, and turned into depersonalized statistics that are used primarily to advance White activist objectives. As Haritaworn and Snorton put it, ‘trans women of color act as resources – both literally and metaphorically – for the articulation and visibility of a more privileged transgender subject’. This process is ‘cannibalistic’, since it is only ‘in death that [Black trans lives] suddenly come to matter’.66 Sarah Lamble has commented upon the potentially damaging consequences of White trans people ‘taking the voice of the other as our own’ when commemorating TDOR. In doing so, Lamble writes, ‘we colonize the bodies of the dead’.67 This is not just a philosophical point. Racist preconceptions directly inform and restrict the kinds of political change sought by well-connected LGBTQI+ activist groups. Paid positions in such organizations have historically gone to a predominantly White, educationally privileged demographic with minimal personal investment in such issues as prison abolition, police demilitarization, alternative forms of child nurture and housing reform.68 Writing in 1991, White trans activist and Labour councillor Rachael Webb lamented that at the International Gender Dysphoria Conference in Manchester the previous year, she received a

generally racist reaction … from doctors, professors, social workers, transvestites and transsexuals, when I was attacked for daring to suggest that we should link our struggle to other oppressed groups such as black people, who suffer from prejudice in that they are allocated council housing that is generally of an inferior standard. The lying racist statement from the audience that ‘this was not so’ received a frantic and frenetic round of applause from the majority of those present. One wonders why it is that the transsexual/transvestite community is in such a reactionary backwater.69


Attitudes towards police malpractice among White trans activists in the 1990s highlight a demographically limited frame of reference. Stephen Whittle of PfC told the 1992 International Gender Dysphoria Conference that, although trans people must remain wary of ‘machismo cop culture’, it was nonetheless the case that ‘research shows that transsexuals have so little to do with the police. They are law abiding, and keep clear of trouble.’70 Another PfC activist told the 1998 edition of the conference: ‘Police harassment in this country generally is no longer a big problem [for trans people]’,71 and in 1993 Anne Forrester, editor of The Tartan Skirt, the magazine of the Scottish TV/TS Groups collective, published a letter from a trans prisoner (whose crime was motor theft) with the prefatory note that this should be ‘a cautionary tale for others who may seek relief from their gender dysphoria by “taking control” in ways that may confront the law’.72 Forrester apparently saw negative police encounters as a matter of personal responsibility, not systemic prejudice, suggesting that people can avoid contact with this brutal apparatus by simply behaving well – easier for some than for others.

Numerical containment was another feature of respectability. PfC began to suggest in the mid-1990s that the UK was home to only 5,000 transsexual people, most often defined as those desirous to change their ‘anatomical sex’,73 an estimate cited in the report of the UK Government’s Interdepartmental Working Group on Transsexual People in 2000.74 However, accounts differ as to how PfC arrived at this figure.75 Christine Burns argued that PfC’s goal was ‘statistical realism’ rather than ‘inflating the numbers’,76 but the data was never politically neutral, its smallness proving to lawmakers that, as a group no larger than the population of a large village, trans people posed no macro threat to the stability of binary gender. Clare McNab, another leading figure in PfC, went so far as to offer a slightly ominous physical metaphor:

Our estimate is that there are about 5,000 transsexual people in this country: that’s 0.01% of the population. Or an average of about 8 out of the 80,000 people in every parliamentary constituency. Or a fraction of the number of people who turn out to watch a premier division football match – in fact, you could comfortably fit us all on the football pitch!77


The parliamentary debates leading to the passage of the GRA in 2004 closely followed PfC’s rhetorical model. Proponents of the Bill universally portrayed trans people as responsible, discreet, well-integrated members of society who contribute economically, hold down jobs, maintain committed monogamous relationships, raise children and wish simply for their trans status to be made invisible. When he first brought forward a bill to implement legal recognition for trans people in 1996, Liberal Democrat MP Alex Carlile warned against ‘the idea that transsexuals are not playing their full part in society’, mentioning trans acquaintances who were Oxford dons, lawyers, doctors, executives and senior civil servants,78 while Conservative MP Roger Sims recalled having first been exposed to the issue at a PfC fringe meeting at the previous Conservative conference, where he was impressed to find out that its organizer, Christine Burns, was ‘a branch [Tory party] secretary, chairman of her supper club and typical of the ladies whom many of my hon. friends know in their constituencies’.79 In addition to high social standing, the ideal trans person was also indisposed to publicity. During the committee stages of the Gender Recognition Bill’s passage through Parliament, Lord Filkin, Under-Secretary of State in the Department for Constitutional Affairs, argued that most trans people ‘are aware of public sensitivities and take care to avoid causing alarm or offence’.80 David Lammy, Filkin’s counterpart in the House of Commons, reiterated that ‘persons with [gender dysphoria] do not want to be exposed in public’,81 while Lynne Jones, a key advocate for trans law reform in Parliament, argued that ‘far from being florid, strange characters, [trans people] are normal human beings who just want to lead a normal life and get on with working’.82 Labour MP Shaun Woodward read a letter from a trans constituent asserting that ‘the likes of me just blend into the crowd. I go to work, do my job, everyone likes me. I do not go around shouting for my rights on the radio and television, I just want to live a normal life which is in fact what I do on a daily basis.’83

The impossibility of living up to this exceptionally unexceptional archetype, and the existence, therefore, of exceptions, was exploited by opponents of the Bill. Conservative evangelical Christian peer Baroness O’Cathain protested:

The Government seem to think that all transsexuals are delightful, kind and tolerant. Most people are delightful, kind and tolerant, but we cannot accept that … there are not some who are nasty, unkind and intolerant. The Bill potentially hands the more aggressive transsexuals a legal stick with which to beat those who disagree with them.84


Conservative MP Andrew Selous made the same point, insisting that while ‘most transsexual people are mild mannered [and] do not want to cause offence’, all communities have ‘a small minority of people who are litigious, sometimes aggressively so’.85 Even at this moment of triumph for PfC, the problems associated with premising state recognition on an exchange of respectable behaviour were evident: for many trans people, the imposed standards (Whiteness, middle-classness, productivity, medical validation, etc.) were manifestly unobtainable.

Is recognition worth the effort?

The chapter thus far gestures towards a rather bleak assessment of the politics of recognition. The individual enters the negotiation of selfhood with the state as the incomparably weaker party, while the state, which itself reflects, recapitulates, and produces oppressions, sets the terms but has no particular interest in ensuring mutual agreement. If the individual refuses to meet certain criteria, the ‘moment’ of recognition as imagined by Hegel will never happen – can never happen, for there can be no pretence of intersubjective equality in the first place. Following these threads, intersectional and Marxist trans writers have suggested that offering the established regime a chance, through incremental reform, to present itself as inclusive of the very populations it oppresses most violently, inevitably shores up that regime and delays its collapse. Seemingly beneficial reforms would thus seem to do oppressed peoples a disservice in the final analysis. American intersectional trans activist Dean Spade goes so far as to argue that ‘no project of gender and sexual self-determination will be meaningful if it fails to engage resistance to an inherently violent and hierarchical capitalist economic system’.86 The problem with reformism, in Spade’s view, is not merely that it fails to address intersecting oppressions, but that it is ‘proven to legitimize and shore up the very arrangements that produce the harm we seek to eradicate’. He continues:

If we curtail and narrow our vision in ways that make it impossible to imagine a more just world, that limit our imaginations to what a legal system created to establish and maintain slavery and colonialism can provide, we will perpetuate rather than deeply transform the arrangements that concern us.87


To avoid strengthening the oppressive state, Spade calls on more privileged groups of trans people to ‘refuse reforms that require dividing and leaving behind more vulnerable trans populations’, and to ‘assume that the most easily digestible invitations to be included are the very ones that bring us into greater collusion with systemic control and violence’.88 British singer and activist CN Lester echoes the call for solidarity with those ‘who cannot cut themselves into pieces to fit a truncated agenda’.89 If binary gender cannot, by definition, be redeemed from its oppressive roots, then the only reasonable conclusion would seem to be, as LJ puts it in a short essay in Non-Binary Lives (2020), that ‘the whole thing should be abolished’.90 Transfeminist writer Rachel Anne Williams, with this end in mind, urges all those afflicted by the oppressions of the binary gender system to ‘escape from it at maximum velocity’.91 In summoning forth a great rupture in history, intersectional and decolonial transfeminist futurities have an inclination to mirror the hopeful finality of apocalyptic literature. C. Riley Snorton, for one, anticipates ‘the end of the world’ and the birthing of one less stained by the collaborative evils of racism and transphobia.92 Marxist theorists also see system upheaval as the only effective route to liberation. British trade unionist and trans activist Laura Miles has stated that the fight against trans people’s oppression, ‘if it is to be successful, must be part of a universal vision of the working class to unite all the oppressed in a fight to overthrow the oppressive and exploitative capitalist system’.93 Legalist remedies are of limited value because, Miles writes, they ‘don’t address the class roots of oppression in capitalism’ and therefore ‘offer no substantive basis for fundamentally challenging the system’.94 Jules Joanne Gleeson and Elle O’Rourke provide an equally damning critique of reformism in Transgender Marxism (2021):

In abdicating and surrendering our self-understandings to those very institutions that, throughout their histories, have sought to suffocate trans life – to render it unthinkable, unknowable, unredeemable – we suffocate ourselves in turn. … Transgender rights provide a hollow target. Civic emancipation is a pyrrhic victory. … To emancipate trans people requires, above all else, overturning class divisions, reversing our separation from the means of production, and developing new forms for nurture beyond the family.95


Recent events have lent some credence to this view. The UK government’s abandonment of its plans to reform the GRA in the summer of 2020 brought frustrations with the legalist-capitalist status quo to the fore. Shon Faye, a former Stonewall activist, concludes in The Transgender Issue: An Argument for Justice (2021) that ‘There can be no trans liberation under capitalism. This is a fact. … British trans people can no longer be enticed by crumbs of acceptance.’96 Interestingly, the ‘no longer’ clause implies that trans people could once be enticed by ‘crumbs of acceptance’, but that events have forced them to reassess the prospectus for incremental change. In January 2023, the UK government used never-before-activated powers under Section 35 of the Scotland Act 1998 to block the devolved Scottish Government’s Gender Recognition Reform (Scotland) Bill, which had passed the Scottish Parliament.97 Meanwhile, the Labour Party retracted its support for a statutory gender self-declaration system in July 2023.98

Are we to believe, then, that the Age of Recognition is coming to an end? There are compelling reasons to think otherwise, foremost being the continued primacy of a two-track philosophy that envisions reform and upheaval. While recognition has become both a totem and a lightning-rod in contemporary trans rights discourses in Britain, even leading advocates for recognition do not see the issuance of new official documentation as the be-all and end-all of trans rights. Rather, they typically assert that recognition would alleviate some aspects of anti-trans oppression in the short- and medium-term, and leave more radical solutions, like the decertification of gender and the abolition of capitalist class relations to an indeterminate point in the future. Pioneering Jewish-American gender activist Leslie Feinberg wrote in hir book Transgender Warriors (1996) that trans liberation will only be secured by ending capitalism, but noted that this ‘doesn’t mean we shouldn’t fight for reforms! All trans people need basic civil rights, and we need them right now.’99 In Trans Liberation (1998), Feinberg continued hir call for the overthrow of capitalism, but also outlined several areas of policy in which reforms might conceivably be achieved within the existing capitalist system, including ‘identification papers that reflect our lives respectfully’.100 In a similar vein, while conceding that legal recognition can just as easily be revoked as granted by the state, legal scholar Richard M. Juang sees a role for ‘a robust transgender politics of recognition’ that addresses ‘the discriminations and prejudices targeted not only against gender, but against racial and ethnic differences’, that is, an intersectional recognition paradigm, if that is not a contradiction in terms.101 Stephen Whittle also combines pragmatism with a desire for radical upheaval in his worldview,102 warning against assimilationism,103 acknowledging that moderate reforms are of little worth to many trans people,104 yet insisting that the GRA was a ‘state of the art’ innovation, and one which, with ‘minor changes’,105 could yet bring ‘great change’ to those currently excluded from its provisions.106 Christine Burns, another core advocate for the GRA, queried as early as 1993 whether, if societal and political change is rapidly making ‘the requirement for a legal reference point for sex into an anachronism’, it would not be better to simply ‘pull the plug out’ and abolish legal sex altogether.107

In various guises, this two-track approach is common in trans political literature. US activist Patrick Califia writes that, while it may seem that the rights-based and gender-abolition approaches are ‘mutually exclusive’, they are both ‘important components of the struggle for a gender-sane society’.108 The perception that full liberation is impossible under a colonial and capitalist regime does not lead automatically to the view that incremental reforms are pointless. Ryka Aoki writes on this note:

If [gender] outlaws pursue the romanticized goal of erasing structures, both political and social, then we will have no shelters to subvert, reform, or protect us. The police, the women’s shelter, and the hospital may be closed to many trans women, but as long as they are there, there is the possibility of change.109


The Future of Legal Gender (FLaG) project, a research collaboration headed by academics at King’s College London from 2018 to 2022 that looked at various permutations for the possible reform or abolition of gender as a legal category, directly addresses this point in its final report. It recommends a ‘soft decertification approach’ to legal sex/gender, entailing ‘a series of separate laws that gradually, together, make the compulsory registration of sex, and the assumption that people have a legal sex and gender, redundant’.110 On this model, gradualist reform is the pathway to radical change, a transitional demand; the two are not mutually exclusive. Kendall Thomas explains that activists have long deployed ‘a complex and sophisticated “double strategy”’ encompassing, on the one hand, the pursuit of the ‘disestablishment’ of legal gender in an idealized future, and on the other, the right to ‘free exercise’ of gender in the imperfect present.111 The fundamental assumption of this dyadic methodology is that ‘human rights, though necessary, are never enough’.112 It accepts that all rights extracted from the capitalist-colonial state are built upon a slanted foundation, but concludes that, for the time being, one must make the best of a bad situation, that recognition matters, whether we want it to or not, and furthermore that short- and medium-term solutions do not negate revolutionary intent. This logic is arguably the site of the most deep-set intellectual schisms in contemporary trans activism. For the time being, the two-trackers, whose hallowed formula is reform now, revolution eventually, have the advantage of working within an extant system through familiar channels, whereas revolutionary purists are disadvantaged by their inability to provide instant gratification through small but tangible advances.

Conclusion

So, if generations of activists have felt at ease leveraging the politics of recognition for radical purposes, can a recognition-based strategy be rendered compatible with a revolutionary, anti-capitalist and decolonial politics? At risk of losing all credibility, the best answer is simply: it depends. There is an ever-present danger that short-term gains will be mistaken in the moment for the Holy Grail; not unlike same-sex marriage, the minting of a more inclusive system of gender recognition is likely to take at least some of the wind out of the sails of the broader trans rights movement. Another challenge is more theoretical in nature. Hegel’s described system of intersubjective recognition will always misfire in situations where there is an imbalance of power, as potently exemplified in colonial and capitalist inequalities. The always-already supremacy of the hegemon is a deliberate design feature of the modern state. This core tension cannot be resolved within existing political paradigms, but it can certainly be made worse if the state, having been provided with profoundly misleading information about the normative respectability of a particular demographic, uses the provided metrics of respectability as the criteria for acquiring recognition. And that is where respectability becomes a major problem. The state accumulates false expectations concerning a demographic subtype, in this case ‘the trans community’ or ‘gender-nonconforming people’, and will inevitably apply these expectations to its recognition, misrecognition or nonrecognition of the multiply-marginalized and multiply-nonconforming within that group. That is to say, Black trans, trans of colour, working class trans, disabled trans, gender fluid or non-binary trans and agender trans people will encounter a state that has already been told that ‘the trans community’ is conformist by nature, comprising individuals who are in gainful employment (as defined by the state), who start stable families (as defined by the state), who are integrated into national culture (as defined by the state) and who behave in ways that are ‘normal’ (as defined by the state). Faced with exceptions, it will inevitably seek answers as to why these sub-sub-groups seem to be exceptional. When no satisfying excusatory answer is given, recognition is denied. Thus, some people’s chances of extracting Fürsichsein – being-for-self – from this process have been quashed before the ‘moment’ of recognition, to use Hegelian language, has even begun.

Respectability politics is fundamentally a politics of inaccuracy. The narrative one tells to maximize one’s perceived respectability in the eyes of the state or another powerful body is deceptive, minimizing those aspects of one’s past and present that do not conform very closely, or at all, to hegemonic standards. One might interpret this as the proportional weaponization of untruths and part-truths to undo the corrosive influence of unjust colonial and capitalist power, but in the final analysis it often does little more than divert the oppressive energy of established powers onto those who are more deeply out of sync with the ingrained norm – for instance, being simultaneously ‘class-nonconforming’, so to speak. The salient question, then, is whether there can be a politics of recognition without a politics of respectability. Writers like Feinberg, Juang, Califia and Aoki insist that there can, albeit with the proviso that it takes work and care to maintain the uneasy balance between short- and long-term goals. At the same time, the likes of Spade and Faye draw attention to the harms entailed by letting the balance within activist spaces tip too far towards assimilationism. Spade’s recommendation that more privileged trans populations reject short-term reforms that create legal in-groups and out-groups, dividing trans people between the respectable and unrespectable, will be a useful tenet in any decolonial utilization of recognition, but putting this into practice is immeasurably more difficult than putting it into words. The temptation to take the olive branch and leave others behind is all too great; no appeal to higher principles will universally override that instinct. Yes, there can be a politics of recognition that does not necessarily rely on the politics of respectability, but this is a dangerous strategy to employ if one is not prepared to say ‘thanks, but no thanks’ to the crumbs of acceptance thrown out by the powerful. It may be that the risks are too great and the rewards too slight to justify its continuation. At the very least, extreme caution is needed – though not, I would insist, a cynical attitude of dejection, still less a presumption that reformists are all bland ‘assimilationists’.
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Remembering Jennie Moore

Nic Aaron and Jeanie Sinclair

Dedication

For beloved Taylor, you are constantly sorely missed. You are in the company of our trans ancestors; may they care for you as you always deserved.

Introduction

Jennie Moore was a working-class trans woman who lived in the northeast of England in the early twentieth century. We know about her because she became entangled in the legal system, and the sensationalist media was enthralled with her, although we do not doubt that she made many marks on the world that were not recorded and remembered. We tell her story to honour and remember her. In doing so, we explore the tensions in the process of telling of her life. We underline the continual mistreatment by legal systems experienced by gender non-conforming people, while simultaneously recognizing that the suffering produced and inflicted by the law is only ever one part of transgender and gender-nonconforming life and experience.

Theatre-maker Tom Marshman first encountered Jennie Moore’s story when looking for queer local histories during the tour for his show A Haunted Existence, at Tyne and Wear Archives. Tom’s work uses archive material to create performances about queer histories (histories that show us the instability of gendered and sexual identities) that are forgotten or overlooked. He works with the often extraordinary stories of ordinary people, giving voice to those who are silenced in the archive. Tom created a performance about Jennie in music and song, in collaboration with academic researchers, writers, puppet makers and musicians. The group comprised theatre-maker and performance artist Tom Marshman, producer Nia Evans, public historian Josie McLellan, legal historian Lois Bibbings, law PhD student Nic Aaron, musician and composer Jenny Moore (who coincidentally shares the same name), writer Enxi Chang, puppet maker Emma Powell and historian Jeanie Sinclair.

Initially funded by University of Bristol’s Brigstowe Institute, Tom worked with a core research group during the Covid lockdown of early 2021 to explore different perspectives and ways of representing Jennie’s story. The process was messy and ambivalent: As someone from a working-class background at the beginning of the twentieth century, the only archive material available that mentions Jennie was newspaper articles or state archives, which were both transphobic and transmisogynistic. Avoiding this kind of material meant not telling Jennie’s story at all, so adapting (or queering) our thinking to the sources available, the group were – in ambivalent, contingent ways, as we discuss below – gradually able to begin to make a version of Jennie’s voice heard. Coming to learn about snippets of Jennie’s life (where she came into contact with the violence and coercion of the state) highlighted continuities of state violence that have only proliferated and provoked questions about the trans ancestors whose lives we may never learn about.

There are two stories of gender non-conformity in Tom’s performance. Each of these stories discussed here, and explored in the show, exemplifies the issues that historian Kit Heyam discusses around gender non-conforming histories, namely, that to understand and be able to claim a story as trans, it must fit into an easy to understand narrative of gender binaries, that follows a particular form.1 More complex, unstable narratives that deviate from this convention are equally valid, and as such, it is important that these stories are explored and recognized as trans histories too. Despite being complex and messy owing to her entanglements with the law, and only being revealed through court reports and sensational newspaper articles, Jennie’s story defines her trans identity as stable, fitting with a narrative that is easy to understand, conforming to heteronormative gender conventions.2

The first draws on a report from the Shields Daily News from 18 December 1913 and discusses an ‘extraordinary case’ of five youths brought before the magistrates on charges of loitering at the Mill Dam in South Shields for an ‘unlawful purpose’. The article states that four of the five were ‘dressed in women’s clothes’, and, at some length, focuses on the confusion over their gender identity. It states in the initial paragraph that several of the group were wearing wigs ‘with the hair hanging down, in one case loosely, and in another, tied in plaits’.3

This story is told through song, as a gossipy polyvocal acapella that hints at darkness and threat. It sets the scene for Jennie’s story, one where gender and sexual non-conformity exist in working-class communities at the beginning of the twentieth century in the northeast of England. The newspaper story is sensational in tone, and fixates on, and dramatizes the idea of gender deception, how the defendants might ‘easily have been mistaken for girls’, and by implication, the undermining of moral decency that this deception might cause. The story of the five youths doesn’t fit into a narrow definition of transness that can easily be understood in terms of gender binaries, and as we only know about this story because the people involved appeared in court, and anything less than a denial would be admitting to serious more serious sexual offences, then it is hardly surprising that they admitted only to wearing fancy dress. ‘if they were prostitutes, they would have been arrested for behaving in such a manner’.4

The ‘unreliability’ of this as a narrative of trans history relies on the defendants’ understandable and expedient rejection of the charges, that they were just ‘dressing up’. Where Heyam suggests the ambiguity around whether a story ‘“counts” as trans history’,5 Jennie’s story, in contrast, presents a story of a stable trans identity – she has ‘always done it, nearly since childhood’, making it easier to claim as a trans history.

Methodology and terminology

Acknowledging the problematic use of terms that point to a notion of a fixed and stable identity, and as a discussion that has at its centre the use of language, we have attempted to define our terms here. Queer has been normalized (within academia at least) as an all-encompassing term that recognizes that gendered and sexual identities are not fixed and stable.6 As a term to describe a methodology, queer history aims to use one or more approach: looking at silences in the archive, reading between the lines, using an intersectional approach, archival activism, working collaboratively with communities, and using queer theory to challenge binaries and interrogate normative ideas of gender and sexuality. Importantly, critical reflexivity is key to our approach, both in this paper and in the way we worked together on this project. Above all, queering our approach is a way of disrupting existing histories and unsettling binaries, and, as such, is also a form of activism, an intervention in the present. We’ve used the term trans in order to define and claim Jennie’s narrative as a trans history. An important part of both the research, and the performance itself, was the anachronism of using ‘trans’ as a term. We employ a broad definition of transness that includes ‘anyone who feels misaligned with the gender attributed to them, regardless of how they identify and how they choose to express themselves’.7 We do so while recognizing that being seen as ‘trans’ may not have been legible to Jennie herself, in order to examine the ways in which the notion can help us to understand the ways in which gender is shaped, and as one way in which to validate the womanliness Jennie meticulously displayed and verbally claimed. It is important to note that reflective discussions around the use of ‘trans’ to describe Jennie were not only part of the research process but form part of the performance itself. As such, it frames our retelling of Jennie’s story as an act of resistance.

History is always about the present, and it feels more urgent now than ever to tell stories like Jennie’s in this moment where we are experiencing the impacts of far-right trans hostility both within the UK and beyond.8 Within the UK, the recently published Cass Review (2024) intensifies the hostility experienced by young trans people seeking gender-affirming medical treatment, highlighting the cis-supremacy of British healthcare provision.9 This is illustrative of the ongoing intensification of attempts to erase transgender identities in the present and mechanisms to prevent the realization of trans futures. Trans histories, meanwhile, are erased and negated by those dismissing transness as a superficial and a-historical manifestation of ‘wokeness’ culture. Beyond being an important act in itself, in this context, making space to tell the story of a trans ancestor constitutes a rebuttal to those who seek to erase transness entirely. Writing in this context, we seek to be careful to avoid the reproduction of transphobic and transmisogynistic discourse, following the approach taken by Sara Ahmed in her blog feministkilljoys. In relation to Jennie herself, there is little available material other than newspaper articles that we take the time to critique and dissect; however, when it comes to making comparisons with contemporary transphobia, we are fortunate to have the option to instead cite the trans and queer writers who have identified and critiqued the transphobic and transmisogynistic climate – we therefore direct our readers to these important works and arguments to substantiate our claims where required.

The writing of this chapter is a collaboration of disciplinary approaches from within a broader collaboration focused upon informing Tom Marshman’s creative practice. Nic’s research applies a critical feminist criminologist approach, motivated by the Black queer feminist research and practice through which the prison abolitionist movement strives to produce a world without cages. Researching and reading Jennie’s experiences through this framing emphasizes the productive ways that laws shape bodies and narratives while simultaneously working to open space to question the parameters of the law and thereby acknowledge the somewhat unknowable narrative of Jennie’s own life – a form of reclamation that goes beyond what the law itself is able to comprehend. Jeanie is a feminist historian whose research is interested in using queer methodologies to uncover hidden and forgotten histories. She has worked with Tom on previous projects that aim to bring to light queer, working-class histories that would otherwise be forgotten. Jennie’s story creates unique challenges; ‘it is a history of an unrecoverable past; it is a narrative of what might have been or could have been; it is a history written with and against the archive’.10 Taken together, we have used our academic perspectives to cautiously illuminate Jennie’s life – an intervention we understand to be important in its own right as a testament to her life experience. In doing so, we present an invitation to our readers to engage with what is known about Jennie while considering the creative potential in what it is not known – both as a space to acknowledge Jennie’s agency and as a space to consider the potential for our own agency to contribute to dismantling the harmful structures within which we exist. Our collaborative work has a similar desire to Saidiya Hartman’s approach of ‘critical fabulation’: a way of working with archives and critical theory to explore narrative possibilities. Our telling of Jennie’s story is a history of an unrecoverable past; it is a narrative of what might have been or could have been; it is ‘a history written with and against the archive’.11 We ask, along with Hartman, ‘can beauty provide an antidote to dishonor, and love a way to “exhume buried cries” and reanimate the dead?’.12

Nic’s approach to studying critical criminology is informed by community organizing. Rooted in principles of mutual aid, they work alongside incarcerated people, formerly incarcerated people and their loved ones to foster care, solidarity and support. The course of researching and writing this project was marked by the timeline of tragedy for their queer family Taylor, a trans man to whom this chapter is dedicated and whose story is interwoven at the end of the chapter. Due to the brutal injustice of the parole system, Taylor’s chances of release were dwindling as the research into Jennie’s life was growing richer and fuller. Writing was punctuated with phone calls bearing news of suicide attempts, hospitalizations and accounts of transphobia. Narrating the life of Jennie Moore, even as preparations are being made for an Inquest into Taylor’s death, feels like an important intervention, reminding those of us seeking to build a better world that we must pay close attention to the queer people whose lives have been destroyed by legal systems, but who were also much more than prisoners. In equal measure, cherishing the memories of those who came before us and raging for those taken unjustly propels us into a fight for a better future.

Research process

As Heyam has discussed, there are important distinctions between writing academically about gender nonconformity in history and creating and presenting historical narratives about gender-nonconforming people for public engagement in culture and heritage settings.13 Although Heyam focuses on the curatorial challenges of telling trans stories in museum and heritage settings, the issues in creating a theatre performance using archive material for performance in a theatre are similar. Heyam discusses the tensions in creating histories that highlight trans histories for a museum audience who may be looking for recognition of specifically trans identities in the past, where the historical evidence is not sufficient to define specifically trans identities and is subsumed to queerness. However, Heyam argues that ‘the issue of transgender possibilities in the past has a scholarly history and political present distinct from other forms of queerness’.14 We argue that performance both allows the exploration of creative possibilities to highlight and make visible trans history, such as Jennie’s, and acknowledges historiographical ‘trans possibilities’ that became part of the performance itself. Heyam argues that ‘neutrality is itself a political stance’, and that ‘asserting unknowability in historiography constitutes a tacit refusal to challenge the longstanding privileging of some historiographical interpretations over others’.15 Historiography, the importance of not being neutral and focusing on transness rather than queerness became a key part of the show’s narrative. This not only focused attention on what we know about Jennie’s experience from her confrontation with the law but allowed us to draw a line between Jennie and the continued suffering of trans people in the penal system in the present.

For Jennie Moore, there was less ambiguity about her identity. We are cautiously confident in describing Jennie as a trans woman. That Jennie has ‘always done it, [presented as female] nearly since childhood’ is one of the few direct quotes that appear in newspaper reports of her court case, and one of the few examples of Jennie speaking for herself, in her own words, but is nevertheless a snapshot of her understanding of her identity. Despite not being able to rely on the accuracy of newspaper reports and legal documents, Jennie’s personality and voice emerge from the archive research.16 Jennie’s story fit into the narrow narrative that Heyam describes, ‘conforming to stereotypes “opposite” to those of the gender they were assigned at birth’ and living ‘a conventional, gender-conforming and heterosexual life’.17 It was easier, therefore, to present Jennie to audiences as a trans woman than less specifically as queer. However, discussions on anachronism in imposing modern ideas of trans identity on a gender-nonconforming person living a hundred years ago led to that discussion being included in the show itself.18

Discussions on language were central to the collaboration, and there was a continuous process of discussion around what to say and how to say it. Writer Enxi Chang, who collaborated with Marshman to write much of Jennie’s dialogue, referred to the contrast between the complexity of language in describing contemporary gender-nonconforming identities, including those available contemporarily in the British context, compared to Jennie’s experience, where there was less language to describe identities that lay outside of cis-heteropatriarchy. The performance produced a literal dialogue between Marshman and Jennie, and Mary, a trans woman in the present. The dialogue uses changes in language over time as a way of discussing trans identities past and present, to both highlight the existence of and emphasize the importance of talking about trans histories like Jennie’s.

Marshman’s and Jennie’s conversation starts with Jennie being indignant, ‘nosey bugger … meddling in my business’.19 Jennie questions why Tom is interested in her story:

TOM: I’ve been learning about you, Jennie. I know so much about you and your story, but not how it ends, I have been trying to tell your story.

Jenn[ie]: Why?

TOM: I think it’s an important story that needs to be told.(Tom opens up a box pulling out printed sheets). Look, I’ve collected all this research, this information about YOU!

Marshman tells Jennie how he discovered her story, and highlights the power of language in the present. He also uses this to show that this language is anachronistic and uses words that Jennie would not have used for herself:

TOM: It was an LGBT History conference. There was the Lord Mayor stood up in full regalia, she said, ‘thank goodness we live in a more tolerant society’ … it seemed like an odd choice of words, don’t you think? I mean, I think she wanted it to land well but there was just … silence. There was this heavy atmosphere in the room and everyone felt so uncomfortable, people were just shuffling in their seats. Language and words are so important, don’t you think?

Jenn[ie]: You’re saying a lot of bloody words alright, but I ain’t got a clue what you’re banging on about, LBG what now?

TOM: LGBT it’s an acronym. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender. It means people like us.

Jenn[ie]: Like us?

Jenn[ie]: Lovely story. But why are you telling me this?

TOM: Because this is us! People like us, we’ve always been here but our history’s been kept silent for so long, and that’s why I brought you back. That’s why I wanted to tell your story.

Jenn[ie]: Well maybe I don’t want to tell my story. You ever think about that? God, where are we, is this a bloody theatre? Are all these people here to see me? To look at me like I’m – I’m some kind of freakshow?

TOM: No, that’s not it-

Jenn[ie]: It’s always the same! I had enough of this when I was alive, the staring, the looks, the comments and now you’ve brought me back for it to happen again? I’m not a bloody museum piece, I’m a woman – I mean, I’m a person just like anyone else, and I deserve my privacy.20

This reveals, through the dialogue between Jennie and Tom, some of the ‘behind the scenes’ conversations during the research process. The team discussed concerns around writing Jennie’s story, and in doing so authoring or speaking for Jennie in ways that might have imposed an anachronistic identity on her, or that might have felt inauthentic and uncomfortable. However, by making the process of researching and developing a narrative visible within the performance itself, Marshman acknowledges the issues and challenges that exist around exploring the history of a working-class gender-nonconforming individual like Jennie, whose story emerges from hostile and transphobic archival sources. Navigating these sources to tell Jennie’s story, even if that is necessarily partial, was important to be able to tell her story at all.

A key feature of Marshman’s work is that the research process itself is revealed through the performance, allowing often complex issues that arise in the development of a show to be part of a conversation that enables audiences to engage with difficult or contested histories in nuanced ways. This way of presenting a kind of meta-narrative around the process of researching the archive to create a performance lets the audience into the discussion by highlighting different ways of looking at historical narratives, and the key historiographical issues that emerge in conversations around archive material. Moreover, it explores parts of a narrative that are often contentious or contested in ways that open up conversation, rather than closing it down by presenting a fixed narrative. As these are genuine challenges that have emerged through discussions in the research process, there is an authenticity to their inclusion in the show that reveals a kind of journey of discovery through Marshman’s research process that does not patronize audiences but instead presents a dialogue between past and present and generates further possible discussion. The sources used were hostile and transphobic, and it was necessary to take a queer approach to researching Jennie’s history. As historian Matt Houlbrook writes, in using queer methods we are using a ‘critical historical practice that accepts an irreducible dimension of opacity’, and concedes the impossibility of ‘locating the “real” biographical individual’.21 It is this opacity that Marshman’s performance practice employs creatively in order to explore the possibilities of Jennie’s story, and explore connections between past and present explicitly in the show.

Born in the slum area of Oakwellgate, Tyne and Wear in 1887, Jennie lived with her mother and brothers and sisters. By 1901, Jennie was thirteen and was listed as a prisoner at the Abbot Memorial Ragged and School in Gateshead, an institution where children were housed, educated and provided industrial training. Children under fourteen were sent to industrial schools for vagrancy, truancy and begging, or if they were under the age of twelve and had committed an offence usually punishable by imprisonment. Industrial schools varied in their regimes, offering skills and moral education to vulnerable children in order to prevent future offending; however, many were punitive and repressive. Children were also sent to industrial schools if they were at risk of being vulnerable to abuse and neglect.22 While we do not know precisely why Jennie was sent to this school, the conditions of poverty in which she lived mean that it is plausible Jennie was sent to the school for this reason, as many impoverished children were at the time, given that it served as a reliable source where food could be accessed.23 Although speculative, this observation is aligned through our methodological approach to present a tentative understanding of Jennie, her trans history inextricably intertwined with her class position. Imprisonment within such an institution is demonstrative of what has been described as the carceral archipelago whereby carceral enclosures are presented as adequate solutions to poverty, among other forms of structural harm.24 By 1911, the census shows Jennie was living at a seaman’s boarding house in South Shields where she worked as a servant.25

Between 1913 and 1915, Jennie was convicted of loitering with intent twice and of keeping a disorderly house. Her court appearance for this offence in 1913 made national news, with a photograph of Jennie appearing in the Daily Mirror (16 December 1913). This coverage was profoundly sensationalist, focusing on Jennie’s case because of her gender nonconformity. Jennie is fashionably dressed, in a picture hat with silk flowers and a high-necked dress with leg o’ mutton sleeves and beautiful detailing. Although we have only a few of Jennie’s own words reported, her stylish appearance in court speaks volumes. She chose not to alter her appearance in any way for the court, which she could have chosen to do in order to attempt to get a lesser sentence. If she had worn men’s clothes, she could have avoided the sensationalist attention of the newspapers and perhaps mitigated her sentence by using a defence that she’d dressed in women’s clothes for fancy dress. Instead, she appeared in court as her authentic self and underlined this by stating that she had ‘always done it, nearly since childhood’.26 Jennie was remanded in prison for eight days for the same offence two years previously, and again, it is reported that she ‘appeared dressed as a woman’.27 Above the report about Jennie in the Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail, a report about a group of young men in nearby South Shields prosecuted for ‘acting rudely’ (lifting their skirts to sailors) dressed in women’s clothes reinforces the contemporary anxiety around transgressing gender norms. Another report states that the four ‘might easily have been mistaken for girls’, and their defence is that they had been in fancy dress at the skating rink.28 It is testament to Jennie’s bravery that she could have chosen to appease the court and attempt to mitigate the charges against her by changing her appearance or her defence, but she did not do so. Then, as now, gender non-conformity presented a threat to the heteronormative order. Further, it is a chilling parallel to fascist mobilizations (and powerful counter protests) against drag-queen performances (and, consequently, trans femininity and trans women who are wrongly conflated with drag) across England.29

The Newcastle Daily Chronicle report’s discussion of her appearance reveals the anxieties around the court’s perception of Jennie and an obsession with Jennie’s ability to ‘pass’ as a woman. This is an integral aspect of both transphobia and transmisogyny that suggests duplicity and disingenuity – that trans people are not really who they say they are. Such logic has had persistently violent consequences for trans people. For Jennie, she had to suffer a humiliating and degrading deconstruction of her person in court. The evidence given by the appositely named Detective Inspector Ogle (ogle in Polari meaning to look, lasciviously) is demeaning and derogatory, the listing of items describing the humiliating body search that Jennie was subjected to:

Every article of clothing on his back was that of a woman. Defendant’s chest was developed like a woman’s bust; he had attempted to represent this more fully by padding his chest either side with cotton wool concealed in which were small balloons partly blown out. He carried a Macintosh on his arm and a satchel in his hand. In a purse which have been thrust down his breast was money amounting to £1.09s., all in silver, and 1 1/2 d. in copper. Also on him was a quantity of face powder, soap, razor, and a bottle of scent. On the fingers of one hand were a wedding ring and a keeper ring; and on the other hand three rings.30


The newspaper report also makes much of its description of her rooms, where Detective Inspector Ogle states:

The two rooms upstairs, occupied by the prisoner, were excellently furnished and in splendid condition. There was a good piano, and there were gramophone records, and the carpet was beautiful. There was one bed, the clothes of which were spotlessly clean, and the place was draped out with curtains. There was any amount of bottles of scent and quantities of face powder, of which witness did not know the name.31


While this is intended to be a salacious and intrusive discussion of Jennie’s lifestyle, with the implications of it being funded by her criminal actions and with the suggestive reference to bedsheets and underwear, it not only gives us an insight into the life of a working-class gender-nonconforming person in the early part of the twentieth century but also reveals how little has changed in the way that the press report on the lives of gender-nonconforming people in the present, steeped as it is in transphobia and transmisogyny.32

The attempts by the newspaper to shame Jennie through the description of her rooms – by making lewd suggestions (‘the bed sheets were spotless’), and implying that the profit from criminal activity funded a relatively luxurious lifestyle (she had gramophone records and a ‘good piano’, as well as a beautiful carpet and curtains) – instead give us an intimate insight into her everyday life.

Letters found in Jennie’s rooms reveal something of her intimate relationships and suggest that she is writing to someone serving in the First World War with whom she has an ongoing relationship.

The defendant had received letters in which the writer’s belief in the false sex of the defendant was apparent. A letter was read from a man to the prisoner, addressed ‘Dear Jenny,’ in which was included ‘Just a few lines in answer to your kind letter. What a terrible place this is! I could do with your champion here. How I have been longing for you.’ The letter concluded by a request to allow him, as promised, to visit the defendant’s rooms when the writer returned, so that they could have a ‘good time.’ ‘Don’t we enjoy ourselves,’ was a phrase also included. The signature of the writer was preceded by ‘with the best of love,’ and ‘six kisses’. ‘This seems to be how they have all been written,’ remarked the chief constable, Mr Trotter.33


This is used as evidence of the ‘deceptive’ nature of Jennie’s gender presentation, and it appears that this is really the case that the court are prosecuting. It is Jennie’s gender expression that challenges the heteronormative order that presents a threat.

In 1914, Jennie was arrested in Hartlepool for keeping a disorderly house. The newspaper report dramatizes her arrest and subsequent transport to Durham women’s prison where Jennie ‘threw off “her disguise”’ and showed the constable a new pair of boots, remarking that ‘some fool of a man had bought them’ for her.34 Again, this is a small insight into Jennie’s character, demonstrating her defiance of authority.

Jennie is again prosecuted the following year in Liverpool. This time, she is accused of ‘living an immoral life’ and ‘permitting a house to be used for immoral traffic’. She has been living under the name of Mrs Jennie Gray, as the wife of James Gray (aka James Blake), who is also accused of the same offences. Again, the anxiety around gender deception is evident. Jennie’s ‘clever make-up caused both officers to believe’ she was a woman.35 Detective Inspector Ogle’s remark that ‘there was not one article of male attire in the house’ along with the cumulative evidence provided by these reports over a number of years constitutes Jennie’s reality as a woman.36

The transmisogynistic nature of these texts required a different approach to historical research, reading against the sources. Newspaper reports about Jennie focus on her appearance, and detail her clothes, make up and hair, as well as going into detail about her home and lifestyle. The irony of this transmisogynistic hyperfocus on Jennie’s femininity and lifestyle in reporting by newspapers, is that it makes Jennie more visible to us, and it is only through this that we have any sense of Jennie’s identity. We both know what she looks like and we also get a glimpse into her personality, as well as getting a sense of how she lived. The Police Gazette describes Jennie as 5ft 3 3/4, with a fresh complexion, brown hair and grey eyes.37 The court reports are the only record we have of Jennie’s voice, where her own words are recorded. Reading through and past the transmisogyny of the articles, we get a sense of a meticulously well-dressed woman, whose home and dress were equally stylish, who was quietly defiant about her identity.

Researching Jennie’s life

Reading against the sources required us to contextualize and denaturalize them, exploring the ambivalence whereby learning about Jennie required a reliance on sources whose very production aimed to harm her and others like her. In relying on transmisogynistic sources and those provided by and through the legal system, we attempted to read against them and excavate them to remind ourselves and others hearing about Jennie through the course of the project and in engaging with performances that they are not neutral. We did so through employing the theoretical interventions of queer legal scholar and prison abolitionist Dean Spade, who suggests that we examine law as a tactic – focusing on what the law is doing as opposed to looking at what it says about itself.38 We applied this approach to researching the offences for which Jennie was convicted and understanding the conditions she may have been subjected to during her incarceration. We also applied this to the media coverage itself, to reveal the violence normalized beneath a veneer of frivolity in the coverage of Jennie’s case. The importance of contextualizing the ways in which the state intervened in Jennie’s life and the media reported on it can be seen in the ways these illuminate parallels with the present.

The convictions for which Jennie was sent to prison likely fall under the Vagrancy Act 1824 and the Disorderly Houses Act 1751, legislation through which poverty and sex work were criminalized. This legislation was notably the same one that foregrounded the contemporary practice of stop and search in British law. Section 4 of the Vagrancy Act 1824 was known as the ‘sus laws’ that were used to disproportionately stop minoritized and racialized people, before eventually repealed in 1981 after uprisings took place in Brixton, but nevertheless having a long-lasting and harmful impact.39 Considering the multiple directions through which legislation criminalizes marginalized people is an ongoing reminder of the intersectional character of structural harm.

Jennie’s charges and convictions remind us of the hetero-sexist structures of the law that underpinned the workings of society. The Disorderly Houses Act of 1751 defines so-called disorderly houses as places hosting ‘indecent performances or exhibitions’, that amounts to an ‘outrage of public decency’.40 These ‘indecent performances or exhibitions’ euphemistically refer to sexual activity, and the buying and selling of sex, transgressions which were also conflated with homosexuality and gender nonconformity in the public imagination and in the application of the law. This presumes a naïve and innocent public who need protection from those who are indecent or who may corrupt the public realm, such as those living in a way that challenges binary conceptions of gender.41 Jennie’s appearance – her whole identity – transgressed heteronormativity and other societal expectations about gender norms in ways that were criminalized. Jennie was sentenced to three months in prison. In the Newcastle Daily Chronicle, it is stated that the mayor was ‘sorry that they could not give … more. They would give … three years if they could’.42 There is a sinister backdrop to the frivolous tone and ridicule of Jennie that barely masks desires to prolong her confinement in a place described as ‘grim, ugly and forbidding’, where ‘few prisoners who approach them for the first time do so without a sense of hopelessness and terror … ’.43 The prison separates those who are incarcerated, disappearing them from view.44 Here, the establishment wished to disappear Jennie because of all the vivacious ways she questioned and presented a threat to the cisgender status quo, intersecting with her experience of poverty, whereby ‘The poorer a prisoner is, the less chance he has of receiving justice’.45

We know what conditions in prison might have been like at this time from Thomas Hobhouse’s 1919 account. He writes, ‘nearly every feature of prison life seems deliberately arranged to destroy a man’s sense of his own personality, his power of choice and initiative, his possessive instincts, his conception of himself as a being designed to love and serve his fellow man. His very name is blotted out and he becomes a number.’46 Prison cells were very dim – both day and night – making it hard to read and work, and also damaging people’s eyesight. Cells were very poorly ventilated – stuffy on still days but draughty on windy days. Windows were so high up that it was not possible to look out without standing on a stool, which was a punishable offence.47 Cells were very cold: ‘many ex-prisoners say that they could only keep themselves warm by putting their blanket and rugs around them, and by tramping up and down the cell’.48 Daily routines included cellular labour, whereby prisoners were expected to complete tasks in their cells, such as stitching mailbags and sacks or picking oakum (material used in packing) for up to ten hours a day.49

Sensationalist media coverage steeped in transmisogyny and legal documents and records noting her arrest and her imprisonment are what we have to learn about Jennie. It is unclear whether Jennie was released from prison and, if so, what became of her next. In his work, Marshman uses this as an opportunity to imagine a number of possibilities for Jennie and how she may have lived the rest of her life, some more fantastical than others, but all firmly rooted in historical authenticity as well as possibility. In every sense with Jennie’s story, ‘[t]he moment we embark on the task of locating the “real” biographical individual we are doomed to failure’; in our queer methodology we are embracing ‘the possibilities of a critical historical practice that accepts “an irreducible dimension of opacity”’.50 This opacity enabled us to explore possibilities for Jennie that allow her to escape, from joining a dance troupe, becoming a regular at the Caravan Club, going AWOL from the army and hiding in a wardrobe in France to meeting Magnus Hirschfeld and emigrating to Canada. While it is unknown if any of those options presented by Marshman occurred, he wanted to ensure that they would have been realistic possibilities that Jennie could have pursued at the time. This approach was non-prescriptive, the ambiguities acknowledging Jennie’s agency. We know about Jennie’s life in relation to the reporting on her entanglements with the law. Perhaps this is the only opportunity we have to extract ways to learn about her and to remember her. Despite her memory being embedded between the media establishment and criminal law, the depictions nevertheless reveal Jennie to be a whole person able to express her own agency, and as a way of giving her a ‘happy ending’ as a form of radical resistance to both actual violence and the violence inflicted by cis-normative patriarchal histories.

What does this tell us about prisons today?

Learning about the conditions Jennie endured in prison gives us time to reflect on the contemporary carceral state. The systems of violence within which Jennie Moore was incarcerated have been strengthened and expanded in the years since. The prison population in England and Wales has grown exponentially. At the time when Jennie was sent to prison, the total prison population was 8,200.51 As of summer 2023, the number of incarcerated people was 85,85152 and is set to grow further, with the development of mega-prisons53 and the introduction of legislation such as the Police, Crime and Sentencing Bill 2022, through which the amount of time spent in prison will increase for many of those convicted (e.g. at Section 2, where the penalty for ‘assault on emergency worker’ was increased from twelve months to two years). Conditions within prisons are persistently cruel – too hot in summer and too cold in winter.54 Prison labour is waged far below minimum wage expected outside of prison, with companies and industry continuing to profit from exploitation.55 In the 2022–3 annual report, His Majesty’s Prison Inspectorate found that very little time was spent out of cells in men’s prison and most were in poor condition.56 Noticing the similarities in contemporary prison conditions with those experienced by Jennie Moore is a stark illustration of the continuities of carceral harm.

The violence underpinning incarceration is interwoven with transphobic, heteronormative violence that persistently punishes those marginalized by racism and poverty. While liberal and human rights narratives celebrate a march of progress for the LGBTQI+ community generally and for trans visibility specifically, looking closely at who exactly has gained from legalization of gay marriage and hate crime legislation and who continues to be criminalized is telling.57 Queer theory teaches us approaches and techniques for challenging and dismantling binaries,58 as opposed to expanding the category of who we consider to be ‘good’, because this maintains a category of ‘bad’ against whom violence, exclusion and imprisonment is justified.59 Marginalized trans and gender-nonconforming people continue to be criminalized, as Jennie was, a reminder that the fight for trans liberation is inextricable from the fight against the legal system that entrenches White supremacy, ableism and compulsory cis-normativity.60

While we do not know what happened to Jennie Moore following her incarceration, we do know that she was incarcerated in a men’s prison – sites of particular violence against gender nonconforming people, trans women and trans feminine people.61 On the men’s prison estate HMP Doncaster, her namesake Jenny Swift was bullied and denied access to her hormones while held on remand, and she took her own life in December 2017. In a letter she sent out of the prison, she wrote, ‘You know who I am banged up with? All sorts but fuck ’em all. I am Jenny Swift, I am proud to stand my corner anywhere I need to.’62 Within the space of a few months, Jenny Swift was the third transgender person to take her life inside prison, that we know of, given the likelihood that in death, trans people will be misgendered. Queer people from across the country mourned the death of Jenny Swift, gathering at HMP Doncaster in protest of the violent institution where Jenny’s life was needlessly lost.63

Transmasculine and gender-nonconforming people on the women’s prison estate also endure homophobia and transphobia. Hugh Ryan thoughtfully illustrates this in his book Women’s House of Detention.64 Violence and abuse are similarly experienced by gender-nonconforming prisoners in the women’s prison estate in England and Wales. Taylor Atkison was a trans prisoner on an imprisonment for public protection sentence (IPP), meaning his incarceration was indefinite and his release was to be determined by a Parole Board. Taylor took his own life while incarcerated on the women’s prison estate in HMP Eastwood Park in 2022, after losing all hope for release. Taylor was persistently dead-named by officers in the months leading up to his death and he was denied gender-affirming clothing. A few days before his death, Taylor was punished for kissing a woman through the prison adjudication system, under a provision relating to threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour.65 It is at the discretion of prison officers to determine if such behaviour is ‘observed by someone who finds (or could potentially find) their behaviour offensive’.66 Such phrasing protects homophobic, queerphobic and transphobic sensibilities, penalizing expressions of non-conformity. For Taylor, this was the final tipping point after a lifetime of homophobic and transphobic abuse from the legal system: the judge who handed Taylor his indefinite sentence named his gender nonconformity as a reason that he deserved to be sent to prison for an indefinite period of time. Like Jennie Moore and Jenny Swift, Taylor fought back against the oppression he experienced, at one point spitting at oppressors ridiculing his appearance as gender non-conforming, purportedly to show them ‘some gender fluid’.67 Taylor was proactive in supporting other trans people within the prison system as well as engaging with the queer community among whom he planned to live on being released, which was tragically never realized. Through the mechanisms of the state, transphobia is violently and lethally wielded.

Conclusion

Remembering, celebrating and mourning the lives of trans people provides a textured way to counter the narratives of trans people being a modern and a-historical phenomena, as prevalent transphobic narratives attempt to present. We try to tell Jennie’s story in a way that avoids anachronism, to present and remind that trans people are not an anachronism. Gender variance and non-conformity fall on complex, historically contingent spectra of identity – in spite of attempts to systemically erase them through colonial violence, as has been extensively explored elsewhere in this collection and beyond.68

During his live performance, Tom Marshman provided his audience members with writing material and guided them with prompts, incorporating letter writing to incarcerated queer people into his performance. These notes were sent to Books Beyond Bars, a project sending books to incarcerated transgender people in England and Wales. The prison walls are tall and seem impenetrable – too effective at isolating those they hold captive from loved ones and community. As Angela Davis famously writes, the prison works to ‘disappear human beings’.69 Building connections and community in spite of prison walls, restrictions and control – whether through one off notes like Marshman’s audience or through more sustained communication and relationship building – can contribute to making those walls more porous, a small but not insignificant steppingstone towards the dissolution of the loneliness they breed.

Jennie Moore was more than a sum of the information archived about her, yet through those sensationalist papers, police records and prison records, in leaning against those sources, we glimpse her richness and we are able to tell fragments of her story. We do not know what happened to Jennie Moore and we tell her story with as much complexity as we can, attempting to leave gaps for the many aspects of her multi-dimensional character we are not familiar with. We tell her story because it is powerful to remember, and we tell the story of other trans ancestors who we should not have lost. But we know what happened to Jenny Swift and we know what happened to Taylor. Mother Jones said pray for the dead and fight like hell for the living.70 We honour the complex and vibrant lives of Jennie Moore, Jenny Swift, Taylor and the many more transgender ancestors whose names we do not know by fighting for the liberation of all, refusing to allow the terms of our struggle be determined by legal frameworks. We know that we live with a carceral system that harms those trans and gender-nonconforming people who are most marginalized: liberation must overthrow these systems entirely.
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‘It is a thing one knows not how to name’: Embodied and material vocabularies of gender in early modern England

SL Grange and E. M. Parry

Introduction

In June 2021, we performed a three-act text work at the online conference ‘Global Gender Nonconformity, Past and Present: Language, Labels and Ways of Knowing’. Our work cut together a selection of early modern texts: instructions from courtesy manuals, satirical observations on behaviour and clothing, pamphlets expressing anxiety about gender construction and several texts both fictional and legal pertaining to Mary Frith. Frith (alias Moll/Mal Cutpurse, alias Mary Markham, alias The Roaring Girl) was an Assigned Female at Birth (AFAB) person who lived from c.1590 to 1659 and wore ‘mans apparell’1 for most of their life. Grange argues elsewhere for Frith to be read as a proto-drag king in their early performance career.2 Later in life, Frith became an infamous fence of stolen goods and seems to have run a Dickensian gang of pickpockets, as well as potentially acting as a pimp for sex workers.3 They were the subject of Thomas Dekker and Thomas Middleton’s play The Roaring Girl (c.1611), as well as several other sensationalized early modern literary accounts.

In our performance, we aimed to facilitate conversation between Frith – an early modern gender-nonconforming ghost – and our modern audience of Zoom conference attendees. We invited attendees to perform gestures, to create visual art and to disrupt the performance itself. In this chapter, we reflect on the potential of performance and embodied gesture as a form of engagement with gender nonconformity that is both critical and creative, both intimate and illuminating. Following this discussion, we reprint the textual element of the performance piece in its entirety.

We both understand ourselves as multidisciplinary creative practitioners. SL Grange (Ess) focuses primarily on poetry but has a background in facilitation and improvisatory or emergent performance and art practices. They remain interested in different ways of people meeting their work and making work; with objects, on objects, site-specific, performed, printed on a page. Their work often emerges out of different kinds of conversations with ghosts and different places and spaces, an interest they share with E. M. Parry (Mal). A trans*disciplinary artist, Parry finds ‘transversality’ a useful way of thinking about different strands of their practice: there are multiple different fields or disciplines in which they practice, but these intersect and speak to each other and cross over and inform each other, rather than existing in a hierarchy. If their work is defined, it’s often by the boundaries and disciplinarity that are put in place by other people: being hired as a costume designer, or being situated as a performer in a club or live art space, itself transforms the work. This multidisciplinarity feels, for both of us, inextricable from our gender-nonconforming subjectivity and subject matter: we refuse to be put in a box, embracing instead the possibility of slipping ‘from company to company like a fat eel’.4 We take an interest, too, in how much things change depending on what container they’ve been put into. Mal has experienced the different framing of their work when performed in academic spaces as opposed to club spaces or galleries; the meaning people put on things themselves, or the different conversations that get ignited just by context, is interesting in itself. Rather than necessarily doing away with different disciplines or categories, we focus on the ability to move between them: how that can ignite lots of different conversations and create additional meanings for what is ostensibly the same thing.

Porous bodies, fluid bodies

European culture, and in this instance, specifically English culture at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, had a vexed relationship to gender. Anxieties connected to Elizabeth I as a single woman on the throne, increasingly Puritan branches of Protestantism and the rise of a merchant class flouting sumptuary laws were a part of this picture,5 as was a gradual shift from a mediaeval medical model heavily based on humoral theory to one which attempted to integrate new discoveries about the body observed through anatomical dissection. Arguably – as we will discuss later – the burgeoning public theatre culture in London also had an effect on how gender was perceived, expressed and experienced as both a public and a personal performance. For a number of entangled factors, early modern England represents a moment of intersecting class and gender fluidity and confusion that gave rise to the texts and behaviours we respond to in this chapter.

The early modern subject’s experiences of interiority and embodiment were intimately informed by humoral theory, a medical model predicated on maintaining internal and external balance between four humours – blood, phlegm, black bile, yellow bile – also understood as a manifestation in the body of the four elements: air, fire, earth and water. Illness arose when these became imbalanced, but people were also understood to be naturally inclined towards a predominance of one humour – sanguine, phlegmatic, melancholic, choleric – which manifested as a physical and psychological type. The interaction between the elements and the humours was understood as a spectrum of hot to cold and wet to dry. Humoral type was involved in biological sex and gender production, ‘male’ bodies understood as dry and hot, and ‘female’ bodies wet and cold. Fluidity, associated with an increased susceptibility to external influence, was therefore seen as a female/feminine quality.

The regulatory discourses of humoral theory emphasize the body’s unruly porousness and its susceptibility to material influences, wherein equilibrium is sought through self-knowledge and self-management in the face of corporeal flux and flow. Bodily integrity, in the context of this ‘inevitable permeability of bodies and selves’,6 is not a neutral, passive, naturalized state but something to be striven for and maintained, through bespoke courses of consumption, excretion and purgation. Likewise, sex – a word which, as used in early modern English, indicates an incoherent composite of bodily and social maleness, femaleness and otherness – was an unstable and contingent state, to be reified and maintained through strictly codified behavioural regimes of dress, speech, gesture and embodiment which both signified and produced gender.

Under this disciplinary regime, everything that goes into, comes out of, contacts or interacts with the body becomes a gesture of identity, a potential act of self-fashioning. Eating, excreting, purging, fasting, blood-letting, hair-cutting, nail-paring, bathing, fucking, looking7 – these things have their seasons, but are also crucially personal, contingent on one’s ‘humoral type’. Identity is a process performed by the early modern humoral subject, plate-spinning amidst a constellation of influences, material and intangible. Such contingent performance, porosity and fluidity resulted in what, to us, feels intuitively like a queer and trans way of being in the world.

In this context, early modern clothing played a markedly different role from the contemporary Western understanding of what clothing does. In part this is because early modern garments were constructed, worn and understood in ways which differ significantly from contemporary clothing. Clothing was unique, made or adapted to individuals’ bodies, but adapting those bodies themselves into stylized, sculptural shapes with layers of boning and padding. Separate, detachable and interchangeable parts – sleeves, bodices (or ‘pair of bodies’), layers of skirts worn over hip-padding known as bum-rolls, hose and stockings – divided the body into component parts, then sutured it back together with lacing and pins. For all its highly structured artifice, however, Elizabethan and Jacobean clothing was curiously fluid, or hybrid in its presentation of gender. On the one hand it blurred gender distinctions, sculpting bodies into similar, ambiguously gendered silhouettes (flattened chest, narrow waist, spreading hips, protruding stomach), while on the other it reinforced difference with anxiously over-determined signifiers: the external prosthetic phallus of the codpiece, the almost complete exposure of the breasts. This structured and stylized androgyny is especially apparent in elite and high fashion clothing of the era – entangled class and gender anxiety can be seen manifesting in writing such as Philip Stubbes’, which inveighs against the dangers of decadent and expensive fashions that corrupt ‘god-given’ (i.e. birth-assigned and supposedly immutable) categories of gender and sexuality.8

Importantly, the descriptions of Frith as wearing men’s apparel doesn’t necessarily mean what we might understand as fully cross-dressing. In Philip Stubbs’ pamphlet An Anatomie of Abuses he lists a number of items he sees women wearing that for him signify usurped masculinity. As well as doublets, the list includes buttons and ‘winges weltes and pinions’. These accessories or details are coded masculine, but cross over genders, claiming masculine attributes or humours for the wearer. As Stubbs expresses it:

Our apparell was given us as a signe distinctive to discerne betwixt sexe and sexe, and therefore one to weare the apparell of another sexe is to participate with the same, and to adulterate the veritie of his owne kinde.9


In the context of humoral embodiment, this ‘adulteration’ can be understood as a quasi-literal disruption of both sex and gender, since clothing, which came into contact with both the body and the outer world, was arguably experienced as a kind of liminal extension of the physical body – the ‘body of the body’.10

For Mary Frith, taking on men’s apparel was not just putting on some clothes that were prohibited: it was a transformation of themself beneath those clothes as well. To put on britches and a codpiece was essentially to claim a penis. The term ‘hermaphrodite’ was often used to describe them: this could be read in multiple ways, including as an indicator of the confusion Frith caused others, but it also speaks in more literal terms to the hybridity of their body which was understood to be induced by the hybridity of their clothing. Their nickname ‘Cutpurse’ can be read in a similar way: it indicates them being a pickpocket, but also signifies having both purse (testicles) and cut (vagina). Both clothing and name, then, claim multiple different gendered bodies at the same time. Likewise, their other activities which breach (breech?) the boundaries of the body also threaten to transform its gendered state: by smoking, for example, they are literally breathing masculinity into themself.

Early modern gender can therefore be understood as both performative and essentialist. Gender was processual in that each person had to work constantly – through what they did, said, ate, wore, inhaled – to maintain and reify their gender through performance, but this was only understood as necessary because of the essentialist idea that all of those things could be, or are, altering your essence. In this context, very fixed ideas about what made up men and women collided with the constant potential for fluidity. People who didn’t do the things they were supposed to, or wear the things they were supposed to, were very troublesome because of their capacity to transform and manipulate their own genders, and thereby to transform and manipulate their society’s gendered system. Against this backdrop, the agency this offers to transform oneself – through what you wear, what you eat and smoke and drink, what you do and interact with – feels very ripe for queering.

Performance, embodiment and gender nonconformity

In this world of processual and performative gender, it is no surprise that early modern theatrical performance was (as is well documented) inextricably gender-nonconforming. Clothing signified and constructed gender onstage as offstage, but was repeatedly, even obsessively, complicated and eroticized through cross-dressing plots and tropes, playing on the problematic ambiguity and multi-layered attractions of the ‘male actresses’.11 Thomas Dekker and Thomas Middleton’s The Roaring Girl, which fictionalizes Mary Frith’s life, would in its original performance have featured boy players as the ambiguously dressed and gendered Moll Cutpurse and the more straightforwardly cross-dressing Mary Fitz-Allard, alongside the actual Mal/Mary Frith for comparison: we know that Mary Frith performed at least once on the stage of the Fortune Theatre in 1611, very likely in association with a performance of The Roaring Girl, ‘in mans apparell & in her boots & wth a sword by her syde’.12 As such, The Roaring Girl was a particularly charged and complex example of gender-nonconforming tropes. Frith is also recorded as having been observed – in St Paul’s church no less, in full sight of God and humankind – with ‘her peticoate tucked up about her in the fashion of a man (wth a mans cloake on her) to the great scandall of divers persons who understood the same’.13 Given the cultural investment in the role of clothing as reifying or fixing gender, as shown above – when the body was so potentially malleable, clothing provided a reassuringly fixed indicator of gender or sex – this gesture was perhaps even more subversive than adopting actual breeches. The act of transforming a skirt into breeches can be read as a radical, queer, trans gesture: If even clothing is an unreliable signifier, what could early modern people rely on?

The church ran their own morality court, separate to the criminal justice system, and it is to this ‘consistory court’ that Mary was brought before the bishop to answer for a long list of misdemeanours. These included drunkenness, staying out late, blaspheming and swearing, as well as the Fortune stage appearance where Frith made public and lewd banter with the audience as well as dressing in ways deemed to be offensive.14 This prosecution is difficult to interpret, and we can’t be certain it was definitely a performance of The Roaring Girl when Frith made their stage appearance (though the epilogue promises ‘the roaring girl herself’). Clearly, the Fortune performance landed Frith in trouble, but the fact that Middleton and Dekker wrote the play, and the epilogue advertises Frith’s performance, does suggest that they thought it was worth the risk. In making these choices around the performance, they must have hazarded that there was a chance they would get away with it: that it was a risk, but also a potential reward.

This case in which gender nonconformity was rebuked, then, raises an important question about other cases which were not: What kind of performance culture encouraged Dekker, Middleton and Frith to believe that theirs was a risk worth taking? It seems possible that the consistory court case was motivated less by the Fortune performance alone than by Frith’s pattern of socially unacceptable behaviour. Reading this case as an indicator that gender nonconformity was not tolerated, then, may well be unjustified. Queer history too often becomes visible only through acts of repression or violence; focusing only on those visible episodes may result in a skewed picture which erases less visible, more socially tolerated instances.

Our own performance at the ‘Global Gender Nonconformity’ conference likewise aimed to push at the boundaries of social acceptability. Each of the three acts begins with a different invitation. The first opens with an invitation to perform gestures of etiquette – some courteous, some offensive – encouraging the audience to consider the ways in which they might have an effect on somebody else through their gestural embodiment, thereby communicating the nature of their relationship to that person and instigating an implied hierarchy. The second invited them to dress up as, or doodle, the bodies that pass through the texts which made up the performance: instructions from early modern conduct manuals and threaded through with text pertaining to Mary Frith, some of which purports to be autobiographical. The third invited them to interrupt us: to resist, refuse, be unruly.

While our conference audience participated joyfully in the rude gestures, and some engaged with the invitation to doodle or dress up, none interrupted – perhaps owing to the perceived high stakes of interrupting during a Zoom meeting, in a context where audiences had been trained for over a year to remain respectfully muted and avoid talking over one another. The online format, however, afforded other kinds of opportunity. In June 2021, there were still a lot of limits around the ways in which we were able to meet and exchange knowledge, but this also opened up other avenues by which to queer time and space: at an online conference, we were both limited in our physical embodiment (by being unable to travel) and non-bounded by physical embodiment (by all being in the same constructed container which belied our bodies’ locations). A performance which revolved around connecting with a past gender-nonconforming figure through gesture and physical embodiment enabled us to play with this paradox, to poke at the edges of what an online conference afforded. It provided a space to make conversation across time, as well as across geographical space: as performers, we could attempt to facilitate conversation from living, breathing early modern bodies, through our bodies, and into the bodies of the people that were attending the conference. Rather than imparting knowledge, we acted as a channel for transmission. In this sense, although the online format might initially have seemed to limit us more than a standard in-person conference – in which we would have the opportunity to all physically be together in the same space, to breathe and move together if we wanted to – it was also, in some ways, more liberating: in-person conferences are typically hierarchical setups, in which just one or two people hold space at a time, and can feel disembodied despite their apparent physicality.

Mary Frith provided a particularly interesting opportunity to use embodiment as a way of connecting with the past, because they are a person who already exists plurally, in multiple different textual narratives. This plurality means that they can become completely disembodied: we can’t make such a plural figure singular and solid. Acts that put our bodies into places where Mary Frith’s body has been, then, or which channel them by performing a gesture that Frith performed, can be a way of giving them some of that solidity back. We become a gap where Frith can step in and take some space; for us, they are also a gap where we can step in and take some space. There’s an intimacy around that interaction that feels very queer and very loving – an exchange and transmission which is, for us, particularly powerful when it’s about bodies. Frith is recorded in text in so many different ways, but they are all other people’s perspectives, and/or of dubious provenance, so the words are always untrustworthy. But there’s something about a body in a space that we can trust. If we go to a space on London’s Bankside where we know Frith definitely went, and was in that space; if we go to the little park underneath which are the remains of the Fortune Theatre, and stand there in the knowledge that we are sharing this geographical location with a ghost, we can trust that a lot more than we might trust what Middleton and Dekker wrote in The Roaring Girl.

Beyond Frith themself, embodiment provides a form of queer historical knowledge that textual records cannot. We don’t have statistics, questionnaires or surveys of how many people in the past might have enjoyed some of the identity terms that we have now – but there’s something about connecting with your body to the idea of someone’s body in the past which enables us to know: of course there were queer people in the past. We felt a little thrill when we discovered that early modern people gave each other a double thumbs up when they were pleased with something; this is one of the gestures in the first section of the performance. A double thumbs up feels like such a contemporary gesture, but it turns out people have been giving each other a double thumbs up forever. It’s a thing you do with your body and everyone understands it. We’ve all been giving each other thumbs up forever, and we know in our bodies that people have been queer forever, too.

Embodiment, moreover, is a way of connecting with the gender-nonconforming past that doesn’t depend on words or naming. We tie ourselves in knots trying to be responsible queer historians, or just responsible contemporary people, trying to find the right words and the right names for things in the past. It’s really important that we do that work and that mental labour – but we do it in the knowledge that it will always be so imperfect and incomplete, and that what we say, and the words we use, with the best possible intentions and best possible kind of knowledge available to us right now, might seem wildly offensive and problematic, or outdated or silly or ignorant, in as little as six months. The discourse moves so quickly, and it can be manipulated and co-opted and used in ways that we don’t intend, and it can become so absorbed into existing hierarchies of knowledge. The eternal problem of trying to be a queer historian and a queer person in academia is the way it depends on systems of knowledge that are cis, White supremacist, patriarchal, ableist and classist – and so much of this oppressiveness depends on literacy. Our piece aims to disrupt text – to chop it all up, throw it in the air and mess with it – as well as, by focusing on gesture, to decentre that word-based knowledge system.

This is an important accessibility point, too – something that matters not only for contemporary audiences but also for the people in the past with whom our work is in conversation. Many of the people that we are trying to connect with in the past couldn’t read and/or write, or engaged with the written word in different ways from what we expect today – but because the written word is what has become valued above all else as having authority and weight, that in itself either erases so many people, or marginalizes them, or frames them in very particular ways that leave them very little agency. Finding creative and embodied ways to engage with their experiences, then, is hopefully respectful of the voices of people for whom the written word was not central to their experience.

The texts that swirl around Mary Frith are all ‘outside-in’, and very often are in a punitive or judgemental framework which seeks to make a spectacle of Frith. The description of their behaviour at St Paul’s is a case in point. The consistory court record tells us that Frith stood in the cathedral gallery with their skirts ‘tucked up about her in the fashion of a man’, and that everyone who understood it – literally stood under it – was scandalized. This text, however, is the singular perspective of the Bishop of London: it tells us nothing about the plurality of possible responses to Frith’s act. Contemporary performance can unlock that plurality in a different way.

In 2020, SL Grange’s A Note to Mary Frith was performed at Shakespeare’s Globe.15 The performance included a moment where the performer, LJ Parkinson, tucked their skirt up to make breeches. While we have a description in the court records of this action, it’s hard to understand what ‘tucked up about her in the fashion of a man’ might mean until you actually see somebody do it. When this happens, not only is the performer reclaiming that gesture from the inside out but we – the audience – are all understanding it in a in a different sense, a way that is more queerly owned: a queer person making that gesture again, and reigniting its power, rather than filtering it through a legal and scandalized lens. We get to be the people who saw it the first time round, and to understand that there would have been lots of very different reactions to it. We understand, too, the way costumes and embodiments interact and intersect in different ways for modern versus early modern people, and how important clothing was for meaning-making and identity-making in some really literal ways.

These creative practices, then, offer important opportunities for thinking about gender nonconformity. Firstly, creative work which engages in conversation with the past enables us to consider what the past can offer us in terms of understanding where we are now and the expansiveness of gender today, and how that isn’t a new thing: how gender has always been expensive and creative and unruly in many, many, many different ways. There is huge political importance to finding out as much as possible that we can about that, and then talking about it as much as possible – because there are some very powerful, concerted strategic efforts being made to delegitimize gender nonconformity and transness now by claiming that it has no history. Any creative ways into that are helpful in disrupting more traditional and linear and hierarchical knowledge structures and making this important historical knowledge more accessible – in a way that feels appropriate to the illiterate early modern subjects to which our work also speaks.

More broadly, gender nonconformity can itself be understood as a form of creative practice. If you’re gender-nonconforming in any way, you’re already questioning the systems and structures that others might accept as monolithic, immovable things – and as soon as you start questioning those, you’re already being creative: imagining alternative ways of being is a hugely creative act. For Improbable, the theatre company with whom Ess works, the core practice can be boiled down to ‘notice what you notice’ – a way of thinking which can be applied not just to improvisatory theatre but to the process of questioning or trying to change a system. If you are gender-nonconforming, you might notice that when you fill in a demographic form, it feels jarring; you might notice that when you put on a particular piece of clothing, it feels euphoric. Creative practice, then, can often be about getting people to a point where they are able to do that ‘noticing’ work. This comes naturally for people who are already not aligned with the norm, but takes practice for those who are: ‘When did you realize you were straight?’ ‘When did you realize you weren’t gender-nonconforming?’ The answers to those questions are not just about identity: they are about creativity.

It Is a Thing One Knows Not How to Name

Act 1: Hand to Mouth

We invite you to perform the gestures as the texts instruct, and to consider how using your body in the here and now to re-member past gestures, and by extension past bodies, allows a kind of resurrection or re-archiving.

You should doff your bonnet (or hat) as I have taught

in the rule for doffing the bonnet. THE FINGER IN THE MOUTH

GNAWN AND SUCKT is a gesture of serious and deep meditation

repentance, envy, anger, and threatened revenge.

Should a prince or gentleman be required to approach

a great king to kiss his hand it is also necessary

that he reveal the front of his body and keep his hands

down. After you have taken leave of your lady

and as you return to your seat

pay due respect to those near where you will be

sitting with a small salutation. TO HOLD UP BOTH THE THUMBS

is an expression importing a transcendency

of praise. She slips from company to company

like a fat eel between a Dutchman’s fingers.

You should doff it with your right hand

changing it to your left hand as soon as

you have removed it and turning the inside

of your bonnet toward the thigh corresponding

to the hand in which you hold it. Thus Balack

in token of anger smote his Hands. TO CLAP

THE RIGHT FIST OFTEN ON THE LEFT PALME

is a naturall expression used by those who mocke

chide, brawle, and insult, reproach, rebuke, and explode

drive out with noise, commonly us’d by the vulgar

in their bickerings with your hat in your right hand

and your left hand turning your sword toward the front.

I could use a backsword as well as the best of them.

When a gentleman wears a sword while dancing

these lively dances

he should hold it with his left hand, so that it will not wave around wildly.

Once I challenged a fellow to fight with me

in a school at that weapon

whom I so soundly beat that he was forced to lay it down

and confess me the conqueror. TO BEND THE MIDDLE-FINGER

WHILE IT STIFLY RESTETH UPON THE THUMB

AND SO IN YE STING-WISE TO LET IT OFF

is a triviall expression whereby we with a FILLIP

inflict a trifling punishment, or a scoffe.

For since this is the hand belonging to the heart

he thus performs an act of cordiality.

THE FORE-FINGER PUT FORTH

THE REST CONTRACTED TO A FIST

an expresse of command and direction

a gesture of the Hand most demonstrative.

She should make a half Reverence (that is, a little bow)

and when she has come close she should kiss her own

right hand (without, however, bringing it near her mouth

but holding it at some distance)

bending it a little, and not holding it

so rigidly that it appears to be crippled.

She was indeed a perfect ambodexter.

Now as he rises, the gentleman whom she has invited

should remove his right glove (if he is wearing it)

at the same time as she makes a Reverence

to him TO BRING THE HAND TO OUR MOUTH

AND HAVING KISSED IT

TO THROW IT FROM US.

It is not proper, however, for the lady to remain

directly facing the gentleman for it would look as if they were making love

therefore gentlemen should wear their gloves

a little loose rather than tight

and to CLAP THEIR HANDS with a disgracefull noise

to have beene turned into Pies. For this withdrawing

your selfe a little, will much benefite your suit

which else by too long walking, would be stale

to the whole spectators. My charge

unseasonable and suspicious walking.

While moving this way, she should make a grave

Reverence, as indeed I showed you, pretending

to kiss the princess’s right hand. If she is not

the equal of that particular princess or great lady

however, she should pretend to kiss the princess’s

knee. And she further confessed yt she hath

for this longe time past vsually blasphemed

& dishonored the name of God by swearing & cursing

& by tearing God out of his kingdome

yf it were possible TO APPLY THE HAND PASSIONATELY

UNTO THE HEAD, is a signe of anguish, sorrow, griefe

impatiencie, and lamentation

used also by those who accuse or justifie themselves.

It would be better, then, for a lady to keep her eyes

level, and when she chooses to invite some gentle

man to look at him directly. TO WAG THE HAND

IN A SWINGING GESTURE, is their naturall expression

who would endeavour to hasten and assist

themselves in progressive motion, and withall

denotes a kinde of wantonnesse and effeminacy

All that passe by CLAP THEIR HANDS: they hisse

and wag the head at the daughter of Jerusalem

And she sayeth & protesteth yt she is heartely sory

for her foresayd licentious & dissolute lyfe

& giveth her earnest promise to carry & behave

her selfe ever from hence forwarde

honestly soberly & womanly

Those who make too many Reverences

(by sliding their feet, kissing their hands or doffing

their bonnets while bowing and scraping

before their favorite ladies)

lose just as much favor. Every man shall CLAP

THEIR HAND’S at him, and hisse at him out of their place.

One is she that roars at midnight in deep tavern bowls

TO COMPRESSE THE MIDDLE-FINGER WITH THE THUMBE

BY THEIR COMPLOSION PRODUCING A SOUND

AND SO CASTING OUT OUR HAND, is a gesture

we use to signifie our contempt of unprofitable things

& to shew by gesture how we sleight, contemne

insult, and undervalue any thing. Be men

in shape, men in shew, men in words, men in actions

men in counsell, men in example: then will we love and serve you.

Then look up and kiss your petition.

Act 2 – Codpiece Daughter

We invite you to dress up and/or to doodle the bodies that pass through this text, and to consider how you show up in the world and what dialect of clothing/appearance you are speaking.

Mariam ffrithe /appeared personally & then & there voluntarily confessed yt she had long frequented all or most of the disorderly & licentious places in this Cittie. She should pretend to adjust her dress, making it sway, strutting slightly, and turning a bit sideways toward the one she has just invited. As namely she hath vsually in the habite of a man resorted to alehowses Tavernes Tobacco shops & also to play howses there to see plaies & pryses. Take occasion (pulling out your gloves) to have some Epigram, or Satyre or Sonnet, fastned in one of them. Namely being at a playe about 3 quarters of a yeare since at ye ffortune in mans apparell & in her boots & with a sword by her syde. Be careful not to push down on your sword hilt to such an extent that the tip points skyward, for if you do so, you will resemble a Spanish Captain playing his part in the Commedia. She was since upon Christmas day at night taken in Powles Church wth her peticoate tucked up about her in the fashion of a man. The living description and portraiture of a schism and separation. The doffing of your bonnet (or hat) holds first place. A monster with two trinkets. Her doublet and petticoat understanding one another no better than presbytery and independency. Bend your course directly in the middle line, that the whole body of the Church may appeare to be yours. For this is the means mankind has devised to honor and revere one another, even when we are not dancing. A Dutch slop and a French doublet, a codpiece daughter. On occasion a gentleman may wear his gloves so tightly that removing his right glove takes longer than saying an ‘Ave Maria’. I know not what to term thee man or woman, for nature shaming to acknowledge thee for either; hath produc’d thee to the world without a sexe. Were it not for that little fantasticall sharp pointed dagger that hangs at your chins, & the crosse hilt which gards your upper lip. Some say thou art a woman Others a man, and many thou art both Woman and man. Hardly would there be any difference between the fayre Mistris & the foolish Servant. But I thinke rather neither Or man and horse, as the old centaures were faign’d. Especially if the old worme-eaten Farmer, (his father) be dead, and left him five hundred a yeare, onely to keepe an Irish hobby, an Irish horse-boy, and himselfe (like a gentleman.) Select some friend (having first throwne off your cloake) to walke up and downe the roome with you, let him be suited if you can, worse by farre then your selfe, he will be a foyle to you. He therefore that would strive to fashion his legges to his silke stockins, and his proud gate to his broad garters, let him whiffe downe these observations. Venus being a woman passes through the play in doublet and breeches. In view of all, you may publish your suit in what manner you affect most, either with the slide of your cloake from the one shoulder. I wish thee for a minute but a man. Then you must (as twere in anger) suddenly snatch at the middle of the inside (if it be taffata at the least) and so by ye meanes your costly lining is betrayd. If the statute not untie her codpiece point. After dinner you may appeare againe having translated yourselfe out of your English cloth cloak, into a light Turky-grogram. She comes in a shirt of mail or a male shirt. Why doe you rob us of our Ruffes, of our Earetings, Carkanets, and Mamillions, of our Fannes and Feathers, our Busks and French bodies, nay, of our Maskes, Hoods, Shadowes and Shapynas? The sun gives her two shadows to one shape. Let thy haire grow thick and bushy like a forrest, or some wildernesse. Upon a high Festivall day, to preferre the fashion of your doublet, and especially if the singing boyes seeme to take note of you. With a mans cloake on her to the great scandall of divers persons who understood the same & to the disgrace of all womanhood. What could we poore weake women doe lesse (being farre too weake by force to fetch backe those spoiles you have unjustly taken from us)? Then to gather up those garments you have proudly cast away, and therewith to cloath both our bodies and our minde. Be then as swift as a whirle-winde, and as boystrous in tossing all thy cloathes in a rude heape together. Her black safeguard is turned into a deep slop, the holes of her upper body to button holes, her waistcoat to a doublet. Till you wear innocent white Ruffes, not jealous yellow jaundis’d bands, well shapt, comely and close Gownes, not light skirts. Her placket to the ancient seat of a codpiece. French doublets, for Poniards, Samplers, for Pistols Prayer-bookes, and for ruffled Bootes and Spurres, neate Shooes and cleane-garterd Stockings. And you shall take ’em both with standing collars. You shall never lose the title of Basenesse, Unnaturalnes, Shamelesnesse, and Foolishnesse. Let me be layn in the grave on my belly with my breech upwards as well for a lucky resurrection at doomsday, as because I am unworthy to look upwards. Walke a while, up and downe thy chamber, either in thy thin shirt onely, or else strip thy selfe starke naked. Are we not borne so?

I cannot further anatomize my body.

ACT 3 – I have the head now of myself

We invite you to doodle, comment, create marginalia, doctor and interrupt this section of text.

My case is altered, I must work for my living

She is loose in nothing

but mirth

Sweet plump Moll

The ghost of a fencer

She has a bold spirit

that mingles with mankind

of which of these are wee guilty

do we wear too many cloathes or too few?

Here’s brave willfulness

It was impossible to make one piece of

so various a subject, as she was both to her self and others, being forced to

take her as we found her.

If too many, wee should oppresse Nature

if too few, we should bring sicknesse to Nature:

I have the head now of myself and am man enough for a 

woman

but neither of these wee do

for what we do weare is warme

thrifty and wholesome

then no excesse

and so no                indiscretion

Methinks you should be proud of such a 

daughter

where is then the error?

as a good a man as your son

No woman before me ever

smoakt any tobacco though I had a great many follow my example

She whose tongue is able to set the whole world on fire

My brave captain male and female / Moll, mad Moll, or merry Moll

A creature so strange in quality

a whole city takes note of her name and person

What has transformed my love to this

strange shape?

The love I bear your heroic spirit and masculine womanhood

I walk with a face erected

with a body cloathed

with a mind busied

with a heart full of

reasonable and devout cogitations

She is the maddest fantasticalest girl

onely offensive in attire, in as much as it is a Stranger to the curiositie of the

present times, and an enemie to Custome.

Gallantly performed i faith, Moll, and

manfully

Are we then bound to be the Flatterers of Time

or the dependants on Custome?

Viewing the manners and customs of the

age I see myself

so wholly distempered and so estranged from them

To conclude Custome is an Idiot

Base is that mind that kneels unto her body

Women are the best mincers

Notes

1 This description comes from the London Consistory Court records, transcribed in full in P. A. Mulholland, ‘The Date of the Roaring Girl’, The Review of English Studies, New Series 28, no. 109 (1977): 30. The original document is now held by London Metropolitan Archives.
2 SL Grange, Online Lecture: Moll Frith: In Search of Renaissance Drag Kings, dir. by the Society for Theatre Research (2022). Available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=olA7bGgc7WY (Accessed 22 March 2024).
3 Gustav Ungerer, ‘Mary Frith, Alias Moll Cutpurse, in Life and Literature’, Shakespeare Studies 28 (2000): 42–84; Janet Todd and Elizabeth Spearing, Counterfeit Ladies: The Life and Death of Mal Cutpurse; the Case of Mary Carleton (London: Pickering, 1994).
4 Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker, The Roaring Girl, ed. Paul A. Mulholland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994).
5 Ruth Goodman, How to Be a Tudor: A Dawn-to-Dusk Guide to Everyday Life (London: Penguin, 2016). Goodman gives a more detailed view of the evolution of sumptuary laws throughout the Tudor era, noting that until 1574 they only applied to men, as ‘it was the social position of men that affected public life most strongly’ (56), and notes that by the 1560s it was almost impossible to really police adherence to the laws (58).
6 Michael Schoenfeldt, ‘Fables of The Belly in Early Modern England’, in The Body In Parts: Fantasies of Corporeality in Early Modern Europe. ed. David Hillman and Carla Mazzio (New York: Routledge, 1997), 243–62.
7 Sight was believed to involve physical contact, or penetration, between beams emitted by the eyeballs and particles of the object or subject observed – it was thus possible to be affected, or infected, by looking at something or someone. See Sergei Lobanov-Rostovsky, ‘Taming the Basilisk’, in The Body in Parts, ed. Hillman and Mazzio (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 195–217, for how anatomical texts of the early modern era gendered the gaze.
8 Philip Stubbes, The Anatomie of Abuses (London: By [John Kingston for] Richard Jones, 1583).
9 Stubbes, Anatomie of Abuses, sig. F5v.
10 W. F., The Schoole of Good Manners (London: Printed by I. Danter, for William Jones, 1595).
11 Stephen Orgel, Impersonations: The Performance of Gender in Shakespeare’s England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
12 Mulholland, ‘Date of the Roaring Girl’, 31.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 SL Grange, ‘A Note to Mary Frith’, in Gender on the Transnational Early Modern Stage, Then and Now: A Performance as Research Approach, ed. Peter Cockett and Melinda Gough (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, forthcoming).
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‘Creatures in a woman’s chemise’: Unsilencing non-White race and non-cis gender in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables


Nemo Madeleine Sugimoto Martin

Shame and Euphoria

Victor Hugo’s 1862 novel Les Misérables (hereafter LM)1 is a well-studied text; with criticism and adaptation across the globe since its publication, it ‘has flourished as part of our international consciousness’ perhaps more than any other work of Western literature.2 Yet if we were to watch most adaptations of LM or read critical analysis of the novel and its legacies, it would be easy to assume that non-White race and non-cis gender have no canonical place in either Hugo’s novel or in the works of its adaptors and fans. Various authors have noted when Black characters appear in LM,3 but though Prasad, Yee and Grossman have written considerable amounts on the colonial nature of Hugo’s other works (most commonly Bug-Jargal, 1833, and Les Orientales, 1829), there has been no full-length study on the racialization of the characters of LM.4 In this work I analyse how non-White racial and non-cis gender formulations are crucial to our readings of Éponine and Javert, two characters of Hugo’s novel. In doing so, we begin to understand how interlinked, physiognomic ideas of race and gender permeate not just explicitly colonial texts like Bug-Jargal and Les Orientales but also works like LM, which currently has no reputation as a colonial text, and in fanworks, whose artists have continued to perpetuate these legacies into the current day.

My consideration of the construction of race within the LM fandom is part of a larger project that questions how a social justice-oriented fandom like this one continues to perpetuate the colonial mentality of the nineteenth century.5 My initial thesis for this work was that by analysing how fan communities have purposefully depicted the characters in a piece of Classic Literature as trans people of colour (TPOC),6 I would be able to argue that fans generate more culturally relevant adaptations of Hugo’s nineteenth-century ‘social asphyxia’, and that these fan canons would guide a ‘euphoric’ reading of the novel.7 However, this thesis was ultimately not to prove viable, as I will show below.

The initial thesis was born out of a desire to see more critical work unpick the instinctive, colonial assumption that to be a TPOC is an inherently negative experience and originated from recent work by transgender thinkers in changing political and cultural perspectives on what it means to be ‘trans’,8 rejecting the idea that trans people are ‘self-loathing, isolated, and yearning for assimilation’ when they are not outright villains.9 Ledbetter has a similar methodology, identifying three affects of ‘political dysphoria’, and explores ‘how these might help fan creators name and resolve these dissonances through fiction’. These three affects are ‘(1) relief: naming dysphoric feelings, (2) rage: rebelling against conditions that produce dysphoric feelings, and (3) euphoria: imagining structures that inspire consonant feelings’.10

This desire by fans may also form part of a desire to legitimize transgender autonomy and power through an identification with canonical ‘great’ literature and Classic writers. Tumblr user @vvaugh posts an unattributed quote from Victor Hugo in which he says: ‘George Sand cannot determine whether she is male or female. I entertain a high regard for all my colleagues, but it is not my place to decide whether she is my sister or my brother.’11 @vvaugh adds a commentary to say: ‘Victor “trans rights!” Hugo’, using the quote to claim that Hugo should be celebrated as a cisgender ally to the trans community, the pivotal concept being the apparent self-awareness that it is not his place to decide Sand’s potentially queer gender identity. In bringing the great White author on side as a trans ally (even through a relatively neutral quote about a probably-cisgender Sand), the transgender fan can secure their potentially unstable roots to someone with more secure footing. Claiming Hugo for the transgender community is an act of political entrenchment, building security against a conservative society that disallows the ‘other’ from having a cultural ancestor and/or ally.

By employing this purposeful change in attitude and language towards a purposefully euphoric reading of LM, I planned to shift the cultural weight of self-hatred and shame from the shoulders of both the fictional sufferers of Hugo’s Les Misérables and from the ‘contemporary reality’ of transgender readers of colour who are affected by the language and impact of Hugo’s novel and its legacies to this day.12 It is with disappointment that I have since had to re-assess the ability to do completely euphoric readings over the course of this research project. One persistent issue in using these fanworks to discuss racialization is a lack of self-awareness in a predominantly White fandom regarding which characters are racialized and in what ways;13 those with darker skin are consistently aligned with violence, self-hatred and hypersexualization, while those with lighter skin become angelic, diminutive and beautiful.14 Though there are moments of euphoria analysed in the work below, I believe there are too few previous studies of these Othering portrayals for me to meaningfully engage with an outright euphoric school of thought here. It is my desire that this work becomes a starting place to build upon for future euphoric works, and that we can build beyond shame, self-hatred and monstrosity as a starting point for reading non-White racial and non-cis gender identity. Therefore, while the priority here is no longer euphoria, moments of positivity are woven throughout this work to give a sense of future possibilities.

Unsilencing ‘Canonical’ Readings

In order to form links between Hugo’s gendered racialization with those of his fans, I use Stam’s theory of ‘unsilencing’ the text. An example he uses is Patricia Rozema’s 1999 Mansfield Park:

The adaptation can be productively seen within the context of two debates which were centuries apart, i.e. the debates about slavery at the time of the novel’s production, and those about reparations at the time of the film’s release. The adaptation simply ‘unsilences’ the critique of slavery elided in the novel, where Fanny’s question about the slave trade remains unanswered.15


Prasad is a similar advocate of ‘overreading’ a text, in which she builds on Nancy Miller’s Subject to Change: Reading Feminist Writing (1988) by creating a methodology in which she ‘aims at deciphering the silences in a text and filling in its gaps’.16 These uses of adaptation theory, where we wield multiple contexts of debate to do a reading of a text to ‘unsilence’ it, are productive as it allows us to navigate complex criticisms across centuries of time. In using our contemporary voice and access to knowledge, we can unsilence parts of the novel that were previously held to differing censorship standards,17 while also cross-examining contemporary works to locate where and when legacies of racial and gendered stereotypes are crystalized. In doing so, we are being ‘attentive to the past for the purposes of critiquing a present’.18 It is useful to do this through the interpretation of transgender fans because, as Rose argues,

Like all fanfiction, transfic presents an opportunity for making visible alternative or additional readings of the source text. […] transfic does not merely respond to its source text but to a variety of others as well, thus providing insights into how fan cultures circulate, criticise and develop their own discourses and practices.19


Here, transgender readings done by fans in fanfiction (transfic) both turn the lens back on Hugo’s text to deconstruct racial-gender formulation while also revealing how ideas of race and gender are transmitted to and between the contemporary fan. My argument throughout this work is not that Hugo calls for colonial expansion within his novel20 but that even without glorifying ‘aggressive colonial policy’,21 Hugo and, by proxy, his fans are still beneficiaries and arbitrators of colonist mentalities. If we unsilence the language Hugo uses, we can thus unpick the legacies of ongoing representation of race and gender in LM adaptations and fanworks.

Trans!ponine

Éponine has been read through multiple feminist perspectives that argue her crossdressing as a man in order to participate on the barricades is commendable on Hugo’s part, as it begins to nuance stereotypical portrayals of womanhood. Gasiglia-Laster sees Éponine’s male disguise as Hugo contributing to ‘the destruction of a traditional cultural image of femininity’,22 and that this is Hugo purposefully arguing for female equality. Lewis echoes this by stating that Éponine’s dressing as a man ‘models a different strategy for accessing agency’ to those used by characters like Cosette and Fantine because Éponine purposefully accesses a ‘transcendent selfhood that imbues her’ with power.23 Both of these readings highlight the unusual (and thus gratifying) sense of selfhood Éponine is able to earn for herself in the novel through her gendered identity and that, radically, this does not necessarily place masculinity as inherently more useful and/or desirable than femininity. Gasiglia-Laster notes how the ‘moment Éponine reveals a courage that is usually attributed to men, she claims it for herself as a woman, and as a woman who fears nothing’.24 Importantly, as Gasiglia-Laster claims, Hugo does not disregard Éponine’s womanhood in order for her to achieve a state of heroism, and she dies as a woman who has been heroic. Both Lewis and Gasiglia-Laster begin to break down the idea of a ‘binary’ between a traditional view of ‘feminine’ versus ‘masculine’ traits, and Stephens also attempts to push against the traditional view of ‘gender essentialism’ by rejecting the common portrayal of Cosette as simply being a feminine figure to compare Éponine’s non-conformity to.25 There are, however, several specifically transgender readings to be done to further these gendered critiques. In reading the characters of the novel as transgender, we can continue to break down what traits are assigned to male and female characters, analysing what is perceived to be objective, biological fact. While all people have complex relationships to gender that goes beyond a simplified cisgender/transgender binary, in purposefully reading the characters as transgender, we can access layers of history, language and perception of gender that intersect with race, class and disability to create the lens of the ‘other’.

In the 2012 Hollywood LM musical adaptation, Éponine uses bandages to bind her chest as part of her male disguise. Witnessing this chest-binding, an element not depicted in the stage musical or in the novel, one trans Tumblr user recalls how they had watched the film as a young teenager and thought, ‘hey ….. that’s a pretty good idea’,26 stating that they had gone home and immediately attempted to mimic the binding style. This gave rise to self-attested ‘Public Service Announcements’ (as posted by Tumblr user @shitpostingfromthebarricade27) where users warned their transmasculine fellows not to mimic Éponine in using bandages, instead directing them towards safer binding practices. For these fans, this use of disguise went beyond the novel’s female Éponine wearing trousers to look like a ‘sort of young workman’,28 or the stage musical’s use of a large hat to wind her long hair into, towards an interpretation of a person who wishes to physically modify their body to exist in a more comfortable gender presentation and gave rise to the popular head canon of Éponine being in some way genderqueer:29 sometimes a butch dyke (where these terms are a deliberate political and aesthetic identity),30 sometimes a non-binary or gender-fluid person, and occasionally a transgender man.

For other transgender fans, Éponine’s male disguise is sometimes seen as a transgender allegory, occasionally even without the specific desire to interpret her character as being actually transgender. One Tumblr user states that they ‘should have realized’ they were non-binary when they ‘got super excited’ to see Éponine bind her chest and ‘[pass] perfectly’ because of it, but notes that they believe Éponine is a ‘cis girl’ who ‘just dresses up to participate in the revolution’.31 In their analysis of transgender performance, Kemp raises the idea that in Shakespeare gender can be changed through ‘the magical transvestism of “the pants”’, and that this gender change is ‘instant and absolute’.32 Éponine’s identity is similar: in wearing trousers, those who know her are unable to see beyond this new gender identity, including Valjean, Marius, Cosette and Courfeyrac.33 Éponine ‘passes’ as the gender she is presenting herself as and is accepted unquestioningly until she voluntarily drops the disguise to be recognized by Marius, which Kemp says is ‘incoherent with the experience of anyone attempting to transition today’.34 Kemp, using Bornstein’s 1994 Hidden: A Gender, argues that for a trans person ‘gender exists as a component of social relationships as well as a facet of interiority, to the extent that a shift or transition on one end of the relationship changes the nature of the relationship itself’.35 As well as a relationship change, Kemp also points to how, unlike a Shakespearean crossdressing play, ‘passing’ in contemporary reality comes with ‘stakes and rules’, where ‘discovery is fatal and stealth is a virtue’.36 There could be some argument here that Éponine, the isolated and tragic figure desperate to create relations with those outside of her family, does not have solid-enough relationships where Valjean, Cosette, Courfeyrac or, most crucially, her crush/neighbour/friend Marius can see through her disguise – thus no matter how blatantly she breaks the rules, there are no stakes to being caught. At no point, for example, is her disguise threatened through discovery by her familial relations, and so we cannot know how those who know her intimately would perceive her: whether Éponine would be subjected to a transgender ‘goodbye’ from her parents37 or, in a more hopeful reading, whether she would be accepted in her male identity by her similarly outcast younger siblings.

I argue that the escapist fantasy for a non-binary person like @nonbinarykilljoy is not despite the ‘magic pants’ reality of ‘passing’ without damaging their relationships and falling foul to transphobic violence or hatred but because of it. The gender euphoria comes not from reading the character as canonically non-binary but from Éponine’s treatment in society, which is deemed more of a euphoric experience than the user’s own contemporary reality. This may be more relevant for a non-binary fan, where ‘passing’ becomes more complex. Éponine and the Shakespearean women-dressed-as-men before her embody a simpler view of ‘passing’, in which a woman becomes a man through the power of the magic disguise. In the r/NonBinary thread in Reddit, non-binary people discuss ‘What does passing mean to you as an enby’. The question asker reveals a sense of anxiety about not fitting into structured concepts of ‘passing’ due to their not binary gender:

I don’t feel like I personally can ever really ‘pass’ as an enby, because so many people still think in such a binary way. I can’t imagine someone on the street seeing me and thinking, ‘oh, that’s a nonbinary person’. I feel like the best I can hope for is someone seeing me and thinking, ‘Oh, I’m not sure which of the two binary genders that person is’.38


Other users point to their gender euphoria coming from people’s confusion: ‘I pass when I meet a certain level of androgyny so people double take’, ‘people looking a bit confused and awkward and not really calling me either of those “polite” words [sir/madam]’. For others, they are working to move beyond others’ perception of themselves: ‘I am trying to worry less about passing, overall. I’m working on making my identity less tied to my outward appearance’, ‘I’m just being me’, and ‘I don’t really want to “pass”. I just want to be comfortable as myself.’ While the very concept of ‘passing’ is a complicated one that Kemp rightly argues has often been collapsed with duplicity,39 and has a largely racial history,40 I argue that @nonbinarykilljoy finds the power of a transgender Éponine in her magic and ‘absolute’ ability to change her gender in the minds of those who perceive her. Éponine can choose what gender she is, and the omnipotent narrator confirms that those around her do not doubt her self-defined identity. Her status as a comfort character in fandom comes, therefore, in the reduction of doubt that those who surround her question the gender she identifies as. Unlike the Reddit users, Éponine does not need to ‘imagine’ a society that does not gender her as an ‘other’.

Non-human non-binary

There is a pervasive trope in recent media termed ‘non-human non-binary’,41 in which non-binary people and characters are predominantly cast as non-human beings like aliens, monsters and robots. This is sometimes ‘used as a way of avoiding including genuine non-binary representation, or (worse) as a way to intentionally dehumanise non-binary people’, especially by cisgender writers with the desire to other or to fetishize.42 Piers Morgan argues in one (likely intentionally derogative) opinion blog that it would be ‘ridiculous’ to be handed a newborn child and to have the nurse declare it a ‘non-binary, gender fluid creature of indeterminate sexuality’.43 Morgan here uses the word ‘creature’ with negative implications, turning the hypothetical normal human baby into a transgender monster as part of his ongoing capitalization of moral outrage against transgender people. Essayist Eden M-W calls this ‘mass dehumanisation’, where the (often unintentional) message transferred is ‘Yeah, you exist. But you’re not people’.44 Eden cites Bugs Bunny who is often gender-fluid during moments of explicit sexualization and The Good Place’s artificial intelligence Janet as two examples where non-binary non-humans are often ostracized as an Other against the human majority of their world who fit into neat, binary, gender categories. This trope is not only endemic in contemporary media portrayals of non-binary peoples but can be traced to the racialization of gender, which suffuses the language of LM.

Each member of the Thénardier family has a moment as a creature: Gavroche finds a home living peaceably with a horde of rats inside the belly of the monument of an elephant colossus; the family lives in a ‘rathole’ that is ‘dirty, fetid, putrid, dark, sordid’, full of ‘spiders’, ‘woodlice’ and ‘human monsters’.45 When Cosette is among them, she is a ‘hummingbird amongst toads’.46 Éponine and her sister Azelma are repeatedly referred to as being ‘creatures’.47 Éponine especially is ‘sad and emaciated’, ‘ghastly’, a ‘wild animal’, a ‘bitch […] the daughter of a dog’, a ‘bat’, a ‘devil’, a ‘spirit’, and a ‘goblin’.48 Hugo tells us that girls in poverty like her are

Sad creatures, without name, without age, without sex, already beyond good and evil, emerging from childhood into the world already stripped of everything, with neither liberty, nor virtue, nor any responsibility left.49


Left here, especially in the English translation, there would be a clearly monstrous, non-human non-binary slant to this treatment of Éponine, where ‘without sex’ is associated with the negative: the goblin, the ghoul, the ghastly. However, as well as older connotations in the world of women who engage in sex work (work in which it is implied Éponine is exploited50), Larousse defines ‘créature’ as a being ‘Être créé, par opposition à Dieu qui l’a créé’ [‘Who has been created, as opposed to a creation of God’], and ‘Tout être imaginaire, […] créé par un inventeur, un artiste’ [‘Any imaginary being […] created by an inventor, an artist’].51 These definitions that see a créature as being dream-like lend themselves to a euphoric reading, in which a transgender person is a work of art, with the power and authority to invent themselves in any form they desire. While these are categorically negative descriptions, our perception of ‘vermin’ shifts when we see the humanity of the rat and the toad. As Stryker encourages in the reclamation of the ‘creature’ and the ‘monster’:

By embracing and accepting them, even piling one on top of another, we may dispel their ability to harm us. […] The affront you humans take at being called a ‘creature’ results from the threat the term poses to your status as ‘lords of creation’ [… it] suggests the lack or loss of a superior personhood.52


Valjean tells his village that the concept of a ‘weed’ is a human fabrication designed to designate what is of use and what is useless to society,53 what has status and what is superior. In a similar fashion, rats, toads and creatures are made monsters because of how they inconvenience humanity. With the rise in non-binary and bigender creators like Steven Universe’s Rebecca Sugar and She-Ra and the Princess of Power’s ND Stevenson, the trope of non-human non-binary has begun being appropriated as part of the reclamation of the monster for queer and disabled people. In one of the earliest pieces of published academic transgender criticism, Susan Stryker finds a ‘deep affinity’ between herself as a ‘transexual woman’ and Frankenstein’s monster:

Like the monster, I am too often perceived as less than fully human due to the means of my embodiment; like the monster’s as well, my exclusion from human community fuels a deep and abiding rage in me that I, like the monster, direct against the conditions in which I must struggle to exist.54


Thompson also undertakes the task of reclaiming the term monster for physically disfigured people as a cultural and political act, stating that it is a term ‘whose inherent negativity masks a positive set of meanings which can only be explored once the word is owned and used differently’.55 We understand in these models that people are monstered by society through the treatment of the oppressive group, not because those being monstered are inherently bad or lesser. In these narratives the creature becomes more human than the humans surrounding them: displaying more empathy, communal spirit and agency, especially in spite of typically White, cisgender and patriarchal antagonists. For these non-binary people, the aspiration is the gender freedom of non-humanity, which sits in tension with relating to the struggle of wanting to be treated humanely. As Nordmarken states of his own experiences, ‘My embodied, affective resistance is human, more human than violent eyes. They are inhuman in their inhumane-ness, their unhuman performativity and performance.’56 In a reclaimed non-human non-binary reading, Éponine being described as a ‘creature’ elevates her to non-binary status where she can access a trans humanity: like Stryker, we can read in her not a ‘fall from the grace’ of inhumane cisgender society but a person who roars ‘gleefully away from it’.57

Gendered race and the Thénardiers

While this re-appropriation of the creature is a euphoric reading, the racialization of the Thénardiers must be taken into account when considering their gender. Rigid, taxonomical beliefs about ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ as enshrined in concepts of ‘male’ and ‘female’ were part of a colonial desire to differentiate White races from non-White ‘barbarity’.58 As Waldron points out in her critique of environmental racism in Nova Scotia, policymakers and institutions have placed environmental hazards like landfills and incinerators near ‘African Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, and the working poor’ because ‘they are perceived as trash’ and ‘associated with filth, waste and uncleanliness’.59 Ideas about race and gender are ‘critical in reinforcing – and sometimes deconstructing – basic cultural conceptions regarding humanity’,60 especially used against Black and Indigenous peoples to create a sense of hierarchy where White peoples’ binary concepts of gender are perceived as superior.61

As Chen argues, gender is a perception ‘of bodily material at the threshold between the self and social world’, which is the target for ‘policing, regulation, and rehabilitation’ in the negating attempt to ‘incorporate communities of color into the national body’.62 The fact that the villainous, exiled Thénardiers, who are most often compared to Black and Native American peoples,63 are also those who exhibit non-gender-conforming traits remains a factor of which we must remain aware. Thénardier wears ‘a woman’s chemise’ that exposes ‘his hairy chest’; his wife was a ‘butcher’s boy dressed up as a girl’; Éponine has the ‘broken, strangled, rasping’ voice of a male ‘galley slave’;64 and Gavroche is a ‘mother’ as he adopts his ‘little girls’ (his biological brothers),65 housing them in his Inuit-style tent.66 These depictions fit into the ‘relentless’ and ‘elaborate caricatures of the androgyny of non-White and poor peoples’ which Schuller describes as biopolitical ideas created in the nineteenth century. These caricatures were designed to prove that ‘Anglo-Saxons, at the top of the evolutionary ladder, possessed the most highly differentiated physical, mental, and psychological profiles’,67 and that those who are not seen to conform are scientifically proven to be lesser beings. The creation of these ‘images’ and ‘institutions’ produced and sustained ‘the illusion of realism, of absolute truth, thereby effecting [White] mastery of otherness’.68

Working-class Black women in particular are perceived as ‘souillée or soiled’ because of their stereotypical proximity to ‘excessive sexuality, and darkness with dirt’.69 When Madame Thénardier does attempt to enact the role of ‘woman’, she is criticized for her inability to channel a correct form of femininity:

If it hadn’t been for the novels she had read, which, at times, bizarrely brought out the snooty little prude beneath the ogress, the idea of calling her a woman would never have occurred to anyone.70


Unlike Fantine and Cosette, who are ideal in their beauty, Madame Thénardier is ‘tall, blond, ruddy, barrel-like, brawny, boxy, huge, and agile’, ‘mannish, yet simpering’, a ‘colossus fit for the fairground freak show’.71 As William Alcott spelled out in The Young Woman’s Book of Health (1855), extreme or ‘gross corpulence slides into an association with primitive Africans. […] Stoutness, corpulence, and the surplusage of flesh’ are never desirable ‘except among African savages’.72 This policing of femininity as a barrier of entry into who is considered a woman is still having an effect not only on transgender women but on cisgender women and intersex people of colour like Caster Semenya and Dutee Chand, whose ‘hyperandrogenism’ (where natural testosterone levels are elevated above a particular point) and Santhi Soundarajan’s Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome have prevented them from participating in female sports events, despite being assigned female at birth. By creating a rigid portrayal of White femininity and defining these as the ‘biological norm’ within healthcare systems, beauty standards and in our concepts of who or what is human, women like Madame Thénardier become ‘monstrous’, because they fail to adhere to what this White, cisgender author deems ‘typical’ of a woman. This depiction as ‘mannish’ and as a beast becomes more pernicious when, as Schuller states, Black women ‘were most frequently identified as the eternal remainders of the animal past lurking within the human race, so primitive that they lacked the capacity of sensory self-management and were mentally indistinguishable from black men’.73 When Hugo states that both Thénardiers are ‘in the highest degree capable of the kind of odious progress that aims for evil’,74 the equality between both Madame and Monsieur Thénardier is one we must see not just through feminist concepts of equality but also because of the pair’s racialization: they are seen to be equals because they are both comparable to ‘beasts’ and, thus, not White enough to enjoy the privilege of binary concepts of gender.

Madame Thénardier’s body undergoes immense public scrutiny like Semenya and Saartiji Baartman before her,75 where our understanding of a Black woman’s gender comes from the men who attempt to reconcile their concept of femininity with the ‘monster’ they see. Baartman, a Khoikhoi woman who was put on display in France during the nineteenth century, was not considered as human but as a ‘collage of buttocks and genitalia’,76 stripping her of humanity and of dignity for the pleasure of the thrill-seeking European voyeur. This public display of and fascination with Madame Thénardier’s body as a ‘fairground’ spectacle is fundamentally different to Fantine and Cosette, who, while also subject to male scrutiny, are not forced to undergo the same forms of humiliation or violence. When referring to Cosette’s bedroom, Hugo’s narrator tells us that it is unfitting for a reader to impinge on her space because

It is the inside of a flower not yet opened, it is a Whiteness glowing in the shade, it is the intimate cell of a closed lily, which should remain unseen by any man as long as it has not yet been seen by the sun. A budding woman is sacred.77


While Hugo is ultimately lying and does, in fact, take the voyeur reader into Cosette’s bedroom, the language used for the young woman protected by physical and metaphorical Whiteness is not the same kind of invasive and mocking language that Madame Thénardier is subjected to.

The first time we meet the Thénardier children, they are playing on chains that remind us of ‘monsters’ like Polyphemus and Caliban.78 Both literary figures are caricatures of the stranger: sympathetic to some extent, but ultimately xenophobic portrayals of the ‘other’. As Frank Kermode argues, ‘Caliban’s name is usually regarded as a development of some form of the word “Carib”, meaning a savage inhabitant of the New world; “cannibal” derives from this, and “Caliban” is possibly a simple anagram of that word’.79 David van Schoor uses the term ‘Calibanised’ to describe how the inhabitants of Southern African shores were conceptualized in Luís Vaz de Camões’ Portuguese epic The Lusíads, first published in 1572. Camões describes the ‘stranger with a black skin’ as being ‘wilder than Polyphemus’,80 mythologizing these people as being part of the monstrous in opposition to his European heroic voyage. With this understanding of how early, xenophobic metaphor builds a then-persistent caricature in the mind of the reader, Benjamin Hilb argues that The Tempest cleared the way for colonialism and slavery in the Americas by establishing racial discourse that was then used to (and continues to) ‘divest Black persons of justice, freedom, and life’.81 The association between the Thénardiers and the two ‘monsters’ thus sets us up to understand that the Thénardier family are Others; this immediately divests them of their humanity. At the same time, while Thénardier is aligned with the monstrous Other, he is still more human and more French than the cannibal savage stereotype of America, a non-human beast to dominate. Van Schoor argues that metaphors of Caliban and Polyphemus when used to describe the inhabitants of both South Africa and South America (including members of the Tupinambà tribe) are conceptualized by their relation to food: to be civilized is to be awed by the European mode of consumption; to be a cannibal savage is to be ‘uncomprehending, undiscerning and thus lacking in any faculties to qualify him as a participant in that global network of consumption and exchange’.82 In his final scene in the novel, Thénardier explains to Marius that he wishes to escape to America to find his freedom, aiming for La Joya because ‘the region’s dangerous; it’s full of cannibals. […] The old world has given me an appetite. I’d like to try savages.’83 The colonial eye written by Hugo regurgitates a depiction of Indigenous cultures and forms a solid link between a monstrous Thénardier and savage Native peoples, while still maintaining the dominance and civility of the White Frenchman whose appetite is legitimized by his being funded by the bourgeois Marius. Thénardier may be travelling to be among the cannibals, but his voyage is that of a European with an understanding of commercial trade. Though Kathryn Grossman refers to the ‘primitive appetites’ of the villains of Les Misérables, including the ‘vicious mongrel Thénardier [who] embodies this relentless hunger’,84 he is in Hugo’s novel a savvy participant not an uncomprehending savage, buying his way into trade by virtue of his continent of origin, and this separates him at birth from being a true Caliban or Polyphemus.

In response to a tweet joking that trans men love to self-describe themselves as ‘dirty bug boy’ in their social media bios, Jackson King, a Black transmasculine journalist, argues that this is a specifically White phenomenon, stating that ‘White trans men love calling themselves “rat” / “sloth” / “garbage monster” / some other undesirable creature and I can’t relate lol’.85 User @EdelaneyDenice agrees in a reply stating: ‘Only a people who aren’t used to being compared to animals willingly would eh?’86 King and @EdelaneyDenice make clear here that there is an inherently White element to the fondness for self-describing as ‘trash’, where the stakes for playfully identifying as ‘trash’ are different for those who are White and those who are not. For a White transmasculine person, a self-identification with dirt and uncleanliness may be their first (self-created) association with being made inhuman. Unlike a non-White person, this undesirability is not because of a cultural stereotype, institutionalized and weaponized by an external force to dehumanize their race as part of the colonial toolkit.87 Nordmarken and Stryker, who both proclaim monstrosity ‘as a tool of resistance and reconnection’,88 are both White critics who, while acknowledging their racial identity being privileges to their conceptualization of the monstrous, find an attachment to the term creature that King does not.

For those of differing racial, cultural and contextual experiences, gendered catharsis may come from associating their gender identity with the monstrous, and for others there is nothing to be gained from reclamation of the term. Some trans fans may desire to see works of fanfiction deal with social and economic marginalization common to trans people like ‘family rejection, discrimination, poverty’,89 and others do not. There is no right way to do a non-binary reading, but racialization must be taken into consideration while doing so to avoid re-building the implicit assumption that being a White, binary, cisgender woman like Cosette is diametrically opposed to being non-White, evil and transgender like the Thénardiers.

Transmasc!Javert, Angel!Enjolras

Due to a conflation of the concepts ‘bohemian’, ‘fortune teller’ and ‘criminal’ with Rromani peoples, as well as stereotypes of self-hating people of colour, Javert has been consistently racialized within fandom as a Rromani man.90 I talk about this racialization elsewhere and so will not go into depth here, but mention for context that in fifty-four out of sixty-three depictions of Javert (when paired with Valjean) portray Javert with darker skin, and in only two works does Valjean have darker skin because he is of a different race. In the remaining eight, both have the same colour White skin, or Valjean is a slightly more tanned White man than Javert.91 This racialization is often not labelled as being a depiction of Rromani identity and relies on a fan’s previous knowledge of the text to decode Javert’s brown skin, blue-black wavy hair and light-coloured eyes92 as being a specific ethnic identity. What lies underneath the following gendered portrayals is a commonly headcanoned93 racial identity that remains vague, othered and under researched within fandom.

On the fanfiction archive site ArchiveOfOurOwn (AO3), there are currently eighty works that depict Javert as a transgender man (just over 2 per cent of a total 3,412 that include him as a character).94 One Tumblr-based artist (partially anonymized as @JT here)95 frequently draws Javert as a trans man: in one image, he is shaving his iconic mutton chops topless, sporting chest-scars and a hairy chest;96 in another, he wears a t-shirt that reads ‘Trans is beautiful’; and in another, a chest binder to flatten his chest.97 In one comic he sits at a stall that reads ‘Free Psychiatric Help & Projection’, smiling and wearing a transgender flag badge.98 Below these works of art, the artist confidently proclaims that they project onto Javert, stating that the art is self-indulgent and brings them comfort. What is notable about these portrayals is that this Javert is a very close rendition of how Javert is described by Hugo in the novel: a pug nose, two enormous sideburns that grow like forests, a terrible, gummy grin, hair that falls into his eyes, a permanent frown line and huge, hairy hands.99 Hugo’s description is not a positive one, and yet this description is one that is taken and projected upon, romanticized as being something that can cause euphoria. Grossman for example sees Javert as being ‘stiff, straight, rectilinear – that is, “masculine”’,100 the male that sits opposite the ‘twisting, tortuous space of lawlessness’ embodied by Monsieur Thénardier’s ‘monstrous appetite’ and ‘femininity’.101 As Vena states:

trans men must learn to navigate masculinity in ways both akin to and different from their cisgender counterparts. These navigations may lead to wholeheartedly different expressions of masculinity, or they may conform to more mainstream or traditional notions of what is appropriately masculine. It is thus not uncommon for trans men to adopt or reproduce normative social scripts as a means of legitimizing our male gender identity because abiding by dominant cultural values – problematic as this may be – helps validate us as suitably male.102


Thus, for this transmasculine artist, to be a bestial,103 hairy man is a goal that they aspire towards, and so these traditionally ‘unattractive’, hyper-masculine features are portrayed lovingly.

These portrayals of Javert might be a rejection of the traditional beauty standards placed on women, where the transmasculine artist achieves freedom from the categorization of ‘woman’ only when they are read as the opposite to the ideal: Javert is not White, effeminate, thin nor beautiful. Similar to the above discussion of how White transmasculine people find euphoria in claiming dirt and animality as part of their gender expression, the Javert of fandom is a product of the constraints of White supremacy, which categorizes ‘real’ (White) women as biologically and ideologically distinct from the monstrous non-White, non-female body. As with all forms of racial stereotype, these tools have their intended effect on both the ‘other’ and on those who should aspire to be the ‘ideal’: they warn those who do not follow the societal rules of White womanhood that they will be outcast for their subsequent monstrosity while they ‘applaud the “correct” behaviors’ of White women.104 Because the ‘image of fat black women as “savage” and “barbarous” in art, philosophy, and science, and as “diseased” in medicine has been used to both degrade black women and discipline white women’ since the nineteenth century,105 we find in this art the White desire to defy gendered expectations of White ‘women’ and to attain a barbarous status.

This is not to say that Javert is the most prolific transmasculine goal within the fandom: there are approximately 550 fanfictions with the tag ‘trans Enjolras’ on AO3 and as such he is far more commonly imprinted on as a vessel for transgender characters within the novel than Javert is.106 This is perhaps because his masculinity better represents young White fans’ experiences:

[Enjolras] had an excessively youthful look, as fresh as a young girl’s, […] Already a man, he seemed still to be a child […] that college-escapee face, that page-boy neck, those long blond eyelashes, those blue eyes, that wild hair flying in the wind, those rosy cheeks, those fresh young lips.107


As Nordmarken recalls of how people perceive him, his ‘age is queer’ and he is ‘young-looking’ due to his transness, his medical transition giving his thirty-year-old body the look of a pubescent man.108 For White readers pre- or not desiring a medical transition, the androgynous, excessive youthful Enjolras who is canonically the resplendent male leader of the barricades is a racial-gender fit. His relatively societally acceptable youthful White androgyny is not that of the despised Other but an angelic, God-like one, reminiscent of the Classical Greek marble statue than a ‘terrible’ beast.109 In picking Javert with his thick, unmanicured eyebrows and chubby body as the transgender vessel, artists like @JT do not simply find euphoria in masculinity but specifically in monstrous trans-masculinity.

As noted above with Éponine, different transgender people desire representations of the self in diverse ways, and no two transgender people will find align their gender and race the same way when doing a reading. I do think it important, however, to note when the blond, blue-eyed man is cast within the realm of the Godly and the angelic in his transmasculinity and when the pug-nosed huge and hairy man remains monstrous so that we do not continue to allow easy associations with racialized gender to persist. Though done unintentionally, these determinations ‘act to perpetuate Western notions of beauty, imperialist values, and the idea that African bodies are monstrosities’.110 There should be no reason why a fat, dark-skinned, hairy transmasculine Enjolras cannot be the androgynous ‘angel’ of fanart, just as there should be no reason Javert’s masculinity cannot be ‘rosy-cheeked’ with ‘fresh young lips’. Yet even within the confines of euphoric, twenty-first-century transgender fanart, gender and race seem to be taken to be as biologically, racially codified as Hugo’s nineteenth-century use of racist pseudosciences like physiognomy and phrenology were.

Conclusion

In understanding how concepts of gender and race are entrenched in our trans desire for representation, we can continue to unpick how these same concepts affect our language use when discussing classic, canonical literature written by White, cisgender male authors. Who we assign what traits continues to be laden with colonial definitions of race and gender: the angelic Enjolras and Cosette’s proximity to Whiteness lends them a humanity that the monstered non-binary Éponine and the transmasculine Javert are not often afforded. While remaining aware of how to avoid the perpetuation of gendered concepts of race, I believe that there are bountiful readings to be made across nineteenth-century literature that use relief, rage and most importantly euphoria as a process of decolonizing our language of desire, beauty and humanity.
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In defence of doubt: Transgender history, pedagogy and the (un)knowing subject

Onni Gust

Introduction

I saw the psychiatrist for the last time in autumn 2018. She sat in the chair opposite me in the bland and non-descript office with a file – unnervingly large but reassuringly flammable – perched on her lap. Here was a body of primary sources, rich in detail, extracted from an archive of trans life as it collides with, and is filtered through, institutional practice – a body of primary sources about my body and my struggle to reconcile the relationship between body, self and societal norms. As a record of the last three years of appointments with psychiatrists, endocrinologists and surgeons, the file itself probably contained little that I have not shared many times over with friends and sometimes strangers on the internet. Nothing in that file was a secret, yet its existence unnerved me. Its presence reminded of me the many historical documents I have sifted through that speak of, but never with, people whose bodies and minds were marked as somehow wrong, lacking, aberrant. By seeing the psychiatrist for the last time, I hoped to foreclose the possibility of my own records becoming hostage to the yet-to-be determined gaze of historians such as myself. I asked the psychiatrist to seal my file and to mark it ‘not for the purposes of research’. I explicitly refused consent to make my case available to any present or future researchers. I will never know whether she complied with my request.

The psychiatrist was content to discharge me but expressed disappointment at my final request. She said she had been hoping to include my case in a paper that demonstrated positive outcomes of surgery for people whose gender identity and sense of embodiment does not conform to society’s man/woman binary. In the UK context in which the media, government and judiciary are increasingly hostile to trans people’s rights and health, it is difficult to deny my involvement in any research publication that documents positive outcomes that could help trans people to thrive. Such research feels necessary and urgent. I felt a twinge of guilt for obstructing the progress of ‘medical science’ that could potentially help my trans siblings but I said ‘no’. I said ‘no’ out of a stubborn desire to be obstructive. I didn’t refuse access to my file out of any concern about the information held in it; it was anyway full of non-answers to absurd questions. I wanted my file sealed because I wanted to feel some form of agency in a process that had felt so humiliating and objectifying. That file was a toxic remnant of a pathologizing process that should never have taken place. I wanted it wrapped in a bio-hazard bag. I wanted it to explode upon handling and leave body parts in its wake. I wanted an unsuspecting, perhaps even well-intentioned researcher to encounter a file marked ‘not for research’ and for that encounter to be the event. I wanted the failure to yield a story to be the story.

This chapter draws on my own experience of feeling pathologized and objectified to explore the process of researching and teaching transgender history. It is a thinking-through of my own relationship to knowledge formation through my practice as a historian and teacher, as well as a reckoning with my own complicity with colonial structures of knowledge formation. As a White, Jewish, trans academic, I straddle the boundaries of knower and known. In the midst of the hustle that is academic ‘productivity’ and numbed by the endless emails, admin and marking, it is all too easy to replicate the forms of knowledge that have disciplined our imaginations. In exhaustion and maybe apathy, we assimilate into the rhythms of academic gatekeeping, becoming the gatekeepers of what constitutes ‘valid’ research. In history, despite over thirty years’ critique of empiricism and the fetishization of the archive as site of truth, the idea that historical knowledge is to be gleaned from archival documents remains embedded in disciplinary markers of ‘quality’. Oral history and community memory remain deeply circumspect as evidence. The idea that a historian should be emotionally detached from the subject of their research so as to provide an ‘objective’ or ‘unbiased’ account of the past is prevalent among undergraduate students, as is the attachment to certitude and ‘truth’. This is not to say that we do not strive to understand the past on its own terms, to honour those whose voices remain as echoes across time. Yet whilse an acknowledgement that we approach and interpret the past with the questions, using the language of our own times, is easy to state, it is not so easy to practice. It requires reaching across the material remnants of time to embrace what is there but also to notice what is not there, what is not said and what it is impossible or even undesirable to know.

I am writing this chapter as a memo to myself, and whoever else needs it, to sit with compassion, uncertainty and discomfort, to risk failure as an ethical practice in the face of a neo-liberal onslaught. What of my own experiences of objectification and pathologization can I take with me as a warning to myself and my students not to reproduce the specific form of epistemic violence that came with and through European colonial conquest? How might we embrace a practice of unknowing in our research and pedagogy and what forms of care would it require to sit together with instability and uncertainty? Can it really be done in a marketized education system that insists on the delivery of a commodity, where learning is increasingly represented in terms of ‘outcomes’ and thereby as fungible, interchangeable and generic? In this chapter I draw on my own experience as an academic historian, teacher and a non-binary trans person who has lived and taught in the UK and United States. I do so to think critically about my engagement with academic research as a process of knowledge formation that is both embroiled in structures of power and deeply personal. I am a historian of eighteenth-century British imperial expansion. My research and teaching focus on the production of knowledge about human and non-human animals by elite European men. I examine the ways that European imperial expansion opened up ‘the world’ not only to expropriation, exploitation and profit but to a new way of seeing and knowing. Like the seam of gold in the mountainside, their ‘discoveries’ appeared limitless and glittered enticingly, promising an untold depth of knowledge that placed them in closer proximity to the truth of their god’s design. Colonialism created new narratives of the human and ‘his’ place in the world that labelled all other ways of being, belonging and relating as ‘superstition’, ‘stupidity’ and ‘savagery’. Gayatri Spivak understands this process of ‘worlding’ as part of the epistemic violence – where ‘epistemic’ refers to knowledge formation – of colonial expansion.1 In opening up ‘the world’, European colonialism as a process closed down other forms of knowing, understanding, and relating to the beings around them, and cut-off access to different ways of relating to bodies and ecosystems. Identifying the violence of that process and searching for those alternative meanings gives me the tools, strength and hope that we will find our own meanings for a liveable future.

I

For over a decade, being trans dominated my sense of self and wreaked havoc with my ambitions and desires. Hormones and surgeries, as well as the gradual acceptance of friends, family and colleagues, could only yield so much relief. Ultimately, it was drawing a line under my relationship with the medicalized process of transitioning (if not transition itself) that secured me a (tenuous) peace and stability. What disturbed me most about this particular engagement with the medical industrial complex – however necessary it was for aspects of my health and survival – was being so conscious of being interpellated as a subject by those structures. No other engagement with medical provision on the NHS, whether it is for broken bones or STDs, left me with such a profound sense of surrendering and subjecting myself to what Foucault named ‘biopower’. Biopower refers to the regulation and administration of life (and of what counts as life) through the subjection of bodies to the logics of capitalist society. Knowing and defining the body is critical to this process of subjection and a necessary correlative to the making of ‘productive bodies’.2 My experience of engaging with the gender clinic provided me with an insight into the way that medical discourse in general, and psychiatric discourse in particular, forces declarations of embodied selfhood, declarations that confer meanings on our bodies and selves that leave an imprint even as we struggle to reject them. For me, the process of ‘assessment’ by psychiatrists at the gender clinic exposed, irreducibly and viscerally, the liberal myth of the (White) individual, autonomous subject; I was surprised by the intense disorientation I felt when faced with its rupture.

That I was just another object of the medical gaze; that my articulation and narrative of selfhood was constituted through discourses of power; that my gender is proscribed in relation to the White, heterosexual matrix – these were theories of power that I knew. Yet as a middle-class person whose Jewishness is largely, but not entirely, obscured through Whiteness, they were not theories that I had consciously felt in the core of my being. With the psychiatrist, I felt trapped in an ontological struggle in which the power between us forced me to concede to the structure of reality that was dictated by psychiatric discourse – a discourse and a discipline that is deeply embedded in colonial modernity. To resist that discourse required challenging the assumptions about gender that underpinned the diagnostic criteria and assessment process. And yet, when I questioned the idea that my gender (or any gender!) made sense on a line between ‘male’ and ‘female’, the psychiatrist questioned my identity as trans, suggesting that I was ‘simply’ overthinking gender (‘put aside the books and think about what you really want’). Rather than supporting me to feel more comfortable in aspects of my body and gender that I had spent years agonizing over, the gender clinic’s diagnostic process left me with a renewed sense of disorientation. I could not make sense of their questions, and my answers appeared to make no sense to them. For all that the gender clinic encouraged openness and honesty, its invitation to authenticity was at odds with the requirements of diagnosis and the attitudes of some of its clinicians; it also revealed itself to be inherently White.3 Over the longer course of my transition I had adopted two names: ‘Onni’, a muddled amalgam of Hebrew, Bengali and a widely recognized masculine name in Finland, although I didn’t know that at the point of its adoption; and, ‘Ari’, my chosen legal name that drew on my Jewish heritage. In all the cultures that I knowingly drew upon, both names signify masculinity, albeit a different feel of masculinity compared to White masculinity that is hegemonic in the UK. For the gender clinicians, however, neither seemed sufficiently masculine – or perhaps sufficiently coherent, where ‘coherence’ adhered to Whiteness – to constitute ‘legitimate’ evidence of the stability and/or legibility of a trans identity. The diagnostic models demanded evidence of a ‘stable functioning gender identity’ but what can ‘functioning’ look like for non-binary trans and genderqueer people in a society in which ‘man’ or ‘woman’ are the only socially and legally recognized categories, and Anglo-centric Whiteness the only accepted form of belonging?4 What does ‘stable’ mean if we position ourselves outside of the recent history of White, Western notions of a unified and individualized form of selfhood?

To me, the joy and fascination of gender lies in its slipperiness, the impossibility of fitting it into the cold, fixed language of analytical categories. How can ‘gender’ be defined: As an affective form? A lived and bodily experience? A form of desire? A cultural and socio-economic category that is historically and geographically contingent?5 These are not questions that can be answered with any degree of definitiveness. Indeed, it is the very disruptiveness and contingency of gender that gives it so much pleasure and so much pain. As S. Bear Bergman argues, to try to explain one’s visceral sense of being outside of the man/woman gender binary is almost impossible when the conceptual frameworks do not yet exist, and where attempts to configure them are met with hostility, dismissal, or ridicule.6 Largely due to the work of non-binary people who have spent years wrestling with them to take non-binary identities seriously, the gender clinic did eventually allow me to receive the treatments that I needed. Yet the diagnostic process, the demand that I ‘prove’ my identity without an acknowledgement that the society in which we lived had no language or form in which gender beyond the binary could be signified and thereby lived, weighed heavily upon me. For the purposes of diagnosis, to meet the required ‘standards of care’, the psychiatrist required evidence of the social legibility of my identity beyond my own, personal testimony. I gave her a copy of my passport and my driving license that attested to my name change but could not provide evidence of a non-binary status because such recognition is not granted by the state. To support evidence of my social transition, I provided letters from professional, middle-class friends attesting to the fact that I had been ‘living as trans’ for at least five years. In doing so, I surrendered to the idea that my own experience of selfhood and embodiment was not legitimate in and of itself, that to be a legitimate subject one must first gain recognition in the eyes of the state and society. Of course, I understand the practical realities – now, even more than ten years ago – of living in a litigious and metrics-driven society where ‘evidence’ also provides a form of protection and legitimacy. Yet that process placed the burden of recognition on me as an individual, while potentially withholding life-saving treatment on the basis of the inevitable failure of that recognition. My mind swirled with a sense of disorientation that I still cannot quite explain, except as a shattering of the illusion of the promise of coherence of selfhood and subjectivity.

In Understanding Trans Health (2018), Ruth Pearce shows how the long history of Western psychiatric discourse and medical gatekeeping has conditioned and informed the possibilities of trans life.7 Many of the practices by gender clinicians that she documents, as well as the responses to them by trans patients, echo my own experiences. Pearce’s careful documenting of trans people’s experiences and her critique of gender clinics gives back some of the dignity and humanity that I, alongside many others, felt I lost during that process. Since my engagement with the gender clinic, the work of trans activists across the world have pushed the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) to reform the guidelines for trans healthcare, which goes a significant way towards de-pathologizing trans lives and identities. Yet despite some signs of hope amidst a horrific media and political landscape, my experience of the gender clinic continues to haunt me. It haunts me not because I still feel any of the distress directly associated with the diagnostic process. Rather, the paradigm itself, based upon the scrutiny of the ‘expert’ and the demand for evidence, coherence and legibility, is the same paradigm that forms the foundations of the work I do as a historian.

When I look at the structures of thought and methods that underpin my training as a historian, I see the same processes that so deeply ruptured my sense of self. However well-intentioned I am – as well-intentioned, I’m sure, as the psychiatrists whose diagnosis ultimately allowed me access to gender affirming treatment – am I, too, a perpetrator of the same epistemic violence that shatters the self, that forecloses future possibilities of life beyond the narrow constraints of our (whoever ‘we’ are) imaginations? What insights can I take with me from this deeply felt experience of rupture and objectification when I return to the archives of colonialism, slavery and the construction of Enlightenment knowledge? How do I teach my students to be sceptical of the disciplinary demands for evidence and claims to knowledge when they are also navigating a structure that demands coherence in order to pass?

II

I teach two courses at the University of Nottingham, a second-year module on transgender history in colonial contexts and a year-long third-year module on European colonialism and the human-animal boundary. To my mind, both are engaged with transgender histories although not necessarily in ways that speak immediately and obviously to what it means to be trans today. The first, ‘Gender, Empire and Selfhood: transgender history in global context’, takes case studies from British and British imperial sites to think about what ‘transgender history’ is and what it looks like in the context of British imperial expansion. It is as much about historical methodology as it is about the history of people who might today sit under the trans umbrella, and while I know many students gain from it, it frustrates and confuses others as to why we are focusing so relentlessly on the questions of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ we do trans history. The second, ‘European colonialism and the human/animal boundary’, begins by looking at beings who were objects of scientific and philosophical scrutiny and the exhibits of eighteenth-century freak shows – ‘wild’ children, ‘monsters’ including people who we would now refer to as intersex, children born deaf, non-verbal and blind, and Khoisan people deemed ‘savage’. We then turn to non-human and sometimes mythical animals – orangutans, elephants, rhinos, octopus, giant squid, platypus and merfolk – whose anatomical features, behaviours or intellectual capacities appeared to offer insights into the meaning and boundaries of ‘the human’. Although they appear to be completely different, both courses attempt to look for moments of contradiction, confusion or incoherence that would suggest alternative forms and ways of being.

At the end of the first semester of interrogating the myriad forms of the ‘monstrous’ that preoccupied eighteenth-century British-imperial audiences – elite and popular alike – I ask my students where they want to go next. What is missing from this assortment of beings who occupied the freak shows and cabinets of curiosity during this period of rising British imperial hegemony? They name a few creatures (Octopuses! Tritons! More on wild children!) but mostly they want to hear the voices and understand the perspectives of those situated on the very boundaries of ‘the human’. For twelve weeks we have grappled with representations of conjoined twins, disabled boys, intersex people displayed as ‘hermaphrodites’, ‘savage’ children found in woods and Black, often enslaved, women. We know them almost solely through the descriptive, often defamatory gaze of White men. My students, rightly, want to know who these marginalized people felt themselves to be, on their own terms, in their own voices rather than through the narratives of mainly elite, White men. They want records that would yield the world views of those who were the objects of curiosity and ‘scientific’ study in the hope, I suppose, of histories that would tell us more than just the means by which the powerful exerted control over bodies they considered to be ‘deviant’. I cannot provide them with these sources. I am reluctant to say that they do not exist because they might exist somewhere but I do not know where or how to find them, or what languages – whether written, pictorial, oral, embodied or some other form of communication – they would be in. What I do know is that we should keep trying and imagining the possibility of finding them, that we should refuse to give up, and instead sit with the frustration, confusion and anguish of not finding them. This, to my mind, is a practice of ‘decolonization’, one that draws on the insights of critical race, anti-colonial and queer theories.

For the last ten years, ‘decolonization’ has become something of a rallying cry across higher education. The term has many meanings, from specific practices of interrogating reading lists and dismantling statues of White supremacists on university campuses to a much broader questioning of the structures and practices of education. Achille Joseph Mbembe identifies two forms of decolonization: firstly, the fight against ‘epistemic coloniality’ that places White Europeans as the centre of knowledge formation, and secondly, the process of pluralizing knowledge and imagining alternative epistemic traditions.8 For those of us who produce historical knowledge, it is almost impossible to parse these two forms from each other because the archives that we rely on are themselves the products of structures of power and the documents and artefacts that they contain have been selected for survival by those who have inhabited myriad forms of power. ‘The archive’, writes Saidiya Hartman, of the search for Black girls’ lives and voices in the history of enslavement and the Black Atlantic ‘is in this case a death sentence, a tomb, a display of the violated body, an inventory of property, a medical treatise on gonorrhea, a few lines about a whore’s life, an asterix in the grand narrative of history’.9 Writing on the history of sexuality in South Asia, Anjali Arondekar makes a similar point when she critiques the naivety of historians who approach the colonial archive as a ‘site of endless promise’ that will yield evidence of queer lives if only we search further and further into its recesses.10 This extractive or recuperative approach to historical knowledge-formation obscures what we already know – that archives and their contents are constitutive of each other, that there is no escaping the dynamics of power in which they are embedded. Arondekar argues instead for reading archival traces not as evidence of subjectivity and presence but as a ‘recalcitrant event’ that constantly eludes interpretation.11 Hartman offers a similar methodology. Resisting the desire to find comfort through an invented romance, she argues for a critical reading of archival remnants, what she calls ‘critical fabulation’: The telling of stories from fragments ‘to tell an impossible story and to amplify the impossibility of its telling’.12

What both Hartman and Arondekar teach us, albeit in different ways and with different histories in mind, is that we need to learn to sit with the impossibility of ever fully knowing the ‘truth’. This may seem obvious – in theory – to those of us who have engaged with post-colonial and post-structural theory and who accept the argument that the material world is mediated through discourse. The idea that meaning is shaped by and through discourse is not a denial of the deeply felt sense of the ‘real’ or of ‘truth’ – including one’s inner sense of the ‘truth’ of embodied selfhood; rather, it is an argument for the incredible power of language to shape how we express and represent that meaning. It points to the power of institutions to frame meaning – a process that Gramsci referred to as ‘hegemony’ and that Foucault developed to discuss the role of power in constructing knowledge. Colonial historians have taken this theory to show how European-imperial knowledge about colonized peoples and environments played a critical role in imperial rule. As Bernard Cohn argued thirty years ago for nineteenth-century colonial India, the impetus to survey, know, classify, describe and define Indian landscapes, traditions, religions, cultures and peoples functioned as an integral part of imperial dominance; defining the meaning of ‘India’ as an epistemological space enabled British imperialists to assert and justify rule.13 Whether or not that message was internalized by South Asian people themselves is a subject of debate, but what is evident from this history is that even when one is actively resisting it, hegemonic discourse is impossible to think without.

The majority of historians and students would agree, in theory, with the premise that ‘truth’ is mediated through discourse; in practice it is a much harder idea to grasp, especially, it seems, when it relates to gender. I find that the majority of students have little problem understanding the relationship between colonialism and knowledge formation or the way that power operates through representation when studying colonial India. They quickly grasp the significance of Orientalism, whether in art, languages or in the study of Ancient India, as part of the colonial project. Yet everything changes when we study transgender history. The same paradigm of understanding the relationship between meaning-making and power seems almost impossible to comprehend when it comes to the history of gender. Here, somehow, the desire to know the ‘truth’ of ‘sex’ – or maybe a fundamental belief that to be human is to be either male or female – renders impossible the acceptance that meaning is historically contingent and that it shifts and changes across time and space. In eighteenth-century Britain, medical ideas about the sexed body were multiple and varied, with a number of different theories about sex differentiation that dated back to the ancient philosophers Galen and Aristotle. Nonetheless, as Thomas Laqueur and Londa Schiebinger argued in the 1990s, a transition in medical thought between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries placed greater emphasis on the immutability of bodily differences, including both ‘sex’ and ‘race’ and the relationship between them.14 Yet while historians of colonial race science have played an important role in showing how ‘race’ became an essentialized marker of difference as part of European colonial expansion, scholars (like the general public) remain stubbornly resistant to the idea that ‘sex’ is socially and culturally constructed.

The idea that binary ‘sex’ is an essential and immutable characteristic of humans, and that to be human is to be either male or female, is evident even in scholarship that attempts to complicate gender. A lot of the historiography that I teach as part of trans history assumes that ‘sex’ is fixed, immutable and binary and, at its worst, replicates transphobic tropes of ‘disguise’, ‘deception’ and ‘fraud’. To take just one example, Elissa Gurman’s article on Hannah Snell/James Gray, the subject of The Female Soldier (1750), refers to Snell/Gray’s ‘masculine disguise’, ‘her true gender’ and status as a ‘real woman’. Uncritically replicating the same discourse of exceptionalism and intrigue that animates the text itself, this article is one of many that foreclose the possibility of a trans existence.15 Despite the work of Jen Manion, Greta LaFleur and Sal Niccolozi to make space trans possibilities in the history of both ‘female husbands’ and ‘female soldiers’ and our repeated conversations in seminars, it is easier for most students to align themselves with other, sometimes older, texts that provide them with the comfortable certainty that the subject they are discussing was ‘really’ male or female.16 Even with the phenomenal work of recent scholars, the barrage of cisgender certainty that ‘sex’ exists as an immutable, essential reality is difficult for students to navigate.

The problem is not isolated to transgender history but like the canary in the mine transgender history exposes what is a systemic problem of historical understanding. Students at all stages struggle to understand the nature of historical enquiry and interpretation, believing that the past is fixed and that historians either fail or succeed to recreate it.17 Pete Turner notes that school history examinations tend to offer starkly contrasting views as examples of historiographical disagreement, which tends to encourage school and college students to view historians as ‘prejudiced’ or ‘partisan’ rather than as engaging in interpretation and debate.18 Among my undergraduates, even in the final year, the expectation that ‘bias’ must be eliminated through the reading and balancing out of multiple sources, both primary and secondary, remains deeply embedded. This poses challenges for students as they navigate alternative approaches to forging relationships with the past, for example Saylesh Wesley’s ‘Twin-Spirited Woman’ and Kai Pyle’s ‘Naming and Claiming’, which in different ways call for a re-inclusion of two-spirited peoples within indigenous communities through an engagement with ancestors, ancestry and erasure.19 How does a history student who has been taught to revere ‘evidence’ (usually written, sometimes material) as the only legitimate form of historical interpretation grapple with these very different, embodied and embedded forms of knowledge creation?

Across the three years that I have taught this module, I have noticed that it speaks more to queer and trans students of colour who often grasp the immediacy of the overall project. Yet they, too, struggle to take that engagement to assessments, which comprise an essay and a presentation that in their form have little room for manoeuvre and creativity. Because of the desire for conformity across the degree, I have little choice about the mode of assessment that I employ, and even where there is scope for creative interpretation, students often lack confidence to take risks with form. At every turn, then, the most powerful lessons that we can gain from trans history – lessons that I think contribute to the ‘decolonization’ of knowledge in both the ways that Mbembe identifies – feel lost in the structures of neo-liberal education.

III

Despite the depressing, if obvious, reality that no course can dismantle the centuries-old history of a cissexist, racist, patriarchal edifice upon which our neo-liberal universities are built, I remain committed to teaching trans history as a contribution to decolonial praxis. At the very least, it can give space, particularly for trans, queer and questioning students, and especially those of colour, to grapple with and create responses to addressing and dismantling that edifice. I also think it also forces an unmeasurable but necessary challenge for myself and all my students to think with and resist the demand to know and to proclaim one’s certainty as to the ‘truth’. By this, I do not mean that we shrug our shoulders and give up attempting to understand the past but rather that we embrace that which we cannot and will never fully understand or ‘know’. My favourite classes are those that leave us all with a sense of bewilderment and doubt. In my trans history class this is most poignant when we look at the Chevalièr(e) d’Eon, the French soldier, diplomat double-agent who spent half their life living as a man and half as a woman. Both the key biography of d’Eon, written by Gary Kates in the 1990s, and an article by Roland Champagne begin with the ‘discovery’ of d’Eon’s sexual anatomy and insist that d’Eon was ‘really’ male.20 D’Eon themself wrote and re-wrote accounts of their life that offered no clarity around the materiality of their body, and why should they have? Contemporaries believed them to be akin to the ‘female soldier’ but no historian has yet considered them alongside Snell/Gray.21 In a state of exasperation over the uncertainty of d’Eon’s ‘sex’, one of my students suggested we exhume d’Eon and subject their body to DNA testing so as to know, once and for all, what exactly d’Eon’s sex was based, presumably, on chromosomal make-up! Other students responded by pointing out that knowing d’Eon’s chromosomal make-up would simply replicate the voyeurism that they were exposed to during their life and death and it would still not help us to understand their life or the society in which they lived. It was a moment of realization (I hope) that no amount of scientific precision about ‘sex’ will provide us with meaningful, or indeed, interesting narratives; for that we need not answers but an alternative and ever-changing array of questions that open up possibilities for life in the present and future.

The question ‘but what are you, really?’ is one that trans people are all-too familiar with; it is a question that links us today with those characters in the past who were subject to scrutiny and doubt. They need not be gender-diverse as we would recognize it today. Indeed, eighteenth-century merfolk illicit much the same responses from students as does d’Eon; despite their differences they share the fact of incomprehensibility, unknowingness and rejection or refusal. These characters force us to resist and think beyond the question of ‘but what are you, really?’ and to ask instead what new meanings can be made if we embrace a failure to know and instead focus on what connects us across time and space. Queer theorists have long considered failure as a practice of resisting the demands of heteronormativity and inevitability that highlights the impossibility of keeping up with straight temporality.22 Yet despite the critiques and reconfigurations, history as a discipline still acts as the metronome for ‘straight temporality’ and so to sit with doubt and to place ‘knowing’ in abeyance feels disorienting and vulnerable. In the midst of seminar discussions over how to understand the history of gender-diverse people, I am reminded of my experience of the gender clinic. The questions that made no sense and that had no meaning or relevance to me nonetheless forced me to declare myself on terms that were not my own. Having experienced the indignity of this interrogation, it is my aim to resist such an imposition upon forms of life in the past.

All historians impose questions upon people in the past that they may well have considered incomprehensible, ridiculous or even offensive. Our role as historians is to ask questions of the past that will shed light or offer new perspectives that derive from our own society’s preoccupations or predicaments. Most historians would agree, however, that we should do so with care, to honour and respect the alterity of the past, to understand as best we can the very different world views of those who came before us. ‘What were (or are) you, really? What were (or are) you beyond what you say of yourself?’ These are not questions that are posed with honour and respect for difference and yet they are the questions that gender diverse people in the past and present are asked again and again. What are we missing of the richness and creativity of life – not just gender-diverse or nominally ‘trans’ life, any lifeform at all – if we insist that we must first know what ‘it’ ‘really’ is? What ways of being might we discover if we set aside our desire to premise our narratives on a fundamental belief in the certainty of ‘sex’ and instead just embrace the inability to ever fully know?
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Conclusion: Forging a home

Jonathan Ward and Kit Heyam

In this collection, we have aimed to provide a cross-section of approaches to gender nonconformity in different areas of the arts and humanities, on which different kinds of practitioners can build. The chapters focusing on creative and pedagogical approaches to gender nonconformity reveal the importance of creating resistance against archival records, and of calling our attention to the ways in which we ‘do’ and contextualize gender nonconformity. Nic Aaron and Jeanie Sinclair, in their consideration of the life of Jennie Moore, raise the issue of how to talk about gender nonconformity without imposing anachronistic and/or contemporary labels and ideas, while also ensuring that we can protect and celebrate the importance of gender-nonconforming people as ancestors. They provide an example of critical fabulation1 and polyvocality as a way of unsilencing the past, and giving of voice to the voiceless: their approach to performance means that it reveals the process of research itself, as well as forging a dialogic link between the past and the present. Aaron and Sinclair’s work here makes a clear connection between carcerality and transphobia across temporal contexts, highlighting the potential of performative spaces to actively resist such carceral logics and the resulting fragmentation upon gender-nonconforming communities, through the collective rendering of walls porous, rather than insurmountable.

SL Grange and E. M. Parry ruminate on their performative text work, and its engagement with Early Modern vocabularies of gender in England. Similarly to Aaron and Sinclair, Grange and Parry insist on the importance of conversation between gender-nonconforming ‘ghosts’ and contemporary audiences, as a method of creating ancestral ties and building community. They then go on to frame these connective processes as having simultaneous value as sites of playful and provocative interruption: this highlights the usefulness in ambiguity, and of claiming both intelligibility and inscrutability (and resonates with the arguments laid forth by Loewe in Chapter 2).2 They also discuss the usefulness of engaging with multiple fields and disciplines within creative practice: these intermingle and intersect, in very similar ways to Li’s focus in Chapter 2 on the fundamentally multilayered-ness of approaches to gender nonconformity. In a further similarity, Grange and Parry also lean into the value of context, reviewing the impact that spatial logics have upon creative work and the ways in which it can be experienced; in this critical recognition of contextualizing forces, they illuminate the worth of proximity and fluidity as modes of resistance. Before they leave their audience to respond to their creative prompts, Grange and Parry frame gender nonconformity itself as inextricably connected to creativity: being positioned outside of normative structures as the presumed ideal means that the process of forging a tenable space – a home – produces a response which must be inherently questioning and creative.

Onni Gust, in their autoethnographic reflection upon decolonial approaches to research and teaching, notes the central importance of failure to know and the centring of doubt over certainty as a subversion of colonial thinking. They problematize the claims to ‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’ as cornerstones of colonial thinking, and they note the value of risking failure as a mode of resistance to neoliberalism. Through critically reflecting upon the dissonance between their embodied experience as they move through the world, and that captured within the archive of medical records, Gust’s chapter works as a useful accompaniment to the work of Aaron and Sinclair, and Grange and Parry in earlier chapters; Gust reveals the critical weight of treating ‘official’ records as the sum of someone’s lived experience. In their refusal to grant consent for their own records to be viewed by others for research purposes, Gust embodies Loewe’s call to remain inscrutable – to refuse to be (made) intelligible.

Gust’s important provocations relating to decolonial historical work on gender nonconformity are complemented by Rebecca Morgan and Nemo Martin’s chapters. Morgan and Martin both highlight the achievements, but also the inadvertently regressive impact, of different forms of White trans activism. They show that our scholarship needs to not just celebrate the activism and cultural contributions of trans and gender-nonconforming people but also attend to the ways in which that work is inevitably situated within contexts of normativity and coloniality. When we conduct scholarly investigations of trans life and culture – whether the campaigns and rhetoric of UK trans activism, or the artwork and literature of trans fan communities – we must also scrutinize the choices made by the people we study about how to negotiate those normative and colonial contexts; and if our scholarship is to contribute to forging a genuine home for all gender-nonconforming people, including people of colour, it must not shy away from confronting the inadvertently regressive consequences of those choices. Importantly, this means we cannot (as Morgan shows) simply read all trans people’s actions, or all cultural work made by trans people, as synonymous with ‘gender nonconformity’; and it means we cannot (as Martin persuasively contends) simply celebrate all representations of gender nonconformity as radical. To do so is both to trivialize trans and gender-nonconforming experience in a way that is often reductive and to obscure the often more complex interplay of liberatory and reactionary forces at work.

This rich variety of new and decolonial approaches to gender nonconformity reflects our decision, when assembling this collection, to bring together voices from a variety of career stages, backgrounds and areas of expertise. This is, in part, a decision rooted in our own decolonial politics: in keeping with the calls of Arora, Gopal and others to remake the academy from the inside, as discussed in our Introduction, we wanted this collection to demonstrate how one might begin to move away from Western colonial norms of knowledge, expertise and hierarchy, and instead to place established scholars on an equal footing with postgraduate students, creative artists and heritage practitioners. It is also a decision rooted in our conviction that trans and gender-nonconforming experience are themselves valuable forms of expertise in this area, and that much of the best, most thoughtful, most rigorous, most nuanced, most exciting, most ethical and most liberatory work on gender nonconformity is being done, right now, by people who can approach this topic from an embodied and experiential perspective as well as from a scholarly one. In working through how to approach gender nonconformity differently in the arts and humanities, we must take our cue from those who hold an urgent stake in how that work is done – and moreover, who, on a small and large scale, are already doing it. A crucial component of allyship is acknowledging and facilitating the expertise and agency of marginalized people. We subtitled this collection Forging a Home for Ourselves for this reason: we want to celebrate the agency and resilience that gender-nonconforming people working in the arts and humanities have shown in building anew the sense of home and belonging which has been stripped from some, and never existed for many others.

Reflective questions

We want to end this book by giving our readers something to take away: by distilling the implications of the contributors’ insights for future practice in the arts and humanities. We have formulated this conclusion as a series of reflective questions for practitioners working on gender nonconformity, which we envisage as a starting point rather than a reified document; we hope they will inspire conversation, augmentation and revision from others working towards similar goals.

• What are your values with regard to gender nonconformity and decolonial practice? What work have you read which embodies those values, and how did it do it?

• In what political context does your work take place? What political narratives about your subject of study are prevalent in the contexts in which it will be read? Does your work engage with them? What are the stakes and consequences of this engagement or non-engagement?

• What kind of perspective on gender is most appropriate for your work? If a Western, binary or cisnormative lens is most appropriate for the nature of your project, how have you reflected on that choice, and how can you show your readers that you made it thoughtfully and self-consciously rather than by default?

• In what affective context does your work take place? What feelings and vulnerabilities will be shaped, touched or created by your work, and how have you chosen to attend to them?

• How do you write about bodies and their meanings? How have you reflected on, and made visible to readers, your choices in this respect?

• How have you examined the key terms of your work? Have you given equal scrutiny to terms unmarked within your discipline (such as man, woman, gender, sex, race, White) as well as terms that are more marked (such as queer, trans, Black)?

• If you are working with sources, have you approached your sources with a truly open mind? What do you expect to find in relation to gender and bodies, and are those expectations limiting what you do find?

• How have you made participation in your work accessible, not just physically but also epistemologically and affectively?

Notes

1 Saidiya Hartman, ‘Venus in Two Acts’, Small Axe 12, no. 2 (2008): 1–14.
2 These arguments also resonate with the arguments laid out in Tavia Nyong’o, Afro-Fabulations: The Queer Drama of Black Life (New York: New York University Press, 2018).
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