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Introduction 

 

We are not women who wanted to be men. We are men who are largely invisible because 

we were born into female bodies.
1
 

 Taken from Jamison Green‟s autobiography, Becoming a Visible Man (2004), the 

above quote refigures the phraseology commonly used to talk about transsexuals to posit that 

a transsexual is not somebody who wants to become the opposite sex,
2
 but instead, is 

somebody who already is that sex but is invisible as such because of their body. Further on in 

his autobiography, Green makes specific reference to the language used by trans people to 

talk about themselves, quoting a transwoman who chose to introduce herself on a panel of 

speakers with the line “Good morning, my name is…, and I‟m a sex change”,
3
 words which 

to him, „were like shattering glass‟ as it „stunned [him] that she would speak of herself, and 

by extension the rest of us, in that dehumanized way.‟
4
 He then refers to a discussion he 

witnessed between transmen who were expressing their „sense of inadequacy and fear‟ of 

„being compared with “genetic men” or “bio-men”‟,
5
 which he‟d felt compelled to interrupt, 

asking the group to „listen to their words and realize how much they were taking away from 

themselves by denying their own reality, their own humanness, and their right to exist with 

difference from other men.‟
6
  

Poststructuralist and queer theorist, Judith Butler has written extensively about 

language, gender, and subjectivity. Her theory of „cultural intelligibility‟, which political 

                                                      

1
 Jamison Green, Becoming a Visible Man, (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press), p.64. 

2
 Jason Cromwell, Transmen and FTMs: Identities, Bodies, Genders and Sexualities, (Chicago: University of 

Illinois, 1999), p.103. 
3
 Green, p.210. 

4
 Green, p.210. 

5
 Green, p.210. 

6
 Green, p.210. 
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theorist Moya Lloyd summarises as, „the production of a normative framework that 

conditions who can be recognised as a legitimate subject‟, seems particularly relevant when 

considering the examples above, as the subjects themselves appear to question their own 

legitimacy through the language they use. In Bodies That Matter, Butler explains “sex” as „an 

ideal construct which is forcibly materialized through time‟, and posits that if understood this 

way, “sex” could be seen as „not simply what one has, or a static description of what one is‟, 

but as „one of the norms by which the “one” becomes viable at all, that which qualifies a 

body for life within the domain of cultural intelligibility.‟
8
 These „norms‟ form the constructs 

or constraints which „not only produce the domain of intelligible bodies, but produce as well 

a domain of unthinkable, unliveable bodies‟.
9
 She then stresses that this latter domain „is not 

the opposite of the former domain, for oppositions are, after all, part of intelligibility; the 

latter is the excluded and illegible domain that haunts the former domain as the spectre of its 

own impossibility, the very limit to intelligibility, its constitutive outside.‟
10

 

 In terms of the quotes taken from Green‟s autobiography then, as the „non-

transsexual‟ forms the intelligible, normative framework in the category of sex, the 

transsexual subject appears faced with two options, either to position themselves as opposite, 

yet intelligible to these norms (for example, a non-genetic man, as opposed to a genetic man, 

a “sex-change” as opposed to somebody who has not had a sex-change), or to face the 

challenge of expressing an unintelligible alternative, as in some instances „a man with a 

female body‟ begins to do. By definition though, „unintelligible‟ can go further than difficult 

to grasp concepts, and suggests that there might be other ways to think of transsexuality 

beyond the current intelligible terms. 

                                                      

8
 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter, (London: Routledge, 1993), p.2. 

9
 Butler, Bodies That Matter, p.xi. 

10
 Butler, Bodies That Matter, p.xi. 
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 In his introduction to The Narrative Reader (2000), cultural theorist Martin 

McQuillan posits that „[t]he use of language, and the construction of the subject through 

language, is a matter of learned narrative competence.‟
11

 In Becoming a Visible Man, Green 

reports being aware of a „sense of [his] body as male‟ from an early age, but also of being 

„incapable of verbalizing this clearly,‟ and having only a „limited understanding of himself‟
12

  

which he tried to convey to others on just two occasions during his adolescence, neither time 

to much success.
13

 It could be suggested that at this stage in his life, Green lacked the 

narrative competence required to construct an identity or subjectivity which felt „authentic‟
14

 

to him. He did not have the „words […] to really understand what it was, what I was.‟
15

 

Critical humanist Ken Plummer suggests in Telling Sexual Stories (1995), that those who do 

not have access to stories similar to their own experiences of life may find themselves 

practicing a sort of „ventriloquism‟, a „mouthing other‟s stories in the absence of [their] 

own‟,
16

 which is once again reminiscent of Butler‟s notion of an illegible domain that haunts 

the domain of cultural intelligibility.  

McQuillan explains that „To produce a narrative is to make a moment of inter-

subjective experience knowable, or discernable as such, through communication.‟
17

 When 

one lacks the ability to produce such a narrative, it follows that one is also unable to produce 

their subjectivity as knowable, as intelligible, which accounts for Plummer‟s claim that 

„[f]inding the „coming out‟ story is usually the most momentous moment in any gay or 

lesbian life.‟
18

 Although Plummer generally refers to gay or lesbian experience, the stories he 

                                                      

11
 The Narrative Reader, ed. by Martin McQuillan, (London: Routledge, 2000), p.8. 

12
 Green, p.15. 

13
 Green, p.16. 

14
 Green, p.31. 

15
 Green, p.24. 

16
 Ken Plummer, Telling Sexual Stories: Power, Change and Social Worlds, (London: Routledge, 1995), p.84. 

17
 McQuillan, p.8. 

18
 Plummer, p.84. 
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analyses share sufficient common elements with the stories told by trans people that his 

theories may be usefully applied to both, as he in fact does at times himself.
19

 For the 

transsexual, being able to construct a narrative capable of expressing their experience is of 

particular importance, as literary theorist (and transsexual man himself), Jay Prosser explains:  

The transsexual‟s capacity to narrativize the embodiment of his/her condition, to tell a 

coherent story of transsexual experience, is required by the doctors before their 

authorization of the subject‟s transition.
20

 

Further to this, Prosser goes on to say that, „[n]arrative is not only the bridge to embodiment 

but a way of making sense of transition, the link between locations: the transition itself.‟
21

  

The importance of narrative in the experience of the transperson then, is not to be 

underestimated. What remains to be questioned however, is the nature and effects this 

particularly close relationship with narrative has on transsexual subjectivity, what it enables 

and what it forecloses or limits, and the processes that are taking place to create these effects. 

This dissertation will focus initially on the latter of these points; looking in the first chapter, 

„Modes of Discourse‟, at how narrative utilizes and reflects the discourses it emerges from, 

and turning in the second chapter, „Mediating the Body‟, to look at the way narrative is 

employed to talk about, conceptualise, enable, and limit the way we think about the body.  

 

 

 

                                                      

19
 Plummer, pp.32-36. 

20
 Jay Prosser, Second Skins: The Body Narratives of Transsexuality, (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1998), p.9 
21

 Prosser, 1998, p.9 
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Modes of Discourse 

 In the prologue to Telling Sexual Stories, Ken Plummer explains that he wishes to 

move away from the current trend in literary theory of reducing „dense, empirical human life 

to texts‟,
22

 and approach his study instead from a more sociological perspective, allowing him 

to better convey that the „sexual stories‟ he discusses are „socially produced in social contexts 

by embodied concrete people experiencing thoughts and feelings of everyday life.‟
23

 This 

chapter will borrow from Plummer‟s mode of analysis, looking specifically at the „four 

levels‟ he proposes for study – the personal, the situational, the organisational and the 

cultural/historical.
24

 – in order to draw out the „complex social processes‟
25

 that are involved 

in the production of, and may also be the products of, the life narratives of transsexual 

people. In order to accentuate the operations of narrative, the two texts that I will use for this 

analysis, Jamison Green‟s autobiographical novel Becoming a Visible Man and Scott Turner 

Schofield‟s autobiographical play „Becoming a Man in 127 EASY Steps‟, both cover similar 

subject matter and yet use different narrative forms. 

 Plummer explains the first level, the personal, as „the motives people have for telling 

their tale.‟
30

 As noted earlier, a trans person who wishes to access hormones or surgery has a 

fairly unique motivation for telling their story, in that presenting a biography to a 

psychotherapist
31

 forms a part of the screening process currently necessary for the 

authorization of these medical services.
32

 Green writes about this process as being 

„problematic‟
33

 and suggests that it creates a link between transsexuality and psychological 

                                                      

22
 Plummer, p.16. [original emphasis] 

23
 Plummer, p.16. [original emphasis] 

24
 Plummer, p.34.  

25
 Plummer, p.13.  

30
 Plummer, p.34. 

31
 Plummer, p.33. 

32
 Green, p.93. 

33
 Green, p.93. 
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disturbance that exacerbates the „stigma attached to gender variance, and particularly to 

transsexualism‟.
34

 In „Becoming a Man in 127 EASY Steps‟, Schofield‟s narrator reports 

encountering this linking of transsexuality with pathology, when: 

the psychiatrist I had to see so I could get testosterone told me he thought I might be bi-

polar. Of course I could see that as possible, given the high swings of every caffeinated 

day, and the daily tragedies of humanity you get on the evening news; not to mention that 

we are constantly negotiating all of our pasts and every possible future. Who doesn‟t feel 

a little…out of sorts from time to time? 

I think he was just calling me crazy because he didn‟t understand what I was going 

through.
35

 

 What also begins to emerge here is the need for a narrative of validation. Schofield 

attempts to counter the „bi-polar‟ diagnosis given by his psychiatrist by satirically pointing 

out examples of highs and lows that most people encounter on a daily basis. In a culture 

which requires transsexuals to be „authorised‟ as transsexuals by medical professionals, it is 

unsurprising that the writings of trans people also frame themselves toward gaining 

validation. Becoming authors themselves allows trans people to investigate alternative sites 

of authorisation away from the office of the psychotherapist. At the time of writing Becoming 

a Visible Man, Green held positions on the boards of Gender Education and Advocacy, and 

the Transgender Law and Policy Institute,
36

 and had experience of being a professional writer 

and public speaker in a variety of technical, legal, medical, and academic situations.
37

 His 

autobiography reflects these experiences as he conveys his life story by interweaving emotive 

                                                      

34
 Green, p.93. 

35
 Scott Turner Schofield, ‘Becoming a Man in 127 EASY Steps’, [2007] in Two Truths and a Lie, (USA: 

Homofactus Press, 2008), pp.73-109, (II. p.93). 
36

 Green, back cover. 
37

 Green, p.66. 
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recollections of his personal and family history with excerpts from lectures he has given,
38

 

accounts of successful political and legal activism,
39

 and dry, almost report-style information 

about the process of transitioning.
40

 The resulting effect is that the academic contributes to 

validating his personal experience, and his personal experience lends validation to the 

political battles and so forth. Towards the end of his play, Schofield writes, „I haven‟t told 

you everything at all. I haven‟t told you how I became deeply depressed at age eleven 

because I stopped being able to express myself as the boy I knew I was; how that silence 

grew and grew so I couldn‟t say anything at all‟.
41

 A sentiment which is also echoed by 

Green when he writes, „I had a secret, an unlucky secret, the kind that can eat people alive‟,
42

 

indicating that another motivation emerging from these texts is the desire to express feelings 

about the self, with the hope this self would then be recognised and understood by another.  

The second level Plummer suggests for analysis, the situational, looks at „how people 

come to find their stories‟, and „examines the processes through which people turn 

themselves into self-indicated social objects‟.
43

 In „Critically Queer‟, Butler posits that the 

„expectation of self-determination that self-naming arouses is paradoxically contested by the 

historicity of the name itself: by the history of usages that one never controlled‟,
44

 she also 

adds that wherever there „is an “I” who utters or speaks […], there is first a discourse which 

precedes and enables that “I”‟.
45

 In Becoming a Visible Man, Green explains: 

My conversations with Steve and Vera, with Sullivan and the dozen or so other 

transsexual men I had met by then, and with many of my friends (both those with trans 

                                                      

38
 Green, pp.1-10. 

39
 Green, p.51. 

40
 Green, pp.103-114. 

41
 Schofield, p.103. 

42
 Green, p.25. 

43
 Plummer, p.34. 

44
 Judith Butler, ‘Critically Queer’, GLQ: Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 1 (1993), 17-32, (p.19). 

45
 Judith Butler, ‘Critically Queer’, p.18. 
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experience and those who were normatively gendered), enabled me to realize that I could 

indeed make the transition.
46

 

This statement indicates that through these conversations Green began to „find the words‟ he 

needed to express, and realise, himself as male, and collectively these incidents tell the story 

of how he came to understand himself as a transsexual man and make the transition from 

female-to-male. As Butler indicates however, this naming process which appears to 

„emblematize autonomy‟,
47

 is in fact bound by the „constraining trajectory‟ of the 

discourse(s) out of which the name arises.
48

 Green devotes a section of his autobiography to 

terminology, explaining that: „“Transgender” is a grassroots term, not a diagnosis like 

“transvestite” (a psychological condition) or “transsexual” (a medical condition).‟
49

 What he 

highlights here are the particular discourses in which these terms have their origins. Bearing 

Butler‟s theories in mind then, we might consider, for example, whether or not it is possible 

for the transsexual subject to use the term „transsexual‟ without to some degree calling up the 

diagnostic criteria (past and present) that designates a transsexual within the medical 

profession.  

 In „The Problem of Speech Genres‟, Russian philosopher, Mikhail Bakhtin suggests 

that, „[e]ach utterance is filled with echoes and reverberations of other utterances to which it 

is related by the communality of the sphere of speech communication‟,
50

 adding also that 

„each utterance refutes, affirms, supplements, and relies on others, presupposes them to be 

known, and somehow takes them into account.‟
51

 If this is the case it seems most likely that 

                                                      

46
 Green, p.23. 

47
 Butler, ‘Critically Queer’, p.19. 

48
 Butler, ‘Critically Queer’, p.18. 

49
 Green, p.14. 

50
 Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘The Problem of Speech Genres’, [1952-3], in Dialogic Discourse, The Bakhtin Reader: 

Selected Writings of Bakhtin, Medvedev, and Voloshinov, ed. by Pam Morris, (London: Arnold, 1994), pp.81-7, 
(p.85). 
51

 Bakhtin, p.85. 
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every usage of the term „transsexual‟ is, at the very least, informed by its history as a medical 

diagnosis. Bakhtin explains that the „sentence as a unit of language is … neutral and in itself 

has no expressive aspect. It acquires this expressive aspect (more precisely, joins itself to it) 

only in a concrete utterance.‟
52

 This concrete utterance, he writes, has „an absolute beginning 

and an absolute end‟,
53

 which is marked by „a change of speaking subjects, that is, a change 

of speakers‟.
54

 The beginning of the utterance, he posits, „is preceded by the utterances of 

others,‟ and its end „is followed by the responsive utterances of others (or, although it may be 

silent, others‟ active understanding, or, finally, a responsive action based on 

understanding).‟
55

 As noted earlier, it was not until Green encountered the dialogues of other 

transmen that he was able to find the words to articulate his masculinity; in this respect, these 

dialogues form the utterances which precede his. When considering the ability of his 

utterance to then communicate to others however, in order to understand him fully it would 

be necessary for the listener/reader to share a similar awareness of the dialogues, or 

utterances, which have informed his speech; in Bakhtinian terms, they would need to have 

command of the same „speech genres‟.
56

 

 What happens then, when two speaking subjects do not share the same speech genres, 

or furthermore, when a speaker does not yet have access to the words through which he is 

able to articulate his sense of himself? Plummer posits that „all stories emerge as a practical 

activity: as we go about our daily rounds we piece together fragments from the tool-kit of 

culture that ultimately (but maybe only momentarily) cohere into „our stories‟.‟
57

 In Green‟s 

autobiography, he recalls watching „a live telecast of Peter Pan starring Mary Martin in 

                                                      

52
 Bakhtin, p.85. 

53
 Bakhtin, p.82. 

54
 Bakhtin, p.82. [original emphasis] 

55
 Bakhtin, p.82. 

56
 Bakhtin, p.84. 

57
 Plummer, p.36. 
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March of 1955‟
58

 when he was six years old and thinking, “If she can be a boy, then so can 

I.”
59

 He then explains however, that „the closest I could come to talking about how I felt 

though, was to ask my mother to make a Peter Pan outfit for me.‟
60

 In this example, Peter Pan 

comes to serve as what Plummer describes as a „prop‟ or a „trace‟, an element which is drawn 

from culture and „assembled into the story of a life.‟
61

 Green‟s moment of identification with 

Peter Pan is shared with his mother via his utterance of the request for the outfit, her 

understanding is formed through her shared knowledge of Peter Pan, and based on this 

understanding her responding utterance (an action in this case) is to make the outfit. Although 

communication has taken place here between Green and his mother, it is evident from what 

Green later recounts of his mother‟s negative reaction to his transition that their 

understandings of what Peter Pan signified at this time were quite different. In Plummer‟s 

words then, we might say that Green has begun the very early stages of „finding his story‟, 

but is as yet still struggling to take up a position as a „self-indicated social object' which 

accurately expresses the way he feels about himself; or to refer once again to Butler, he is still 

struggling to make himself intelligible.  

Plummer‟s concept of cultural „props‟ or „traces‟ which when assembled contribute to 

the forming of a life story, is clearly illustrated in Schofield‟s „127 EASY Steps‟, as the play 

is a fragmentary collection of just such traces. Green and Schofield cover many of the same 

subjects in their respective texts, but whereas Green, although by no means presenting a 

chronologically linear narrative, still puts across an impression of narrative cohesion between 

events, Schofield makes explicit the fragmentary and arbitrary nature of his story, writing 

devices into the play which ensure that the content and its ordering will be different with 

                                                      

58
 Green, p.11. 

59
 Green, p.12. 

60
 Green, p.12. 

61
 Plummer, p.36. 
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every performance. Plummer‟s third level for analysis, the organisational, focuses on just 

such techniques. Toward the beginning of his play, Schofield states, „[p]eople can make any 

story if you give them the right elements‟,
62

 and then distributes a number of props amongst 

the audience, informing them that „just for tonight, whatever I give you signifies something 

deeply personal about who you are. And yes, this is a comment on the arbitrary associations 

of identity.‟
63

 The props are then recalled at random in accordance with numbers generated 

by a „decoder ring‟, and Schofield tells a short story about his life in response to each one.  

McQuillan suggests that the „context in which the speech act is made allows for its 

intelligibility and thus communication.‟
64

 Considered in relation to Bakhtin‟s distinction 

between primary (simple) and secondary (complex) speech genres, these ideas may 

illuminate some of the different operations taking place as a result of the different 

organisational structures employed by Schofield and Green. Bakhtin explains that „rejoinders 

of everyday dialogues or letters‟ – which he categorises as examples of primary speech 

genres – „found in a novel‟ – a secondary speech genre – „retain their form and their everyday 

significance only on the plane of the novel‟s content‟,
65

 or in other words, they „lose their 

immediate relation to actual reality and to the real utterances of others‟ and „enter into actual 

reality only via the novel as a whole, that is, as a literary artistic event, and not as everyday 

life.‟
66

 To relate this to Green and Schofield‟s texts then; the short excerpts of lectures, 

dialogues, letters, and memories included in Becoming a Visible Man operate as utterances 

within the context of the novel as a whole, and so understanding is developed through their 

juxtaposition and progression on this plane, and the novel operates as the expressive 

„concrete utterance‟. By contrast however, it could be suggested that the audience 

                                                      

62
 Schofield, p.82. 

63
 Schofield, p.83. 

64
 McQuillan, p.8. 

65
 Bakhtin, p.82. 

66
 Bakhtin, p.82. 
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participation in „127 EASY Steps‟ initiates a „change of speaking subjects‟ that serves to 

break the play into a series of short utterances that resist the abstraction that occurs when 

absorbed into a secondary speech genre (e.g. the play as a whole), and retain instead a greater 

degree of their connection to „actual reality and to the real utterances of others‟, thus 

potentially increasing the opportunity for intelligibility and communication. 

 Perhaps the most striking organisational factor that emerges from the study of 

published stories of transmen is that of genre. The vast majority of these works fall in to 

either autobiographic or academic/socio-medical categories, and a relatively high percentage 

combine these genres within a single work. Becoming a Visible Man and „127 EASY Steps‟ 

reflect this trend as they can both be classified as autobiographies (one taking the form of a 

novel and the other a play), and feature voices from these other genres within them. Green 

gives some idea as to why these different voices might regularly be found threading through 

the trans autobiography when he writes: 

Before embarking on a transition, transpeople have homework to do. We must know 

when and how to find a therapist or gender program that can help us sort out the issues 

and, if we need it, initiate access to medical technology. We should also have an idea 

about the legal and other social issues involved: what our legal status will be; how we 

will change our records, how we obtain healthcare beyond the transitional time.
67

 

From this passage, and recalling the necessary presentation of an appropriate „transsexual 

autobiography‟ before hormones or surgery might be accessed, one might suggest that it is 

inevitable that such discourses will find their way into the autobiographical narratives of trans 

people. The influence of this on the possibilities for conceptions of transsexual identities, 

however, remains to be studied in depth. Legal activist and theorist, Dean Spade picks up one 

                                                      

67
 Green, p.90. 
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area of this investigation, suggesting in „Mutilating Gender‟ that the „self-determination of 

trans-people in crafting [their] gender expression is compromised by the rigidity of the 

diagnostic and treatment criteria.‟
68

 An issue that Schofield addresses in „127 EASY Steps‟ 

by projecting across his body the diagnostic criteria taken from the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders IV (1994),
69

 and then later also making explicit his awareness 

that gender/sex does not always fit so neatly into a preordained criteria.
70

  

 Plummer‟s forth level, the cultural/historical, offers further opportunity for identifying 

the discourses that have influenced trans narratives and identities. This level, he writes, 

„concerns the historical moment at which a story enters public discourse‟,
71

 and looks 

particularly at „how certain stories can only be told when key social worlds await the telling, 

when an audience is ripened up and ready to hear.‟
72

 In Bakhtinian terms, this „ripening up‟ 

of the audience could be construed as the development of, and familiarisation with, an 

appropriate speech genre. In order to look at how the speech genre of transsexuality may have 

developed, it is useful to consider the earliest emergences of transsexual stories. In Second 

Skins, Prosser reports that the transsexual „was not officially “invented” until 1949 when 

David Cauldwell diagnosed as a “psychopathic transsexual” a female who identified as a man 

and wrote to Cauldwell seeking treatment with hormones and surgery.‟
73

 What this statement 

reveals however, is that although the term „transsexual‟ was first officially used here, the 

ideas about sexed/gendered subjectivity it represented were already, to varying degrees, being 

felt, experienced, and lived. What then, was the particular „historical moment‟ that brought 

about the naming of transsexuality as such?  

                                                      

68
 Dean Spade, ‘Mutilating Gender’, in The Transgender Studies Reader, ed. by Susan Stryker and Stephen 

Whittle, (London: Routledge, 2006), pp.315-332, (p.329). 
69

 Schofield, pp.78-9. 
70

 Schofield, p.83. 
71

 Plummer, p.35. 
72

 Plummer, p.35. 
73

 Prosser, p.9. 
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In Sexology Uncensored (1998), Prosser and sexuality theorist, Merl Storr give a 

concise summary of the significant developments that led up to the coining of the term 

„transsexual‟, which I will quote here in full as it provides a useful frame of reference against 

which to consider the narratives written by trans people more recently. They write:  

„the work of earlier European sexologists on sexual inversion provided the necessary 

framework for these later diagnoses and, therefore, the conceptual vehicle (the transition 

we might say) essential for transsexual transitions themselves. First, the transgendered 

paradigm of sexual inversion – the profound degree to which sexual inversion was a 

cross-gendered category – set up the conditions under which transgender could emerge 

as an identity. Second, the medicalization of transgender in sexual inversion, precisely its 

pathologization, enabled the recognition of unliveable cross-gender identity as a 

condition that could be diagnosed – and thus, as this logic would be extended, made 

liveable with a medical “cure”. Third, but by no means less pivotal, the sexological case 

history, the encounter between sexologists and inverts, enabled transgendered subjects to 

speak their stories and give transgendered shape to their lives. The transgendered self-

identification reiterated poignantly here in these female case histories – „I feel like a 

man‟ – would become the symptom of transsexuality, the sex changing of the body 

utterly dependent on such narrativization.
74

 

Although dialogues have undoubtedly moved on since the period Prosser and Storr refer to 

here, they have not moved so far that echoes of the points mentioned above cannot be found 

in contemporary narratives. For example: the theory of „sexual inversion‟ is still reflected in 

today‟s confusion and conflation of homosexuality with transsexuality, as Green indicates in 

his autobiography when he recalls that „straight people often think that gay people want to be 

                                                      

74
 Jay Prosser and Merl Storr, ‘Transsexuality and Bisexuality’, in Sexology Uncensored: The Documents of 

Sexual Science, ed. by Lucy Bland and Laura Doan, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), pp.75-7, (p.75). [original 
emphasis] 
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the opposite sex, or think that cross-dressing, transsexualiam, and homosexuality are all 

different words for the same thing‟;
75

 the pathologization of transsexuality is raised by both 

Green and Schofield as detailed earlier, and, by using autobiographical conventions in their 

works, the sexological case history may also still be seen exerting an influence.  

 By reminding us that „the symptom of transsexuality‟ (for the female-to-male (FTM) 

transsexual) is the ability to utter the words „I feel like a man‟, and yet having just highlighted 

the fact that the language of transsexuality has been largely constructed within discourses that 

have attempted to control or limit who might be deemed a „true transsexual‟,
76

 the ability of 

the transsexual subject to speak an autonomous „I‟ is called into question. In Undoing Gender 

(2004), Butler begins to suggest a way of looking at questions of agency (and perhaps by 

extension, autonomy also) that does not automatically fall back on the binary division which 

excludes that which is constituted or constructed from notions of agency and autonomy. She 

writes: 

We are constituted, invariably and from the start, by what is before us and outside of us. 

My agency does not consist in denying this condition of my constitution. If I have any 

agency, it is opened up by the fact that I am constituted by a social world I never chose. 

That my agency is riven with paradox does not mean it is impossible. It means only that 

paradox is the condition of its possibility.
77

 

In her earlier book, Bodies That Matter, Butler queried why it is „that what is constructed is 

understood as an artificial and dispensable character?‟
78

 And further asked: „What are we to 

make of constructions without which we would not be able to think, to live, to make sense at 
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all, those which have acquired for us a kind of necessity?‟
79

 This line of questioning and its 

surrounding debates can be looked at by focusing now on the transsexual body, as the 

transsexual subject may be viewed as literally embodying the paradox of construction versus 

authenticity. 

 

Mediating the Body 

 

 In Becoming a Visible Man, Green writes about his somatic transition as a process 

which helped him to „realize [his] authentic self‟,
83

 but he also shows awareness of the 

debates that profess his „acquired‟ gender is anything but authentic, such as the argument put 

forward by feminist activist, Janice G. Raymond in „Sappho by Surgery‟, throughout which 

she persistently refers to transwomen as „male-to-constructed-female transsexual[s]‟.
84

 On the 

notion of construction, Green writes:  

I have chosen to change my appearance, something many people do in many ways. From 

my perspective, my gender has not changed; I have simply made its message clear. That 

may be a kind of social construction, but it is not the construction of my gender, it is the 

construction of my social relationships, like planing the edge of a door so it fits within its 

frame, opens and closes with ease.
85

  

Whilst it is simple enough to understand that since Green identified as male before his 

transition his change in appearance did not construct his gender but simply „made its message 
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clear,‟ what remains hidden in this statement is the notion of the body as constructed. By 

jumping from appearance, to gender, to social relationships, Green bypasses that fact that 

whether or not one views his gender as constructed by his physical transition, he certainly 

has, to some degree, re-constructed his body through the use of hormones and surgery.  

Green‟s manner of talking about his body here seems to reflect the vision of a 

„politics of skin‟ that cultural critics Sara Ahmed and Jackie Stacey call for in Thinking 

Through the Skin (2001), which imagines „a politics that takes as its orientation not the body 

as such, but the fleshy interface between bodies and worlds.‟
86

 Green‟s change of appearance 

is one that occurs predominantly on the level of skin, and it is this skin which is then able to 

act as an interface between his gender and the social world. Ahmed and Stacey go on to posit 

that the skin might be thought of as „a border that feels‟,
87

 which is interesting to consider in 

relation to Green‟s choice of simile. To suggest that his „change of appearance‟ was „like 

planing the edge of a door‟ connotes notions of loss, and even, perhaps, pain. Green, 

however, makes very little mention of physical pain in connection with his bodily transition, 

yet he does report being „wounded beyond words‟
88

 by the effect his transition had on some 

of his social relationships; he recounts that his long-term girlfriend „ended [their] relationship 

in 1989 immediately following the first stage of [his] sex reassignment surgery‟,
89

 which led 

to him being „cut off from [his] nearly-three-year-old son,‟
90

 and further events caused him to 

become „uncertain of the loyalty of [his] friends.‟
91

 These examples could account for the 

impression of loss in the simile, as the aspects of his identity which formed as a result of 

these relationships appear suddenly chipped away. This is not however, the only way in 
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which Green writes about loss. He describes being struck by a feeling, a few days after taking 

his first testosterone injection, „that something was gone,‟ but also that „an invisible 

something new was in its place.‟
92

 Green does not explain exactly what it is that has gone 

here, but he does describe feeling „centred and balanced and whole for the first time in [his] 

life.‟
93

 In this context then, loss appears in a positive form, as relief from negative feelings.  

It is, in fact, in Green‟s answer to the question „why change one‟s body?‟ that he 

refers explicitly to experiencing pain. He writes: 

I wanted to change my body because I felt invisible. Inside a female body, I felt as if I 

couldn‟t fully exist, as if the masculine part of me was compressed inside me to a degree 

that was not just uncomfortable, but downright painful.
94

 

It is also important to note that Green frames this passage within an explanation of his 

concept of the body, positing that the body is „where we live‟, and adding that „through it we 

communicate to others.‟
95

 What arises from analysing Green‟s writings about his transition, 

are that concepts such as the constitutive outside – the other, the social, the conceptual – and 

ideas about the self – the interior, the body that feels, the sense of gendered embodiment – 

cannot be neatly separated. Feminist philosopher, Elizabeth Grosz, has suggested that we 

practice „a kind of turning inside out and outside in of the body‟ to explore „how the subject‟s 

exterior is psychically constructed; and conversely, how the processes of social inscription of 

the body‟s surface construct a psychical interior‟.
96

 As she explains further, the „body is, so to 

speak, organically, biologically „incomplete‟; it is indeterminate, amorphous, a series of 

uncoordinated potentialities that require social triggering, ordering, and long-term 
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„administration‟.‟
97

 In their landmark study „Toward a Theory of Gender‟, psychologists 

Suzanne Kessler and Wendy McKenna discuss how scientific knowledge has become the 

„reality‟ by which we interpret bodies,
98

 explaining, for example, that „[b]iological, 

psychological, and social differences do not lead to our seeing two genders. Our seeing two 

genders leads to the “discovery” of biological, psychological, and social differences.‟
99

 

Considered in relation to Butler‟s proposal that there are not just „laws that govern our 

intelligibility, but ways of knowing, modes of truth, that forcibly define intelligibility‟,
100

 and 

baring in mind Grosz‟s deconstruction of the interior/exterior binary, one can begin to 

develop a vision of just how far what we think we know governs the possibilities of what we 

can be.  

There emerges from Grosz‟s theories a method by which one might view all bodies as 

constructed, not merely the body that changes shape through hormones or surgery; and in 

light of Kessler and McKenna‟s ideas, one might posit that the gender and (by the same 

theorising) sex of all subject‟s are constructed, not merely that of the transsexual‟s. Whilst 

concepts such as these are useful in the authenticity/construction debate that transsexuality 

presents – providing the means to extend notions of construction to the bodies and identities 

of „non-transsexuals‟ – they also, by the same logic, simultaneously question the transsexual 

subject‟s ability to „know‟ that their gender/sex and body are miss-matched and that in order 

to resolve this it is necessary to physically alter their body. Green engages with conjectures of 

this nature, speculating that if another way of culturally conceptualising gender could be 

agreed upon and it became viable „to be socially male (or female) while remaining physically 
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female (or male),‟
101

 this still, he purports, would not lead transsexual people to „categorically 

refuse body altering technology‟.
102

 Schofield also refutes the idea that gender/sex can be 

reduced to any simply defined view of construction, when he writes about his early distress at 

being dressed in girls‟ clothing: „Forget science or social construction / a screaming two-

year-old / doesn‟t genetically hate dresses / or see them as symbols / of the patriarchy.‟
103

 It is 

worth recalling Butler at this point, asking „why is it that that what is constructed is 

understood as an artificial and dispensable character?‟
104

 For if one ceases to view 

constructions as artificial and sees them instead as essential elements in the process of 

„completing‟ an otherwise „indeterminate and amorphous‟ body, then notions of authenticity 

may much more easily sit alongside concepts of construction. 

 One of the most famous tropes of transsexuality is that of being „trapped in the wrong 

body‟.
105

 In the opening sequence of his play, Schofield immediately asserts that for him this 

had not been the case, and he repeatedly states: „I was not born in the wrong body.‟
106

 The 

„wrong body‟ trope is described by anthropologist (and transsexual man) Jason Cromwell, as 

being, despite some claims that it is used autonomously,
107

 „imposed upon transpeople by 

those who control access to medical technologies and have controlled discourses about 

transpeople.‟
108

 Green indicates how maxims such as these gain popularity through a 

tendency of researchers „to take small samples and ask leading questions, to seek out 

statements that use “typical” transsexual validation language‟.
109

 At the time of writing and 

performing „127 EASY Steps‟, Schofield had already altered the appearance of his body 
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through hormone treatment, and yet he asserts that the body he was born into was not 

„wrong‟. Cromwell suggests that many FTMs „do not identify with [„wrong body‟] 

terminology‟,
110

 and what they experience is better described as „body-part dysphoria, which 

focuses on elements such as breasts and menstruation that are quintessentially female.‟
111

 

Cromwell‟s notion of „body-part dysphoria‟ is useful in that it leads him to talk of physical 

attributes as „signs of gender‟. He writes, for example, that FTMs 

reject the fact that having breasts and female genitals mandates being woman and 

feminine. They also reject that female equals woman equals feminine. Instead, they are 

masculine, which equals men, which equals male (at the social level) in spite of having 

the signs (female genitals, breasts, and menstruation) that dictate being female.
112

 

Green suggests that gender can be viewed as „a type of language‟,
113

 which, combined 

with Cromwell‟s discussion of body-parts as signs, begins to develop a vocabulary with 

which one might posit a semiotics of gender taking place on the level of the body. In A 

Theory of Semiotics (1978), semiotician, Umberto Eco proposes that one might take as a sign 

„everything that, on the grounds of a previously established social convention, can be taken as 

something standing in for something else.'
114

 The previously established conventions of sex 

and gender provide the conditions by which parts of the body become signs. Eco clarifies his 

theory by explaining that „[s]moke is only a sign of fire to the extent that fire is not actually 

perceived along with the smoke,‟
115

 an example which draws attention to the fact that, as 

„sex‟ and „gender‟ are discursive constructs, they are never actually materially present but 

take their material aspect only through the signs that represent them. It is important to note 
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therefore, that the parts of the body only become „sexed‟ in so far as they are functioning as 

signs. In Technologies of Gender (1987), cultural theorist, Teresa de Lauretis builds on the 

theories of Eco and Charles Sanders Peirce, one the founders of semiotics, to look more 

closely at the intersections of semiotics, subjectivity, and gender. She draws attention to the 

„sense of a certain weight of the object in semiosis, an overdetermination wrought into the 

work of the sign by the real, or what we take as reality, even if it is itself already an 

interpretant;‟
116

 this in turn, then leads to „the sense that experience (habit), however 

misrecognized or misconstrued, is indissociable from meaning; and therefore that practices – 

events and behaviours occurring in social formations – weigh in the constitution of 

subjectivity as much as does language.‟
117

  

 To offer then, an interpretation of de Lauretis‟s ideas in relation to transsexual 

subjectivity; one might posit that the weight the „reality‟ of „sex‟ carries (which, as outlined 

above, is already an „interpretant‟), leads to the transsexual subject being unable to dissociate 

from the meanings invested in the signs located on the body, even when these signs lead them 

to be „misrecognised or misconstrued‟, because their subjectivity itself is constituted as much 

by the „event‟ of this body in its social formations and interactions, as it is by language. In 

accordance with these ideas, Green writes about the importance of „physical proof, something 

society can see or otherwise connect with the prevailing theories about maleness and 

femaleness of the body‟, and adds that „[w]ithout this concreteness, the general public still 

may not accept the reality of a person‟s experience of her or his own body or gender 

difference.‟
118

 If the subject is unable to have their experience of their body or gender 

accepted as „real‟ in the eyes of others, it follows that their subjectivity will be constituted, at 
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least in part, by this experience of „unrealness‟. And as Lloyd writes, summarising ideas that 

occur throughout Butler‟s works, „[b]efore any individual can live a „liveable‟ life, […] they 

have first to be recognized as a viable subject‟, and if they „cannot be recognised this way, 

(because they deviate somehow from the norms determining viable subjectivity), then their 

lives will be “impossible”, illegible, unreal, and illegitimate‟.
119

 The importance of somatic 

transition then, in light of these ideas, appears not only as a process that re-constructs the 

body and/or social relationships but as one that can form a vital part of the construction of the 

subjectivity of the transsexed individual. 

If the body can be conceived of as a site on and through which a semiotics of gender 

takes place, it then becomes possible to posit the body itself as a speaking subject, insofar as 

it participates in the process of meaning making. As a unit able to convey a particular 

message and illicit a certain response, it acts on a level similar to the action based utterances 

that Bakhtin makes reference to in „Speech Genres‟.
120

 To further apply Bakhtin‟s ideas to 

develop this particular conception of the body, one might suggest that the individual parts of 

the body – those that are able to „stand for something else‟ and therefore function as signs – 

could be understood as operating similarly to utterances in primary (simple) speech genres, 

and the body as functioning as the secondary (complex) speech genre. According to this 

proposition, the parts of the body can then be read as the primary utterances which make up a 

narrative of the body, which in their various configurations will cause that body to tell 

different stories. The transsexual altering of certain parts of their body then, allows for a re-

configuring of this body narrative, and for a different gendered/sexed story to be told. It is 

important to note here, however, that as these body parts are invested with meaning through 

their acting as the signs of the sex of a body, they do not themselves carry meaning outside of 

                                                      

119
 Moya Lloyd, Judith Butler: From Norms to Politics, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p.33. 

120
 Bakhtin, p.82. 



January 2010  BA (Hons) English with Creative Writing  Nick Jarvis 

26 
 

the fact that they are always already conceived of in terms of their attachment to whole, 

culturally situated, sexed, bodies. We might posit then, that the parts of the body are always 

understood in the context of the secondary speech genre of the body, that they „enter into 

reality‟ only via this plane and not as primary utterances with an „immediate relation to 

actual (material) reality‟. 

It is interesting at this juncture, to consider Schofield‟s inclusion of his naked body 

into the script and performance of „127 EASY Steps‟ as a strategy that gives his body a 

chance to „speak‟. Even more significantly, Schofield‟s method of presenting his body, 

focusing on his breasts and then his genitals or vice versa depending on the toss of a coin, 

opens up possibilities for attributing meaning to these body parts in the context, not of the 

body, but of the play, as it is the play which now takes the place of the concrete utterance and 

the secondary speech genre. The different parts of Schofield‟s body, altered by hormones but 

not by surgery, offer a narrative which cannot easily be read as simply male or female. Aware 

that people will often try to work out „what it means to have a transgender person standing in 

front of them‟,
121

 the way out of the confusion that his body presents to the audience is 

offered through the information he gives vocally. Whilst standing naked he explains the 

details of the often complicated, painful, and expensive, surgical procedures he could 

undergo to render on his body the signs of „male‟ they were expecting, and then says that „it‟s 

unfair to think of people as real men only when they have penises because that would mean 

only rich men – or socialist dudes – get to be real.‟
122

 This section of the play may be 

construed as offering a method by which the narrative of the body may be reconfigured, not 

through surgery, but through altering the meaning that the parts of the body carry. By 

positioning his material body as a „speaking subject‟ in his play, Schofield is able to provide 
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a different context for its understanding and thus begin to create a different set of conventions 

for what the „signs‟ on his body stand in for. 

 

Conclusion 

 

My body tells my truth now, mostly, but the story is so big that sometimes I lie, just to 

keep the moment intact.
123

 

Schofield says that his „body tells the truth now, mostly,‟ leading one to question what it is 

about his body that is still not telling the truth. Considered in terms of Ahmed and Stacey‟s 

acknowledgement, that „the skin is not like a mirror, it does not reflect the truth of the inner 

self‟
124

 and that despite our desires to the contrary, skin „lacks the depth, the interiority, we 

want it to give us‟,
125

 it appears highly unlikely that a body could ever tell a „whole truth‟ 

given any conditions. As Grosz explained, much of the interiority one seeks is in fact 

constructed by what is exterior to the body or self by „processes of social inscription [on] the 

body‟s surface‟,
126

 revealing that any simple distinction between that which is interior or 

exterior, and similarly, that which is authentic or constructed, cannot be drawn. In 

„Multiplicity and Conflict in the Dialogical Self‟, narrative psychologist, Peter T. F. Raggatt 

posits that to assume there is „a core self‟ that underlies „self-representations (whether in the 

form of scripts, schemas, or stories)‟, is a misleading idea,
127

 and that likewise, to assume that 
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there is a „core-self‟ underlying the individual‟s identity development might actually limit our 

understandings of the way that identities are formed and function.
128

 He draws on the 

writings of Bakhtin to develop a concept of the “mind,” not as a „contained centre,‟ but as „a 

product of dialogical relations‟,
129

 an idea which can be seen reflected throughout this essay 

in the paradoxical debates that surround transsexual subjectivity. In order to move away from 

notions of a „core-self‟, Raggatt suggests that a theoretical framework is needed that can 

„admit of multiplicity, conflict, and even contradiction in the structure of the self‟.
130

  

 This essay has aimed to highlight how both identities and bodies are always culturally 

constructed, and yet also how this condition of construction is not „artificial or dispensable‟ 

but is in fact essential in enabling the processes of subjectivity, identity, and embodiment to 

take place. The implications of being culturally constituted are, of course, that there will 

inevitably be limits set by this culture as to which identities and which bodies are possible, 

which are impossible, and which are unintelligible. When Schofield says „sometimes I lie, 

just to keep the moment intact‟, might this lie be seen otherwise, as a method of keeping his 

„I‟ intact for the moment of communication to which he refers? By not telling the entirety of 

his story (which has now, he mentions, grown „so big‟), it might be suggested that Schofield 

is merely doing what everybody must when attempting to tell their life story, and actually 

only selecting „one story from a number of possibilities.‟
131

 To attempt to tell every single 

detail of a life would almost certainly render it unintelligible, as it is precisely the reduction 

of the „multitude of motley information about the self‟ that is necessary for its coherence.
132

 

The wealth of cultural influences, the „constraining trajectory‟ of the historicity of naming, 

and the ideas one possess about their „authentic self‟, may be seen as forming the „chain of 
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meaning‟ which, de Lauretis writes, „comes to a halt, however temporarily, by anchoring 

itself to somebody, to some body, an individual subject.'
133

 In this respect then we might talk 

about multiple selves, acknowledging the possibilities for an individual‟s subjectivity to 

reconfigure as they find themselves in different cultural or social situations, with access to 

different terminology, and with different ideas about their „self‟. As Cohler and Hammack 

posit:  

As a part of the larger dialectic between person and society, we view identity less as 

fixed in psychological time and space, than as a narrative rewritten across the course of 

life, which provides a sense of personal coherence and vitality in the context of social 

change.
134

 

 In the present (western) cultural environment, the transsexual subject is encountered 

at a point Butler describes as the „limits of intelligibility itself.‟
135

 As outlined throughout this 

essay, there are a number of means by which transpeople may increase their opportunity for 

intelligibility, but as yet there still remains the overriding impression that the results only ever 

achieve an identity, a body, a subjectivity, which at best mostly tells the „truth‟. Responding 

to Prosser‟s writings on transsexuality, cultural theorist, Steven Connor conceives that what 

the transsexual subject seeks to obtain through altering their body is a sense of complete 

„containment‟ within their skin, a feeling of being integrated within their body, but he also 

adds that just because those who suffer „from dysmorphic maladjustment to their bodies‟ feel 

themselves to lack something, it doesn‟t mean that others „actually have what is felt to be 

missing.‟
136

 He then suggests that to be „happy in one's own skin is not to be contained, 

grounded or bounded, or not this alone. It is also to be able to live the skin's multiplicity […]. 
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Health is not integrity, it is resource and possibility.‟
137

 In opposition to Connor‟s hypothesis 

however, one might posit that the transsexual subject‟s inability to „live in the skin‟s 

multiplicity‟ arises, not from an overwhelming desire for integrity and containment, but 

through a lack of „resource and possibility‟ on the part of the other. The current cultural 

paradigm, orientated around a binary sex/gender system, lacks the resources necessary to 

imagine possible alternative subjectivities for people with „transsexual‟ experience.  

 Plummer posits that „certain stories can only be told when key social worlds await the 

telling‟,
138

 and by extension then, perhaps certain identities, certain bodies can also only 

become intelligible when the „audience is ripened up and ready to hear.‟
139

 He explains that 

„for narratives to flourish‟ and for „communities to hear, there must be stories which weave 

together their history, their identity, their politics.‟
140

 In other words then, it is through 

finding initial platforms from which to tell particular stories (of identities, subjectivities, and 

bodies – and here we might posit lived experience as another form of story telling), that these 

stories may grow in number and eventually create the resources for different imaginings of 

both stories and subjectivities. 
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