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General Editors’ Introduction

SUSAN STRYKER and PAISLEY CURRAH

I n this special issue, guest editors Howard Chiang, Todd Henry, and Helen

Hok-Sze Leung present work drawn from the intersections of Asian area

studies and trans studies. In doing so, they simultaneously address two comple-

mentary problems—the marginalization of “trans” topics within Asian studies,

and implicit biases within trans studies that center the West, the global North, and

the Anglophone. While “solving” those problems exceeds the scope of a single

special issue of a journal, the work collected here calls attention to the cross-

currents that make this confluence difficult to navigate, while offering a useful

point of departure for further work.

In a recent issue of GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, Anjali

Arondekar and Geeta Patel (2016) interrogate the continued salience of area

studies as a conceptual construct, an epistemology, and a field formation. Given

the “strident refusal” (152) of so much recent transnational work on queer

sexuality to engage with area studies as an ethically suspect undertaking rooted

in post–World War II and Cold War intelligence gathering on behalf of the

United States and its geopolitical ambitions, they ask what critical gains might

be achieved through the field’s reinterrogation. They suggest that “the elision

of area studies within queer studies” might “constitute a willed refusal to

name the epistemological genres that US political initiatives have taken outside

its territorial borders, a refusal to concede perhaps that these very common-

places might hold the residue of post–Cold War settler colonial intimations”

(153).

In thinking through these provocations to queer studies for their impli-

cations in the often-adjacent field of trans studies, given that the latter field often

offers to the former a parallax view of the same phenomena, it’s worth pointing

out several resonances between Arondekar and Patel’s query and recent or forth-

coming thematic issues of TSQ.
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In their upcoming special issue on “trans*historicities,” for example,

guest editors Leah DeVun and Zeb Tortorici (forthcoming) draw explicitly on

earlier work by Susan Stryker and Aren Z. Aizura (2013) that similarly poses

the question of how the commonplace “epistemological genres” of “man” and

“woman” operate across space and time; in doing so, these genres of person-

hood export naturalized and ontologized configurations of embodied subjec-

tivity that are implicitly coded with both presentist and colonial framings of

Eurocentric origin, which are capable of overwriting diverse local and regional

forms of selfhood. In her issue on “transpsychoanalytics,” Sheila Cavanagh

(2017) assembles a remarkable body of work that explores the “willed refusal” to

traverse the aporias of sexual difference that abject and invisibilize potentials

for trans subjectivities. A forthcoming issue on American hemispheric per-

spectives (Garriga-López et al., forthcoming) as well as this current issue attest

to a rekindled curiosity about meso-scale (neither local nor global) frameworks

for attending to the material, cultural, linguistic, and political-economic speci-

ficities of lives that resist undue particularization on the one hand, and overblown

generalization on the other.

Taken together, all of these seemingly diverse questions, topics, and

methods reach toward a common preoccupation with how best to acknowledge

and account for the ways that gender and sexuality form part of larger appa-

ratuses that classify and hierarchize forms of life, assemble them in ways that

benefit some forms more than others, and connect them all to movements

of bodies and resources from one place to another. Transgender studies has

something important to offer this conversation in that it addresses both cate-

gories and movements, and attends to emergent forms of personhood as well as

traversals of existing categories, across scales that range from the intrapersonal

to the transnational.

In selecting and contextualizing the articles chosen for inclusion in this

special issue, Chiang, Henry, and Leung critique “diffusionist” and “globalist”

notions of transgender that reduce it to merely an oppressive imposition of the

West on the rest of the world—a conceptual move that, however true it might

ring in one register, risks eliding other ways in which regional “glocalizations” can

operate in concert as well as in opposition to regimes of coercive normalization

emanating from a geopolitical elsewhere. Instead, they foreground the existence

of many “transgenders,” as well as many “Asias.” In doing so, they enable a useful,

and largely unprecedented, analysis of the multidirectional flows of meaning and

power across the trans/Asian conceptual interface.
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Trans-in-Asia, Asia-in-Trans
An Introduction

HOWARD CHIANG, TODD A. HENRY, and HELEN HOK-SZE LEUNG

T his special issue originated in the concerns of three members of TSQ’s edi-

torial board. We were troubled that the various intellectual fields in which we

operate do not adequately speak to one another and that bridging dialogues were

necessary to foreground a host of marginalized and unnamed subjects. Broadly

speaking, these fields are Asian studies and queer/trans1 studies. They also intersect

with the various concerns and approaches of our respective and overlapping dis-

ciplines, which include history, anthropology, science, medicine, literature, film,

mass media, and cultural studies. This interdisciplinary matrix also characterizes

the pioneering work of the authors who actively responded to this special issue,

“Trans-in-Asia, Asia-in-Trans.”

In the call for papers, we expressed our excitement that, over the past two

decades, scholars and activists have begun to examine long-standing histories and

the politically engaged nature of trans cultures across the diverse societies of Asia

(e.g., Blackwood andWieringa 1999; Chiang 2012; Furth 1988; Johnson 1997; Leung

2008; Li 2003; Peletz 2009; Reddy 2005; and Sang 2006). We recognized, however,

that such work remains at the margins of Asian studies, rather than receiving the

spotlight. In what follows, we challenge the “ghettoization” of trans-in-Asia as a

small subfield about minority bodies in the quantitative sense of representing a

small number of people (themselves often already marginalized due to a variety

of cultural attitudes and institutional practices) in the overall scope of human

experiences. By contrast, we propose to take seriously the empirical and theo-

retical insights to be gained from focusing on nonnormative bodies and their

embodiments. Furthermore, we argue that trans perspectives help us see new

issues and processes that should interest those who study and write about Asia,

which we consider a geopolitical formation, an economic discourse, a regional

imaginary, and/or an institutionalized object of study (Chen 2010).
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If one source of discomfort derived from an unwillingness of Asian studies

to adequately consider critiques of area studies that partly operate by minimizing

trans (and queer) perspectives, another dissatisfaction driving this special issue

centered on how discussions of nonnormative embodiments have tended to ref-

erence the West. To be sure, the aforementioned surge of intellectual and activist

work on the politics of nonnormative embodiment in various Asian locales was

accelerated by the transnational circulation of trans vocabularies after the 1990s.

Indeed, this framework clearly allowed some committed scholars and confron-

tational advocates to visualize and mobilize marginalized bodies as the focus of

their critiques. However, we also recognize that these manifestations of trans-in-

Asia must be considered in much more complex terms than what diffusionist

accounts of globalization might suggest. Much of this groundbreaking work

has, in fact, cautioned against immediate assumptions about the universality of

transgender experiences. It also heeds the significant influence of colonial histories,

cultural imperialism, Cold War dynamics, economic integration, and migration

practices in shaping local categories of queerness, discourses of rights, as well as

the political, social, and medical management of gender variance and nonnor-

mative sexualities (Chiang and Wong 2017; Henry, forthcoming).

These challenging but important meditations about transnational circu-

lation and global citationality lie at the heart of the essays that follow.Whether they

seek to provincialize, decolonize, de–ColdWar, and/or decolorize the category and

practice of trans, the essays in this special issue explore how perspectives grounded

in experiences outside the West or on its fringes might reorient how scholars of

gender and sexuality as well as related fields conceptualize and narrativize trans

embodiments, but without assuming that they always operate in opposition to

normalizing regimes. To this end, critics have begun to illuminate the historical,

linguistic, and cultural complexities of gendered selfhoods, embodiments, and

practices in glocalized contexts. We hope that this focus on Asia-in-trans will allow

readers to imagine new ways of thinking about these “minor” nonnormative

embodiments, including their unique and uncharted histories, discrepant cul-

tural expressions, and multiply marginalized experiences.

The authors who responded to our call to interface Asian and trans studies

did so in diverse ways. In our estimation, their essays represent the exciting

promise of this new field as geopolitically critical, intellectually expansive, and

(inter)disciplinarily audacious. Until recently, scholars of Asia have tended to

approach questions of society and culture in isomorphic and holistic ways.

Imbibing the tenets of Cold War area studies, they have often assumed the sta-

bility and continuity of culture areas and their diverse populations, rather than

conceiving them as held together in tenuous ways and through struggles that have

privileged the interests of majority populations (e.g., the educated, propertied,
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urban, male, heterosexual, and cisgender) at the expense of marginalized others

(e.g., the uneducated, propertyless, female, queer, and trans). Considered in

this way, trans-in-Asia does not simply or primarily function as a nonnormative

identity or a “minor” subculture considered as an intrinsic, if uncommon, part

of a larger whole. Rather, several authors approach this pillar of our intellectual

project as a critical force that highlights how scholars have amalgamated spaces,

cultures, communities, and bodies into units of analysis that enhance the visibility

and welfare of majority populations, often against that of marginalized others.

For their part, other authors direct this destabilizing and decentering cri-

tique toward the second anchor of our collective pursuit—that is, Asia-in-trans.

As they demonstrate, a focus on minor traditions of nonnormative embodiment,

particularly ones anchored outside or on the margins of the West, expose how

conceptualizations and narratives of trans tend to ossify North America, Western

Europe, and other powerful centers. By contrast, they demonstrate a wider range

of formulations in the non-West and global South, ones that generally have not

made their way into the mainstream of scholarship, including TSQ. They also

reveal that these other expressions of trans, while at times borrowing from and

exhibiting some of the same characteristics as West-centered formulations, do

not always rely on well-known logics of public visibility or those espousing

antinormative politics as their modus operandi. In this diverse and wider world,

Southeast Asia figures as a surprisingly dense node of trans expression and activity,

exposing a wide variety of stories and understudied contexts. Even within a given

region in the place we are provisionally calling Asia, we also witness how certain

nation-states and cultural communities can dominate, subordinating other local-

ities of trans activity in the process. As a result, the nonnormative life histories of

these lesser known subjects, only some of which are captured in this special issue,

have become doubly marginalized. The contributors have responded to this pre-

dicament by critically examining these cross-cutting processes of visibility/invisi-

bility, empowerment/disenfranchisement, and centrality/peripherality.

On the broadest register, the essays that follow question uniform, consis-

tent, and holistic understandings of trans, especially those that have come to

privilege Western-centric geographies and other powerful metropoles that have

similarly exerted their centrifugal forces of homogenization, subordination, and

erasure. They also problematize conceptualizations of nonnormative bodies that

have tended to associate the origins and trajectories of trans with the rise of a

modernity driven by imperial expansion and capitalist exploitation. Perhaps the

most enduring legacy of Eurocentric logos used to narrate these complex histo-

ries revolves around binaries, which have powerfully separated humanity into

putative groups across a wide range of spatial scales. Although commonly pre-

mised on religious, empirical, and even scientific criteria, these practices of divi-

sion have often advanced processes of human and environmental (or inhuman)
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domination (Luciano and Chen 2015). Slavery, imperialism, and genocide as well

as androcentrism, heteronormativity, and gender conformism are but some of its

most violent by-products. In response, deconstruction, postcolonial critiques, crit-

ical race theory, disability studies, and related strands of poststructuralist thinking

have problematized the destructive effects of these binary frameworks. Trans can be

said to have some affinity with these antifoundational politics, calling into question

the seemingly natural distinction between such categories as “man” and “woman”

as well as “masculine” and “feminine.” As a result, nonbinary, gender queer, and

other neologisms have emerged in recent years as individual and collective strategies

to make room for marginalized and heretofore unnamed subjects who do not fit

the categorical by-products of dichotomizing epistemologies.

The first two essays interrogate the porous meaning and significations

of “Asia,” which traffics through the social mobilization of trans categories in

contemporary South Asia. Shraddha Chatterjee’s essay, “Transgender Shifts: Notes

on Resignification of Gender and Sexuality in India,” addresses one especially

pressing debate in transnational queer studies: asWestern categorizations of gender

and sexuality—including the very concept “transgender”—have come to deter-

mine locally situated political agendas, does one espouse a model of solidarity

congealed by the forces of globalization or eschew the logic of developmentalism

and homogenization hidden under the same process of postcolonial hybridization?
This question carries a dire urgency in the context of India because “transgender”

emerged as an umbrella frame of identification only in the late 2000s as a result

of transnational funding, and it has served as the epistemic cornerstone in recent

key legislation, including the Rights of Transgender Persons Bill of 2014 and the

Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill of 2016. The seduction (and perhaps

danger) of “transgenderism,” in other words, is leveraged from its close ties to legal

process and access to welfare. Yet, as Chatterjee reminds us, the all-encompassing

appeal of “transgender” also forgets and erases by collapsing the unique norms and

prescriptions of gender performance associated with diverse communities of queer

subjects caught between colonialism and globalization. Each hijra community,

for instance, features distinct interlinked biological, cultural, religious, and geo-

graphical specificity, and these specificities become opaque—even invisible and

unspeakable—in the language of “transgender.” Ultimately, Chatterjee’s study

shows that the ground of Indianness must have also shifted to accommodate

influences external to the nation, so that the flexibility of the conceptual param-

eters of an Asian region constitutes the very process whereby categories of gender

variance work in unexpected ways with and to transform one another.

Similarly calling for a more critical approach to conceptualizing queer

South Asia, Adnan Hossain’s essay, “De-Indianizing Hijra: Intraregional Efface-

ments and Inequalities in South Asian Queer Space,” aims to debunk the India-

centrism that has dominated the existing scholarship on hijras. Taking into
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consideration the historical significance of the partitioning of British India,

Hossain’s study deploys a regionally sensitive approach in order to supplant a

national frame defined around Indian hegemony. Part of the problem with the

growing literature on queer South Asia, Hossain suggests, lies in the power dynamics

that makes invisible other regions such as Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Bhutan.

His ethnographic fieldwork in Bangladesh shows, for example, that many hijras in

Dhaka can at once embody the life of a heterosexual masculine husband and that

of a transgender hijra. This approach differs from existing work that tends to

locate Indian hijras outside the social zones of procreative kinship and hetero-

normativity. In fact, many hijras travel across the Indian-Bangladesh border

without a visa. As such, transregional movement not only exceeds familiar car-

tographical boundaries but also attests to the ways in which hijras from different

regional communities unite in one imagined nation within the nations. Hossain’s

study demonstrates that as we pluralize our understanding of hijras, the queering

of South Asia necessitates the mutual troubling of Western-centrism and Indian

hegemony. The porousness of regional definition is again made evident through

the malleability and mobility of trans concepts.

Emmanuel David’s essay, “Transgender Archipelagos,” explores the

archipelago “as an analytic to theorize the coastline-like boundaries and porous

edges of transgender as a collective identity and as an emergent field of study.”

The discontiguous, “noncontinental” geography of the Philippines—the site

of David’s ethnographic research on the queen pageants from 2009 to 2015—is

more broadly theorized as a spatial imaginary where multiple centers and

multiple edges coexist amid shifting relations of proximity and distance. The

rich ethnographic detail of David’s research decenters “the Philippines” as a

nation by demonstrating the multilingual and interisland dynamics among the

pageant contestants, whose heterogeneous gender embodiments and practices

also defamiliarize transgender as an identity category.

The essays by Horim Yi and Timothy Gitzen and by Benjamin Hegarty

analyze the varied and contested place of trans selves in developmental regimes

and historical dictatorships across East and Southeast Asia. As background to

their ethnographic and critical inquiries, they explain howColdWar governments

in South Korea and Indonesia took a remarkably deep interest in marking,

policing, and managing gender and sexual boundaries of (non)normativity.

Worked out in a complex dialogue with military officials, medical doctors, and

media professionals, these definitions set (but did not determine) the social

parameters for such important processes as capitalist accumulation, national

defense, and cultural conformity. Although focused on different experiences of

such boundary-marking processes, these authors demonstrate how trans sub-

jects were caught up in nation-building processes that disproportionately exposed
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them to media scrutiny, medical inspection, and economic privation. To varying

degrees, trans subjects could also find support from like-minded people, with

whom they associated to create subcultural communities or organized in the

creation of solidarity.

In the case of Indonesia, Hegarty explores the historical significance of

waria, individuals whose situated practices of male femininity brought them into

visibility and censure as well as struggle and glamour during the 1960s. Set against

the backdrop of Suharto’s New Order (1967–98), his interdisciplinary essay

combines archival documents, oral histories, and photographic images to explore

the changing relationship between gender presentation and understandings of

the self. To be sure, this dynamic era witnessed fiery denunciations of transgres-

sive male bodies that crossed culturally accepted boundaries of embodiment,

leading to instances of public denunciation and everyday violence. Hegarty also

documents how, ironically, binary definitions of bodies created a considerably

malleable stage onto which waria entered as social actors and historical agents.

Redirecting discussions of trans practices away from an understanding of self

that mirrors external markers (and vice versa), he explores the life history of Tadi,

whose glamorous practices of female embodiment on- and offstage transformed

her into a waria. Through her own words and photographs as well as media

accounts about her, Hegarty unpacks how Tadi and other waria managed to

achieve female gender presentations. These “narratives of accomplishment,” as

he calls them, coexisted with the goal-oriented pursuits of an authoritarian state.

Even as Hegarty understands the temporary but daily performances of male

femininity as a function of structural conditions and national terms of devel-

opment, he demonstrates how Tadi redirected them toward individual pursuits of

self-cultivation and avowed rites of communal recognition. He also explains the

complex role of the mass media and other forms of public visibility, which waria

used to claim cultural citizenship and national belonging. Tadi’s own photo-

graphs, some of whichHegarty has included, function as an archival index of how

stigmatizing technologies of mechanical reproduction were reoriented toward

presenting oneself as upstanding, productive, and modern in Indonesia’s New

Order.

If Hegarty’s essay focuses on the ways in which waria managed to fashion

a glamorous and dignified positionwithin and against Indonesia’s developmentalist

order, Yi and Gitzen’s discussion of the South Korean military demonstrates how

this powerful institution severely limited the life choices of trans subjects, sub-

jecting them to normalizing forms of violence that separated their bodies from their

embodied sense of selves. In a manner similar to Suharto’s imposition of the New

Order, Park Chung Hee laid the foundations for capitalist growth in South Korea

during the 1960s and 1970s. Meanwhile, state-led policies of rapid industrialization
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were closely tied to Cold War imperatives, including the defense of this anti-

communist nation against its North Korean neighbor. Analyzing the current

weight of this ongoing history, Yi and Gitzen illustrate how South Korea’s formula

of militarized modernity impinges on variant bodies who, like their cisgender

counterparts, were mobilized to promote state directives. Just as political officials

refused to countenance opposition to its binary formula of capitalist supporters

(“patriots”) and alleged detractors (“commies”), military and medical officials in

charge of recruiting soldiers relied on a rigid system of sexual dimorphism to

separate eligible men from ineligible women. As a result, South Korean bodies in

transition—for example, those of people assigned male at birth but who desired

to become women—whether subjectively and/or objectively, have been subjected

to intense scrutiny and collective pressure. Despite the recent efforts of queer

activists, they continue to face considerable challenges to ensure their bodily and

mental health in the context of conscription. Yi and Gitzen poignantly recount

how young transwomen are burdened with the difficult task of fulfilling the

military’s inflexible categories of anatomical binarism to gain an exemption,

often by hurriedly removing their testicles. Or, if they cannot meet these

medical standards in time for service or, for whatever reason, desire to serve in

the military before further transitioning, they must do so with a body that the

armed forces (and most of South Korean society) still considers less valuable to

its highly gendered system of national defense and cultural citizenship. Even

transmen who have legally changed their sex can perform military service but

do so in a capacity that marks them as lower ranking than their biological male

counterparts. Young transpeople in South Korea thus reveal how a binary sys-

tem of gender that developed in the harsh context of the Cold War continues to

produce the ironic effect of establishing a hierarchy of soldiering bodies, not all

of which count in the same capacity.

Prathna Lor’s and Robert Diaz’s essays both reconceptualize trans as a

framework for interpreting cinematic representations while offering two very

different critical approaches. Lor’s elegant essay unravels a Lacanian reading of

the daydream in renowned Thai filmmaker Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s film

Cemetery of Splendor (2015). Lor’s poetic interpretation of Weerasethakul’s sig-

nature dream motif as an aesthetic rendering of transgender demonstrates a new

way to “see” (or, rather, dream) trans on-screen not as a visible embodiment or

intelligible identity but as a set of relations across the (un)knowable and the (im)

possible. Diaz’s essay examines two recent films from the Philippines: Out Run

(2016), a documentary that follows Ladlad (LGBT Party)’s unsuccessful con-

gressional bid during the 2013 election, and Die Beautiful (2016), a drama about

the trials and tribulations of a trans beauty queen. The essay focuses on the

complex and heterogeneous expressions of kabaklaan, a not readily translatable
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gender/sexual category that approximates but is not reducible to transgender.

Diaz shows how kabaklaan has continued to manifest across different genera-

tional and class contexts, in both harmful and empowering ways. Through an

intersectional examination of how queer and trans subjects in the films navigate

the politics of respectability, the essay suggests that the quotidian performance of

kabaklaan can turn seemingly trivial or frivolous spaces into sites of creative

resistance and solidarity in times of personal, political, and economic trauma.

As mentioned earlier, nonbinary neologisms have emerged in recent years

to bring to light heretofore marginalized or unnamed subjects in the anti-

foundational politics of the trans continuum. Even as these efforts have created a

more hospitable living space for those who do not comfortably identify with one

of these two terms, they have not necessarily dismantled the binary logic out

of which such transgressive expressions emerged. For example, invocations of

nonbinary, as the term discloses, holds on to the originary dichotomy as its pri-

mary referent. By contrast, the essay by Zairong Xiang proffers an even more

radical response to the historic legacy of binaries. Rereading classical Chinese

concepts as an intellectual resource for contemporary debates, Xiang seeks to

further problematize the critique of sexual/gender dualisms—for example, het-

eronormativity and cisnormativity—that often appear in trans and queer studies,

even in their most edgy forms. Xiang develops an innovative theoretical frame-

work that he calls “transdualism,” which refers to a mode of analysis that stays

below rather than beyond dualistic thinking and relates the polarities of any cul-

tural binary through the conjunction of “either . . . and” rather than “either . . . or.”

The most ambitious intervention of this transdualism theory revolves around the

long-standing acrimony between corporeal materiality and linguistic determin-

ism in queer and trans theorizations. An earlier variant of this debate surfaced in

Jay Prosser’s materialist critique of Judith Butler’s work. Xiang picks up this

debate from Gayle Salamon, who advocates the rhetorical productivity of psy-

choanalytic concepts as a way of ameliorating this debate. With transdualism,

Xiang relates the corporeal materiality stance to the linguistic determinism

position through an “either . . . and” formulation. As such, this transing demands

an understanding of trans experience as either loaded with corporeal-materialist

significance and saturated with the discursive operations of language. Thus

staying below—rather than beyond—the binary oppositions liberates us from a

one-sided theoretical totality, while simultaneously forcing us to attend to the

power dynamics of their interrelation. In this way, Xiang’s essay shatters the

intellectual hegemony of Western theory that tends to assign Asian texts and

contexts to a secondary order of importance; instead, Asia serves as the origin of a

theory proper that can potentially reorient the intellectual premise of Western

poststructuralist empiricism.
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In addition to full-length research articles, this special issue features

shorter position papers to represent the diversity of practices and problematics in

trans scholarship and activism. The four short essays collected in this issue

ascertain the multiple meanings of “trans” as experienced by queer subjects in

different parts of Asia. Resonating with Hegarty’s analysis of how technology

mediates the relationship between trans self-fashioning and the historical con-

ditions of the state, Jun Zubillaga-Pow’s essay develops the concept “trans aes-

thetics” to probe the agency of transwomen as they appear before the camera in

different historical contexts. To unpack the materialist ontology of trans photo-

graphic modeling, Zubillaga-Pow focuses on the corporeal presentation, fashion

sensibility, and attitude toward posing of transwomen in Singapore. Drawing

on oral history and visual analysis, Zubillaga-Pow argues that such a materialist

ontology is best delineated by comparing two historic turning points in the city-

state’s rapidly evolving political economy, the 1980s and the 2010s. Posing in front

of the camera represents a voluntary technique employed by transwomen to

situate their diverse expressions of queer embodiment as Singapore’s political and

economic climates shifted from the Cold War to the neoliberal era.

Whereas Zubillaga-Pow unveils trans experience in Southeast Asia through

photographicmediation, Ausma Bernotaite, Lukas Berredo, andH.c Zhuo offer an

incisive report of the “Trans China 2016” summit held in Ningbo. This conference

report provides a rare and valuable understanding of how trans is being worked

out as an activist practice. The first nationwide conference of its kind, the summit

brought together activists and advocates working in different parts of China.

Although only twenty-one participants attended the summit, they constitute the

key leaders doing transgender activist and advocacy work in contemporary China.

Their views represent the diversity of problems faced by different regional trans-

gender communities. The conference highlighted the urgent need to reform trans-

specific health-care and legal issues. These issues include concerns about the mental

health of transpeople and their lack of adequate knowledge about body modifi-

cation practices. Relatedly, the legal implications of gender transitioning, such as the

gap in policies between altering ID cards, university diplomas, and birth certifi-

cates and the requirement of parental consent even for minor surgeries, leave

ample room for improvement.Whether understood through artistic expression in

Singapore or activist and advocacy work in China, trans signifies a plurality of

experience as individuals embody it and obstacles arise from its social expression.

The short essays by Shi-Yan Chao and Yiu Fai Chow offer thoughtful

snapshots of the creativity and resilience of individual trans lives. Chao’s “Trans

Formations of Male Falsetto” considers the challenges faced by male falsettos

through a sympathetic portrait of Stephen Chen, a male falsetto and video maker

in Singapore. Chow’s “Yao, More or Less Human” presents an inspiring profile of
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Kiki, a trans sex work activist in Hong Kong. The essays movingly highlight how

an artist and an activist negotiate their gender nonconformity with humor,

resourcefulness, and grace. Both authors reflect on the complexity of linguistically

or musically specific gender expressions, while also exploring their own relation

and solidarity with the subjects they profile.

As a whole, this special issue engages with the critical possibilities of the

regional—rather than the national or transnational—as a meaningful frame-

work for analysis. The essays demonstrate that any analytical deployment of a

culture area—“Asia” for instance—must note its porous, incoherent, contra-

dictory, and contested character. In a survey of scholarship on queer Asian cin-

ema, Audrey Yue explains the strategy of “critical regionality” in this way:

As critical regionality, the Asian queerscape is a research practice that has emerged

as a result of challenging the US-centrism of queer studies and the boundedness

of “area” studies. Destabilizing dominant cinematic gender and sexual norms, it

draws together two research approaches: (1) the new worlds of queer Asian media

cultures created through the globalization of LGBT cultures and (2) the oblique

spaces of non-heteronormativity reclaimed and reinvented on the margins of

straight (mainstream, official, colonial) spaces. (2014: 149)

In framing “Asia” through queer regionalism, Howard Chiang and Alvin Wong

have also made a strong case for overturning “the ‘area unconscious’ within

existing dominant forms of queer studies, in which certain geographical areas,

nations, and regions within the purview of European and American empires get

studied and easily recognized” (2016: 1646). To queer the transnational turn in

gender and sexuality studies this way is to attend to the “many regions of the

world in which European and American empires gained uneven and incomplete

footholds” (1646).

The various contributions to this special issue exemplify such strategies of

“critical regionality” or “queer regionalism.” Through historical, ethnographic, as

well as media research, they show how gender and sexual categories such as hijra

(Hossein, Chatterjee), waria (Hegarty), kabaklaan (Diaz), and yao (Chow) are

constructed, lived, and negotiated through encounters with colonial and Cold

War histories as well as the globalization of LGBTQ identities, while at the same

time revealing the never-entirely effaced “radical edges” (David) of hetero-, cis-,

homo-, and transnormative categories. Framing the study of gender and sexual

variance within this diverse and contested region also reveals dynamics of power

that are not otherwise legible. For example, Hossein’s ethnographic research on

Bangladesh exposes the “Indian-centric” tendency of scholarship on hijra, while

David’s focus on Cebu decentersManila as a default site for analyzing trans beauty

CHIANG, HENRY, and LEUNG * Introduction 307

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/298/537970/298chiang.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



pageants in the Philippines. Aside from its critique of regional power dynamics, a

critical regional approach also allows for alternative points of reference. Instead of

understanding gender variance in Asia through globalized, national, or local

categories, a critical regional approach attends to how “cross-currents circulate,

permeate, infuse, and change direction” (David) across the heterogeneities of the

region.

The critical importance of intraregional flows has long animated queer

and trans scholarship and activism based in Asia. From the first Queer Asian

studies conference (“Sexualities, Genders, and Rights in Asia”) held in 2005 in

Bangkok, which featured multiple panels on trans issues that brought Asia-based

scholars and activists together for the first time, to the 2006 special issue of Inter-

Asia Cultural Studies titled “Trans/Asia, Trans/gender” (Martin and Ho 2006), to

the establishment of Hong Kong University Press’s Queer Asia book series (one of

its titles Queer Bangkok is reviewed in this issue) in 2008, scholars have made

ongoing efforts to explicitly foster an alternative intellectual and activist context

within the region where lateral conversations and solidarities can flourish around

the edges of the global conduit of LGBTQ studies and activism that is still largely

centered in the West. In a similar spirit, a regional approach invites us to read the

articles in this special issue in reference to each other. Doing so enables us to ask a

new set of questions. For example: How may the archipelago imaginary challenge

the spatial imaginary of trans studies and activism not only in theWest but also in

dominant Asian nations such as China or India?How do gender identities such as

hijra and waria, or gendered expressions such as yao and byuti, relate to each other

rather than to LGBTQ?
These regional points of reference serve to provincialize and reorient the

often taken-for-granted universality of LGBTQ trajectory in North America. In

contrast to how trans delinks from gay and lesbian to emerge as an identity and

analytic of its own, the regional histories and practices in most Asian contexts

show that gender and sexual identities continue to remain entangled even in the

face of the globalizing pressure to become separate. The difficulty of articulating

such entanglement in the current terms of trans studies remains a challenge, one

that is manifest in the regrettable absence in this special issue of scholarship on

transmasculine embodiments, practices, and representations in Asia, despite a

rich array of existent scholarship on topics such as ftm scenes in Japan (Yuen

2016), male cross-dressing performances in Chinese and Japanese theatrical arts

(Jiang 2009; Robertson 1998), “tomboy” subcultures in China and Singapore

(Huang 2015; Kam 2014; Yue 2017), and “T” embodiments in Indonesia and

Thailand (Blackwood 2010; Sinnot 2004; Wilson 2004). Are these vibrant and

interconnected transmasculine phenomena somehow perceived to be incongru-

ent to trans, or in closer proximity to queer or lesbian, and thus outside the

purview of our issue or of trans studies generally?What can be done to pluralize
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or decenter trans studies in a way that what remains fuzzy in its rearview mirror

can come into its focus? These remain worthy conversations for the future.
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Note

1. In recent years, the usage of trans* (with an asterisk) has provoked some controversy

(Serano 2015), especially among some activists who object to what they see as the term’s

inaccessibility and transmisogyny. Others, like the student activist group Trans Student

Educational Resources (TSER 2018), argue that they see nothing inherently problematic

with the usage of trans* but nonetheless decided to stop using the asterisk because it

seems unnecessary. We have also opted to use trans—which is efficacious as both verb

and adjective—in our introduction while respecting each author’s choice to use or not

use the asterisk in the articles.
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Transgender Shifts
Notes on Resignification of Gender and Sexuality in India

SHRADDHA CHATTERJEE

Abstract A larger game is at play with respect to the field of transgender subjectivities in India that

goes beyond gender or sexuality, and enters the arena of contested cultures and historical erasures. It

can be hypothesized that a contemporary transgender subject in India finds itself caught between the

fading voice of precolonial and colonial history on the one hand, and the strong pull of globalization

on the other, creating what can perhaps be imagined as a knotted relation of the (transgender)

subject with historicity and temporality. A rather confounding gap lies between premodern con-

ceptualizations of gender and sexuality that reside as cultural memory in the subject, carrying its own

paleonymic weight, and the increasingly widening signifier transgender in the contemporary. The task

of this article is to explore what can be found at this interstice, which promises a clue that is

symptomatic of the shifting sands of culture, history, and memory as they play out in India, and how

they may point toward a theorization of sexuality that lies away from its histories in the West.

Keywords transgender, sexuality, history, colonialism, globalization

T he term transgender seems to have first emerged in India in the late 2000s. As a

category that becomes emblematic of gender-nonconforming identities, per-

haps it cannot be explored without attending to its roots in transnational funding

that is said to have become possible as a result of the opening up of the Indian

economy in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Dave 2012: 10–11). When funding became

available for the prevention of HIV/AIDS in India in the late 2000s, male-to-female

transgender persons were considered within the ambit of high-risk groups specif-

ically targeted for intervention, probably because of their participation in sex work,

and many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and community-based orga-

nizations (CBOs) burgeoned by channeling these funds toward transgender com-

munities. MANAS Bangla in West Bengal, Sangama in Karnataka, and Humsafar

Trust in Maharashtra are a few examples of groups that began to focus on male-to-

female transgender persons around this time.

Many have qualified this shift in the larger queer community toward

transnational funding as one that follows in the footsteps of queer movements in
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the West (Kavi 2007; Dave 2012), with some even claiming that such a trajectory is

largely aspirational for several queer activists in India (Dutta 2012). Within the

queer movement, this has produced numerous debates on ideological grounds,

with activists standing divided on whether to support the queer movement’s

reliance on globalization or to eschew its logic of developmentality. The division

between NGOs that garnered influence on the basis of HIV/AIDS monies and

the groups who could not or did not want to claim these funds was also, therefore,

about a difference in ideologies that was linked to relationships with the state, as

well as the productions and erasures of development logic across international

lines. For some, especially those who had a history of involvement in the Indian

women’s movement that had been cognizant and critical of the inequalities pro-

duced by the international division of labor, to receive funds from organizations

that propagated a skewed and problematic idea of development in a model that

demonstrated the superiority of the first world over the poor third world was

unacceptable (Caleri 1999).

This was not the only way in which transnational funding was seen to

impact queer activism in India; developmentality, beyond producing skewed

relations of power between the first world and the third world, also creates

discursive productions. What globalization has also been linked to, with respect

to queer activism in India, is the production of a taxonomy of terms (Menon

2007), which has been seen as becoming consolidated into identity (Bose and

Bhattacharyya 2007). A lot has been written about how the politics of transna-

tional funding gave birth to newer terms and produced new categories of subjects

whose sexuality and gender began to be mapped in altered ways (Cohen 2005;

Kavi 2007).MSM (men who have sex with men), for example, was one such term

that was coined in the wake of transnational funding; kothi, a label used to describe

effeminatemen, was another such term. Similarly, transgender became an umbrella

term that came to represent many forms and subcultures of gender noncon-

formity in India, encompassing all subjects who are not stereotypically masculine

or feminine, or cisgender. In its contemporary deployment, and at the risk of

creating a new binary between cisgender and transgender subjects, this category

is an ever-expanding one, its boundaries porous enough to include the myriad

demonstrations of “atypical” masculinities and femininities. The most recent

manifestations of this on a policy level can be seen in the Rights of Transgender

Persons Bill of 2014 and the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill of

2016 that try to bring subjects with widely differing embodiments of gender into a

single category, which then becomes amenable to legislation and state regulation.

An obvious explanation for the expanding signifier transgender could be

that it is necessary to unify all gender-nonconforming persons and groups under

one category in order to demand rights, equal citizenship, and welfare; it would be
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nearly impossible to pass different legislation for the many distinct gender-

nonconforming communities that exist in the Indian subcontinent. In both bills,

an attempt is being made to categorize transgender persons as a third gender,

while also creating antidiscrimination frameworks that work toward including

them in society. Undoubtedly, this is a much-needed effort, and one that many

LGBT activists and allies are strongly invested in. Further, transgender as an

umbrella term functions as a way to bring together differently identified gender-

nonconforming persons and communities within the Indian subcontinent, and

it allows them to be linked to transgender movements and issues internationally,

potentially building networks of solidarity across countries and continents that

are vital to all forms of political activism.

* * *

However, with that caveat in place, words—especially when they become cate-

gories, labels, or nomenclatures—are signifiers that have their own specific effects

and affects. They arise out of particular contexts, and are steeped in history and

culture and, therefore, in time and space. We cannot deny that transgender is

“without a doubt, a category of First World origin that is currently being exported

for Third World consumption” (Stryker 2006: 14). If we acknowledge that sig-

nifiers have cultural specificities, and we make meaning of them based on the

shifting grounds of geography and history, then perhaps we must ask how the

term transgender is adopted in the Indian context, and how differing readings of

the history of its emergence in India also transforms when and in what ways it

begins to be used in Indian terrains to define Indian subjects and signify their

gendered alterity. This is not to make an argument for cultural purity, nor is it

to fall back on “India” as a geographical territory. Rather, the aim is to highlight

cultural specificity and deconstruct the process and effects of the changing contours

of the category “transgender” as it is deployed in the contemporary. The ways in

which we use categories in the present can also carry traces of history, and perhaps

it remains important to shed light on those traces as paleonymic weights that

become the foundations on which we build our current discourses, orienting the

way our discourses can be shaped structurally (Spivak 1993a, 1993b).

One consequence of the deployment of the term transgender in the Indian

context is the way in which it comes to stand in for almost all manifestations of

gendered alterity, which includes geographically specific subcultures of hijras,

jogtas and jogappas, aravanis and thirunangis, shiv-shakthis, kothis, and others.

Perhaps because who can identify as transgender is now tied to legal process and

access to welfare, through the Rights of Transgender Persons Bill of 2014 and the

Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill of 2016, it is often found that
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many people identify as hijra and transgender, or kothi and transgender; the

adoption of two simultaneous gender identities seemingly creates an ambiguous

space between those who arguably form geographically specific subcultures of a

third gender and those who are increasingly being identified under the rubric of

transgender. It is precisely this ambiguity that I wish to unpack in this article.

The adoption of transgender as a universal category for gender-

nonconforming people and communities in the Indian context is possibly a move

that creates a “scalar hierarchy between transnational/universal/cosmopolitan and

local/particular/vernacular discourses or categories” (Dutta and Roy 2014: 328),

which seems to privilege one kind of transgender person over another. The ideal

transgender subject lies as close as possible inside the boundaries of a “charmed

circle” (Rubin 2011: 152) based on notions of caste, class, and forms of economic

and social capital. It is often assumed that those who self-identify as transgender,

transsexual, or trans* have social or cultural capital simply because the discourses

that allow them to adopt such terminologies for themselves are accessible to them.

As a result, there is a tendency to see the differences between such subjects and

those who belong to more indigenous subcultures of a third gender as a function

of some form of class. However, I contend that adopting the signifier trans-

gender for oneself may also be seen as a sign of upward mobility; in some cases,

to imagine oneself as transgender—as opposed to hijra, kinnar, jogta, aravani,

and so forth—is to consciously reach for an idealized notion of gender non-

conformity that is more often than not upper class and upper caste. It may be

the conscious adoption of a kind of transgender identity that provides someone

with social or cultural capital, as opposed to being able to term oneself trans-

gender as a direct function of already having such capital. This is an interesting

avenue through which to explore the difficult questions of what are the inter-

sections of queerness, class, and caste, as well as the imagination of the trans-

gender subject in neoliberalism. These questions become even more urgent in

today’s time with the rise of a global shift toward extreme right-wing politics

and ideology (Sircar and Jain 2017).

This process by which gender-nonconforming subjects in India now seem

to be entrapped within the “global” versus the “local” not only perpetuates this

very hierarchy but also contributes to the glossing over of differences that exist

between and within “third gender,” “local” subcultures in India. It seems that to

bring together every “third gender” community under the rubric of transgender is

to forget the mostly interlinked biological, cultural, religious, and geographic

specificities of each community. For example, those who identify as aravani are

mostly from Tamil Nadu, and the name itself derives from the story of Aravan in

the Mahabharata. Jogtas and jogappas, however, primarily reside in Maharashtra

and Karnataka and worship the goddess Renukha Devi. Within each community,
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there are different norms of kinship and diverse idioms and prescriptions of

how to perform and articulate one’s gender. These prescribed roles are also often

linked with the kinds of occupations such communities may rely on.

Previous research on many such communities in India has positioned

them as a third gender, organized in kinship structures based on religious roles, as

phenotypic men who take on feminine performative gestures and traditionally

female clothing (Nanda 1999; Reddy and Nanda 2009). Within Indian society,

they are seen to inhabit stratified roles that include elements of class, caste, reli-

gion, kinship, gender performance, and sexuality. Their distinctive position with

respect to gender, sexuality, and religion has also traditionally led to the insti-

tutionalization of their sociocultural roles and economic occupations, where they

are mostly performers at weddings, the birth of children, or at temple festivals, or

they earn a living as sex workers or beggars (Reddy 2006: 35–40). While these

accounts undoubtedly contributed to literature on transgender subjectivities

in India, they contributed to the fetishization of a transgender figure and are

emblematic of a larger problem of cultural difference that haunts much work

on transgender communities in Indian contexts. It is only in the last few years

that new and more nuanced work is emerging that engages with transgender

subjectivities in various rhizomatic relations of gender, culture, economy, and

neoliberalization. Further, with new measures toward the inclusion of transgen-

der persons inmainstream society, stories of male-to-female transgender persons as

police officers, college principals, and politicians have begun to emerge. Therefore,

when one speaks of the transgender subject in India, transgender is often not an

adequate marker of their subjectivity, their kinship patterns, or their manifestation

of gender nonconformity. Too much gets erased and elided in the shift from local

categories of the third gender in India to the global and universal classification

transgender.

* * *

It is the intention of this article to pay close attention to precisely these erasures

that mark a reconstitution of all forms of gender nonconformity in the Indian

subcontinent under the larger framework of transgender identity, while remaining

cognizant of what can perhaps be called the inevitability of such a shift. To

deconstruct the deployment of transgender as an umbrella term in these contexts

is not to reject it or to take a necessarily negative view of these developments

but to remain aware of the dynamics and structurations behind its politics, and

to be prepared for the effects it might put into motion. Some have argued that

meanings, manifestations, and enactments of transgendermay be hybridized to

make it a constructive category for politics and self-determination, thereby
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changing its meaning and diverting its course as a stable term that comes to

signify the imposition of hierarchies that privilege first-world knowledges as

global frameworks and subsume third-world knowledges as indigenous cultures

specific to a time and place (Dutta and Roy 2014). In the logic of this argument,

perhaps hybridity is a move toward decolonization, one that is an attempt at

shifting meanings and an act of resignification and reclamation. While this

certainly seems to be a worthwhile goal, perhaps it may be important to outline

a process by which hybridization could be engaged with to understand how it

can lead to the decolonization of third-gender histories, cultures, and sub-

jectivities, particularly in the Indian subcontinent.

To consider the ways in which the contours and discourses of gender and

sexuality shifted in India is to perhaps necessarily consider at least two such points

in India’s history and contemporary, both seemingly incommensurate with each

other. The first is the colonization of India by the British Empire, and the second

is the more contemporary process in which globalization can be seen to have

reconfigured the Indian imaginary in directions that follow the trajectories of

global capital, creating visible and invisible subjects in varying degrees of sub-

alternity along the lines of international division of labor (Spivak 1985).

Gayatri Reddy’s ethnographic work on hijras in Hyderabad includes a

tracing of how they were categorized and made meaning of within the axes of

medico-legal frameworks, for the first time, under British rule (2006). The high-

lighting of the hijra as criminal and abnormal led to the control and legislation of

the hijra body in terms of sex work (through Article 377 of the Indian Penal Code,

for example, or the Immoral Traffic Prevention Act), the surveillance of asexual

work such as ritualistic singing and dancing, and the governance of their gender

performances. This was away in which the hijra figure was to bemade into a docile

body (Foucault 1977). The British classified the hijra based on three categoriza-

tions: first, as naturally impotent men; second, as males born with congenital

malformation; and third, as artificial eunuchs. The way in which the British con-

cerned themselves with the hijra body is noteworthy because it signified “not only

the binary sex/gender frame of reference within which colonial officials were

operating, but also the naturalization of sexual difference and the centrality of the

‘deficient’ body in such constructions of identity” (Reddy 2006: 28). The map of

sexuality as drawn and redrawn in relation to such frameworks has already been

documented for the West (Foucault 1978), and it is possible to read the resigni-

fication of hijras in this light as a symptom of colonialism.

This moment of a colonial encounter is only an example of how the ways in

which gender and sexuality began to be reorganized in the Indian colony, based

on a kind of European epistemology, something that carried its own paleonymic

weight of scientific and legal discourses (Foucault 2003) that were, it seems,
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hitherto alien to an Indian logic of gender and sexuality. This, in turn, not only

had implications for the way in which gender and sexuality would come to be

looked at anew but also suggested that the very materiality of the body was being

reorganized, such that the hijra body that was initially distinct and separate from

masculinity and femininity, hitherto placed in the Indian imaginary as a third

gender, now came to be seen as an aberration that was neither male nor female but

something in-between, as an incomplete articulation of either gender/sex. It can

perhaps be said that the hijra was now seen as a figure of absence and lack, rather

than a figure with its own logic of gendered and sexual configurations, capable of

putting stable performances of conventional masculinity and femininity to crisis.

To return to this process of colonialism is to, perhaps, set the first

benchmark of the shifting meanings of gender and sexuality as it pertains to, and

defines, the contemporary gender-nonconforming subject in India. The second

benchmark is possibly the influence of globalization, something I have traced in

this article as linked to the entry of transnational funding that determines anew

how to reconfigure the gender-nonconforming subject as transgender, bringing

with it a politics that is irrevocably tied to human rights, demands for equal

citizenship, and a desire to be protected by law and the Indian state. Between

premodern conceptualizations of gender and sexuality that reside as cultural

memory in the subject, carrying its own paleonymic weight, and the increasingly

widening signifier transgender in the contemporary, there lies a hitherto unex-

plored gap, creating what can perhaps be imagined as a knotted relation of the

(transgender) subject with temporality. As such, what would it mean to hybridize

the term transgender? How would a transgender subject in India go about such

hybridization, caught as they are between the fading voice of precolonial and

colonial history on the one hand, and the strong pull of globalization on the

other? It is likely that these resignifications of gender and sexuality are incom-

mensurate with each other, creating breaks in the very registers that are relied on

to understand gender and sexuality. If the transgender subject is caught within

these incommensurate moments, would we consider their subjectivity to be one

that is split within itself, occupying simultaneous positions that require the act of

translation?

* * *

Perhaps these are important questions to ask, especially if we wish to understand

who is the subject engaged in the act of hybridizing what it means to be trans-

gender, which can be determined by their investments and divestments as subjects,

since it is these positions that determine the tools they have at hand to engage in

the process of decolonizing transgender, and how. To further complicate matters,
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translation, insofar as it relates to representation and agency, also raises the

question of who can translate, or who can speak for whom, making it an ethico-

political exercise steeped in history, just as much as a technical one (Spivak 1993a).

At this point, I would like to devolve into reflexive questioning, instead of

attempting to find answers; perhaps asking questions can itself be an exercise of

solidarity as a kind of theoretical positioning.

To be caught between colonization and globalization, both processes that

affect the understanding and import of culture in the Indian imaginary, recon-

stituting processes of history, and impacting economic policy, is to perhaps

always leave up to doubt the question “Is there an Indian way of thinking?”
(Ramanujan 1989). To ask this question is to, perhaps, put the idea of India into

crisis because it is to acknowledge that in the processes of colonization and

globalization, what was once understood to be “Indian,” however contingently,

has shifted to accommodate influences from “outside.” The paradox that seems to

lie at the heart of this questioning is that while it puts the idea of India into crisis,

that crisis seems to reinforce the ideological, cultural, historical, and geographic

boundaries of India, premised as it is on the thought that something from outside

has infiltrated its real or imagined terrains. And yet, to ask this question persis-

tently is important because it reminds us of the numerous ways in which cultures

and histories have intersected to shape and reshape the idea of India, and as such,

the Indian subject.

To bring together this understanding of the Indian subject with the con-

temporary shifts in discourse around the transgender subject is to acknowledge

the function of hybridity but to remain stuck at the beginnings of translation,

because for translation to be possible, we need to ask the many different gender-

nonconforming subjects inside India, “In which tongues do you speak?” This

means that we must also acknowledge the various ways in which the discourse of

transgender has shifted the contours of such subjects; we must accept that these

shifts may have been emancipatory in many instances, while remembering that

they may have been moments of erasure and catachresis in others. My only

intention in this article is to think of each of these subjects as subjects who fall in

various oblique angles along a straightened line of what it means to be trans-

gender.

Given that to claim transgender for oneself is a choice available on the basis

of class and caste, to hybridize or reclaim its definitions may not be possible for all

gender-nonconforming subjects in the first place. As such, hybridity comes at its

own cost, while not even being available as an option to many who might find

themselves outside the transnational exchange that reconfigures their gender and

sexuality. In a position of invisibility and unspeakability, these foreclosed sub-

jects are acted on by transnational queer agendas but are unable to influence or
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determine them in return, exposing a kind of subalternity that is caused by queer

politics. Even though the contemporary transgender subject in India emerges in

the (post)colony, they may still lie very much within the circuits of global capital

and, as such, still bear witness to what can perhaps be called another kind of

colonization, equally violent in its erasures, and producing degrees of subalternity

based on its solidarities.

Shraddha Chatterjee is currently a doctoral scholar in gender, feminist, and women’s studies

at York University. She is also the author of Queer Politics in India: Towards Sexual Subaltern

Subjects (2018).
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De-Indianizing Hijra
Intraregional Effacements and Inequalities

in South Asian Queer Space

ADNAN HOSSAIN

Abstract This essay advances a regional critique of the Indian-centric scholarship on hijra, a publicly

institutionalized subculture of people typically assigned a male gender at birth who often sacrifice

their genitals in return for spiritual power. The unexamined Indian hegemony in hijra studies works to

reify not only hijra but also India. Drawing on ethnographic research in Bangladesh, this essay offers

preliminary reflections on the need to adopt a regional approach in place of a national frame in

studies of gender and sexuality, arguing that hijra subjectivities are constituted at the interstice of

intra-, inter-, and transregional comings and goings. The regional approach proposed here also allows

us to take into account the intraregional and cross-scalar inequalities within the geopolitically

constructed South Asia.

Keywords hijra, critical regionality, spatio-intellectual hegemony, South Asia, supranationality

Hijra, arguably the most popular South Asian icon of sex/gender nonconformism,

is a publicly institutionalized subculture of people typically assigned a male

gender at birth but who later often sacrifice their “male” genitals to a goddess in

return for spiritual prowess (Nanda [1990] 1999: 24; Reddy 2005: 98). In popular

imagination as well as in the academe, hijra has come to be recognized as a pan-

Indian phenomenon often to the neglect of hijra cultures in other South Asian

countries, namely, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan. This article argues that the

extant India-mediated focus on the hijra should not to be dismissed as a mere

methodological slippage. Rather, the India-centricity in hijra studies works to

circumscribe new epistemological and analytical possibilities in terms of how the

hijras are conceived and interpreted. The India-centric approach not only reifies

our understanding of the hijra but also perpetuates the spatio-intellectual hege-

mony of India in South Asian studies. Against this backdrop, this article dwells on
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the question as to what the studies of the hijra would look like if the dominant

nationalist or national optic is discarded and a critical regional approach is adopted

as a starting point.

Critical Regionality, South Asia, and the Hijra

Asia is a geopolitical concoction—constantly made and remade as the result of,

for example, European capitalist expansion since the mid-nineteenth century and

post–Cold War American and Japanese imperial projects (Hairong and Vukovich

2007: 211). Moreover, in the post–Cold War period the proliferation of diverse

regional networks or what Tani E. Barlow calls “reregionalization” (2007: 286) is

yet another indication of the US-led neoliberal regime’s continued complicity in the

redrawing of Asia. The geopolitical region that today goes by the name of South

Asia was first consolidated as a political totality under the British Empire and later

broken into India and Pakistan during decolonization in 1947. Later Bangladesh

arose through a sanguine war with Pakistan. The cruel birth of Bangladesh in 1971

once again brought to the forefront the limits of religious nationalism (Bangladesh

was attached to Pakistan on the basis of religion in 1947) and the fictional nature

of nationalist cartography. In recent times, with the rise of India as the largest

democracy in the world and its growing economic importance in the region,

and the American invasion of Afghanistan and the consequent destabilization of

Pakistan, we are witnessing a renewed interest in the South Asian region.

A critical regional approach can help decenter the Euro-American cen-

trism of queer studies not only by providing an alternative nonteleological

reading of gender and sexual diversity but also by critically interrogating the

politics of regionalization and its complex bearings on the configuration of sex/

gender regimes (Johnson, Jackson, andHerdt 2000: 362; Gopinath 2007: 342;Wilson

2006; Chiang and Wong 2016: 3). A critical regional approach with its focus on

inter/intra/trans regional comings and goings opens up new possibilities for re-

understanding the production of hijra as well as helps renegotiate the extant

privileging of “cultural particularity” (Johnson 1998: 696) and national spatial

scale in the production of knowledge. A critical regionality allows us to see hijra

not as the product of an autochthonous/local/Indian context but as a subject

position emerging at the interstice of complex inter/intra/trans regionally inflected

symbolic and material flows.

Notwithstanding these heuristic promises, the project of decentering

remains curtailed because of inadequate attention to the sub- and intraregional

asymmetries. Gayatri Gopinath reminds us that for a critical regionality to be

intellectually productive the project of decentering must not lead to new forms of

recentering (2007: 342). Particularly drawing attention to neglected regions within

the United States, she warns us against the reification of theWest as a homogenous
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monolithic entity that projects of decentering can inadvertently promote. In this

sense a critical regionality can offer an alternative framework for the study of

gender and sexual diversity and particularly hijra in South Asia not by decentering

India and recentering other nations but by phasing in a regional approach that helps

renegotiate not only nations but also regions. Moreover, a critical regionality-

sensitive approach can help reconceptualize hijra in relation to both the nation

and the transnational while not downplaying the spatio-intellectual hegemonies

and cross-scalar inequities within geopolitically orchestrated South Asia.

The India-centricity of scholarship on hijra is not surprising, but it’s is a

reflection of the overall unmarked dominance of India within South Asian studies

and the overall geopolitical developments on the transnational plane.1 While this

may seem prima facie the outcome of the colonial consolidation of present-day

South Asia as undivided British India, the trend to decipher South Asia through

the overarching lens of India still continues unabated in this postcolonial era.

My intention here is not to reproduce a sketch of the long pedigree of work on

the hijra.2 Rather in what follows I will offer some ethnographic vignettes as a

way to hint at the possibilities of extending a critical regional approach to the

study of gender and sexual diversity in South Asia.

Beyond a National Frame: Supralocality and Hijra Subjectivity

I conducted a first round of systematic fieldwork with the hijras of Bangladesh

from September 2008 to September 2009 but have continuedmy research with the

hijra in Dhaka with several short-term visits ever since. Hijra is a working-class

subculture of people assigned a male gender at birth but who later either identify

as female and/or desire “masculine” men.

Although the existing literature locates the hijra outside the normative

kinship and procreative heterosexuality (Reddy 2005: 150), many hijras in Dhaka

are married to women and simultaneously perform the role of heterosexual mas-

culine householders and that of hijra. In most cases they are publicly visible as hijra

in a location away from their heterosexual households where they have wives and

children. Rahim, a hijra in her/his late forties, works as a sex worker in a public

garden in a posh neighborhood inDhaka.3 Every day in the afternoon s/he comes to

the other side of the town where s/he has a small room that s/he shares with some

other hijras. Once on this side of the town, Rahim is known as Rahima. Rahim in

Bangladesh is a male-identified name while Rahima is marked as a female one.

Rahima uses this room to dress up like a female every evening before hobbling off to

the cruising areas. Generally at about 3 a.m. in the night she returns to this room,

changes into masculine sartoriality and then heads back to her heterosexual

household. Rahima is also a cela (disciple) of Shima, the hijra guru in the areawhere

she cruises.4 As Shima’s disciple, Rahima also takes part in the traditional hijragiri,
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namely, collecting alms from the marketplaces and visiting the household of a

newborn to confer blessings on the child in return for a gift. Once, I visited Rahima’s

non-hijra family, a wife and two children living in a poor neighborhood. On our

way, Rahima insisted that I refrain from referring to anything about her/his hijra

life. Although I barely spoke, owing to the fear that I might unintentionally allude to

hijra issues, I was intrigued by the way Rahima transformed herself into Rahim.

After about an hour we left and took a rickshaw to get back. On our way back

Rahim once again evolved into Rahima.

Hridoypur (a pseudonym), one of the poorest areas in Dhaka and where I

spent a considerable amount of time during my fieldwork, sports a vibrant hijra

populace. Kalu, the most active of the disciples of Meghna, the centenarian hijra

guru, supervises the hijra group in the area. Rina, another disciple of Meghna,

controls half of Hridoypur.5 Both Rina and Kalu travel to India, especially West

Bengal, at least once a year to visit hijras there. On a number of occasions I met

Bengali-speaking Indian hijras in Hridoypur who came either for a visit or to take

part in some arbitration. Bichar, as the hijras call it, is a mechanism of dispute

resolution. Typically, arbitration occurs when rules and regulations governing the

hijra life are transgressed. Generally, Indian hijras are summoned when a dispute

is of a serious nature and if the Bangladeshi counterparts fail to reconcile. The

Indian hijras are provided travel expenses, food, and housing by the hosting

hijras. New clothes are given to the visiting hijras as gifts, and the Indian hijras

reciprocate in the same vein. Shova, previously a disciple of Meghna, now does

hijragiri in 24 Parganas, a district in West Bengal in India. Recently Shova built

a house in Hridoypur that s/he visits two to three times a year. I asked Shova why

s/he joined the hijras in India rather than being with the hijras in Dhaka. Shova

explained that in India there was more money: “You know India is the land of the

Hindus and hijra is also a Hindu occupation. So there is more income.”6 Shova

told me that once s/he finishes building the house in Hridoypur, s/he will come

back permanently to settle. When Shova joined the hijras inWest Bengal, the guru

who took Shova as her/his disciple had to pay don to Shova’s previous guru in

Bangladesh. A don is a compensation agreed at the time of initiation, and when a

hijra leaves a guru, the amount agreed has to be paid to the guru by either the hijra

leaving or the new guru willing to take her/him in as a new disciple.7

Shahinoor, now working as a cook at a construction site in Dhaka, pre-

viously did hijragiri in Medinipur, a district in West Bengal. After two years of

hijragiri, Shahinoor permanently left for Dhaka and joined the Gamcha wali Koti

group, one of the less ritualized variants of the hijra in urban Bangladesh who eke

out their livings through cooking meals for the workers at construction sites.

Shahinoor left the hijra group in Medinipur, as s/he did not want to undergo

emasculation.8 Shahinoor also pointed out the hard work and lack of freedom in

the traditional occupation as reasons for jettisoning hijragiri.
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Aside from living in the big cities like Dhaka, hijra groups are also a vibrant

presence in the border areas in Bangladesh. Most of Bangladesh is surrounded by

India. On a number of occasions I had the good luck of interacting with the hijras

living in the border areas. Rahela, a hijra from Rajshahi, a northern division in

Bangladesh, traffics in clothes. Rahela buys clothes from the Indian cities and

brings them back to Bangladesh to sell. Now in her/his early forties, Rahela has

been in this slack, as the hijras call it, since she joined the hijra at the age of fifteen.9

Rahela has never visited India on a visa, and s/he does not even have a passport.

Like Rahela, many hijras in the border region traffic in clothing without a visa and

passport. Kalu and Rina, two of my hijra interlocutors from Hridoypur, also have

no passports and have never traveled to India on a visa. The Indian hijras I met in

Hridoypur have also come to Bangladesh without visas. When I asked how they

could cross the border, hijras almost unanimously pointed out that as hijras they

do not need a visa or passport. I was often told that security forces on both sides

of the border let the hijra move freely in and out because of their hijra status. At

a later stage, however, I discovered that although hijras from both India and

Bangladesh cross the border without any disruption from the security forces,

those involved in slack often have to engage in unpaid sex with the border guards

on both sides. As Mithila, a hijra from Rajshahi, told me, “Since we often have

bags full of clothes, the border guards on both sides stop us. But since we let them

fuck us free of cost, we move in and out scot-free.” Hijras who are not into slack

never told me of any such trade-offs, insisting only that as hijras, they do not

require a visa or passport.

What emerges from the ethnographic vignettes above is that there are

considerable intraregional border crossings among the hijras in Bangladesh and

India. Border crossing is not restricted to illicit trading but is a part of the hijragiri

or the occupation of the hijra as is evident from the hospitality both Indian and

Bangladeshi hijras display toward each other. Also significant is the participation

of hijras from India and Bangladesh in each other’s dispute resolutions. More-

over, the ubiquitous claim that hijra-ness is in itself a passport and visa or what

the hijras in India call “all-India pass” (Cohen 1995: 297) lends support to the

supralocality of hijras in South Asia. But does this supralocality index suprana-

tionality? To what extent is nation important to the making of hijra selves, par-

ticularly considering that hijras view themselves as part of a community that

extends beyond the national spatial scales of Bangladesh and India? Do the hijras
from West Bengal in India and Bangladesh position themselves as Indian and

Bangladeshi hijras, respectively? While definite answers to these questions are

difficult to generate without further research, let me once again glean some

examples from my fieldwork to hint at such possibilities.
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Hijras in Bangladesh and West Bengal speak a special language called ulti

or gupti vhasa. Ulti denotes “reverse language,” although in reality the hijra argot

is not Bengali spoken in reverse. The other appellation, gupti vhasa, literally means

“clandestine language.” One of the sure signs of one’s being a hijra is the mastery

of ulti.10 Once I was roaming inside a garden with Zhumur, a hijra friend. After

walking through the dense thickets as we went near the southern gate, Zhumur

drew my attention to a group of young boys sitting on a bench. Although they

looked like kotis (literally, “effeminate male”) to me, Zhumur pointed out that

they were Bangla kotis, that is, kotis unschooled in the hijra rules and rituals; more

importantly, they had no knowledge of ulti. On many other occasions, I had seen

hijras tease those among them who could not speak ulti. Non-ulti speakers are

often disparagingly called “Bangla” by the hijras. Bangla, which all my hijra

interlocutors speak, is the mainstream language of Bangladesh and West Bengal

in India. Bangladeshis often boast about shedding blood in 1952 in resistance to

the imposition of Urdu by Pakistan, of which current Bangladesh was then a part.

In 1999 the United Nations decreed February 21 “International Mother Language

Day” in recognition of the Bangalis’ sacrifice in 1952. Interestingly, ulti is always

positioned in opposition to Bangla by the hijras. Ulti is a marker of authentic

belonging, while Bangla signifies a lack of hijra-ness as measured in terms of one’s

ability to live up to the hijra rules and rituals and speak ulti. Thus ulti indexes that

the hijra way of life is external to the mainstream Bangladeshi society. Hijras often

claim that hijras the world over speak ulti. A hijra namedMoyna told me that one

cannot be a proper hijra without being able to speak ulti. Hijras fromWest Bengal

whom I interacted with in Hridoypur also echoed a similar sentiment.

It is evident that hijras often position themselves in opposition to the

Bengali population by virtue of ulti and their idiosyncratic practices. Although

this can be read as a strategic positioning on the part of the hijras against the

mainstream Bengali populace, hijras are certainly not in a confrontational rela-

tion with the mainstream. Nor are hijras antagonistic to the mainstream Bangla

language. But when directly asked, hijras at times emphasize their hijra-ness over

their Bengaliness. Like Rahima, hijras in Bangladesh are often simultaneously

hijra nationals and Bengali-speaking masculine householders.

The decolonization of the undivided British India in 1947, the subsequent

emergence of India and Pakistan, and later the birth of Bangladesh through a

bloody war with Pakistan in 1971 are significant developments in the way nation

building transpired in postcolonial South Asia. Nevertheless, hijras seem to

exceed these cartographic boundaries and project themselves as a nation within

the nations, a sort of supranation or a hijra nation whose members are concate-

nated through a shared sense of hijra-ness. Given the incessant comings and goings

and the supralocal/national imaginations through which hijra subjectivities are
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inflected, how do we account for the production of hijra subject positions across

intra/cross/transregional spatial scales without the risk of reifying both hijra and

regions?

Theorizing Hijra Supranationality

Of late the ubiquitous use of cultural particularism has been critically challenged

within sex and gender studies for its incapacity to come to terms with the broad-

ranging sociohistorical processes in complex interplay with which the systems of

sex/gender subjectivities of any locale emerge (Johnson 1998: 696). This new trope

is a corollary of globalization with its unbounded and incessant transnational

flows of material and symbolic resources. Put another way, the emphasis on flows

both symbolic and material has led to a rethinking of the local as authentic and

insular. However, the act of dislodging the material and cultural boundedness of

the local does not presuppose the submergence of the local within the so-called

global. Rather it foregrounds the continuous ingenious co-optation of the global

within the local and vice versa (Appadurai 1990: 296). In this connection, critical

regionality can be useful, as it posits regions as already inherently hybrid and

allows for an alternative nonteleological reading of the impact of globalization

(Johnson, Jackson, and Herdt 2000: 362).

A focus on flows and movement within regions also often presupposes

shifts in gender-variant people’s subjectivities as an outcome of globalizing ideas

and categories. The transnational expansion of transgender as a category in the

wake of transnational nongovernmental-organization-based solidarity networks

and activism has given rise to contestations and new possibilities for people the

world over. For example, in the case of South Asia, the globalization of trans-

gender as a new mode of identification, as Aniruddha Dutta and Raina Roy (2014:

321) suggests, has worked to engender a hierarchical order that automatically

presumes the hijra and other such indigenous gender-variant subject positions to

be traditional in contrast to the modern and modernizing transgender. A critical

regional approach, in contrast, challenges this local/global binary and shows that

the automatic conflation of the global with cosmopolitanism and movement is as

reductive as the tendency to view the local as the site of tradition, fixity, and

parochialism. Furthermore, critical regionality takes into account the different

spatial scales and interactions between them: the local, the national, the trans-

national, and the global (Gopinath 2007: 342).

In relation to hijra supranationality and the constant comings and goings

that mark hijra subjectivities, it is important to recognize sub/intra/interregional

variations and inequalities. For example, there is a great deal of similarity between

the hijras of West Bengal and those of Bangladesh in terms of language (both

Bengali and ulti) and communitarian rules and rituals. Hijras from West Bengal
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thus have more commonalities with their Bangladeshi counterparts than they

have with the hijras of other regions of India. While there may be certain shared

regional traits like what the hijras in Bangladesh and West Bengal display, the

hijras in Pakistan or, say, Rajasthan in India may register very different forms of

characteristics. For example, ethnographies of hijra in India suggest a special bias

for Islam even when the hijras are born Hindu. In Muslim-majority Bangladesh,

hijras worshipMaya Ji, a Hindu goddess whom they consider to be the primordial

hijra archetype, but in Pakistan, hijras having a strong identification with Islam in

general do not invoke any Hindu connection (Hossain 2012: 499; Pamment 2010:

33). So how do we explain these points of similitude and departures? More

importantly, aside from these subregional variations, how do we account for the

institutionalized presence of hijra in the wider South Asian context?

Conclusion: Toward a Critical Regional Understanding of Hijra in South Asia

Michael Peletz (2006: 310) traces the existence of transgenderism across Southeast

Asia to the concept of “gender pluralism,” an interpretive framework conducive

to the comparative historical investigation of culturally interlocked domains

that are often separated or ignored in scholarly accounts. In order for gender

pluralism or something of its sort to develop in the context of South Asia, we

need more micro-histories and ethnographies of not only India but also of other

countries like Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, and Sri Lanka. Moreover,

what is needed in addition to micro-history is intraregionally inflected theorization

to account for the embedded dynamics in terms of a vast array of interfacing glocal/

intra-regional discourses of class, ethnicity, religion, language, locality, and beyond.

Given the lack of micro-histories recorded within South Asia, the search for a

broader theory to account for the intraregional patterns of isomorphism and dis-

juncture may privilege the extant body of India-mediated scholarship. Here a

critical regional approach can forestall the tendency to reify not only India but

also other countries within South Asia by formulating an intraregionally inflected

explicatory framework that draws adequate attention not only to the intraregional

inequities but also to the reification of cultural particularism and national frame

of reference in the production of knowledge.

Ara Wilson contends that the emergence of Asian queer solidarity net-

works offers a potent possibility toward the formation of what John Nguyet Erni

calls “an intra-Asian regional culture sphere” (2006). In the context of South Asia,

to what extent do the regional political imbroglios stand as a roadblock to the

formation of an intellectually fruitful critical regionality? Certainly the intra-

regional conflicts and massive ethno-local/linguistic economic divides foreground

the potential risks of reifying a shared communal South Asianism based on a set of

imagined commonalities. Yet the possibility of a common South Asianist imagi-

nary has been sought not only at the regional political level through the formation
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of regional bodies like SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation)

but also through the disciplinarization of South Asian studies the world over. Given

the substantial intraregional conflicts over resources and disputed borderlands,

and the ethno-religious tensions, the project of a unified South Asianist imaginary

risks reifying not only the concept of South Asia as a region but also intraregional

similitude and disjuncture.

Perhaps one way to evade such reification is to bring into view the sharp

intraregional asymmetries not only across the subregional scales but also within

the national spatialities. At the discursive level such a coalitional South Asian

queer imaginary can be conceived by taking into account the multiple trajectories

through which nonnormative sex/gender subjects have emerged within various

South Asian regions. Such a project should begin with the acknowledgment that

South Asia is not reducible to India and that nonnormative sex/gender subjects

within different nations emerge in intricate interaction with the intra/transre-

gional symbolic and material flows.

Adnan Hossain is a research fellow in the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and an affiliated researcher at Amsterdam Research Centre for

Gender and Sexuality, University of Amsterdam. His research interests concern gender, sexual

diversity, race, epistemology, southern theory, decolonization, and nationalism in South Asia

and the Caribbean. Some of his publications include “Beyond Emasculation: Being Muslim and

Becoming Hijra in South Asia” (2012) and “Paradox of Recognition: Hijra, Third Gender, and

Sexual Rights in Bangladesh” (2017).

Notes

1. Some examples of this trend include Bhaskaran 2004; Bose and Bhattacharyya 2007;

Srivastava 2004; Vanita 2002; Chopra, Oscella, and Osella 2004.

2. See, for example, Cohen 1995 and Reddy 2005 (17–43) for reviews of work on the hijra.

There is now a limited but growing body of work on various gender-variant groups in

Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal. Examples include Khan 2016; Knight, Flores, and

Nezhad 2015; and Hossain 2012.

3. In the trajectory of one’s life as a hijra, one frequently switches between a masculine-

identified subject position and that of a hijra. For example, during Shob e borat, an

Islamic festival that hijras in Bangladesh celebrate with great enthusiasm, both the hijra

with a penis as well as those without come out in the street at night dressed in normative

male Muslim attire to visit shrines. Those who transgress this sartorial protocol are

severely castigated within the hijra community. Furthermore, emasculated hijras often

perform hajj, an Islamic ritual highly favored by the hijras, as men rather than as women.

These are some examples of ritually marked spaces and occasions in which hijras appear

in the guise of men. These public appearances are not due to a social pressure to conform

to particular normative masculine protocols in line with religious prescriptions. Rather,
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these decisions are results of inner conflicts between one’s being a hijra and being born

male bodied. I elaborate the complex relationship between Islamic faith and hijra gender

presentation in another article (Hossain 2012). Furthermore, hijras in Dhaka also often

switch between masculine- and feminine-identified sartorial practices inside their

houses. Such gender switching is also evident in the way hijras often address each other. A

common, albeit pejorative, moniker employed by a hijra to address either a junior hijra

or a hijra of equal rank is maigga (literally, “effeminate men”), while the other common

word often used interchangeably with maigga is magi, a word denoting a female with

loose sexual morals. Hijras often use these words interchangeably in the same breath.

Additionally, how the hijras present themselves in public is often contingent on what they

are trying to achieve in a particular interaction with the mainstream. Depending on the

objective, hijras switch between and across various styles of gender presentation. Such

constant movements across and between various gendered subject positions and prac-

tices challenge the easy adoption of either he/she or her/him in the representation of the

hijra. The situation is further complicated by the fact that Bangla, the predominant

language used in Bangladesh, does not have gendered pronouns. Against this backdrop, I

use her/his instead of her and s/he instead of she to demonstrate the context-specific

nature of hijra gender performativity and to avoid fixing the hijra as a solely feminine-

identified subject position.

4. The hijra community is based on a social hierarchy of guru-cela/preceptor-disciple. A

cela is initiated under the aegis of a guru into the hijra life. Within the hijra community,

guru remains one of the most significant markers of one’s affiliation with the hijra

throughout one’s life cycle as a hijra.

5. Dhaka is split into different hijra jurisdictions or what the hijras call birit. Birit is the area

that a particular hijra group has sole access to in terms of collecting alms, dancing for the

newborn, and carrying out other hijra activities. These boundaries are strictly policed,

and trespassing is often considered a serious offense by the hijra.

6. Although hijras in India generically identify as Muslims, hijras in Bangladesh consider

hijragiri to be a Hindu occupation.

7. See Reddy 2005 (153–64) for a discussion of similar practice among the hijras in South

India.

8. While emasculation (the ritual removal of the penis and the scrotum) is widely practiced,

not all hijras are emasculated.

9. Slack is the hijra word for smuggling goods from the Bangladeshi border into India

and vice versa. The word is arguably a modification of the mainstream black, a word

used to refer to smuggling in some parts of Bangladesh. Black here denotes the trading of

bootlegged goods.

10. While the ability to speak ulti is often taken as an emblem of authentic communitarian

belonging, partners of hijras who are fluent in ulti are not considered part of the hijra.
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Transgender Archipelagos

EMMANUEL DAVID

Abstract This article explores the promise of an archipelagic analytic for transgender studies

through an interpretive investigation of a beauty pageant in the Philippines. Drawing on transgender

studies scholarship and the emergent field of archipelagic studies, this article traces how the pageant

underwent a series of archipelagic turns when the slate of candidates shifted from representing

nations to representing islands, provinces, and regions across the Philippine archipelago. This turn,

the author argues, displaced the centrality of the nation and put forward a translocal and translingual

focus that centered islandness and island-island relations as the primary categories of embodiment

and performance. In the conclusion, this article argues more broadly that transgender studies, with

its discontiguous and decentered character, can also be characterized in archipelagic terms. Taken

together, this article adds a new heuristic to transgender studies scholarship, while also including

transgender in the growing corpus of work in archipelagic American studies that challenges “con-

tinental exceptionalism.”

Keywords archipelago, continental, transgender beauty pageants, islands, Philippines

A generation of scholarship is beginning to take shape that can better account for

the wild profusion of gendered subject positions, spawned by the ruptures of

“woman” and “man” like an archipelago of identities rising from the sea: FTM,

MTF, eonist, invert, androgyne, butch, femme, nellie, queen, third sex, hermaph-

rodite, tomboy, sissy, drag king, female impersonator, she-male, he-she, boy-dyke,

girlfag, transsexual, transvestite, transgender, cross-dresser.

—Susan Stryker

Two decades ago, in the introduction to GLQ’s “Transgender Issue,” Susan

Stryker characterized the proliferation of gendered subject positions as “an

archipelago of identities rising from the sea” (1998: 148). In her discussion of a

field taking shape, she reflected on the promise of trans scholarship, its potential

for new and important insights into questions of embodiment and person-

hood. Her simile here is meant to illustrate the nonmonolithic—or to extend

the comparison, noncontinental—character of trans studies.
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An archipelago is an island chain, an island group, or a cluster of scattered

islands. To invoke ideas of islands is also to invoke their relationships to continents

and mainlands as well as to the water-filled spaces in between. In this essay, I use

the archipelago as an analytic to theorize the coastline-like boundaries and porous

edges of transgender as a collective identity and as an emergent field of study.

This discussion of what I’m calling a transgender archipelago is indebted

not only to Stryker’s words but also to Tom Boellstorff’s theorization of “archi-

pelagic subjectivities and socialities,” which “do not hew to continental imagin-

aries of clear borders embracing contiguous territories” (2005: 7).1 For Boellstorff,

the metaphor of the archipelago “permits understanding selfhood and sociality as

not possessing sharp external boundaries, yet characterized by islands of differ-

ence” (7). My thinking about archipelagos as a trans analytic is also informed by

David Valentine’s ethnography (2007) of the emergence and institutionalization

of the category “transgender” in the United States since the 1990s. In an investigation

of the rise of a collective mode of the category “transgender,” which invokes images

of a spectrum or umbrella, Valentine (2007: 39) argues that the term’s flexibility and

elasticity emerges from the inclusion of a wide range of people (whether “historical

or contemporary, Western or non-Western”) exhibiting or embodying differing

degrees of gender variance, including subjects who might exist at the category’s

radical edges rather than at the category’s center. As Valentine (2007: 33) writes:

Contemporary activists, providers, and scholars include different kinds of people

in this collective/spectrum/umbrella, and a relatively modest list would include at

least some of the following identity categories: transsexuals, transvestites, cross-

dressers, men or women of transgender experience, drag queens, drag kings, female

or male impersonators, genderqueers, intersexuals, hermaphrodites, fem queens,

girls, boys, trannies, feminine gay men, butch lesbians, male-to-female, female-to-

male, female embodied masculine persons, and even, simply, men or women. The

inclusion of certain kinds of people—and the absence of others—from lists of this

sort is . . . a significant feature of definitions of transgender.

Furthermore, Valentine claims that the collective grouping of disparate subjects

under a transgender umbrella requires a categorical separation of gender and

sexuality as analytically and ontologically distinct. Herein lies a central tension in

this collective mode, because many people exist on the “fuzzy edges” of the trans-

gender community (100) and on the “radical edge” of the category (101).

It is this relational tension between a center and an edge that compels me

to consider the island form, with its landmass and coast, as an apt and generative

metaphor for thinking about the collective mode of transgender. Yet what if we

were to “decontinentalize” (trans)gender to disrupt the imagined insularity of the
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island and to challenge the “continental exceptionalism” of the (cisgender or

nontransgender) mainland? And from the archipelagic perspective, what if we

were to envision multiple islands and thus multiple centers and multiple edges

existing at varying degrees of relational distance and proximity? Like discontiguous
geographic island formations, what if wewere to consider transgender communities

and the emerging field of transgender studies as what Antonio Benítez-Rojo calls a
“meta-archipelago,” one that “has the virtue of having neither a boundary nor a

center” (1996: 4)?2

Drawing on material from the Philippine context, this essay’s proposed

“archipelagic turn” is part of recent academic and activist efforts to challenge

dominance of the global North in transgender studies. Important interventions

have already been made at transgender-focused conferences and panels and in

venues like TSQ, where scholars have drawn attention to how the field is largely a

product of North American settler logics and cultures. These scholars have also

advocated resistant epistemological methods that “provincialize trans” (Aizura

2016), “decolonize transgender” (Aizura et al. 2014: 312; Boellstorff et al. 2014), and

examine “trans-in-Asia” and “Asia-in-trans” (Chiang, Henry, and Leung, this

issue). Extending these debates as well as discussions about how transgender

circulates transnationally, my goal is to take up anthropologist Boellstorff’s call

to account for “spatial scales other than the transnational,” focusing on how

transgender is localized, urbanized, and “articulated not just with nationality but

also with regionality” (2014: 437). Boellstorff asks, “What about archipelagic,

networked, and atmospheric geographies that trouble the framework of nested

spatial scales altogether?” (437). Engaging with these spatial questions helps

challenge approaches that falsely universalize “transgender” (Aizura et al. 2014)

or that reductively romanticize the “transgender native” as mere cross-cultural

evidence of gender variation, an invocation of difference that diminishes the

“richness and complexity of other people’s lives, flattening out their lived realities”

(Towle and Morgan 2002: 487).

Archipelagic perspectives have been used to examine imperialism, colo-

nialism, and comparative racialization (Roberts and Stephens 2013), as well as gay

and lesbi sexualities in Indonesia (Boellstorff 2005). According to Craig Santos

Perez, an “archipelagic turn offers a promising analytic to navigate the transna-

tional, transatlantic, transpacific, transindigenous, and transhemispheric turns in

the now discontiguous archipelago of American studies” (2015: 619). This article

extends these perspectives to the archipelagic topographies of transgender. It shows

the potential of an archipelagic approach not only for theorizing trans experiences

in places like the Philippines but also for considering the discontiguous character of

scholarship in transgender studies. I argue that this orientation can help reimagine

transgender studies, picturing it less as a territorially defined field with related
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subfields and more like an archipelago, evoking relationality, connection, and

tension among sometimes scattered, disparate, and discontiguous ways of being

and knowing. This analytic resonates with what Harrod Suarez (2017: 14) calls

“archipelagic reading” practices, which “emphasize the limits of the disciplinary

and institutionalized knowledge production that manages the world around us.”

In proposing the notion of transgender archipelagos, I’m hoping to resist

the impulse to consolidate the field of trans studies as though there were a def-

initional center, one that might lead to a proper, taken-for-granted object of study

(i.e., transnormativity). Instead, I want to consider the radical edges of these

groupings and focus on bodies, practices, and identities that inhabit the archi-

pelagic coastlines. This multiple, fragmented, and scattered analytic is becoming

ever more important as the category “transgender” circulates globally, getting

taken up in various locations in uneven ways that potentially lead to the erasure of

indigenous, racialized gender-sexuality terms or to an imposed categorical sep-

aration of gender and sexuality in locations where such distinctions are not so

clear. Moreover, this perspective requires us to think about the interisland relations

and regional groupings that fragment and undermine the notion of a coherent,

singular archipelagic form. Focusing on variations within the archipelagic form, this

approach invokes a framework of difference that examines islands not as insular

units but as inextricably relational, as composing a network of interisland ties. Thus,

an archipelagic analytic helps theorize transgender as—and across—constellations

of island chains, both literal and figural. Rather than treating a group of islands

simply as a single unit, what is needed is a more robust understanding of the

relations among and between islands (Stratford 2013). In other words, this article

offers transgender archipelagos as an analytic to “decontinentalize” transgender

studies as imbued with some inherent, matter-of-fact mainland or continental

form.

Finally, to talk about landmasses that constitute the islands of an archi-

pelago also requires us, by extension, to talk about water. To talk about water is to

invoke fluxes and currents. And to invoke currents is to consider tides and cross-

currents. These cross-currents circulate, permeate, infuse, and change direction.

Thus, I also buttress my argument by putting the archipelagic framework, with

its focus on scattered island landmasses, in conversation with Kale Fajardo’s

“crosscurrents” framework, which focuses on ebbs and flows and the transpacific

circulation of terms, bodies, and identities. Fajardo’s framework aims “not to

transport the terms queer or transgender to the Philippines in a ‘Western,’ U.S.

American, or global north colonial or imperialist manner but to emphasize the

transnational, trans-Pacific, and transport connections and cultural flows between

the Philippines and regional, and diasporic, geographies” (2008: 407; on the effects

of medico-juridical discourses of transsexuality on Filipino configurations of sex/

gender/sexuality, see Stryker 2009).
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To illustrate the bridging of an archipelagic framework with the cross-

currents framework, this essay presents a focused description of “Queen of Cebu,”

a beauty pageant in the Philippines in which the porous and playful boundaries

between gender and sexuality continuously shift, travel, transport, and refuse to stay

still in ways that exhibit the multiple centers and multiple edges of the transgender

archipelago. Focusing on a series of shifts that take place in the pageant over several

years, I offer several examples that suggest the pageant itself underwent an “archi-

pelagic turn,” orienting its performative displays of beauty and identification away

from national and continental forms and toward regions, provinces, and islands.

I draw upon the Queen pageants from 2009 to 2015 to put transgender

studies in conversation with the emerging field of archipelagic studies (Stratford

et al. 2011; Roberts and Stephens 2017). My interpretation is based on the analysis

of several primary and secondary data sources, including digital videos of the

2009, 2010, and 2011 pageants (produced and sold by the organizers) that docu-

ment the events in their entirety, and (incomplete) video clips of each pageant

through 2015 posted on YouTube and other social media. I also rely onmy firsthand

observations of the 2012 Queen pageant as an audience member and, for context,

attendance at four other transgender and gender-nonconforming pageants in the

Philippines, in one case as a judge (David and Cruz 2018). I also draw on promo-

tional materials and pageant coverage in the popular and alternative press.

Having examined some of the currents in archipelagic studies that I find

useful for the study of transgender experience, the subsequent sections present

close readings of the Queen pageants to demonstrate how an archipelagic per-

spective can be applied to and grounded in an empirical case. In the first section, I

describe the emergence and early years of the Queen of Cebu pageant, discuss

the pageant’s organizational structure, and reflect on some of the changes that

took place over time. In the next section, I examine how the contestants dis-

rupt continentalizing logics through the staging of translocalities and multi-

lingualism. Then I analyze pageant promotional material that invokes region-

alism and interisland groupings as spatial scales within the archipelagic logic.

This is followed by an examination of the most recent iterations of the Queen

pageant in which there is a mishmash of spatial orderings that invoke islands,

regions, and provinces. In the conclusion, I argue that transgender studies, with

its discontiguous and decentered character, can also be characterized in archipelagic

terms. A final note before proceeding: some readers might find the following

analytic sections to be untethered or hanging loosely to the archipelagic framework

I have just described. But the archipelagic framework can also be invoked in the

forms of theoretical and critical texts. This essay is archipelagic in character; like the

“networked continents” that become a cluster of islands, the elements are, for better

or worse, “hanging together, yet separated” (Roberts and Stephens 2017: 31).
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Queen of Cebu—A Pageant for Alternatives (The Early Years, 2009–12)

“Mabuhay! [Welcome!] Maayong gabii kaninyo ang tanan [Good evening to

you all]. My name is Jean Fernandez. And I am Maria Makiling, goddess of

nature. I’m from the 7,107 islands—Philippines!” This enthusiastic candidate

introduction—spoken in Tagalog, Cebuano, and English—was delivered at Queen

of Cebu 2010 by Miss Philippines, one of about twenty Filipina contestants, each

fictionally representing countries around the world. This competition, staged in

the grand ballroom of the upscale Waterfront Cebu City Hotel and Casino, fea-

tured numerous elements typical of beauty contests across the world, including

candidate introductions in regional or national attire, an evening gown compe-

tition, a “fun wear” segment showcasing contemporary fashion designs, a swimsuit

competition, and of course, a question-and-answer session.

The Queen pageant is part of a larger constellation of Filipino gay, bakla,

and transgender beauty pageants and cultural performances, ranging from those

held locally in barangays (small municipal units like barrios or districts) during

town fiestas to those staged in the queer Filipino diaspora (Benedicto 2015;

Cannell 1999; Clutario 2017; Diaz 2016; Johnson 1997; Manalansan 2003; Peterson

2011). As sites heavily imbued with symbolic meaning, the pageants also belong to

the global circulation of fashion events and beauty pageant cultures that stage

dominant and resistant ideas of gender, race, class, and sexuality (Balogun 2012;

Banet-Weiser 1999; Besnier 2002; Cruz 2016; Vartabedian 2016).

“Queen—A Pageant for Alternatives,” also referred to by shorter titles,

“Queen of Cebu” or simply “Queen,” was first held in 2009 and continued under

the same name for five consecutive years through 2013. After a one-year hiatus, the

pageant was relaunched in 2015 under a new name, Queen Philippines.3 Queen

has become a mega-event that mobilizes constituents from across the commu-

nity in a public display of trans-feminine pageantry. The contestants are selected

during a rigorous screening process in the preceding months, in which aspiring

contenders, sometimes as many as one hundred, show up at a one- or two-day

screening at local venues, such as a shopping mall or a public library, in full

pageant make-up and a “little black dress” to be evaluated before a panel of judges.

The screening criteria state that candidates must be between the ages of eighteen

and thirty-eight and be a Filipino or of Filipino descent. At the screening, aspirants

submit head shots, full-body photos, and an application form with information

such as real name, screen name, measurements, hobbies, talents, and the names of

at least three nonrelative references. There is also a requirement to sign an oath

attesting that they are in “good health and of good moral character” and that their

“age, citizenship, and educational attainment” are true and correct.

The Queen contestants have a wide range of educational and occupational

experiences. Many are college graduates, some of whom aspire to pursue graduate
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degrees.Many aremiddle-class professionals; among themwere call-center agents,

nurses, and teachers. And in contrast to contestants in the Miss Galaxy pageant

in Tonga, who were often young and underprivileged (Besnier 2002), numerous

contestants have had family ties to the social and political elite (one candidate’s

family even owned a mansion with a helipad in one of Cebu’s elite subdivisions).

A local newspaper had this to say about the pageant: “Screened for both beauty

and brains, the ladies are the crème de la crème of this particular segment of Cebu

society” (Avila 2009). In the months leading up to the pageant, contestants rehearse

choreographed dances, work with designers and stylists to craft their image, and

document their volunteerism on Facebook and social media.

Organizers solicit support from local politicians and secure sponsorship

from businesses, and they make arrangements with local charities that become the

beneficiaries of contestants’ volunteerism. Friends and family members purchase

tickets for the event, some arriving at the venue with huge banners and signs

expressing support for their candidate of choice. Queen is now considered one of

the most prestigious beauty contests in the Philippines for gay, bisexual, and

transgender Filipinas and “transpinays” (a term coined in 2008 by trans activists

in Manila); another comparable pageant is “Manila’s Five Prettiest.” The slippage

in terms exemplifies the archipelagic logics and “cross-currents” framework. And

by being staged in Cebu City, the second largest metropolitan area of the Phi-

lippines, the Queen pageant challenges the hegemony of the Manila-centric

imaginary while at the same time upholding an urban-based cosmopolitanism.

One contestant described Cebu City as the “Milan of Asia.” It is fitting then, that

the Queen pageant takes place in a location dubbed the “Queen City of the South”

(Cebu City) because it displays the multiple hubs in the Philippines, thereby

decentering “Imperial Manila” from center stage.

TheQueen pageant gainedmuch of its status and reputation by invoking the

name of its founder, fashion designer Cary Santiago, who is considered one of the

Philippines’s top couturiers and whose clients include some of the most powerful

women among the country’s elite (Gonzalez 2014). The pageant also carved out

legitimacy by highlighting its distinguished panel of judges from the Philippine elite,

comprising philanthropists, businesspersons, socialites, and former beauty queens

(such as Binibining Pilipinas [Miss Philippines], Yedda Marie Mendoza Kittilsvedt-

Romualdez, and Miss World Runner-Up, Carla Bautista).

The pageant typically begins with an opening dance number in which

contestants appear in national (until 2013) or regional/provincial (in 2015) attire

that is festive, flamboyant, and often bongga (over the top). The oversized,

carnivalesque costumes, with feathered, beaded, and sequined headdresses and

back pieces sometimes exceeding ten to fifteen feet in height and width, can
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be cumbersome onstage, but they elicit awe from the crowd. This opening

sequence, sometimes called the “parade of nations,” frequently includes dance

troupes and bands from local high schools or universities, turning an event for

minority gender and sexuality groups into a community-wide affair. After the

opening number, candidates introduce themselves, announcing the place they

have been chosen or assigned to represent (often linked to candidate skin color;

lighter-skinned Filipinas represented places like Spain or Russia; darker-skinned

candidates, places in Africa like Ethiopia or Namibia), their chosen name for the

pageant, and some clever or humorous statement that helps establish rapport

with the judges and crowd.4 Here, it is important to note that candidates have

rarely been to the places they represent, and their fictional portrayal of the

names, cultures, and languages is based on their study of these locations.

The candidate introductions are usually followed by an entertainment

segment by a local or national performer, which gives candidates time to prepare

for the swimsuit competition. In 2009, one intermission featured a local dance

troupe performing to Beyoncé’s “Single Ladies”; another entertainment break

featured Yova, a former contestant on Kakaiban Idol (the equivalent of Amer-

ican Idol) who belted out a song by Celine Dion.5 In recent years, Filipina pop

stars like singer Regine Velasquez have performed during the event. During the

swimsuit competition, contestants parade onstage in matching one-piece suits,

highlighted by a transparent scarf of a different color wrapped around the waist

for a hint of modesty. The show then turns to the “fun wear” and evening gown

competitions. After the presentation of “minor awards” for the preceding seg-

ments and for titles like “Miss Congeniality,” “Miss Photogenic,” and “Miss New

Placenta” (the brand name of a beauty soap company cosponsoring the event), the

top ten candidates are selected for the final phase. The pageant always concludes

with the question-and-answer segment, in which contestants’ intelligence and

moral sensibilities are evaluated as they field questions about LGBT politics,

workplace discrimination, or homosexual, gay, and/or transgender identities (on

the limits and “cross-currents” of these terms in the Philippine diaspora, see Diaz

2015 and Fajardo 2008, 2014).

Pageant contestants seek titles and material prizes, which underscores the

ways in which this location is also worksite situated within a global political-

economic context.6 Winning titles include, in order of importance: Queen Uni-

verse, Queen World, Queen International, First Runner Up, and Second Runner

Up (beginning in 2012, the two runner-up positions were replaced with the titles

Queen Earth, and Queen Tourism). In 2009, for example, the top five winners

received cash awards ranging from 10,000 pesos ($210) for Second Runner Up to

25,000 pesos ($530) for Queen Universe. Other prizes include dinner at local

hotels, skin care and dental services, and beach resort stays.7
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Since its emergence, Queen has undergone several transformations. Pageant

organizers first billed the event as a competition for “ladies who are gentleman and

gentleman who are ladies.” It is worth emphasizing that in the pageant’s early years,

the language of “transgender” was rarely invoked. For this reason, I am not arguing

that the subjects involved in the pageant were always trans in nature. This would

impose a trans framework that would eclipse the particularities of sex, gender, and

sexual subject formations in this specific sociohistorical context.What I am arguing,

however, is that over time there was a discursive turn toward transgender, which

occurred among organizers and participants in the pageant. In recent years, pageant

organizers have adopted transgender terminology more readily, promoting the

event as one whose eligible contestants include “pre-op and post-op ladies in the

Philippines.”8 Some candidates have also readily adopted transgender identities and

the language of transgender rights, while others used a different set of terms alto-

gether. For example, in the 2010 question-and-answer portion, there was an untidy

flurry of terms used by the various finalists: transgender woman, gay, homosexual,

and transpinay. One contestant even recalled being referred to as a “ladyboy

tomboy” because as a child they were considered by others to be a very rugged,

“masculine ladyboy.” All these terms coexisted in the same space in what may seem

to an outsider as messy, sometimes contradictory ways that resisted a tidy, cate-

gorical separation between racialized sex, gender, and sexuality analytics.

The partial uptake of transgender discourses, as well as the name change

from Queen of Cebu to Queen Philippines, were just a few of the several mod-

ifications to the pageant. Whereas contestants in the first five pageants (2009–13)

were drawn primarily from the metropolitan area of Cebu City and fictionally

portrayed, in name and likeness, countries from around the world (for example,

Miss Venezuela, Miss China, Miss Namibia, Miss USA, and so on), contestants in

the more recent iterations of the pageant (discussed below) represented twenty-

five different provinces and islands from across the Philippines. This shift from

nations to islands and provinces is notable because it underscores a dramatic

restaging of spatial scales in ways that change the role of the geography in the

pageant’s transnational transgender imaginary. The reformulated regionalization

“decenters the nation as a primary site of identification” (Ochoa 2014: 13). The

Queen pageant also shows how places like the Philippines, as well as Indonesia

and the Caribbean, can challenge continental logics, which undergird dominant

thinking about identity, belonging, embodiment, and the nation.

Staging Translocalities and Translingualisms

The Queen pageant’s staging of difference, translocality, and multilingualism

illustrates the archipelagic perspective and brings it into sharp relief. This is

particularly evident in the national costume section in 2011, which sets the tone for
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the entire show and becomes a moment for contestants to stage discontiguous

archipelagic themes, including locality and globality, insularity and integration,

and indigeneity and settler colonialism. A few candidate introductions illustrate

my point. After making her entrance in a white, red, and black couture ensemble

that makes her look like the Queen of Hearts, Miss Spain speaks: “Buenas noches,

Cebu! Señoras y señores, yo soy Princesa Hermosa, your Royal Highness, Infanta

Mariana Victoria de Borbón, from the land which conquered and captivated

the Philippines for more than three hundred years. And so tonight, I am here to

conquer this land once again, with my warm heart and my captivating beauty.

From the land of con-quest-adores, Viva España!”As the crowd erupts in applause,
she smiles, poses, turns, and marches confidently back down the runway, making

way for Miss Tanzania, who is wearing an enormous yellow costume depicting the

sun’s rays, which appear to be radiating from her body. Miss Tanzania announced,

“Mambo Jambo,metro Cebu! Habari za jioni, PrincessMaznat aquí, soy beki la isla
bonita, es Totoy Bibo mo eche palante, la jumbo hot dog, kaya mo ba ‘to, Mambo

Number 18. Representing, from the land where black is beautiful, but too much

is charcoal. Jamhuri ya muungano wa. Tanzania!” These brief introductions offer

insight into the hybrid, creolized logics at work for transgender subjects on the

imperial archipelago (on creolization, see Murdoch 2012; on mess, see Manalansan

2014). They reflect what David Gramling and Aniruddha Dutta, in their intro-

duction to the TSQ issue on translating transgender describe as multilingual

transgender spaces and communities (2016). For example, Miss Spain, in her

adoption of the name, image, and persona of Spanish royalty, and reference of

conquest, engages in performances of settler colonialism and imperial rule,

which could be contrasted with the performances of indigeneity in the per-

forming arts in the Philippines (Espiritu 2012; Peterson 2010).

Similarly, Miss Tanzania, in just a few sentences, displaces the centrality of

the anglophone by combining the languages of Swahili, English, Spanish, Fili-

pino, and beki speak (a queer vernacular in the Philippines) to index the local and

the global, the creole, the diasporic, and the archipelagic. In her opening words,

there is the linguistic mix of “mumbo jumbo” with “jambo,” the Swahili word for

“hello.” This is followed by another Swahili greeting, “Habari za jioni” (“good

evening”). Miss Tanzania identifies herself as “PrincessMaznat” followed by Spanish

“aquí” (“here”). The next few sentences form a breathless chain of English/Spanish/

beki speak: “Soy beki la isla bonita” (“I am a queer of the beautiful island”); “es Totoy

Bibo mo eche palante” (Totoy Bibo refers to a song by performing artist Vhong

Navarro whose campy tune is accompanied by a choreographed line dance, while

the Spanish phrase “eche palante” is an imperative for subjects to “move for-

ward”). Referencing lyrics from the song “Jumbo Hotdog” by Masculados (the
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hunky, all-male, Village People–inspired pop group known for their novelty

songs and dancing), “la jumbo hot dog” combines ribald humor with a non-

English phrase “kaya mo ba ‘to,” Tagalog for “can you take this?” The words

“MamboNumber 18” transform the Lou Bega song “MamboNumber 5” to a phrase

highlighting Miss Tanzania’s candidate number. She offers praise, in English, for

a place where “black is beautiful,” then with antiblack sentiments, “but where

too much is charcoal.” Finally, she ends with three words, punctuated for maxi-

mum effect: “Jamhuri ya. Muungano wa. Tanzania!” (“The United Republic of

Tanzania!”).

These linguistic torrents evade coherence and can be compared to what

Wayne Koestenbaum (2013: 213), in his discussion of the manic works of video

artist Ryan Trecartin, describes as the power of hodgepodge language to shatter

paradigms, especially when spoken in sutured vernaculars and piercing phrases:

“these koans are a new form of poetry, laced with social critique and unclassifiable

esprit. . . . Utterances grow exciting when repeated and tidbitized, or when they

are offered as propositions or dares rather than as factual statements.” And like

fakaleitī contestants in the Miss Galaxy pageants in Tongo, who “situate their

identities actively in both a local context and a much broader frame of reference”

(Besnier 2002: 536), Queen contestants play with notions of place, locality, globality,

and translation. These staged performances are both glamorous and messy (Cruz

2016); they are not a display of “wholesale appropriation,” to borrow from the

anthropologist Sally A. Ness, “but rather one of selective reference” (1997: 72). They

constitute what Ness describes in other performance contexts as “deliberately cre-

ative and iconically fragmented form[s] of (impossible) cultural originality” (72).

The contestants assume the image and likeness of another place, displaying a

specific type of cultural caricature, a theatrical form that dance scholar J. Lorenzo

Perillo (2011: 619) calls “maarte mimicry.” In Filipino, maarte refers to a form of

overacting, and by combining it with notions of mimicry, Lorenzo describes how

some gender and sexual minorities in the Philippines transform and localize

appearances in ways that embrace “ideals of beautiful exaggeration rather than

precise execution” (619). Contestant performances are not attempts to achieve

some realness (as if to convince audiences they are from these locations), because

the introductions are rarely polished or refined enactments of naming, speech, and

embodiment; they usually swell into shrill and ear-splitting announcements of their

country name. In this way, it is also possible to think of their performances as

“dubbing culture”: “To ‘dub’ a discourse is neither to parrot it verbatim nor to

compose an entirely new script. It is to hold together cultural logics without

resolving them into a unitary whole” (Boellstorff 2005: 58; on dubbing, also see

Leung 2016).
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Queen’s Transitions (2013–14)

The Queen pageant’s 2015 archipelagic turn did not occur overnight. One could

say that there was a prelude to this archipelagic turn, a suggestive reorientation or, in

the pageant vernacular of one of my transgender interlocutors at a barangay pag-

eant, the “traditional quarter turn.” This quarter turn refers to the often mandatory

pivot, turn, and pose of contestants on the beauty pageant stage during the swimsuit

competitions. In 2013, there was a quarter turn, of sorts, away from the parade

of nations and toward the archipelago.9 This quarter turn appears in a high-

production promotional video released for the 2013 pageant. In it, viewers see

some archipelagic themes that would become more fully realized in the 2015

competition in which there was not a parade of nations but instead a flamboyant

parade of islands.

The three-minute promotional video for Queen 2013, posted by its pro-

ducers on YouTube, begins with an external view of the Waterfront Hotel. It cuts

immediately to an interior shot of the modern, brightly lit lobby where a dance

troupe dressed in colorful ethnic attire is performing traditional Philippine folk

dances. High-energy dance music plays on a loop in the background, a cos-

mopolitan contrast to the dancers’ performances of indigeneity (Peterson 2010).

Looking upward at a globe mural on the lobby ceiling, the camera spins ever so

slightly, and then cuts to three glamorous figures, soon recognizable as the win-

ning queens from previous years, standing together at the top of a stately staircase

overlooking the fiesta-like dance activities below. Dressed in white formal attire,

they gaze approvingly on the crowd and revelry below. Each queen then speaks in

succession, almost entirely in English, delivering a series of welcome remarks.

1. “Mabuhay! (Welcome!) I’m Rain Marie Madrigal, Queen Universe 2009.

From Cebu, Philippines, we gather tonight the most beautiful, glamorous,

intelligent, and talented queens.”

2. “This is Maki Eve Mercedes, Queen Universe 2010. A celebration of beauty,

culture, glamour, and glitz. A celebration full of pomp and pageantry.”

3. “And this is BeeUrgello, QueenUniverse 2011. Let us join the fun and celebrate

life full of fun and colors with the fiestas in the Philippines and with our

beautiful queens.”

The next shot returns to the ground level for a brief choreographic tour of five

different regions of the country, complete with dances and costumes from each

locale. Each region is introduced by a speaker, adorned in a province-specific

costume, who offers greetings in the regional language. Unlike the former Queen

winners, none of these featured speakers identify themselves by name. But many

“missosologists”10 (passionate pageant followers) familiar with the pageant circuit
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in the Philippines would recognize the speakers as the top five winners from the

Queen of Cebu pageant in 2012.

The five-part sequence clearly evokes the long-standing Bayanihan model

of Philippine dance and choreography, a form that became institutionalized

in the late 1950s by the Bayanihan Philippines National Folk Dance Company.

This model is still in circulation today in the Philippines and in the Philippine

diaspora (Gonzalves 2010), from Filipino community centers to college cultural

clubs to elite performance spaces. Performing arts and dance scholar William

Peterson (2016), relying heavily on the work of Isabel Santos (2004), describes the

model in this way: “The Bayanihan company’s foundational practices encourage

a particular kind of packaging of dance, in which multiple dances from a range

of related traditions—typically those originating within the same geocultural

region—are compressed into discrete and clearly differentiated suites” (2016:

109–10). According to Peterson (2016: 110–13), the five suites are (1) the “Cor-

dillera” or “Mountain Suite,” which usually begins with “men in traditional

G-strings dancing vigorously and assuming aggressive stances, whereas women

sway gracefully with pots on their heads, leading to a courtship dance in which

the aggressive spirit of the men is tamed, followed by a dance of thanksgiving in

which all are united together”; (2) the “Spanish” or “Maria Clara Suite,” named

after the mestiza heroine in Noli Me Tangere, the most famous novel by Phi-

lippine national hero José Rizal. In contrast to the Cordillera dances, this Spanish
suite is “essentially a homage to the grace and beauty of the refined and urbane

Hispanicized culture”; (3) the “Muslim Suite,” which brings together dances

from the southern islands of Mindanao and Sulu, and contrasts the Christian

world of the Spanish with Muslims as the “ultimate refined exotic”; (4) the “Tribal

Suite” (also known by various names such as “Regional Variations,” “Tribal Ima-

ges,” and “Tribal Tapestry”), which brings together a “a range of ritual, animistic,

and mimetic dances from the tribal groups in the south,” notably the “minority

ethnic groups in Mindanao”; and finally, (5) the “Rural Suite,” which typically

concludes the program, “offering a[n] exuberant and joyous celebration of rural

life.” In tracing the spatial progression of the choreographed suites across the

Philippine archipelago, from the tribes of the mountainous region to the urban

and lowland areas, Peterson notes, “Bayanihan starts with what is most ‘untou-

ched’ by the outside world [the Mountain suite of the highlanders] and ends the

program with a dance celebration of lowlander village life” (2016: 110).11

In the Queen of Cebu 2013 teaser, all five dance suites in the Bayanihan

model are depicted. The first scene in the sequence begins just outside the hotel. It

is dusk, and the hotel’s brightly lit columns frame what appears to be the dim

outline of a hillside, evoking the idea of a mountain range. This is a fitting

backdrop for the half dozen dancers in the foreground, who are dressed in the
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traditional attire of the Cordillera Province of the mountainous, highland region

of the northern Philippines. The women dance while balancing pots on their

heads, and a shirtless man dances in a traditional loincloth. The camera cuts to the

first queen, who says, “Napudno nga adum [Welcome]. A warm greetings from

the preserved culture: Cordillera!”

The second scene cuts back to the hotel’s interior, where the next ensemble

is seen depicting theMaria Clara suite, complete with gender-symmetrical dancing

pairs, the men in barong tagalogs (embroidered formal attire typically made of

indigenous fibers) and the women in elegant white ensembles that symbolize

nobility during the Spanish era. Miss Portugal (whose pageant name was Adrianna

Veronica Palma de Mallorca), the winner of the 2012 Queen World title, wears a

black terno (a formal dress with butterfly sleeves) with contrasting floral designs in

red, green, yellow, and white, and she offers a welcome in English and Tagalog:

“From the National Capital Region. Magandang gabi sa inyong lahat [Good

evening to you all].”

The third scene resembles the “Tribal Suite” in the Bayanihan model.

Another winning queen stands on the staircase wearing an embroidered terno

with a colorful beaded headdress. She offers her greeting, “Maayad ha masaalam.

Peace and love from the indigenous tribes of the Philippines.” The fourth scene

represents the “Muslim Suite,” featuring Miss Croatia (whose pageant name was

Ivanna Mikhaella Szupernavic) and winner of the Queen International title.

Standing in front of performers in head scarves dancing the singkil, originating

from Maranao, and gently waving red mosala (scarves), she delivered welcome

remarks in English, Arabic, and Maranao: “From our brothers and sisters of

Mindanao. Assalumu alaykum [Peace be with you]. Mapiya kagagawi [Good

evening].”

The fifth section portrays the “Rural Suite,” a dance ensemble depicting the

Pista (fiesta) sa Barrios of the Philippine lowlands. The dancers in the background

perform the karatong, from the island of Cuyo, and hold bunga mannga, which are

colorful floral displays affixed to long sticks that represent mango trees. The star of

this sequence isMiss Paraguay Vanity Salinanga, Queen Universe 2012, who during

the pageant stood by the name of Guadalajara Mimosa de Salamanca. For the

video, she delivered her greeting in Cebuano: “Maayong kabi kanatong tanan!

[Good evening to everyone!] Viva, pit senyor! Welcome to Queen 2013!” The

expression “Viva, pit senyor!” refers to a phrase chanted during the annual Sinulog

festival held on the third Sunday of January on the island of Cebu to honor the

Holy Child of Jesus or the Hispanicized Santo Niño of Cebu (Oracion 2012;

Omamalin et al. 2016).

After the five-part sequence, the video concludes with the Parade of

Nations, a prelude to a similar procession that occurs during the opening act at the
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pageant. The 2013 contestants descend the grand staircase and proceed to enter

the Pacific Grand Ballroom, the site of the pageant, using the hotel lobby as a

lengthy runway to show off their elaborate costumes. Drawing on the Bayanihan

model, this “teaser” creates a form of transregionality that bolsters claims to some

sort of geographic coherence. As Boellstorff (2005: 153) writes, “The state’s

archipelago concept has as its central goal the creation of unity from ethnolo-

calized diversity.” By invoking the Bayanihan structure, this Queen video

attempts to show similar forms of wholeness through the display of regional

difference.

Queen Philippines (2015 Onward)

During the 2015 Queen pageant, the contestant who would become the title

winner delivered this introduction in Bisaya: “Mabulawanung gabii sa inyung

tanan, Metro Cebu [A beautiful moonlit night to all of you, Metro Cebu]. With a

pervading culture and heritage of the few provinces in the country who believes

in the coexistence of Muslims and Christians, and with the rich influences of

Lumads, ethnic tribes, and preoccupational regimes. Embrace the bounty of the

present. . . . Embodying the myths of yesterday, this is Carla Marie Madrigal,

twenty-six, from the home of Kuyamis festival, from the majestic gateway to

northern Mindanao. Chada gyud, atu ni [Really beautiful, this is ours]. Misamis

Oriental!”Misamis Oriental is a province on the northern coast of Mindanao, an

island in the southern-most region of the archipelago. In contrast to the staging

of nations in previous years, contestants in 2015 instead performed islands, the

provinces, and regionality,12 particularly during their opening segments when

they appeared in a collective dance routine and then introduced themselves in

their “festival costumes.” Regionality was also thematized when contestants from

each of the three main island groups appeared together. Midway through the

opening number, the emcee called forth the “lovely ladies of Luzon,” at which

point a handful of candidates representing the provinces of the northern island of

Luzon stepped to the front of the stage and continued to dance. This was followed

by the emcee calling forward the “beautiful ladies of Mindanao,” the islands of the

southern region, and then finally the “festive ladies from the Visayas,” the central

islands of the archipelago. Thus, in addition to an interisland imaginary, the

contestants performed a series of interprovince relationalities that highlighted

regional forms of identification. And like the pageant in previous years, the links

between the contestants and the place they represented was often tenuous and in

many cases entirely fictional.

In 2015, the candidates introduced themselves by sharing their name and

other information such as age and notable place-based characteristics that help
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define the islands or provinces they were chosen to represent. For example, Miss

Bulacan noted that she came from the “fireworks district of Luzon.” The can-

didate representing the National Capital Region said she hailed from the place

known for the Feast of the Black Nazarene. Another candidate announced that she

came from a place known as the Fruit Basket Capital of Mindanao. Miss Mas-

bate’s introduction, in Masbateño and English, went as follows: “Mabuhi ug

mabuhay Sugbu! [Live and Long Live Cebu] Nagkagilak gilak, nagkasidlak sidlak,

Napuno sa kaaniag [A beauty that is shimmering, shining bright, and full of

radiance]. All the way from the rodeo capital of the Philippines. Hold and behold

[sic], because I will open the gateway of Visayas and Mindanao Islands. Mas sexy

[Sexier]. Mas pretty [Prettier]. Mas liki [Crazier]. Mas lami [Yummier]. Mas

sweetie [Sweeter]. Mas beauty [Prettier]. Mas bongga [More exaggerated]. Mas-

bateeeeeh!” Another contestant, from Davao del Sur, appeared in a giant bird

costume, announcing that she came from the home of the world’s largest eagle

and the Philippines’ national bird; this theatricality gestured to brief moments in

the pageant that could be linked to tranimalities and public performances of

animal drag (Hayward and Weinstein 2015; Seymour 2015).

Another candidate with animal themes was Miss Bohol, who introduced

herself with just a few words: “showcasing the quintessential beauty that is beyond

comparison.” As she stood at the microphone in what appeared to be the most

modest dress of the lot, a conservative white terno more appropriate for an

evening gown competition, she then did a 360-degree turn as she transformed her

white formal attire by inverting a long piece of fabric at the waist to expose a

brightly colored landscape scene of rolling hills, complete with depictions of the

tarsier, a wide-eyed primate about the size of a human hand. She continued, “All

the way from the amazing pa-ra-vince where the crystal clear beaches can be

experienced, where the panoramic Chocolate Hills can be seen, and where the

endemic tarsier can be found.” After stating in Boholano, “Maajung gabii ka

ninjung tanan [Good evening to everyone],” she continued: “Lumulupyong gikan

sa probinsyang, nagkurug kurug tungud sa linug. Nagsalubakub mga problema

apan naglimbasug ug madaling nakabarug. Ug isa pa, pinaka fresh ug pinakabata

na kandidata. Bohol!” (Hailing from the province shook by a recent earthquake.

Even though we’ve experienced many problems, we still have a lot of strength and

resilience and easily bounced back. And one more thing, I’m the freshest and

youngest candidate. Bohol!)

While a few contestants invoked animals, another portrayed a land for-

mation that composes the very matter of the archipelago: a volcano. Representing

the province of Albay in the Bicol region of Luzon Island, known for its landmark

Mayon Volcano, the short-haired favorite of the crowd (who actually hails from

Bohol island, five hundred kilometers away from Albay) called out in Tagalog,

English, Spanish, and Bikolano:
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Galing pa po sa tuktok ng Mayon at bumaba dito para magpasabog. Alert level 1,

alert level 2, alert level 3! Evacuation! Marhay na banggi, metro Cebu. My name is

Miss Princess Johanna Datul, veinte cuatro años, representing, from the land of

the most active volcano in the Philippines, and where you can experience the

celebration of beauty of Magayon Festival! Sabog dito! Sabog doon! Sabog kayo!

Mas sabog ako! Sabog tayo lahat! Bye bye bye! Standby! Nindota ah! Lupig sila. Atu

di bai. Albay!

(From the top of Mayon volcano and descending here to erupt! Alert level 1, alert

level 2, alert level 3! Evacuation! Good evening, metro Cebu [spoken in Bikol, the

language of Albay]! My name is Miss Princess Johanna Datul [also the name of a

famous Filipina beauty queen], twenty-four years old, representing, from the land

of the most active volcano in the Philippines, and where you can experience the

celebration of beauty of Magayon Festival! Stoned here [“sabog” means “high on

drugs” and, with a different pronunciation, “erupting”]! Stoned there! You’re

stoned! I’m so stoned! We are all stoned! Bye bye bye! Standby! Beautiful! This is

ours, bae! Albay!)

Taken together, the candidate introductions during Queen 2015 reveal several

things. First, the pageant itself took an archipelagic turn, focusing less on the

nation and more on islands, provinces, and regions. Second, the contestants, in

their often fictional representations of these locations, bring forward notions of

transmigration; some actually traveled from other island locations to participate

in the show, while others put to work the transgender imaginary, evoking, per-

forming, and embodying places outside their reach. Finally, there were contes-

tants who performed islandness, provinciality, and regionality in ways that

troubled the boundaries between human/animal and human/nonhuman—in

one case, the performative display of animal drag, in the other, the depiction of a

volcano. Threaded through all these performances was the relationship between

transgender, the translocal, and the translingual. All these components help

constitute what I’ve been describing as transgender archipelagos, based on logics

that destabilize coherence and consolidation.

From Transgender Archipelagos to the Archipelagic Turn in Transgender Studies

This article has theorized transgender archipelagos through an examination of an

empirically grounded case of the Queen of Cebu/Queen Philippines pageants. It

showed how the structure of the pageant itself transformed over time, shifting in

focus from nation to region, province, and island. While this spatial reordering

was the most pronounced display of the logics of transgender archipelagos, there

were other features that added important textures to the discussion, including
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issues of translation, multilingual transgender contexts, performances of indigeneity

and settler cultures, tranimalities, and transperformance beyond the human, among

many others. Having engaged in an application of the archipelagic approach to a

concrete, empirical example through the Queen pageants, I’d like to conclude by

stepping back and applying the archipelagic logics to transgender studies more

broadly.

Imagine transgender studies—its journals, special issues, courses, list-

serves, conferences, panels, social media groups, founding figures, and unhead-

lined subjects—not just as an emergent scholarly field with smaller and smaller

subfields but also, in archipelagic terms, comprising multiple chains of islands.13

These island formations, and the waters between them, make up discrete yet

related experiential and material forms that are often grouped together under an

ever-changing territory known as transgender studies.

Thinking about trans studies through archipelagic logics, as a “meta-

archipelago,” as having “neither a boundary nor a center,” allows us to think about

multiple groupings within groupings and discontinuous relations across spatial

scales. This archipelagic logic offers a way to consider transgender positionalities,

subjectivities, and relations across the island arcs and chains. For example, the

archipelagic logic offers a discourse to consider the border wars surrounding

identity categories and embodiments of gender and sexuality (Boyd 2006). More-

over, this logic can also show how subjects on metaphorical transgender archi-

pelagos can be complicit with imperialism and settler cultures, engaged in practices

of knowledge production that rely on systems of domination and what some

scholars describe as the logic of erasure (Morgensen 2011; Smith 2010; Namaste

2000). Others engage with the transgender archipelago as scholarly tourists,

island hopping with episodic and recreational encounters with those who have

made these island chains their homes (whether in gender and sexuality depart-

ments, trans-specific events or conferences, or in TSQ, among other institutional

venues). Still others seek refuge on transgender archipelagos as migrants or

displaced subjects, whether by choice or by circumstance. Some islands on the

transgender archipelago are more popular and populated than others; some are

more remote, provincial, and wild.14

In terms of scholarly production, a conceptual sorting and consolidation

has been taking place in recent years with the academic institutionalization of

transgender studies, including the launch of TSQ, and in conversation and

contradistinction to other fields like queer studies and its flagship journal GLQ.

This, too, is porous. Marcia Ochoa, current editor of GLQ and an editorial board

member of TSQ, has envisioned incorporating more trans scholarship in GLQ,

writing in a recent interview, “Queer is more and more developed as a concept

in dialogue with trans in ways that are not mutually exclusive or negating of
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anybody” (2015). This is all reminiscent of Stryker’s “conviction that transgender,

transsexual, and queer need not be mutually antagonistic terms” (1998: 149).

Invoking Valentine once again, could these boundaries be considered yet another

“fuzzy edge” of the category?And as Heather Love (2004: 259) writes, “If for a long

time queer studies moved in the direction of ever-greater flexibility of its defining

terms, it seems to have reached an internal limit as it has confronted the new field

of trans studies.” Love continues by stating that it is ironic, then, that queer

studies has come back to a focus on gender, “since the founding of the field

seemed to entail the liberation of sexuality from gender” (259). With ebbs and

flows of sociopolitical currents in the academy, the shorelines of the transgender

archipelago are always changing. Perhaps, then, in the context of trans studies,

emergence and change are some of the defining features of an archipelagic analytic.

As new layers of lava build up, an “archipelago of identities,” terms, and concepts

breaks the waters’ surface. Could lava, with its fluid and emergent forms, be a way

to think about the layers of knowledge production in transgender studies? That is,
hot to the touch but increasingly stable as it solidifies, taking shape both within

and outside the academy? And while some forms of knowledge and embodiment

become submerged, disappearing from sight temporarily or permanently, new

shorelines and masses, whether individual or collective, potentially emerge.

Emmanuel David is an assistant professor of women and gender studies at the University of

Colorado Boulder. His recent work has appeared in Gender and Society, GLQ, Radical History

Review, and TSQ.
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Notes

1. The title of this article is an adaptation of the title of Boellstroff’s The Gay Archipelago:

Sexuality and Nation in Indonesia (2005).

2. Archipelagos are also imperial constructs imagined as “groups of islands usually con-

ceived and articulated as one unit from the imperial perspective even when they can be

composed by several insular units that could coexist in diverse degrees of integration and/

or isolation” (Martínez-San Miguel 2014: 11). This consolidation and grouping into a

single unit has taken shape in the drawing of boundaries that seek to establish some

geographic and national coherence. As Brian Russell Roberts and Michelle Stephens

(2017: 31) note, “English and other European languages strain toward evoking insular
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interconnection by using the definite article ‘the’ in front of a pluralized proper noun (as

in ‘the Philippines,’ ‘the Azores,’ or ‘the Anilles’), as if each distinct island were a sin-

gular—yet self-cloning—Philippine, Azore, or Anille.” Rather than self-cloning island

insularity, I’m interested in how diverse island constellations provide an optic to think

about numerous sets of relations: land/sea, island/continent, island/island (Stratford

2013; see also Gibson-Graham 1997), and these relations become useful for thinking about

global hierarchies as continued by multiple centers and edges, metropoles and periph-

eries. For example, in efforts to control contested territories like Puerto Rico, Cuba,

Hawai‘i, and the Philippines, imperialist and settler colonial cultures produced the idea

of the continent and its corollary, the “imperial archipelago” (Thompson 2010; see also

Isaac 2006). Extending recent critiques of “American exceptionalism,” a number of

scholars in the emerging field of archipelagic studies have taken issue with what they

describe as “continental exceptionalism” (Roberts 2015; Roberts and Stephens 2013;

Roberts and Stephens 2017). Roberts (2015: 129) points out that there remains a “critically

persistent belief in the exceptional character of the continent as the form among geo-

graphic forms vis-à-vis the presiding claims of nationhood and political potency.”

3. The pageant was not held in 2016 but resumed in 2017.

4. For example, in the pageant’s first year, the countries represented included Brazil,

Egypt, Ethiopia, France, Greece, India, Italy, Japan, Korea, Lebanon, Mexico, Namibia,

Peru, Philippines, Puerto Rico, Russia, Spain, Thailand, Turkey, the United States, and

Venezuela.

5. Yova appeared in a recruitment advertisement for Convergys, an outsourcing company,

and figured prominently in a recent article examining how transgender Filipinas have

been folded into the global outsourcing industry (David 2016; on transgender call-center

agents, see David 2015).

6. A political-economic analysis is beyond the scope of this article. For more on the links

between transgender political economies, see Irving and Lewis 2017.

7. Event tickets had staggered prices. In 2009, tickets were priced at 100 pesos for open-

balcony seating, 300 and 500 pesos for mid-level seats, and 1,000 pesos for reserved

seating closer to the stage. Over the years, the ticket prices increased to 200, 300 and 800,

and 1,500 pesos, respectively.

8. A Facebook post in 2012 noted that “post-op” ladies can join the screening as long as they

identify as a “transgender woman, male by birth,” but not as a “real woman.”

9. “Orientations” involve both a turn toward and away from objects; see Ahmed 2006.

10. See http://www.missosology.info/forum/portal.php.

11. For a critique of how highlanders have been seen as primitive and noncivilized, see

Rosaldo 1978.

12. The candidate list included representatives of the following islands and provinces:

Agusan del Norte, Albay, Basilan, Benguet, Bohol, Bukidnon, Bulacan, Cavite, Cebu City,

Davao del Sur, Ilocos Sur, Iloilo City, Leyte, Palawan, Pampanga, Maguindanao, Masbate,

Metro Manila, Misamis Oriental, Mountain Province, Negros Occidental, Samar Island,

Sorsogon, Surigao del Norte, and Zamboanga.

13. J. K. Gibson-Graham (1997: 3) engaged in a similar analysis of the discipline of geography,

the “shifting inter-island relations that structure our archipelago as a whole—the geo-

politics, if you will, of Geography itself.”

14. On “wildness” and queer and trans politics, see Halberstam 2014.
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Under the Lights, Onto the Stage
Becoming Waria through National Glamour

in New Order Indonesia

BENJAMIN HEGARTY

Abstract Indonesia’s waria commonly assert that the bodily transformations they undertake on a

temporary but daily basis, which they call déndong, are central to their understanding of the self. The

onerous efforts that waria make to craft their male body in line with frequently glamorous forms of

feminine beauty nests within efforts to achieve visibility on the national stage. Waria also describe

their gendered embodiment in terms of a personal narrative of self-actualization that sees it as

one aspect of a process they call becoming. However, waria do not see déndong primarily as the

expression of an individual self but assert that it is a reflection of the work of others. In this view,

meeting more waria and interacting with them results in irrevocable changes to one’s outer self. This

article describes the historical emergence of this common understanding of selfhood and embodi-

ment during the New Order in Indonesia (1967–98), a period characterized by the rapid growth of

the mass media in the context of military rule. Emphasizing waria’s own memories of this period

alongside archival sources and personal photographs helps us understand how gender presentation

both animates and undermines the fragile promise of national belonging in Indonesia.

Keywords waria, Indonesia, the body, glamour, the self

I n an abridged version of his famous Al-Azhar book of commentary, Buya

Hamka ([1975] 1981: 270–71) expressed outrage about the growing numbers of

glamorous banci on the streets outside his home in the Indonesian capital Jakarta

since the end of the 1960s.1 A popular Indonesian Islamic scholar and public

intellectual, Hamka condemned what he observed as flamboyant men wearing

women’s clothes. The scholar’s criticism of banci flaunting themselves publicly

“in full view of passing traffic” and for being “no different from homosexuals in

Europe” suggests his view of them as pathological figures of modernity in Indonesia

who had grown in confidence since the beginning of the period of authoritarian

military rule and state-led development referred to as the New Order (1967–98).2

Banci and béncong are both well-known and mostly derogatory terms

associated with various forms of male femininity in Indonesia (Oetomo 2000).3
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The term banci appears to date from the middle of the nineteenth century, during

which time it was stereotypically associated with male-bodied individuals who

participated in various forms of entertainment and transactional sex (Boellstorff

2005: 47–57). However, while both the term and practices of male femininity that

it commonly describes most certainly predate the establishment of the Republic

of Indonesia around 1950, both the meaning of the term banci and the kinds of

subjectivity that it articulates have changed over time.

Something about the public visibility of banci in the late 1960s evidently

irritated Hamka. Their relationship to new forms of consumption and work was

facilitating newfound levels of visibility around this time. For example, a news-

paper article published in 1967 reports on the court appearance of a banci on trial

for assaulting her female neighbor: the perpetrator is described as wearing a “blouse

and pants” and speaking with the “accented voice of a woman” (Kompas 1967).

When the judge asked her to explain herself, the banci “played with her hair with

long-nailed fingers” and replied, “I am a man, but I have a woman’s soul [jiwa

perempuan], and I always associate with women.”Only five years later the Jakarta

municipal government officially inaugurated an organization to encourage banci

to join in Indonesia’s project of national development, and in 1978 it even granted

them the new and more respectable modern term waria, a combination of the

Indonesian words for woman and man.4

My interest in the New Order stems from the fact that it was an important

historical period in which the Indonesian state not only took a resolutely devel-

opmentalist cast, but also established the gendered concept of the family as a stage

for modernity and progress. As is the case elsewhere, gender and sexuality are

crucial to Indonesia’s project of national modernity. During the New Order, an

enormous family planning program (Dwyer 2002) and rules of sexual conduct

for civil servants (Suryakusuma 1996) were framed as having a bearing not only

on individuals but the nation as a whole. However, that a context best known for

an unrelenting commitment to state-sponsored heteronormativity was also the

moment in which waria and their public performances of femininity arrived on

the national stage demands historical investigation.

This article explains the changing relationship between gender presenta-

tion and understandings of the self among waria during the New Order. The

quintessential characteristic of waria subjectivity remains thus: the laborious

effort that one makes to alter one’s outer appearance to achieve a feminine gender

presentation, which waria refer to as déndong, reflects an interiority that waria

call jiwa perempuan, a phrase that anthropologists have usually translated as a

“woman’s soul” (Boellstorff 2007: 90). The practice of déndong among waria

includes a broad range of bodily transformations undertaken on a daily basis,

including wearing women’s clothing, makeup, breast prosthetics, and wigs (93).5
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While becoming waria is a process (and no two waria are quite the same), the daily

performance of déndong is understood as marking the final and most dramatic

step in the externalization of innate characteristics that reveal a jiwa perempuan. It

is at this point that a person is recognized as, and recognizes themselves as, a waria.

This narrative of the accomplishment of femininity via déndong by waria
shares intriguing parallels to the emphasis on a self that is conceptualized as an

interiority realized through outer appearance common to both medical and pop-

ular accounts of transsexuality in the West (Aizura 2011; Meyerowitz 2002). This is

suggestive of the complex routes through which transnational concepts related to

the modern self have been taken up and drawn into national discourse globally. In

the Indonesian case, state efforts to define banci and waria according to a tax-

onomical vocabulary that prominently included “transsexuals” and “transvestites”

played an important role in defining the modern self. Following Aren Aizura (2011)

and other scholars in transgender studies (Najmabadi 2014), I deploy the self as an

analytical term that highlights a distinctive kind of personhood, one centered on

aligning an individual’s biography and embodiment as a subject of expert knowl-

edge associated with transnational modernity. The history of déndong amongwaria

during the New Order helps to identify how the incomplete project of aligning

gender presentation and inner self established both the coordinates for Indonesian

national modernity and the very conditions for its failure.

The description and analysis of waria history is not an attempt to uncover

their origins. This account therefore resists the persistent characterization of male

femininity and female masculinity outside of the contemporary West as tempo-

rally prior versions of modern “transgender” (Valentine 2007: 156; see also Towle

and Morgan 2002) or “gay” subjects (Whitehead 1981). While I do not deny the

possibility that waria may have a relationship to ritual practices in Indonesia and

Southeast Asia that predate European colonies and postcolonial nation-states.

I am more interested in how historical sources about practices of déndong
among waria offer a way to better understand the relationship between gender

and sexuality as taken-for-granted attributes of the modern self. Moreover, the

history of waria’s relationship to déndong helps to illuminate the state discourse

through which concepts related to the self materialized during the Indonesian

NewOrder. In Indonesia, the temporary yet daily practices that make up déndong
among waria are usually framed as a way to accomplish national belonging and

thus in order to define oneself as part of a “modern” national community.

It was during the New Order that waria linked their newfound visibility

to claims for citizenship and national belonging, usually expressed through the

morally worthy good deeds known as prestasi (Boellstorff 2007: 105). This is most

evident in the close relationship between waria and beauty work that had emerged

by the late 1960s and early 1970s. During this period, waria began to garner pride
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from their reputation as experts at making up “better representatives of proper

modern Indonesian womanhood and manhood” (111) through work in salons

and as bridal beauticians. This early period of the New Order was also a moment

when waria started to become increasingly visible on the street corners and

railway sidings at which they undertake transactional sex and socialize late at

night, locations which they refer to as tempat nyébong. Given the entanglement of

morality with the performative dimensions of national citizenship in Indonesia,

many waria consider these forms of visibility—which also rely on the practice of

déndong—to be a source of considerable shame and counterpoint to prestasi,

albeit one that is somewhat unavoidable given their low social status.

This article is primarily based on a series of interviews that I conducted in

2015 with Tadi, a waria who is now in her seventies. The research on which this

article is based took place in the smaller city of Yogyakarta and the large capital

city Jakarta, both of which have unique characteristics. Rather than highlight the

distinctiveness of these places, and in line with my historical focus on the period

of time that makes up the New Order, I address the commonalities which link

these different places together as specifically national or “Indonesian” experiences

of selfhood and embodiment (see Boellstorff 2005, 2007). I visited Tadi at least

once a month to interview her about her experiences of growing up as a waria

during the New Order. My analysis also draws on a personal archive of photo-

graphs of waria in déndong taken by Tadi during the early to mid-1980s, including

candid and staged images. A single life history of a waria in her seventies provides

details about the relationship between déndong and national modernity during

the NewOrder, offering perspectives that stand distinct from the valuable insights

provided by archival and ethnographic sources. Life history and personal pho-

tography taken together are especially important in this case because of the

scarcity of official sources about the everyday practices among waria during the

1970s and 1980s in particular. Throughout, I supplement interview and photo-

graphic data where necessary with archival sources and oral history to better

contextualize the relationship between déndong and waria. These include pho-

tographs, newspapers, magazines, journals, state publications, and ethnographic

texts based on fieldwork undertaken during the New Order.

The analytical strength of this research emerges through placing waria’s

reflexive understandings of their own history in dialogue with archival materials.

Early on in the research, I was struck by the way that waria who came of age during

the first decades of the New Order—now between fifty and eighty years of

age—asserted that they were completely distinct from figures of male femininity

in previous decades. This was a puzzling claim, considering that it superficially

encourages a view of waria history as a linear pathway toward Western modernity

and denies a relationship to ostensibly similar figures that preceded the New
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Order. Tadi went to some effort to make it clear to me that, while there had been

banci in the past, they were very different from those of the New Order. Her

photographs—mostly taken during the early 1980s—provided irrefutable proof

of the emergence of what she referred to as modern waria; those whose studied

commitment to the practice of déndong as a form of beauty and glamour reflects

the incipient relationship between gender presentation and the modern self.

Gender Performance and the Self

In the following pages, I explain the common narrative among my interlocutors

that performances of déndong mark a culmination of a process that they call jadi

waria (becoming waria). This expression helps to complicate the conceptualiza-

tion of waria’s narratives as strictly similar to or different from Western under-

standings of gender and the self. This is especially important given that the proximity

of certain kinds of déndong to what is referred to as “drag” in Western contexts—

especially when performed by gay men—might easily be misread given a dominant

theoretical understanding of gender as a practice that indexes sexuality as an inner

truth of personhood in the West (Butler 1999). As we shall see, while gay men

in Indonesia can also perform déndong, the bearing that these practices have
on their understanding of selfhood both overlap and sit distinct from that of waria

in key ways.

For example, one forty-year-old waria likened the gradual accrual of

pleasure that she found in déndong to the externalization of visible signs, which

she described using the metaphor of an empty vessel being filled up over time.

This particular waria moved to Jakarta in the early 1990s, which is where she first

discovered the comfort of déndong. She described a process of trying out different
social settings and gradations of feminine gender performance before settling on

becoming waria. By this, she meant that she had begun to appear in déndong on
a consistent if not daily basis. She explained her transformation in terms of the

phrase banci kaléng, a phrase commonly used among waria that literally means

an empty banci. Banci kaléng is a reference to the period during which a young

waria tentatively begins to practice déndong but retains a mostly masculine

gender presentation. In conversation, she described her experience as a collective

one: “We start out as gay ngondhek [feminine gay], and then we become banci

kaléng. We only become complete when we meet other waria in salons, and at

tempat nyébong [spaces commonly associated with transactional sex for waria],

and perform déndong.” This accords with the fact that numerous waria I inter-

viewed who experienced the New Order stressed that they first commenced jadi

waria not after seeing other waria on film or television but because others

recognized latent signs. It was only later on, when performing déndong on a daily
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basis, that waria emphasized the importance of mass media appearances and

visibility to their understanding of self.

This narrative of growing into a waria after being a banci kaléng is sug-

gestive for the way that it establishes a family resemblance between waria and

gay men. It serves as a reminder that, far from singular, practices of déndong
during the New Order indexed a range of desires and understandings of selfhood

which weave together desire, sexuality, gender, and embodiment. For the waria

who described banci kaléng to me, becoming waria started out with being “gay

ngondhek,” or a gay man who adopts flamboyant or feminine mannerisms in

certain social settings. However, such a view is not entirely straightforward, given

that it relies on the assumption that there has always been a straightforward dis-

tinction between gay men and waria in Indonesia, one roughly analogous to the

relatively recent distinction made between an understanding of selfhood based

on a person’s sexuality and one based on gender identity in the West (Valentine

2007). Waria from the New Order offer a distinct understanding of selfhood and

embodiment for several reasons. The term gay—incorporated from English into

Indonesian and used to describe a masculine-appearing person who desires the

same—was not in wide circulation in Indonesia until the early 1980s (Boellstorff

2005: 12). While waria during the New Order certainly came to see themselves

as distinct from gay men, they also came to believe it possible that gay men who

practiced déndong enough might transform their jiwa and thus become a waria in

the process. Waria usually see the chief difference between themselves and gay men

to reside in the comfort that they derive from being visible to all social audiences.

Both the distinctions and similarities between déndong among gay men

and waria is an important aspect of waria’s own descriptions of their subjectivity

and in attempts to delineate the two in expert and popular sources produced

during the New Order. As the above narrative indicates, waria do understand

déndong as ambiguously related to the situational performance of ngondhek

among gay men (Boellstorff 2005: 166–67). This accords with the distinction that

waria make between the déndong that gay men perform and their own primarily

because it is performed in the context of specific social settings and often for the

purposes of performance (166). But waria also see ngondhek—particularly when

it is performed in social settings beyond those made up only of gay men—as

suggestive of the possibility that a person is in fact becoming a waria. Waria also

sometimes reflect on their own gender presentation as ngondhek earlier in life,

frequently in the context of describing the characteristics that initially indicated

that they should actively engage in a process of becoming waria.

The actions associated with becoming waria means that a jiwa perempuan

is revealed through visible changes in everyday gender performances. This

nuanced understanding, based on identifying gradual signs over time, is what
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waria believe marks their practice of déndong as distinct to that of gay men.

Another difference between gay men and waria déndong is that the latter see their
gender presentation as a way to accrue forms of prestasi in wider society. It is

through déndong that waria reveal a self that is striving for development. The

practice of déndong among waria here appears to index forms of Indonesian

selfhood that require constantly iterated forms of popular recognition, however

tenuous, in order to be viable. Less concerned with appearing the same across all

settings and establishing a consistent narrative integrated into a single self, waria

strive to perform a series of constantly iterated corporeal practices that effect

deep and lasting transformations. Given that it is the temporariness of practices

of déndong that allow gay men to do it too, it is somewhat surprising that waria

experience the practice of déndong as having such transformative force. Tadi and

others suggest that more recent technologies of corporeal transformation—such

as consuming birth control pills or injecting silicone—were not available in the

first decades of the New Order. This meant that waria were required to exercise

a level of mastery in effecting a feminine appearance through déndong alone.

Between the late 1960s and the 1980s, an accomplished performance of déndong
that enabled waria to “look like a woman” was looked upon with considerable

admiration. It is these skills that mark someone out as becoming a waria and in

turn which offers a way to accomplish national belonging.

An understanding of déndong among waria thus formulated is perhaps

not as recent as Tadi and others may claim. Practices of cultivating the male body

through the use of ornamentation and feminine accoutrements are well described

throughout Southeast Asia (Cannell 1999). However, the understanding of dén-
dong as a constantly performed practice that can influence an improved inner

state also suggests the influence of a discourse through which the self congeals as

a coherent entity that links inner subjectivity and outer bodily comportment and

expression. From this perspective, my research accords with waria’s own accounts

that it was only at the beginning of the New Order in the late 1960s that the

aspiration of full-time appearance in déndong became the most common refer-

ence point both for narratives of the self among waria and public recognition of

the viability of such a self.

Déndong and National Modernity

I have suggested that waria remember the New Order as a critical period during

which an understanding of selfhood linked closely to a consistent feminine

gender presentation became widespread. However, the importance of déndong to
waria also surfaces in accounts from prior to 1968, troubling claims that such

practices have their origins in the New Order. A 1951 weekly magazine describes a

group of banci arrested for “deception” in Jakarta as both a new and troubling
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phenomenon (Siasat 1951).6 By the early 1960s, anthropological accounts of

“transvestite” theater performances in the port city of Surabaya described “super-

womanly” (Peacock 1968: 206) performers, who carefully adjusted their gender

presentation depending on location and time of day. What appears to have

changed between 1951 and 1968 was that waria became increasingly confident in

their ability to appear in déndong both during the daytime and in the context of

everyday life, a transformation corroborated both by oral history and official

sources (Jakarta Municipal Government 1968b).

While there are only very limited details of the everyday experience of male

femininity from the period prior to the New Order, James Peacock’s (1968) classic

account based on fieldwork undertaken in the early 1960s provides limited but

valuable insights. In it, he includes a description of performers who lamented

being forced to cut their long hair to meet the requirements of the political

organizations that promoted theater performances at this time. Tellingly, these

performers attributed the demand to perform masculinity off-stage to a new

political discourse of maju (progress), which articulated their performance of

femininity off-stage as an embarrassing faux pas. The following excerpt from an

interview with a performer is especially telling: “Like other players I once had hair

halfway to my waist. I curled, arranged it like a girl—but then came embar-

rassment [malu] and progress [madju]. I cut it off” (206–7). This account indi-

cates that being “like a girl” at this time did not rest on déndong as it came to be

understood during the New Order—certain forms of bodily augmentation

involving makeup and glamorous clothing—but rather on hairstyle and bodily

comportment. In oral history interviews that I conducted, waria echoed these

ethnographic and press accounts of the 1950s and 1960s as decades when visible

displays of male femininity outside certain sanctioned spaces faced negative reac-

tions and even violent retribution. Before the New Order, it appears that waria

faced considerable pressure to discipline their offstage gender presentation to

conform to a nationally defined modern masculinity.

It was in the early years of the New Order in the late 1960s and the early

1970s that waria began to be appear consistently in public in déndong, rather than
only in the context of circumscribed performances (Boellstorff 2007: 86; 2005: 57).

Press photographs of one of the first ever waria beauty competitions in 1969 are

notable for the distinctive stylings and seriously elegant comportment of the

contestants (fig. 1). These are clearly not figures to be mocked but whose studied

commitment to modern styles of hair, makeup, and couture is to be admired

and even emulated as a paragon of feminine beauty. This shift in the practice of

déndong from a situational to a consistently performed femininity superficially

suggests a more permissive environment. However, the redrawn boundaries of

acceptable gender performances and spaces for them also emerged in the context

362 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/355/537982/355hegarty.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



of a state discourse that rested on an increasingly narrow definition of women’s

and men’s social roles.

Waria’s claims to be a product of New Order modernity has its basis in

official history. While its provenance is not clear, the term waria was announced

by government sources in the press in 1978 as an official designation for male

femininity. This new term emerged as amodifed version of an older term,wadam,

which had been in popular usage in the national media from 1968 onward. Both

terms emerged out of a stress on scientific and medical expertise that perme-

ated the new regime more generally (Jones 2010). The discourse that men’s and

women’s gender presentation stems from their psychological state, and that they

formed a pair of complementary opposites, evoked heightened anxiety about the

capacity of state citizens to appropriately embody the modern norms of mas-

culine and feminine comportment. Notably, both popular and expert sources

continued to use the preexisting term banci alongside wadam and later waria.

However, from around 1970, the meaning of the term banci was altered through

the introduction of expert knowledge. Indonesian translations of American psy-

chologists such as Alfred Kinsey and Robert Stoller increasingly presented banci

and wadam as “permanent transvestites” (Jakarta Municipal Government 1968b)

Figure 1. The winner of the 1969 Queen of the Miss Imitation Girls

competition in Jakarta. Photograph reproduced with permission of

Indonesian Press Photo Service (IPPHOS) and Antara Photography Archives

in Jakarta.
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caused by “sexual abnormality” (Karsono 1973). This state discourse, in conversa-

tion with transnationally circulating knowledge about gender and sexuality, framed

waria’s gender performance as related to an inner self in new ways. This interest in

waria at the very beginning of the NewOrder anticipated one of themost quotidian

demands of modern Indonesian citizens, the alignment of an inner self with a

consistent gender performance that in turn comes to reflect it. As we shall see, waria

both deployed and exceeded this discourse of modern selfhood in the decades that

followed.

Although understandings of gender are by no means uniform in Indo-

nesia, the New Order state placed immense effort in defining women and femi-

ninity in terms of a natural predisposition to motherhood. In documents ranging

from guides about childrearing to the revised law on marriage, women became

defined as “appendages and companions” (Suryakusuma 1996: 101) and “guardians

of morality and tradition” (Brenner 1999: 23). Yet as these and other scholars suggest,

femininity during this and later periods was far from a docile performance of the

state’s disciplinary norms (see, especially, Jones 2010). Despite the apparent bio-

logical essentialism that underscores the Indonesian state’s perception of gender, the

behavior of male and female individuals alike unsurprisingly encompasses a wide

range of sometimes contradictory attributes. Perhaps more pertinently, in Indonesia

and throughout Southeast Asia, the performance of a skillful modern femininity or

masculinity is not seen to rest on the alignment of sex or genitalmorphology with an

inner psychological state (Jackson 2003). This is observed not only among waria but

others who describe their subjectivity in similar terms. Tombois, women who

practice female masculinity and desire feminine women, similarly refer to gender

performance as one practice through which they achieve social recognition of who

they feel their inner state or jiwa to be (Blackwood 2010: 101). In this case, proper

masculinity is initially learned from other tombois, who in turn discipline the

appearance of others who they feel to be similar to themselves (108–10).

That waria rose to unprecedented levels of visibility during the develop-

ment of a staunchly heteronormative ideology indicates how powerful the dis-

course of a self fashioned by its outer appearance was at the time. In 1968, the

national psychiatric journalDjiwa published a series of reports on banci (Masdani

1968), and a weekly magazine published by the Jakarta government ran a month-

long series on the topic later on in the same year (Jakarta Municipal Government

1968a). Although these and other sources usually categorize male femininity

in abject terms, a combination of limited state support and public interest

through the mass media facilitated a remarkable transformation. Despite being

an authoritarian regime, the New Order did not prohibit the growth of a large

commercial press (Robison 1996). The size and reach of the mass media enabled

the process of translation between expert state and popular commercial knowledge
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about male femininity to proceed rapidly, lending further visibility to and knowledge

about waria throughout Indonesia. Resisting descriptions of gender transgression

as an unruly and unwanted aspect of modernity, waria drew on the centrality of

self-improvement to the state’s narratives of development. Both inverting and

recasting the relationship between gender performance and the self, waria were

able not only to begin to déndong on a full-time basis but also to establish a

successful platform for social acceptance.

Another important characteristic of the New Order period, as has been

the case globally, was the pedagogical role of the mass media in shaping the

aesthetics of gender presentation. Waria drew on technologies of film, television,

andmagazines to fashion a sense of self that was shaped by national belonging and

transnational images in tacit ways. In his description of globalization and sexu-

ality in Indonesia, Tom Boellstorff introduces the concept of “dubbing culture”

(2005: 217). This is a concept of globalization that understands that it is both syn-

chronous and unfolds atmultiple scales, in which “two elements are held together in

productive tension without the expectation that they will resolve into one—just as

it is known from the outset that the speaker’s lips will never be in synch with the

spoken word in a dubbed film” (5). Although déndong certainly draws on globalized
ideas that fasten gender performativity to the modern self, waria’s efforts at per-

forming déndong cannot be explained by recourse to a deep and abiding interiority.
Rather, the relationship between déndong and jadi waria appears to rely on a dubbing
of discourses of the modern self into the Indonesian context. I propose the self as

it is understood here emerges in the form of narratives of an inner state that ideally

strives for consistency between interiority and exteriority but for whom the cul-

tivation of appearances is no less important to effecting lasting transformations

to it.

The concept of dubbing may help to explain why it is that, despite the

apparent cultural and historical specificity of déndong, it does bear a resemblance

to theories that describe gender as a way to discipline the body in line with socially

condoned moral and sexual codes (Butler 1999). As Judith Butler makes clear,

perspectives suggesting that gender is a seamless and “repeated stylization of the

body” (33) require clarification in a context in which gender may also be a con-

sciously enacted form of performance. As Esther Newton’s (1979) observations of

situational performances of male femininity among “gay men” and “drag queens”

reveal, male femininity is not necessarily univocal in the West either. But as

Newton demonstrates, in the United States of the 1960s, the stakes of disregarding

such boundaries and a willingness to do so differed significantly along class and

race lines. The full-time femininity of “low-status queens” paradoxically repre-

sented a pinnacle of “coherence and power” (30) when contrasted with white

middle-class gay men, who limited the performance of femininity to private
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settings. This partially reflects how sexual and gender normativity is condensed

through racial and class difference in the United States, which helps to explain

why it is that mainstream efforts to advance gay and lesbian rights in that setting

rest on sexuality as a private right claimed through a language of identity.

In New Order Indonesia, by contrast, the capacity to style the body with

the trappings of modern femininity was actively advanced as a strategy for social

acceptance. As such, the visibility of waria of a variety of social classes does not

appear to have been structured by the kinds of “trouble” that comes when the

“regulatory fiction” of gender is disrupted in the West (Butler 1999: 135). At the

same time, the kinds of stigma that waria faced throughout the 1950s and 1960s,

and to a lesser degree in the years that followed, equally indicate that a rosy view of

widespread social acceptance of déndong is unfounded. Rather, it suggests the

importance of understanding the historical rearrangement of what kinds of

bodies should perform masculinity and femininity, the kinds of behaviors that they

were thought to index, and the spaces in which they should be visible.

National Glamour

Seventy-year-old Tadi and I would frequently sit together in her living room,

where we would talk late into the night. While young, she was employed in the

catering department of the state railway company, frequently traveling to large

cities throughout Java. Taken together with the interview data, Tadi’s collection of

photographs taken during the early to mid-1980s provides useful clues about the

history of déndong. For example, gold-sequined dresses and sports cars are

suggestive of an incipient relationship between femininity and the accumulation

of material wealth at this time (fig. 2). This reveals a rather different emphasis in

projects of New Order development that normally place femininity within the

home. These practices of femininity instead index the distinctive possibilities

linked to cultures of consumption and themass media. The photographs also offer

a glimpse into both the diversity of gender performance among waria and the

important and unresolved resemblance between the déndong of waria and the

more situational forms that are performed by gay men.

Tadi expressed her initial desire to practice déndong using metaphors

associated with theatrical performance. Given her understanding that she had a

calling to be “on the stage” and a desire to be “in the light,” Tadi found that she

quickly learned the skills associated with the practice of déndong. On one occa-

sion, she recalled, “I used to dance like I was on a stage [panggung] since I was a

small child. I used to dance in public but my parents didn’t know yet why I did so.”

Like many waria, Tadi referred to possessing a jiwa perempuan not as an unwa-

vering essence but as a gradual form of awareness which came to her through

being identified as ngondhek. Tadi’s experience of the practice of déndong

366 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/355/537982/355hegarty.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



was therefore anchored in an

ability to retrospectively iden-

tify behaviors and gather them

around a coherent narrative

about the self. At the same time,

she also asserted that déndong
is a practice that requires both

social recognition and disciplin-

ary rigor in order to be activated.

Looking at the photo-

graphs, I was struck by how

some of waria’s performances

of déndong approached what I

interpret as a form of national

glamour. By this I mean a cul-

tivated femininity that unex-

pectedly connects the state’s

stress on self-cultivation to

feminine symbols of consumer

capitalism. By no means do I

consider glamour to be the only

possible kind of déndong, nor
do I consider it archetypal of

forms of gender presentation

among waria stretching from

the New Order until today, which ranges from demure to spectacular. However,

given the strong emphasis Tadi and other interlocutors placed on the glamor-

ous and visible forms of déndong pictured here, it is worth considering the role

that these particular gender performances played in shaping a shared sense of self

among waria during the NewOrder. This view acknowledges the immense effort

and social relations that déndong requires. This is especially important consid-

ering that theoretical accounts of glamourous femininity often rest on inter-

pretations of it as frivolous or mere ventriloquy (Ochoa 2014: 203). Singling

out glamorous performances of déndong here also highlights the point that the

femininity it indexes is not entirely unique to Indonesia of the New Order. Take,

for instance, how many of the photographs—whether taken on grimy street

corners (fig. 3) or set against lush tropical foliage (fig. 4) share parallels with

Marcia Ochoa’s (2014: 88) description of glamour among beauty queens and

transformistas in Venezuela as “a way of reordering time and space around oneself

for purposes of enchanting.” This suggests that transnational images of femininity

Figure 2. Tadi wears a glamorous sequined dress and

poses beside a car in Yogyakarta around 1980. Tadi’s

personal collection
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serve as important resources

through which not only waria

but other individuals around

the world have crafted shared

narratives of the self and dis-

tinctive forms of belonging.

Tadi stressed that, in her

case, appearing in déndong was
important because it enabled

her to be visible. As well as

narrating the shift from her

awareness of herself as ngond-

hek to the everyday practice of

déndong as part of her own

individual biography, she also

saw it as an aspect of joining

a shared path to becoming waria.

She explained, “When Iwas little,

singing, dancing, they were my

hobbies. When I was singing, it

was like I was a celebrity [artis].

On the stage.” It was thus seeing

the possibility of oneself in others

that shaped this initial desire

to perform déndong. Despite being recognized as ngondhek, Tadi did not dén-
dong until she met a group of waria at a local salon. She recalled, “I was made up

[didéndongin] at the salon for the first time. I didn’t have any waria friends before

then. My first friends were the salon waria, so I started déndong at that time, and I

became a queen [ratu] with them.” In this way, Tadi reiterated her understanding

of déndong as an embodied visibility that might be likened to appearing on the

stage. However, she also suggests that rather than relying on a spontaneous set of

attributes, an ability to déndong requires being taught the skills required to perform
it by other waria.

The strong emphasis that Tadi placed on becoming visible gradually over

time also clarifies that déndong must be considered in terms of the variety of

audiences for whom it is performed. One arena in which the centrality of an

audience to the performance of déndong crystallizes is forms of work, given that it

is a setting located ambiguously between the private and public spheres and that it

ususally demands a degree of discipline. Although waria do often work in jobs in

salons in which they are able to practice déndong, this is not always possible or

Figure 3. A waria poses on a street corner in

Yogyakarta holding a gold handbag in the mid-1980s.

Tadi’s personal collection

368 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/355/537982/355hegarty.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



desirable. As Tadi’s narrative

above indicates, the salon is

somewhat exceptional in that

it is not only a place of work

but an important social setting

for meeting other waria. Work

outside of the salon is a pri-

mary site where waria encounter

concrete censure for appearing

in déndong (see for example

Oetomo 2000: 53). Work is also

significant because it places

demands on waria to clearly

delineate the performance of

déndong in terms of its audi-

ence. This is not to say that

all waria experienced this as

a problem or that employers

always had the last word. Some

waria recalled how, during the

1970s and 1980s, they would per-

form déndong at workplaces like
the state bureaucracy that oth-

erwise maintained strictly het-

eronormative gendered codes

of attire. This perhaps indicates a heightened visibility and growing acceptance of

forms of full-time déndong more generally, but I sense that these may be isolated

cases limited to the individual success of those particular waria. More often, waria

recounted difficulty in obtaining employment at which they could perform

déndong, either finding an occupation like salon work where it was possible or

by limiting its performance to outside of work hours.

This was true in Tadi’s case: she did not always appear in feminine attire

during the day (berdéndong siang) because of her job working for the state railway,
for which she was compelled to dress in a men’s uniform. However, this did not

mean that she sought to restrict knowledge about her desire to practice déndong to
those settings in which she performed it. For example, Tadi stressed that shemade no

attempt to distance herself from the stigma of being identified as waria even as she

conceded that she could not do déndong at work. Tadi explained this by empha-

sizing that everybody, including her manager, knew that she was a waria anyway. As

she explained, “At night, Iwould takemy friends whoworked on the railway to show

Figure 4. A waria poses against a studio backdrop in

more demure daytime déndong in the mid-1980s. Tadi’s

personal collection
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them nyébong. My friends who

worked for the railway, they

all knew. I’ve even been seen by

my work friends in déndong.
Working for the railways, there

were gays, there were banci as

well [who were known].” After

all, the very idea that they would

think that the practice of dén-

dong was unusual or problem-

atic meant that there was some-

thing linking her gender

presentation at work to that at

nyébong, which there was not.

Such narratives of situational

performance of déndong offer a
fairly mundane insight that it is

common for gender perfor-

mances to differ according to

when and where they take place.

More importantly, however,

gender in this case does not

arise by indexing a singular or

authentic self that moves across times and locations but rather as an effect of its

cultivation.

Tadi’s recollection about déndong also suggests that particular times and

places are inherently more suitable for its performance, indicating that some

settings offer forms of recognition more readily. Tadi’s photographs illustrate

the differences between déndong in different times and places during the 1980s;

perhaps the most dramatic distinction being that between nighttime (figs. 2–4)

and daytime (fig. 5). Other waria recalled that during this time it was not important

to practice déndong consistently in each setting in which she might be socially

recognized, but that waria should be visible on the occasions when she did so.

Perhaps because she could not déndong at work, Tadi’s narratives often

centered on the social worlds of tempat nyébong, which are more or less exclusive

to waria and their male clients. While by no means all waria engage in transac-

tional sex, tempat nyébong does appear to have offered important opportunities

to be visible to a wider public when performing spectacular déndong during

the New Order. This relationship between waria and déndong at tempat nyébong

Figure 5. A waria in dressed down daytime déndong

at a beach in Yogyakarta in the mid-1980s. Tadi’s

personal collection
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remains a common association in Indonesian cities today, although not as widely

as during the New Order. Recall, for instance, Buya Hamka’s evident dismay

about the increasing visibility of waria to the public on street corners in Jakarta.

Tadi insisted that appearing in déndong in public spaces at night was a

particularly important practice to her: “After meeting the salon waria I started

to déndong regularly. I started to déndong in the town square [alun alun] for

nyébong.” On one occasion Tadi recalled the location for tempat nyébong in

Yogyakarta in detail, noting how waria were considered to be distinct from women

both in terms of their visibility and spatial distribution. “In the past we had our own

location. The women were here, and there was a ditch over there. Then, over there,

were the banci. Banci were right at the back, and I was at the far end of them. I

didn’t want to be in the dark. I have to be in the light [Mesti tempat terang].”

Tadi also described nyébong as an important location in which déndong
served as a fulcrum for the expression of sexual desire. When I asked whether an

expanded opportunity for sexual encounters was the main reason that she started

to déndong in the first place, Tadi clarified, “If we déndong, it is to make it easier

for us to look for men. If we don’t déndong, and if we approach men, it’s difficult.

Afterward they won’t speak to us nicely. They’ll say that it is impossible for an

orange to eat another orange [jeruk makan jeruk]. If we perform déndong then

they know. If we don’t perform déndong, then we don’t approach men.”Marking

oneself out as a waria through the practice of déndong at this time served to

distinguish them from gay men, according to Tadi at least, increasing opportu-

nities to meet interested men. However, Tadi just as often suggested that déndong
was important not as a way to signal availability to men but also as a need to be

seen by a broader public audience such as one’s neighbors. “At birthday parties, or

at weddings we definitely déndong,” Tadi explained. “Whether you want to be

glamorous, beautiful, or silly, that is up to you. The main point is to déndong!”
Tadi suggests here that her performance of déndong at tempat nyébong was not

only about sexual availability.

The situational performances of déndong narrated by Tadi and shown in

her photographs are novel because they suggest the self both as “profound

superficiality” (Riley 2000: 17) and as a way to draw narratives about such prac-

tices into the weave of those beyond its own singularity. This is reflected in Tadi’s

emphasis on the centrality of recognition by both immediate and long-distance

audiences as a way for the performance of déndong to achieve meaning as jadi

waria. This is one way in which the performance of déndong differs markedly

from the distinction between “covert” and “overt” (Newton 1979: 32) gender

presentation observed by anthropologists in the West in the mid-twentieth cen-

tury. Waria, for whom the practice of déndong does not reflect an inner self in any
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straightforward way, are transformed by their orientation to the audience that

receives them. Yet, it would not be entirely correct to suggest that waria have no

sense of self beyond how it appears to others.

In its efforts to accomplish the civilizing effects of modernity, the early

New Order state drew on a modern discourse which tied gender performance

more closely to the self. It appears that the state incorporated long-standing cul-

tural understandings of personhood as an inner state that might be transformed

by disciplining its outer appearance (Keeler 1983; see also Errington 1989: 72).

Waria emerged as one aspect of New Order state discourse that established the

centrality of a coherent and properly aligned self, even as the acceptable forms of

gender performance that could refashion the self did not rest on sex, sexuality, or

inner state alone. The tenuous acceptance of glamorous performances of déndong
rests on an understanding that waria can transform their inner essence through a

concerted effort to transform their outer appearance. Yet it is only when it is

narrated in reference to a coherent understanding of the self that it establishes the

possibility for national recognition and the basis for belonging.

The Promise of Visibility in Indonesia

Déndong links mass-media technologies, corporeal feminine transformations,

and historical national discourse during the New Order in Indonesia. Becoming

waria, achieved through being recognized as a person who practices déndong
and then strives to embody the knowledge required to undertake it, is suggestive

of novel ways of thinking about the self, gender performance, and national

modernity. The idiosyncratic images distributed through mass media and their

relationship to a national discourse of modernity that spread through a flour-

ishing media industry from the late 1960s onward lent themselves to dubbing a

wide range of transnationally inspired femininity, including glamour.

As Boellstorff (2005) notes, discourses of national belonging in Indonesia

have shaped deeply felt desires for recognition, even for those whose desires and

embodiment might appear at first glance foreclosed by heteronormative state

discourse. During the New Order it appears that the practice of déndong among

waria was incorporated into understandings of national belonging tied to forms

of self-cultivation. During this time, waria came to believe that social acceptance

might one day be possible if only enough effort is expended through the appli-

cation of a skillful déndong. Yet, in harnessing déndong to jiwa perempuan, waria

were not necessarily suggesting the authenticity and consistency of an inner self.

During the New Order, waria demonstrated significant effort and expertise in

performing déndong, a practice that they claimed reshapes the very individuals

that they become. Waria deployed and recast state discourse holding feminine
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comportment to be a natural attribute of the self, even while expending immense

effort in achieving it. Waria successfully exploited the tension between what is

innate and what is manufactured to forge livable lives and a sense of belonging

according to a heteronormative national discourse.

The relationship between déndong and selfhood that Tadi narrated and as

illustrated by her photographs reflects a period important for both waria and

national modernity in Indonesia. During an early interview with Tadi, I asked

whether she performed the same kinds of déndong consistently across all the

locations where she spent time with other waria. The answer was unequivocal:

“No, if we were at the town square in the afternoon, you shouldn’t be too

ngondhek, but there were lots of gay men there.” In 1982 in Yogyakarta, she said,

the kinds of glamorous déndong in her photographs were reserved for particular

public performances associated with specific social contexts.

My question seemed strange to Tadi, as though by presenting in déndong
consistently in all locations—and by being ngondhek by any measure—she was

already nampak (visible) as waria. In mainstream discourse in contemporary Indo-

nesia, although with responses which vary in intensity, male femininity is fre-

quently considered a foreign transplant that is both dangerous and undesirable,

and thus in need of state discipline (see Boellstorff 2004). As we have seen, this is

not entirely without precedent; especially in the 1950s and early 1960s and peri-

odically throughout the New Order, waria have faced condemnation for the

public performance of déndong. What is remarkable is that, during the New

Order, performances of déndong by waria grew to be valorized by other Indo-

nesians as the expert of an appropriately national gender performance. It is

notable that waria are the experts to whom one would most likely turn for gui-

dance on how to best achieve the most up-to-date gender presentation for

important public events, most notably weddings.

To Tadi, the emergence of the new term waria during her lifetime was itself

remarkable: “In the past it was béncong, which was very rough [kasar]. But now we

are called waria, which is refined [halus]. I still remember, before that it was

wadam; when I was still small I was introduced to that term.” That Tadi was

twenty-four years old at the beginning of the New Order, thirty-four when the

term waria was announced, and fifty-four when the regime ended in 1998 speaks

to the important historical insights that her experiences offer to an understanding of

both jadi waria and the meanings of gender more broadly during her lifetime. Other

waria suggest that the establishment of this term facilitated greater knowledge,

acceptance, and visibility of the relationship between their sense of self and practices

of déndong. What waria do not say is how dubbing the practice of déndong onto
existing understandings of selfhood appears premised on a process of refining or
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completing what is already present (see Siegel 1997: 73). I emphasize that déndong
is not only significant as a process that waria undertake: rather, it speaks to the

central role of gender presentation in the accomplishment of national belonging

during the New Order in Indonesia. It should be understood as reflecting the

relationship between bodily transformation—of appearing modern by trans-

forming one’s hair, makeup, and clothes—and self-actualization. Waria’s

growing stress on the performance of déndong as a crucial attribute of the self

during the New Order is also a story of how the feminine promised to domesticate

Indonesia’s unruly path to development, even as it revealed the contradictions of

the state’s understandings of masculinity and femininity as a means to achieve it.

The entwined routes of transnational media circulation and national

development shaped the forms of male femininity that emerged in New Order

Indonesia as waria. This fits within a wider pattern of consumer capitalism and

developmentalist regimes both in Southeast Asia and elsewhere during the mid-

to late twentieth century (Ochoa 2014; Jackson 2009). In Indonesia, an expanded

range of locations for performing déndong from the late 1960s onward offered

new opportunities to refashion gender performances around a shared idea of

femininity. For waria and others, gender performance enabled them to both fit in

and stand out, facilitating relationships with imagined others based on a shared

sense of belonging.

What is striking about the narratives of becoming waria that culminate

in diverse practices of déndong is their strong stress on visibility. References to

moments of origin and emergence among waria may appear close to common

narratives of “coming out” in the West, or even of the common narratives among

Indonesian gay men of “opening to the gay world” (Boellstorff 2005: 170–71). But

waria speak not of terbuka (opening) but of terlihat (being seen). Being seen is a

form of recognition bestowed by others, a virtue of the work that waria do to

transform their feminine jiwa. Similarly, identification with a commitment to

improve one’s ability to déndong in a range of ways in different spaces volunteers

oneself to participate in a modern national community. However, the practice of

déndong among waria also suggests the fragile essence of national belonging in

Indonesia. Waria’s performance of déndong and the efforts they made during the

New Order to integrate it into a coherent narrative about the self reveals national

belonging to be an incomplete project—as difficult to earn as it is easy to lose.

Benjamin Hegarty is a research fellow in gender and sexuality studies at Deakin University. He

recently completed his PhD in anthropology, on the topic of the transgender body and national

modernity in Indonesia, at the Australian National University.
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Notes

1. Buya Hamka was one of Indonesia’s best-known modernist Islamic scholars and, later

on, the first head of Indonesia’s government-backed Majelis Ulema Indonesia (Council

of Islamic Scholars). Hamka’s famous five-volume Tafsir (first published in 1965)

includes one passage that mentions banci to illustrate the condemnation of homosex-

uality. The abridged version I cite here was published in 1981 but is a reproduction of the

original version written in the mid-1960s.

2. General Suharto took power under the pretext of a communist coup in 1965 and became

president of the Republic of Indonesia, using varying intensities of coercion and terror,

from 1967 to 1998. Both Suharto’s own government and scholars of Indonesia refer to the

period as the New Order, which I preserve in this article for clarity.

3. The term banci commonly refers to both female masculinity and male femininity in the

context of everyday life in Indonesia. While imprecise, male femininity is a phrase that

seems closest to most banci and waria’s own understandings of themselves as both

innately male and having a “woman’s soul.”While the term banci is still sometimes used

in this way, it appears to have become more closely associated with waria and gay men

during the course of the New Order.

4. See Tom Boellstorff (2007: 103) for a brief account of the history of the nation’s first waria

organization in Jakarta. Although the first newspaper report that I have found about the

category waria dates from 1978, I use the term in this article when referring both to

my interlocutors and occasions when they express an affinity with historical figures in

the archive fromprior to 1978. This is because of its contemporary applicability and because

waria feel most comfortable with being identified with this term in official settings.

5. Déndong is the waria or gay term for dandan, an Indonesian word commonly meaning to

make up or to dress a person more generally (Boellstorff 2005: 167). The wider signifi-

cance of this term in the sense shared by my waria informants and my analysis is sug-

gested by James Siegel (1997: 73), who defines dandan as a process performed to “bring

out a quality that is somehow inherent in whatever is completed.”

6. The central focus of this story is a group of eight banci detained in the context of

transactional sex in an affluent suburb in central Jakarta. According to the journalist,

possessing a jiwa perempuan is the reason these banci present themselves as women,

suggesting popular usage of this phrase prior to the New Order. In revealing their male

femininity the journalist focuses not on genital morphology but their skillful ability

to appear to look like women through various bodily practices. What is remarkable

about this particular source is that, although almost two decades before the New Order,

it corroborates the relationship between waria’s understanding of themselves and

belonging to a modern Indonesian national community.
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Sex/Gender Insecurities
Trans Bodies and the South Korean Military

HORIM YI and TIMOTHY GITZEN

Abstract This article examines the South Korean military’s treatment of trans people in the context of

all “able-bodiedmen” being conscripted for two years. While transmenare exempt fromservice because

they are not considered able-bodied men, trans women pose a significant complication for the rigid

military conscription system, given that most trans women in their early twenties—the time when

mostwill be drafted into service—have yet to change their legal gender identification. As themilitary’s

definition of one’s anatomical makeup is the key criterion for conscription or exemption, the transgender

body is a material manifestation of the insecurities of a rigid sex/gender system perpetuated by a

masculine and patriarchal military institution. Written on the bodies of trans people is the militari-

zation of the sex/gender system. The Cold War–born Korean military—a geopolitical binary pitting the

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea against the Republic of Korea—is facedwith bodies in transition

and resorts to anatomical determinism for the sake of national defense and (re)production.

Keywords transgender, military, body, sex/gender, South Korea

T he common adage echoed among many military societies—boys become

men in the military—intensifies in South Korea (hereafter Korea) where all

able-bodied men must serve at least two years because of the ongoing “war” with

North Korea: men go to the military to become citizens. Comparatively, other

scholars make similar observations regarding military conscription and male

citizenship (e.g., Gill 1997, 2000; Basaran 2014; Açiksöz 2012), and Israel, though

unique, provides an apt comparison, as conscription is justified through the

unending conflict with Palestine (see Klein 1999; Kanaaneh 2005; Sasson-Levy

2008). Unlike Israeli women, South Korean women are not required to serve in

the military and were instead historically tasked with cultivating female citi-

zenship in the domestic sphere as wives and mothers (Moon 2005). Therefore,

themilitary conscription system produces stark divisions in sex and gender, which

are embedded in practices of citizenship and daily life. Much has changed since

the 1950s Cold War politics that gave rise to military conscription, including the

post-1987 democratization of Korea. However, military conscription still weaves
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through the very fabric of contemporary Korean culture and society a particular

system of gender and sex that envisions stark and binary understandings of “female”

and “male,” “woman” and “man.” The work of many early feminist scholars and

activists drew attention to the physical and institutional violences of Korean

militarization, particularly those against women that often go unseen and unheard

(Kwon 2001; Moon 1997; Kwon Kim 2007). Yet the violence and rigidity of the

militarized sex/gender system still persists, for as one officer told a room full of

conscripts in 2013, “after killing the enemy, you should rape their wives and

women” (Gitzen, forthcoming).

Over the past ten years, queer and trans activists have increasingly drawn

attention to the unconstitutionality of the antisodomy clause (Article 92, Section

6) in the KoreanMilitary Penal Code that criminalizes consensual same-sex sexual

behavior (SOGILAW 2016; Gunivan 2014; Lee 2008). In particular, trans activists

have focused on how the military institution not only erases but also enacts very

real and physical violence against trans people and their bodies (SOGILAW 2015,

2016; Park 2016). Asmore people have come to publicly identify as trans, the Korean

state and military has had to more narrowly and exactly define sex and gender so

as to allocate appropriate bodies tomilitary service and exempt other bodies. Rather

than provide trans people the ability to more comprehensively and individually

identify as a particular gender, the state and military have mandated, since the

establishment of the principle on military exemption for certain trans people in

1999, that such decisions come down to anatomy. Yet the military’s assignment

of sex/gender onto another’s body carries with it a military-sanctioned sex/

gender system born in a Cold War politic that ignores—or, rather, never

imagines—bodies, genders, and sexes in transition.

The trans body in Korea is thus a material manifestation of the insecurities

of a rigid sex/gender system perpetuated by a masculinist and patriarchal military

institution. Similar anatomical anxieties exist in Thailand and Taiwan, for instance,

where trans women pose a dilemma for the mandatory military conscription of

able-bodied men (Ho 2006; Tanakasempipat and Kittisilpa 2017). On the surface,

the issue surrounds conscription and exemption of certain bodies: the bodies and

identities of trans men and trans women do not always align. Trans women who

have not undergone gender-confirmation surgery or who are not willing to have any

medical treatment are still made to serve because anatomy determines conscription

and exemption. Embedded in this issue is the more insidious problem of Korean

militarization. Written on the bodies of trans people is the militarization of the sex/

gender system, for when the static, Cold War–born Korean military is faced with

bodies in transition they resort to anatomical determinism for the sake of the mil-

itary, national defense, and national (re)production. Our goal in this article is to

deconstruct and challenge the sex/gender system, one of many binaries structuring
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Korean society. First we historicize the connection between militarization and sex/

gender, then we explore the particularities of exempting trans bodies, and finally we

synthesize by asking what the experiences of trans people tell us of the Korean

military and society more broadly.

The issue of trans in the Korean military has gained more attention in the

past couple of years (Na, Han, and Koo 2014; Park 2016), especially since the more

institutional formation of a transgender activist movement in the early 2000s

(Yun 2014). Traces of gender-nonconforming peoples and experiences are found

in newspapers, memoirs, and other archival documents from the 1950s onward

(Yoon 2016; Pae 2012). These earlier accounts include experiences of yŏjangnamja

(literally, men in women’s clothing), often poorly translated as “drag queen,” and

chungsŏng (literally, gender neutral), often to talk about individuals without

gender. However, some newspapers in the early 1970s collapse these two terms by

claiming that yŏjangnamja is chungsŏng (Pae 2012: 257). Our point is that words

like yŏjangnamja and chungsŏng are blanket terms that index a variety of gender-

nonconforming peoples and experiences.

However, the use of the English word transgender and the self-identification

as trans began in the early 2000s, particularly after the entertainer Harisu came out

as a trans woman in 2001 (Ahn 2009).Trans people and activists also began writing

and working on trans issues around this time, including Bi Kim’s (2001) autobi-

ography Motsaenggin t’ŭraensŭjendŏ Kimbi iyagi (Unattractive Transgender Kim

Bi’s Story) and Young-Jung Na’s (2007) study “Becoming a New Man? Emerging

Subjectivities of FtM in Contemporary South Korea.” Yet the voices of trans

people grew audible with the organization of Solidarity for the Establishment of

Transgender Legal Gender Recognition Special Act in 2006 and the subsequent

transgender human rights group Jirungyi (Earthworm) (Yun 2014). After Jir-

ungyi dissolved in 2010, trans activism became more significantly encapsulated

within the broader LGBTQ or sexual minority (sŏngsosuja) activist community

and movement. In 2012, Korean Lawyers for Public Interest and Human Rights

(KLPH)—an organization that has handled LGBTQ rights–related lawsuits and

cases such as marriage equality—along with other activists organized the Trans-

Roadmap, a website and guidebook that provides information regarding the

health, human rights, and legal barriers for trans people. Around 2013, trans

activists and allies established the Korean Transgender Rights Organization Jogakbo,

dedicated solely to trans rights and living as trans. Jogakbo continues to organize and

host events, lectures, workshops, and discussions on topics ranging from FTM chest

surgery, health, and hormones to sex reassignment, family, and work. Recently,

more organizations and scholars have directed their attention toward trans rights,

particularly in terms of legally changing one’s gender and gaining access to health

care (Yi et al. 2015).
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Contours of Militarization

The perceived need for continued military conscription derives from a Cold War

binary that pits the democratic South against the communist North. In estab-

lishing the Republic of Korea (ROK) Armed Forces following Japanese coloni-

zation and World War II (post-1945), the US Military Government in Korea

(USAMGIK) aimed to alleviate some of the burden of American soldiers over-

seeing Korean security while also acknowledging that creating amilitary is the first

step in setting up a Korean government (Brazinsky 2007). The implication is that

the USAMGIK attempted to produce a seamless connection between military,

government, and state: to establish a Korean government, a Korean military must

first be created. Entangled in the alliance between the United States and South

Korea, though, was the perceived threat of North Korea (Suh 2007).

Following the Korean War (1950–53), the ROK Armed Forces became the

governing force in the country through military dictatorships until the nation’s

democratization in 1987. Chung Hee Park’s 1961 military coup d’état gathered
South Korean society and industry under the auspices of the military and ushered

in a period of “rapid industrialization” and development. Yet characteristic of

this period is what Seungsook Moon (2005: 18) terms “militarized modernity,” or

“the construction of the Korean nation as the anticommunist body politic, the

remolding of individuals into useful and docile members of the nation through

‘discipline’ and physical force, and the integration of military service into the

organization of the industrial economy.” In other words, Park not only blurred

the lines between civilian andmilitary—a rather common condition of themodern

world (Enloe 2000; Lutz 2001; Gill 2000)—but also allocated military divisions to

work in factories, as engineers in research institutions, and in other labor-intensive

jobs (Moon 2005). This form of military-industry connection also led to the

military’s promotion of “managerial autocracy,” in which “the isomorphism of

the military and the factory was ensured by the transfer of military officers as

corporate managers and the preferential hiring of former military conscripts as

factory workers” (Lie 1998: 101).

Our point is that the direct connections between the military and

industry—connections that continued and intensified during Doo Hwan Cun’s

military dictatorship and regime (1980–87)—do more than color the landscape

of contemporary Korean society. Rather, these connections organize Korean

society and people around military goals and the production of violence, what

scholars refer to as militarization (Lutz 2007; Enloe 2000). However, militari-

zation is also a discursive process “involving a shift in general societal beliefs and

values in ways necessary to legitimate the use of force, the organization of large

standing armies and their leaders, and the higher taxes or tribute to pay for them”

(Lutz 2007: 320).
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Here is where the threat of North Korea (and communism more broadly)

becomes part and parcel of both the military and national security in South

Korea. To safeguard against the eventual attacks and provocations of North

Korea, there needed to be a strong military made up of young and fit male sol-

diers. Justification for continued military expenditures and conscription had to

emerge in everyday life, though, for citizens to support these totalizing processes

and institutions. As John Lie (1998: 114–15) argues, “Anticommunism was invoked

to justify all aspects of military rule . . . the idea that national security was under

continual threat was drummed into every South Korean student; it became a

central tenet of South Korean anticommunist nationalism.” In other words, to be

properly Korean meant to support the military and conscription because it was

this institution and these boys that stood in the way of free-flowing communism

into the South.

More recent research demonstrates that while more (predominantly

younger) men oppose military conscription, military and conscription support is

still tied to nationhood and Koreanness (Joo 2012). Even during more liberal

Korean presidencies, military spending and military conscription remain con-

sistent and strong (Kwon 2000). Yet as both Moon (2005) and Lie (1998) contend,

anticommunism and militarization far exceed the confines of the military; even

today, the hierarchies and forms of relationality found in the military are also

found in companies and industry (Moon 1998). In short, even if the Korean

government changes its stance toward North Korea, the military and its reach

into the daily lives of Koreans still envisions the North as a threat and the enemy.

Anything that diverts the military away from this focus itself becomes a threat to

the military and national security.

Embedded within both the military and the national security system is a

heteronormative and toxic form of masculinity. The fact that only men are

conscripted not only makes the military a masculine institution, but it turns

military service into a fixed point in time when boys transition into men and

citizens. This historically manifested as preferred job placement (over women),

political authority, and patriarchal control (Moon 2005). As Lie (1998: 101) claims,

“Given universal conscription . . . the military literally disciplined the entire male

population.”

Military service becomes a point of reference for many men, an experience

that men share with work colleagues and male friends as a connection that only

men could understand (Cheng 2000). Yet it also fosters anticipation and anxiety

for those who have yet to serve, for not only is the experience of “soldiering”

potentially violent (Bickford 2011), but conscription forces men to “put their lives

on hold” and then return as if “they had lost two years” (Joo 2012: 117). Militar-

ization in Korea as a technique of masculinity is not only cultivated within the
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military but also continuously felt and experienced before and after military

service. The male hierarchies forged in the military carry into all walks of life,

primarily work culture, so that the gendered division of labor and what constitutes

male work and female work connect to military service (Moon 2005). These hier-

archies also stratify forms of masculinity both inside and outside the military, where

militarized masculinity as an idealized and hegemonic version orients other itera-

tions toward itself (Kwon 2010, 2013; Joo 2012; Suh 2017). The idealized forms of

militarized masculinity, though, are ripe with failure because the practice and

embodiment of any hegemonic masculinity can never be perfect (Connell 1993).

Conscription and militarized masculinity are thus normalized within

each other, giving rise to a sex/gender system predicated on the entanglements

of anticommunism, soldiering, and gendered labor. This Cold War–born sex/

gender system prioritizes the gendered work of the soldier, namely, the pro-

tection of the nation from anticommunist threats (i.e., North Korea), as foun-

dational to the modern Korean nation. Threats to this work—awork that is itself

a production of men—exist not only in the foreign threat but also in the pos-

sibility of gender nonnormativity. Forms of gender and sexual nonnormativity,

though different kinds of threats, collectively throw the normative military and

security institutions into disarray by detaching conscription and masculinity. As

we demonstrate in the next section, the treatment of trans bodies in particular

brings to light the anatomical determinism that links conscription and mascu-

linity in the sex/gender system.

Military Exemption; or, Body Mutilation

In August 1997, the South Korean newspaper Joongang Daily published a concern

of Professor Taehun Ha: “If eighteen-year-old Korean men start to ask a question

like ‘why should only I go to the army?’ and end up wondering ‘how should I get

an exemption?’ or ‘in what way can I evade the military service?’ that will be the
beginning of the resistance tomilitary service itself” (quoted in Kwon 2001: 31). The

military has made no substantial changes in the last twenty years, and resistance to

military service, led mostly by antiwar activists, conscientious objectors, and queer

and trans activists, sits at the margins of public discourse (Jung 2014; Mun 2012;

Tikhonov 2009). Yet this “concern” or even fear of possible resistance does speak to

historical and contemporary anxieties of military service exemption and the ways

that men seek to gain exemption. This op-ed reacted to a June 1997 survey of

college students in which 21.1 percent of respondents claimed that they would find

ways to be exempted from service (Kwon 2001: 30). Men would try to lower their

weight to be deemed unfit for service, while other men would use money and

connections to either gain exemption or be assigned better positions (30).
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Military exemption indexes an inability to serve and a seeming opposition

to the military and, by extension, the nation. If military service is now naturalized

and normalized within Korean society, then the very notion of exemption

invites the possibility of abnormality and denaturalization within this system.

Given that conscription and masculinity operate within one another, exemp-

tion also indexes a failure of hegemonic militarized masculinity. Men cannot

completely embody this ideal, and exemption—be it something one seeks or

something one is bestowed—makes that clear.

There are several different categories of military exemption, and while

most fall under the broad category of disability (both physical andmental), others

include felons, being HIV-positive, and naturalized citizens (Military Manpower

Administration 2016a). Yet as Moon (2005: 127) notes of the history of military

exemption, “those who look different from themajority of Koreanmen cannot be

trusted to bear arms.” It is the confluence of looking like everyone else—and we

would add that this would also include behaving like everyone else—and national

trust that makes military exemption itself a violent category. Exemption can carry

with it a variety of stigmas, particularly given that they are predicated on physical

and mental ability. There are conversations about exempt men being socially

undesirable because (former) convicts, undereducated men, and those who are

HIV-positive are exempt.

Exemptions, though, are rare. In 2015, of the 350,828 Korean men who

received their required physical examination to determine their fitness for con-

scription, 7,213 men were assigned the second eligible conscription status (che-2

kungminyŏk), and only 1,045 men were fully exempt (Military Manpower Admin-

istration 2016a). The second eligible conscription status is often referred to as de

facto exemption because those assigned this status are not required to serve two

years in the military and are instead assigned to the Civil Defense Corps (min-

bangŭidae), a nonmilitary defense group during wartime. In peacetime, though,

they receive yearly training for a few hours, ranging from cardiopulmonary resus-

citation to security education, until the age of forty.

For trans women faced with mandatory conscription, two options exist: to

gain exemption or serve as a “man.”The problem is that the criteria for exemption

are based on a strict anatomical sex/gender system. The Military Manpower

Administration has repeatedly charged nonoperative trans women who had ini-

tially been exempt with evasion of military service (SOGILAW 2015, 2016). Little is

currently known about the history of trans people in the military since the 1949

Military Service Act required the conscription of all able-bodied Korean men.

There are newspaper reports in the 1950s of yŏjangnamja, or gender-non-

conforming people, punished for evading military service (Yoon 2016), yet many

trans activists assume that most gender-nonconforming people were required to
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serve, given their legal identity as “man,” regardless of their individual gender

identity (Park 2016: 131). When theMinistry of Defense revised the Regulations on

Examination, including the Draft Physical Examination in 1978, they introduced

the category “sexual perversion” to assess physical and mental disabilities. This

was later replaced in 1999 with the current category “gender identity disorder,

sexual preference disorder.” While homosexuality is, in practice, not included

under the “sexual preference disorder”—given that sodomy is considered illegal

under 92-6 of the Military Penal Code—“gender identity disorder” is used with

regard to trans people (SOGILAW 2016: 134).

Following a 2006 Supreme Court ruling, trans women who legally change

their gender identity are automatically exempt from military service. Trans men

who legally change their gender identity are assigned the second eligible con-

scription status, as they are still not considered “able-bodied men” by the military

or in the sex/gender system. Despite legal recognition, the maleness of trans men

still ranks lower than the idealized maleness and masculinity deemed necessary

for military service and life. The military considers trans men disabled and

impaired and thus not fit for military service, even though some trans menmay in

fact wish to serve.

The medical criteria for changing one’s legal gender includes written

diagnoses of transsexualism from two or more psychiatrists, sterilization, and

genital reconstruction (Supreme Court of South Korea 2011). The need for

expert assessment demonstrates that the Korean state does not believe that trans

people are capable of understanding their own gender. The Military Manpower

Administration—tasked with examining, evaluating, and conscripting all Korean

men for military service—considers one’s legal gender as objective evidence for

exempting individuals from service. However, it is difficult for trans women in their

early twenties, when all male Korean citizens are required to receive a complete

physical examination for military service, to fulfill the necessary medical criteria

for legal gender recognition. Trans people who medically transition must per-

sonally bear the expense, owing to the absence of health-care coverage for medical

transitioning procedures. The average costs of an orchiectomy and vaginoplasty

in 2014, both required to change one’s legal gender, are about 2 million won (USD

1,900) and 12 million won (USD 11,500), respectively (Yi et al. 2015). Therefore,

most trans women cannot gain exemption by way of changing their legal gender.

In 2015, only forty-one trans womenwere exempted frommilitary service as a result

of legally changing their gender identification (Military Manpower Administra-

tion 2016b).

Rather, most trans women—those who have yet to change their legal

gender assignment, who are in transition, or who are questioning their gender

identity—are subject to a physical examination for conscription. Herein lies the
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second way trans women can gain exemption. In accordance with the Military

Service Act of 1999 and the Ministry of National Defense’s Regulations on Draft

Examination, “gender identity disorder” results in trans women being assigned

the second eligible conscription status (Ministry of National Defense 2015). The

military categorizes gender identity disorder as a personality and behavioral dis-

order, and a military doctor can diagnose an individual’s gender identity disorder

as mild, major, or severe; only those with a severe diagnosis are exempt. If one

wants to be exempt because of their gender identity, one must prove they have

beenmedically treated for more than six months for gender identity disorder, have

been hospitalized for more than one month, or have other severe “symptoms” of

gender identity disorder during their required physical examination (Ministry of

National Defense 2015). From 1999, when the military implemented this evaluative

medical system, until 2015, individuals had to prove more than twelve months of

medical treatment for gender identity disorder. It is unclear as to the specifics of

this medical treatment and the symptoms involved, but the lack of clarity allows

military doctors tomake arbitrary decisions during the examinations. Yet the criterion

itself is problematic because it considers transgender identity as a mental disorder.

There is another way trans women can gain exemption, though this

method is not legally sanctioned and relies heavily on coercion. This method is

a sort of open secret and customary practice, in which the Military Manpower

Administration demands that trans people receive “irreversible” surgery to achieve

“objective feminization” in order to gain exemption (SOGILAW2016). Thismedical

procedure is usually an orchiectomy, as it is then able to meet the other exemption

criterion of “testicle loss” in the Regulations of Draft Examination (Ministry of

National Defense 2015). While this is not a legally sanctioned practice, it is still

powerful in the actual examination procedure. According to the 2015 parlia-

mentary inspection, only 21 trans women were exempt based on “gender identity

disorder,” but 104 were exempt based on “testicle loss” between 2012 and 2015

(SOGILAW 2016). In short, this attempt to achieve “objective feminization”

provides the military anatomical footing to physically demarcate the categories

of male and female while the bodies of trans people fall by the wayside. Stated

alternatively, themilitary does not recognize the trans body or identity as valid, for

it is a system that encourages self-mutilation over proper care.

This practice of coerced body mutilation violates one’s right to self-

determination as well as one’s right to health. Those most affected by this practice

are trans women in their early twenties, many of whom are still questioning and

developing their gender identity. This practice of coercion forces these young

trans people to hastily undergo medical transitions without sufficient time to

think about whether the medical transition is what they really want or need, if

it is the right time for them to go through the transition, or how they would be
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affected later in life by the decision. Many young trans women who undergo an

orchiectomy do not consider their reproductive rights later in life.

However, it is crucial to remember that the production of a militarized

sex/gender system and the experiences of trans people within that system do not

always align. We have already discussed some of the lawsuits brought against the

military by trans women—not to mention the violence often experienced during

military service—but some trans women do see service as possibly self-serving.

As Hanhee Park, a Korean transgender rights activist who herself experienced

mandatory military service, told us, “Some trans women served in the military

because they wanted to be assured that they were a man before fully identifying as

a trans woman.” Park’s point is that these trans women used military service as an

attempt to become a man—what she calls the “myth” of the military. They did

not want to live as women or trans because the social and legal barriers would

make their lives exceedingly difficult. Interestingly, these are narratives told by

trans women in retrospect of their service and former “selves” prior to transi-

tioning. Reflecting on both their experiences in the military and their justification

for embracing military service, these trans women demonstrate the failure of the

military’s sex/gender system and conscription as an effective means to produce

men and masculinity. Park also added that “some trans women impart a positive

meaning to their military service in retrospect, which is that if they underwent the

hardships of military service, then they are able to overcome difficulties as a

transgender living in Korean society” (Park 2017).

The military conscription/exemption system continues reproducing the

normative categories “man” and “woman,” alongside the totalizing category “fully

formed person” based on rigid anatomical and medical rules. In this military-

sanctioned sex/gender system, there is no room for already-existing diversities,

identities, lives, and bodies of trans people. Instead, as Park makes clear above,

military service is for some a survival strategy, a visceral prelude to the difficulties

and violence yet to come.

Military Transgressions

It is imperative to consider and review the medical and surgical procedures

involved in the lives of trans people because it is often at this level where the state

makes legal decisions on sex and gender. It is certainly at this anatomical and

binary level where the Korean state and military determine conscription or

exemption. Trans bodies—and the very idea of transitioning—materialize the

pitfalls of the sex/gender system in Korea and the subsequent militarization of this

system. Now that individuals are identifying as trans, transitioning demonstrates

that demarcating sex and gender is the purview of the military. If such a demar-

cation is regarded as necessary for assuring that all able-bodied men serve in a
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seemingly never-ending “war” with North Korea, sex and gender become both

military and security concerns.

For many (though certainly not all) cisgender, heterosexual men, military

service may be bothersome and disruptive. However, for trans- and queer-

identified individuals, military service is a question of life and death that is

qualitatively different from any life or death situation other heterosexual men

may face during their service. This question stems not from a seemingly perilous

and violent war that jeopardizes all soldiers’ lives, but that in forcing trans and

queer bodies into particular molds of soldier-cum-man, the state and military

violently erases, buries, or separates bodies from their owners and their identities.

Trans and queer people embody the apex of this violent separation, but the sex/

gender system operates by separating all bodies from their owners to orient them

toward particular gendered categories of being and experience: life or death, male

or female, democracy or communism, South Korea or North Korea. The abun-

dance of binaries structuring Korean society, culture, and politics is not new or

unique, but the particular Cold War politics that made such radical binaries a

military and security concern persists today with increased regulation. The sex/

gender system is thus another binary caught up in this Cold War–era militari-

zation, but it is also mapped onto all other military and security binaries.

Trans people are not blind to this reality. As Hanhee Park (2016: 141) writes

in her own critique of military conscription, “The problem is that, within the

special logic of the conscription system, this violent situation [of transgender

people proving their gender identity through anatomy] is justified. Even trans-

gender people themselves recognize the reality that must be accepted, where the

opinion that there ‘ought to be a judgment criterion for the possibility that

transgender identity will be misused by people who want to evade military ser-

vice,’ in front of the frames of ‘conscription is a necessary evil for national security’

and ‘the duty of sacred defense.’” Park recognizes that military conscription and

the sex/gender system are caught up in very particular discourses of national

security, in which trans identity potentially threatens the defense and security of

the nation through evasion of military service.

However, we must also recognize that the potential threat of trans identity

and trans bodies is in the temporal disruption of transitioning. Bodies, like

gender, are fluid, and when set against an anatomical deterministic model of sex/

gender, transitioning is itself a military transgression. Park’s own experience

demonstrates these transgressions, for after her two-year military service she

began medically transitioning and yet was still required to fulfill her yearly mil-

itary training (minbangŭikyoyŭk). During one such training session in March

2017, she met a fellow trans activist who was taking part in his yearly mandatory

military training after legally changing his gender to male. She reflected on the
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insecurity that these “gender outlaws” presented to the military service (and

exemption) system, serendipitously meeting with genders not fully comprehen-

sible to the military. Park and other trans women activists sometimes humorously

recall attending their yearly military training as women and the discomfort and

tenseness that created for other soldiers, superior officers, and the system as a

whole. Despite the seemingly detailed medical assessments and military directives

that attempt to make sense of the trans body, the military cannot recognize the

experiences of transitioning and postmilitary service life. The military’s assignment

of sex and gender onto bodies is temporally limited as they try to concretize sex and

gender in the present through military service without regard to life after service.

The future is either not considered or interpreted as consistent with the military’s

sex/gender proclamations and cultivations, when Park’s experience—along with

the experiences of many trans people—illustrates both a sex/gender fluidity and a

temporal fluidity.

The treatment of trans bodies not only unveils this insidious system of

masculinity, patriarchy, and heterosexuality, but the experiences of trans people

disrupt the very foundations of this anatomically based system of militarized

oppression and inequality. The military’s sex/gender system produces its own

tenseness and insecurity because of its rigidity and anatomically deterministic

logic. This is evident in the idealized forms of militarized masculinity that pro-

duces its own failures and imperfections through military service exemptions.

Those exemptedmen can never fully embody the militarized masculinity reserved

for soldiers, but our point is that neither can soldiers. While the treatment of trans

bodies makes apparent military insecurities hidden in plain sight, the violence

committed against trans people in the name of military defense and national

security must not be understated. The Korean state and military separates trans

(and queer) people from their bodies, equating them only to their bodies, because

they are necessary for the national body politic. Any sustained critique of this

military system and violence must therefore begin with the embodied experiences

of trans and queer people.

Further research is necessary for understanding the contours of this mil-

itarized sex/gender system as it weaves through the daily lives of trans people, and

so in addition to surveys and interviews, long-term ethnographic research is

crucial for providing a much-needed texture to the lives of trans people in Korea.

Scholars must continue to work with trans and queer activists to address mani-

festations of inequality and transphobia at an institutional and state level, while

also attending to classed and rural/urban differences. Finally, more work is

necessary in addressing how Korean medical professionals can provide proper

medical care to trans people while not being hijacked and manipulated by the

Korean state and military.
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These are the stories and experiences of not only military transgressions

but also state, civil, social, and cultural transgressions; these are the experiences of

binary transitions and transcendentalisms. They have already begun exploding

trans and queer activism into new areas, new dimensions, and new forms of

action not previously considered, and now they have the potential to do the same

to trans and queer research more broadly. But more fundamentally and locally,

these stories and experiences demonstrate not only that binary and anatomical

thinking is dangerous but also that people do not live their lives by way of this

thinking, and thus these stories and experiences can potentially revolutionize the

very foundations and institutional practices of sex and gender in South Korea.
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Daydreaming Transgender
in Cemetery of Splendor

PRATHNA LOR

Abstract This essay considers the staging of transsexual fantasy in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s

Cemetery of Splendor. Considering pivotal moments of shared intimacy where knowledge of what

constitutes relations are confounded, this essay argues that it is the in-distinction of the film’s

dreaming form that provides the formal texture to read transgender in the film. Moreover, this essay

pulls at the sutures that bind dreamworlds together, not to reveal its hidden content but to show how

dreams touch—and how they might touch the domains of transgender inquiry.

Keywords dream, fantasy, cinema, psychoanalysis, sexual difference

I n the ethereal dream landscape that constitutes Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s

Cemetery of Splendor (2015), a moment of tenderness shared between the film’s

principal characters hinges on the heuristics of the dream—for it is also a moment

of shared indeterminacy that proffers, through interpretive suspension, the opening

up of transgender fantasy. That the film stages the apparent intimate touching of

two women, one of whom acts as a psychic medium, a bodily host, for a dreaming

male soldier, whose enigmatic narcolepsy edges him between dream and reality, is

to be read here as a scene that reveals the promise of dreaming transgender, given

not only the interruption of gendered knowledge but also the power of the work

of dreaming to turn away from constitutive knowledge at all.

Many of Apichatpong’s films have featured dreams, the fantasmatic, and

visionary stupefactions in the guise of apparitions, monsters, demons, and mag-

isterial animals such as the giant tiger inTropicalMalady (2004), the ghosts ofUncle

Boonmee Who Can Recall Past Lives (2010), and the cannibal ghosts of the exper-

imental short film, Mekong Hotel (2012). However, not only is the indistinction

between reality and fantasy eroded through the inclusion of the supernatural and

the extraordinary, but Apichatpong’s films also have a way of rendering the ordinary

uncanny and magical through cinematic form, such as the inverted doubling of
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storylines in Syndromes and a Century (2006), the chimera-like narrative of

Mysterious Object at Noon (2000), or, more generally, the obdurate duration

characteristic of his films. More still, Apichatpong’s dreamy cinematic form is

augmented by his use of the same actors—loosely binding his cinematic worlds

together—whose faces become both familiar yet slightly new with every instance

of the reappearing dramatic body. Apichatpong’s favored cast, too, haunts his

cinematic archive like revenants.

But the work of dreaming reaches its cinematic zenith in Cemetery of

Splendor where it functions explicitly as an interruption to interrogate the status

of wakefulness—and our presuppositions about wakefulness, namely, clar-

ity, understanding, certainty—itself. Put another way, it is the in-distinction

of dreaming form, of the idea that one can know—can distinguish—between

waking life and dreaming life that provides the formal texture to read trans-

gender in the film as that, too, which eludes our interpretive grasp. This essay

attempts to pull at the sutures that bind dream worlds together, not to reveal its

hidden content, its under layer, but to show how dreams touch—and how they

might touch the domains of transgender inquiry.

Cemetery of Splendor follows the story of soldiers excavating land in the

city of Khon Kaen, located in the northeastern region of Thailand known as Isan,

who become afflicted with a mysterious sleeping sickness. A school is turned into

a makeshift hospital where the sleeping soldiers lie. It is believed that restless spectral

warriors from an ancient past are sapping the energy of the soldiers in the present

to fight an ongoing war. Doctors install neon tube lights that change from absinthe,

to coral, to magenta, to ocean blue in gradient transitions in order to ease the

sleeping soldiers’ dreams. But there is also a love story. This love story revolves

around the three principal characters: Itt (Banlop Lomnoi), a soldier who falls

victim to the sleeping sickness and who intermittently wakes and slumbers; Jen

(Jenjira Pongpas), who becomes his caretaker and slowly begins to love him; and

Keng (Jarinpattra Rueangram), a psychic medium and suspected FBI agent who

allows Jen to “see” the world of Itt’s dreams. Because of Keng’s psychic abilities,

Itt is able to show Jen the ancient palace within which he finds himself dreaming,

even though for Jen they are merely amid the ruins of the forest in her con-

temporaneous present. Moreover, Jen and Keng as Itt share moments of physical

intimacy, but the film confounds not only whether we believe Keng is truly a

psychic but also our ability to perceive where and when we are in the film. As the

film progresses, the thresholds between reality, waking dream, and dream

become continuously enfolded and encoded within one another.

From a distance, Cemetery of Splendormay seem like an unlikely contender

within the genre of trans cinema, given that there is nothing overtly transgender

about the film: no transgender plotline, no self-identified trans characters. Indeed,
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Helen Hok-Sze Leung has raised critical questions concerning the conceptual

difficulties that arise when considering “what counts” as trans cinema. This

“deceptively simple question” (Leung 2015: 86) opens onto discussions about the

location of trans in cinema. Is trans cinema constituted by story and plot? By
self-identified and self-determined characters, actors, and/or directors? These
questions are certainly familiar in any arena that interrogates art and identity,

aesthetics and politics. In the context of Thai cinema, Leung asks us to consider

kathoey (Thai for trans woman or trans feminine). While Apichatpong’s Adventure

of Iron Pussy (2003) also features a kathoey protagonist, the aim of this essay is to

continue to diversify how we might “see” trans in cinema. Thus, in lieu of more

readily grasped genres of trans cinema, my consideration of transgender in Cem-

etery of Splendor rests less on the aesthetics and politics of recognition and legibility

than it does on the raising of the question of trans in cinema through the medium

of the cinematic itself. As the following reading hopes to illuminate, transgender

emerges through the possibility that the work of dreaming allows for in Apichat-

pong’s film.

Let us return to our love story. By coincidence, Jen takes to caring for Itt,

who happens to be sleeping in the spot where she used to sit as a child in the

classroom. Jen befriends Keng, who tells her of her psychic gift. Jen sits by Itt’s

side, and eventually he wakes up. As Itt regains his strength, the three of them set

out to eat some food and share conversation by the riverside. Itt, however, des-

cends into the realm of sleep, and Keng offers to function as a medium, allowing

Jen to communicate with Itt through Keng’s body as a vessel. When Keng first

takes possession of Itt, Jen, at first, has trouble believing if it is true or if it is a trick.

Curious to see the phenomenon through, however, Jen plays along and follows

Keng/Itt, who takes her down into the orchard garden, which, in the realm of Itt’s

dreams, is the palace of kings. As the two continue, Jen leads Keng/Itt to a place

with two twin stone statues. The stone twins are seated on a bench, side by side,

holding each other, smiling. “Isn’t it profound?” Jen asks. “I used to come here

often, when I was confused.” “What were you confused about?” asks Keng/Itt.

“Mostly about love,” responds Jen.When Keng/Itt asks if she was still confused, Jen

exhales longingly and says to them, “You should know, my little pup.”

The scene cuts back to the riverside where the three of themwere originally

sitting, and Itt’s body is gone. Avoice is heard over the scene of absence:Where are

you now, Itt? The film then cuts back to Jen and Keng, and she is apparently still

Itt—but the previous scene of absence demands an initial skepticism. Apichat-

pong’s films are known for their temporal demands. The film’s obdurate duration

impinges on forms of surprise. Itt could have simply woken up and walked away.

Keng could be playing a trick. There could be a time lag. But if the slow aesthetics

of the film invites us to partake in dreaming with the film, then such questions
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dissolve into the domain of the ephemeral—not as a gesture of dismissiveness,

rather as the suspension of certainty.

As the two continue, Jen will take Keng/Itt to a bench and make a con-

coction of water, Gingko biloba leaves, and goji berries (which she usually makes

for her husband to combat Alzheimer’s) and offers it to Keng/Itt so that they may

stay awake and keep dreaming together. Keng/Itt takes the concoction and pours

it all over Jen’s leg, which is shorter than the other because of an injury, and, like “a

little pup,” begins licking and kissing it. The bench and the forest recall that

“confused” place of love Jen had shown to Keng/Itt earlier. In this moment of

indeterminate intimacy, Jen begins to weep. While the conceit of their intimacy

rests on a supposed heterosexual relation between Jen and Itt, we are simulta-

neously confronted with this scene of feminine touch.

Is Keng still Itt? Is the heterosexual relation a mask for the apparent bodily

lesbian one? Is it also—or separately—a mask for the potential transgression of

maternal love to something more? Or can we pluralize relationality itself and

attempt to uncover a productive triptych of Jen/Keng/Itt? This scene magnetizes

fluxes of embodiment and intimacy. The transsexual image therefore emerges as a

set of complex relations that span bodies, space, psyches, and time. It is not a

coherent image constituted by visibility and consumption, by legibility and rec-

ognition. Rather, it emerges as a result of the active production of variegated

elements within a cinematic grammar.

Cemetery of Splendor’s dreamy cinematic aesthetic gives form to the psy-

choanalytic argument for ignorance. Trans emerges precisely in the circumambu-

latory relation between Jen, Keng, and Itt—cinematically demonstrating transgender

as a set of relations rather than as a knowable site. The film, then, posits that we

dream transgender instead of seeing it.

Does transgender dream? Such a proposition circulates in the economy

of transsexual fantasy. In one dreaming machine: Catherine Millot, who saw

transsexuality as a psychotic aberration, not only describes it as “a response to the

dreamof changing sex” but also as “the object of dreaming, and even phantasizing,

in non-transsexuals” ([1983] 1990: 15). In another: Susan Stryker, drowning in “the

realm of [her] dreams,” saw herself as “an excruciating impossibility” willing to

“do anything to not be here” (1994: 247). These two morsels from the immense

archive of transgender dreaming bear the mark of the impossible, of the unbear-

able, in the future perfect tense of the to-come.

To dream—to daydream—is to be spatially and temporally unbounded,

transported, differentiated, transformed and transforming, in alchemical pro-

cesses of the imagination. To daydream is to be here and not here, to be now and

not now, to be multiply one and not one. Sometimes transgender dreams come

true—whatever measure of “truth” that signifies for the dreamer. Sometimes they
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don’t. Invoking Millot and Stryker together in this way is not meant to signal an

equivalency; rather, it is to recapitulate the impossible scaffolding on which

transgender stands.

In the contemporary catalog of trans denotations—polymorphous and

malleable—we discover that it is themark of the outside: “A prefixal ‘trans-’ is not

predominately limited to gender” (Chen 2011: 292); it is a “prefix weighted with

across, beyond, through . . . transcending or surpassing particular impositions

whether empirical, rhetorical, or aesthetic” (Hayward 2008: 68); it is that which

“surge[s] forth electrifying the field of dreams and transmaterialities-to-come

(Barad 2015: 416); it is a “Cyborg imagery [that] can suggest a way out of the maze

of dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves.

This is a dream not of a common language, but of a powerful infidel hetero-

glossia” (Haraway 1987: 37). Transsexual form is therefore that of infinite artic-

ulation. But if trans is that which is caught in movement and the not-yet, in the

unthinkable and the impossible that necessarily demands to be thought, then how

do we think transgender impossibility without recourse to a pathology? How

might we talk about transgender dreaming and transgender’s dream? Psycho-

analysis may offer some provisional answers to such questions, given the perti-

nence of dreams and fantasy to psychoanalytic theory and practice.

Psychoanalysis has been powerfully productive for gender studies and

queer theory. Lacanian psychoanalysis in particular has informed, however diver-

gently, bodies of desire and desiring bodies, from Leo Bersani to TimDean to Judith

Butler. While one of queer theory’s antirelational strands has tended to take up

psychoanalytic theory to focus on desire, Butler has sought to incisively examine the

sex/gender divide. The stakes of such a seeming divide between psychoanalytically

informed gender studies and sexuality theory, between feminism and gay male

antisocial theory, is succinctly accounted for in Shanna T. Carlson’s “Transgender

Subjectivity and the Logic of Sexual Difference” (2010). Between—or around—

these two deployments of Lacanian psychoanalysis (a reductionism for the sake of

brevity), Carlson seeks to put pressure on what gender studies can offer Lacanian

psychoanalysis and vice versa. Approaching the question of psychoanalysis and

transgender, we ask again: What, then, is transgender’s dream? If, according to José
Esteban Muñoz, “the future is queerness’s domain” (2009: 1), then what about

transgender? Is trans still, in the words of Stryker, “queer theory’s evil twin?” (2004:
212). The question if transgender dreams, then, is offered as an object of fantasy to

delineate a rupture within a discursive field of sexuation: What does it mean for

transgender to dream?What does it mean to fantasize about transgender dreaming?
Andwhat does it mean to fantasize about transgender, dreaming? This punctuating
intervention—from the adjectival to the nominal—is that which may perhaps

alleviate the sleep of fantasy in the deadlock of sexual difference. For those versed in
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Lacanian psychoanalysis, the impossible mentioned above might otherwise be

correlated with the Lacanian real—an unbearable excess that continues to haunt

and dislodge the human subject. In concert with emerging work on trans and

psychoanalysis, or what Sheila L. Cavanagh has recently called “transpsychoana-

lytics” (2017: 326), I approach the question of transgender dreaming—and

fantasy—from a psychoanalytic point of view to consider how we might under-

stand trans as operative within the domain of the real without recourse to pathol-

ogy (as in the case of Millot).

If trans is the designation of a wish, then the correlation of the dream

is apposite, not only in its most conventional sense but also as the bearer of a

psychoanalytic hermeneutic. To speak of transgender as fantasy, as whimsy, as

wish, is not to bind it to the realm of the impossible so as to imprison it, or

relegate it to a pathology. In The Interpretation of Dreams, Sigmund Freud con-

tends that proper dream interpretation refuses latent content as that which can be

symbolized or substituted for signs; rather, the hidden content, for Freud, “can be

inserted into the psychical chain that has to be traced backwards in the memory

from a pathological idea. It was then only a short step to treating the dream itself

as a symptom” ([1900] 1953: 101). In other words, dreams communicate and fulfill

a particular demand and reveal, for Freud, a certain pathology in neurotics.

Freudian echoes can be heard in (Lacanian psychoanalyst) Millot’s equivalency

between transsexuality and pathology, where if transsexuality is an object of

dreaming, and Freud contends that one “treat the dream as symptom,” trans-

sexuality is relegated to the domain of the unwanted. In tandem with emerg-

ing scholarship that seeks to depathologize transgender (Gherovici 2017), this

essay’s exploratory ruminations on the cinematic grammar of dreams hope to

crack open those gaps wherein transgender can still dream about dreaming.

According to Lacanian psychoanalysis, there are three domains that

constitute human life: the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real. These domains

are furtively developed in Jacques Lacan’s famous paper on the mirror stage, in

which a child whose motor skills are not as of yet fully developed recognizes their

image in a mirror ([1949] 2006). Before such an encounter with their image, the

child does not know a world beyond themselves and is therefore stuck at the level

of the imaginary. It is only when they recognize themselves in the mirror and

realize that they are not fully in control of their body that they are “cut” (castrated

by the phallic function); this infringement is the work of the symbolic. Yet, this cut

produces something left over that impedes on human life—the desire for that

presymbolic world, the real. However, this initial cut is merely a reminder of

human beings’ cut from being. It is from this apparent division, this difference,

that one may assume a masculine or feminine position; however, the division of

sexual difference is not produced by the cut; rather, sexual difference is already the
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split, and the impossibility of the sexual relation, the necessity of sexual difference,

is to reinaugurate that splitting. Following Carlson: “Castration/sexual difference

is something that fundamentally, if incompletely, makes up for the absence of the

sexual relationship. By this logic, the sexual positions borne of sexual difference

figure as solutions, no doubt principally unsatisfying ones, for the loss of a sort of

relation that was in fact never possible, a relation of One-ness or complementarity

or for the loss of that missing half that Plato tells us, somewhat cruelly, we once

had” (2010: 53). In other words, the sexual relation is inherently frustrated because

it is already split. The challenge of sexual difference is that the apparent split

between masculine and feminine positions is not meant to gesture toward the

possibility of unification, of oneness. Rather, such oneness is already impossibly

lost. The phallus, as a signifier around which onemay choose to be “subject” to it is

merely one position one may adopt. While terms such as masculine, feminine,

phallus, lack, and not-whole or not-all in the Lacanian lexicon seem to restrict our

capacities to think about sexual difference and transgender, it should be noted

that these terms emerge from the language of structuring prohibitive mythol-

ogies. These terms are placeholder terms that, not unlike the impossible invo-

cation of sexual difference in order to approach unity, must needs be invoked as

“principally unsatisfying ones.” In fact, in reference to the phallus—“despite what

encumbers them that goes by that name”—Lacan in Encore (1988: 76) saw the

impermanent fallacies that necessarily constitute his system, the phallus that “goes

by that name,” and in such a phrase the ideational restrictiveness of the word phallus

dissipates.Moreover, Lacan in this seminarwill talk of “speaking beings”whomay

occupy amasculine or feminine position: “Any speaking being whatsoever, as is

expressly formulated in Freudian theory, whether provided with the attributes

of masculinity—attributes that remain to be determined—or not, is allowed to

inscribe itself in this [woman] part” (80). Lacan’s formulation therefore provides

malleability for identification; as Carlson has noted, “There is something trans-

gendered about the human subject” (2010: 66).

Yet, if there is a correlation between transgender and the real, it is because

it confounds the split itself. If, psychoanalytically, trans is that which perturbs the

logic of sexual difference, it is not because it is pathological but that it questions

the very means through which we come to assume forms of identity. Similarly,

Jen/Keng/Itt confound spectatorship with a matrix of in-distinctions about body,

identity, sex, and desire. Desire is the propelling force that infinitely reconfigures

what is possible in the relation between these characters.

Keng’s body becomes the obstinate field within which Jen cannot con-

summate her desire for Itt. Or, it is precisely because of this field that Jen is able to

realize her love. In this scene of intimate in-determination, where characters

simultaneously appear to be self-determined and disembodied, this matrix of the
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unknown produces that distinguishing effect with which bodies and desires

multiply and envelop one another. Moreover, it is the suspension of knowing, of

certainty, that this intimate scene between the two (perhaps three?) principal

characters makes pertinent. The scene’s amalgamation of indeterminate sex is that

leftover that confounds us. Cemetery of Splendor therefore demands that we “see”

transgender right where we shouldn’t be seeing it. It demands that we don’t really

see it at all—and yet still do. Not that trans is deducible but, psychoanalytically,

that it puts pressure on the social forms that constitute the ways in which we relate

to one other. In other words, it is not that the frustrated sexual relation between

Jen, Keng, and Itt is confounded, but that the film visualizes a kind of impossible

frustration itself. The cinematic apparatus dramatizes precisely our desire to

conceptualize transgender—and it is such an encounter with the impossible that

necessitates our attention.

Psychoanalysis and cinema have long enjoyed a deeply rich theoretical

relation. Notably, Lacanian psychoanalysts Joan Copjec (2000) and Slavoj Žižek
(1992a, 1992b, 2006a, 2006b) have paved the way for psychoanalytic film theory.

While Lacan himself did not consider cinema in his own work, the heuristics

of the cinematic apparatus to Lacanian thinking is appropriate. Not only does

cinema evoke a kind of dream state in terms of spectatorship—which Cemetery of

Splendor itself plays on—but it performs precisely that stubborn impossibility for

mastering knowledge. It is for this reason that the mirror stage is also pertinent to

the cinematic. Both the mirror and the screen are operative insofar as the promise

of knowledge is based on a visual field. Like themirror, the cinematic screen troubles

our assumptions about how we receive visual knowledge—if at all. Cemetery

of Splendor specifically plays with the assumptions of the cinematic field, not only

through the aforementioned erosion between reality and fiction but also by the

final scene of the film itself. Notably, Apichatpong seemingly parodies the expe-

rience of his film’s own cinematic experience in a scene during which Itt falls asleep

during a horror film andmust be carried out of the theater. The film’s potential joke

on the thick duration of the film that demands our attentiveness, here, in this scene,

becomes the permissible slip into the confrontation between the cinematic screen

and its double. Part of the generic allure of cinema—of visual technology—is the

possibility of the representation of reality, of verisimilitude; but such assumptions

are thrown into question as Apichatpong plays with and distorts our cinematic

expectations, given the long still shots of ordinary life that lend themselves to

something beyond certain expectations of normal life.

Let us return to the scene of indeterminate intimacy. Shortly after this

scene, Jen will “wake up” by Itt’s bedside in the hospital classroom. The scene will

then “reset” and cut to a closer shot, and Itt will “wake up.” The end of the film

will trouble this even more. After this scene of “awakening,” the audience will see
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Jen from a distance through what appears to be a window. This scene calls attention

to our own spectatorship, given the way that we are framedwithin this window. The

film then cuts to a close-up of Jen’s face, whose wide-open eyes, raised eyebrows,

and furrowed grimace recall Itt’s lesson to Jen about how to wake up from her

dreams. Nearby, a group of children are playing soccer on a field that is half dug

up, presumably for the excavation. Despite her proximity, Jen does not appear to

be looking at them. Indeed, her facial expression suggests a calm but tenacious

attempt to focus, perhaps, even to wake up, and her gaze does not fall on them.

Serving as a cinematic mirror to the spectatorial experience, given that the film

often demands that we, too, remain wide-eyed and attentive, it is unclear on which

surface or object—if any—Jen’s gaze falls. Staring out into some phantasmatic

abyss, this scene teeters toward that often-invoked convention of breaking through

the fourth wall, but it shies away from completing such a task by fixating her gaze

on that which looms out toward us yet eludes our grasp. Jen’s gaze is slightly askew,

perhaps not even a gaze at all, but the face of a statue. Lost in thought, daydreaming,

struggling to stay awake, or trying to wake up, Jen’s face seems to offer us nothing. It

might be helpful to think about Jen’s face as that which brings into orbit incom-

mensurate knowledges. Her look: direct, constant, unyielding yet vacant; she looks

on something or somewhere, perhaps, even some time as we are drawn toward Jen’s

gaze itself, rather than its object or location.

This look, this gaze. Not only does it mirror the experience of watching

Cemetery of Splendor but it also serves as the veil on which our gaze is put into

question. Jen’s face is perhaps a pedagogical lesson in looking without interpre-

tation. To see something that eludes our field of vision but is, perhaps, not even

there at all. Is Jen’s face the look of an impossibility?—caught between wake-

fulness or daydreaming, in the threshold of what constitutes certainty and

knowledge, Jen’s face, too, might be that look of dreaming transgender.

Prathna Lor is a doctoral student of English at the University of Toronto.
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Biyuti from Below
Contemporary Philippine Cinema

and the Transing of Kabaklaan

ROBERT DIAZ

Abstract This article examines kabaklaan’s conflation with biyuti, pageantry, and fabulosity to better

understand how such a conflation facilitates complex articulations of transgender lives and aspira-

tions in the Philippines today. While reflecting on the significance of Out Run, a film about Ladlad’s

unsuccessful bid towin congressional seats during the 2013 elections, andDie Beautiful, a filmabout the

travails of a transgender beauty queen who dies soon after she wins a nationally televised gay beauty

pageant, the author gleans examples of transgender resistance that do not acquiesce to the economic

demands of respectability politics. Despite their seeming frivolity, beauty pageants and beauty par-

lors are significant spaces to will capacious forms of transgender solidarity. They animate the vitality

of transgender life. Just as they did during the Marcos regime, filmic reimaginings of what the

author calls “biyuti from below” index the spectacular forms of disciplining that Filipinos continue

to witness with each passing day. These performances of biyuti demand that we animate multiple

versions of trans lives worth living.

Keywords beauty, kabaklaan, transgender, Philippines, parlor

K abaklaan is not dead. It lives in the many articulations of queerness embodied

by Filipinos in the diaspora. It is felt and performed across different gener-

ational, gendered, and classed divides. Kabaklaan lives on precisely because it

exceeds its identitarian moorings. Despite being traditionally associated with a

range of marginalized sexualities such as the lower-class bakla, the parlorista (or

hairdresser), and the trans* woman,1 kabaklaan can also be defined as a type of

performance that exceeds these identitarian constructs. It instead indexes ways of

overacting, of being over the top, of being aware of one’s being over the top, and

of asserting a distinctly queer sensibility about the travails of everyday life.

Kabaklaan is made up of postures and gestures that evince what Lucy Burns calls

puro arte, or the histrionic modes of expression that Filipinos/as enact. According

to Burns, puro arte “expresses an appreciation of the gall, the guts, and the sheer
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effort needed to put on such a display” (2012: 2). As puro arte, kabaklaan is often

humorous, and at times dares to poke fun at what is solemn, divine, and sacro-

sanct. It follows its own ethics and is reined in, disciplined, and policed precisely

because it does not choose the right object to direct its energies to. Kabaklaan can

also be an instrument of exclusion, oppression, and abjection. It is particularly

harmful when buttressing the demands of patriarchy, transphobia, homophobia,

sexism, and classism. For example, it can limit the political participation of eco-

nomically marginalized sexualities in the Philippines and in the diaspora through

staid narratives that consign queer and trans* identities to the frivolous, the

unimportant, and the inconsequential. Despite (or better yet because of) these

limitations, kabaklaan has thus served as a crucial staging ground for new con-

figurations of gender and sexuality to emerge. Neil Garcia points out that kabaklaan

“remains a powerful discourse, a prism through which ‘GBT’ identities are obvi-

ously being refracted, a residual ground of new identities in the Philippine corner

of globality” (2013: 61).

In Philippine cinema, kabaklaan’s multiple manifestations as biyuti tracks

the many vicissitudes of transgender politics in the Philippines today. A playful

reinterpretation of beauty, biyuti marks the flourishes, humorous asides, and

idiomatic expressions that many queer Filipinos in the diaspora utilize to nego-

tiate the travails of daily life. Martin Manalansan suggests that biyuti fuels queer

and creative practices that are “embedded not only in gendered phenomena but in

the exigencies of everyday life, including those of kinship and family, religion,

sexual desire, and economic survival. These idioms serve as a means of under-

standing the world, and, more importantly, assessing proper conduct and action”

(2003: 15–16). As he studies the struggles and successes of diasporic gay men in

New York City, Manalansan tracks how their use of biyuti “troubles if not resists

the conventional time-space binary by expressing the ways in which memory is

spatialized and space is entangled with intimate habits, routines, personal his-

tories, and chronologies” (90).

When coupled with quotidian, class-based, and enduring forms of kabak-

laan, biyuti offers a contingent if somewhat limited place from which scholars,

activists, and artists have underscored the realities of transgender precarity, in/

visibility, and death. By reading kabaklaan and biyuti in this way, I purposely

depart from recent scholarship that sees kabaklaan (and its associated identities)

as spectral presences that “emerge as part of the degraded lifeways produced by

impoverishment” and that are “rendered spectral by contemporary, classes notions

of ‘gay modernity’ that cast ‘trans’ subjectivity as anterior” (Benedicto 2015: 582),

I instead aim to show how performances of kabaklaan animate versions of trans*

human rights that transform spaces often seen as unimportant and frivolous
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into sites of solidarity, creativity, and care. I thus see kabaklaan’s continued

proliferation as saying a lot less about the postcolonial subject’s desires for global

modernity, and a lot more about the capacity of the most economically margin-

alized in the global South to live on and to live through moments of abjection,

violence, and erasure. My theoretical predilection is to value what I would call

“biyuti from below,” or performances of fierceness that economically marginalized

trans subjects in the Philippines willfully enact amid the realities of pleasure and

pain. Kabaklaan’s easy dismissal within the popular imaginary—as forms of biyuti

and pageantry enacted by the lower class—paradoxically offers us tools for flouting

the material demands of inclusionary politics. Such demands have become pre-

requisites for queer and trans* entry to state-sanctioned forms of global citizenship.

In films likeOut Run (dir. S. Leo Chiang and Johnny Symons, 2016) andDie

Beautiful (dir. Jun Lana, 2016), kabaklaan acts as a condition of possibility, as a

capacity, and as a limit point for visibilizing transgender subjectivities that con-

form to and resist the economic demands of respectability politics. Kabaklaan

is composed of desires, identifications, and framing mechanisms that foster the

articulation of transgender lives and aspirations.2 Diverse communities “dub” and

“surf” the local and the global through kabaklaan as they critique the class inequities

that stratify the country.3 An orientation to biyuti from below enables queer and

trans* Filipinos/as to imagine capacious utopias on the horizon.

Produced and first released in the United States, Out Run documents

Ladlad’s (LGBT Party) unsuccessful bid to win congressional seats during the 2013

Philippine elections. The film follows the organization’s three candidates (Bemz

Benedito, Raymond Alikpala, and Danton Remoto) as they travel to beauty parlors

and beauty pageants tomobilize support. Benedito hoped to become the first trans*

woman elected to national office. As she and others reach out to a broad constit-

uency of voters, they simultaneously emphasize that the pursuit of LGBT rights in

the Philippines must address the economic inequalities that exist between queer

and trans* communities. Ladlad thus hazards a vision of inclusion that cannot be

automatically subsumed under the aspirations of upwardly mobile gay subjects

(Benedicto 2014). In a similar vein, Die Beautiful exhibits the power of parlor and

pageant politics to lay bare the vitality of transgender life from below. The film

depicts the experiences of Trisha Echevaria, a trans* woman who dies soon after

winning a nationally televised gay beauty pageant. Her best friend Barbs remakes

Trisha as a different celebrity during each day of her wake. She thus turns what is

normally a space of mourning (the funeral parlor) into a space of unbridled biyuti

and kabaklaan. These transformations serve as flashpoints to significant moments

in Trisha’s life. They also enable the film to portray queer solidarity rarely seen in

Philippine cinema. Trish and Barb’s bond models queer friendships that outlast

death.
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When placed alongside each other, Out Run and Die Beautiful encourage

us to glean the translational properties of the term transgender, particularly when

it is mobilized outside the West. Susan Stryker and Aren Aizura suggest that,

despite denoting a vast constellation of meanings, transgender is “intimately bound

up with questions of nation, territory, and citizenship” (2013: 8). To effectively

account for the complex ways in which transgender has been deployed differently

across time and space, we must then

explore the multiple reworking of identity that “transgender” accomplishes locally

and globally—whether “transgender” is experienced as a form of colonization, as

an avenue for alliance building or resource development, as a way of resisting local

pressures, as an empowering new frame of reference, as an erasure of cultural

specificity, as a counter-modernity, as an alternative to tradition, or as a mode of

survival and translation for traditional cultural forms that are unintelligible within

the conceptual double binary man/woman and homo/hetero associated with the

West. (10)

By studying Philippine-based queer and trans* communities and social move-

ments, this analysis points to examples of queer and trans* solidarity that do

not easily fall under neoliberalism’s totalizing notions of inclusion or resistance.

It also contributes to the growing body of work that tracks the specificities of

nonnormative sexualities in Asia,4 foregrounding what Audrey Yue refers to as

“queer Asia as method” (1997: 10) As Yue writes, this critical paradigm “highlights

practices that decenter the globalized formation of ‘queer’” as it “moves away

from framing queer Asia as a static geographical site and regional imaginary” and

as it reorients “the flows, boundaries, and hierarchy of global queer knowledge

production” (2017: 10–24). In this regard, I am less interested in mapping how

kabaklaan and transgender become oppositional to or obfuscate each other as

concerned parties demand and imagine global human rights. Rather, I want to

understand how the antagonistic interplay between kabaklaan and transgender in

these films catalyzes creative forms of political inclusion, solidarity, and trans*

lives worth living. At the same time, I do not wish to romanticize kabaklaan as

always already resistant to problematic strands of queer and trans* representa-

tion. As I’ve argued before, kabaklaan’s popularity in film, television, and viral

newmedia often symptomatically disappears the desires of nongender-conforming

trans* men, lesbians, and queer cis women, consigning their yearnings to an

elsewhere that cannot be imagined (Diaz 2015). By working through these antag-

onisms, this project ultimately underscores the pitfalls of “reconciling” global and

local articulations of sexuality, highlighting the messiness and vibrancy of such

antagonisms in the process.
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Biyuti’s Fierce Politics

Out Run begins with fleeting views of a religious ritual that has been hybridized

through queer performance. The film offers glimpses of a Santa Cruzan, a parade

traditionally devoted to the VirginMary. This version features beautiful bakla and

trans* women dressed in extravagantly beaded ternos. They march as part of a

candle-lit procession that meanders through Manila’s crowded streets. This sec-

tion of the city is removed from the gated and well-off subdivisions that dot the

metropolis (fig. 1).

Through this queered Santa Cruzan, Out Run visualizes class-specific

articulations of kabaklaan that delineate the performative borders of queer and

trans* intelligibility in the Philippines.5 Out Run delves into this conditional vis-

ibility further as it shows Bemz Benedito campaigning at a gay beauty pageant in

the next scene. With an air of calm conviction, she declares, “I will run for congress

in May 2013 with the only LGBT political party, the Ladlad party list. We plead for

full acceptance in society, not just tolerance, and not to be confined to beauty

parlors or pageants like this one, but for human rights” (Out Run).

Both the content of Benedito’s speech and the venue where it was deliv-

ered suggest that the fight for “global” human rights requires Ladlad to limn the

“local” discourse that shapes nonnormative gender identities and queer sex-

ual practices in the country, of which kabaklaan is key. As she and other party

members foreground the significance of beauty pageants and beauty parlors to

their campaign, they acknowledge the role that these spaces play in fostering diverse

solidarities across class difference.

Figure 1. Participants march during a gay Santa Cruzan in Manila. Out Run (2016)
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If, as Martin Manalansan suggests, the “beauty parlor in Filipino queer

cartography is the paradigmatic space of the bakla, so much so that parlorista is

another slang term for an overt screaming bakla” (2002: 260), Out Run meticu-

lously demonstrates how Ladlad mines this queer cartography and figure further so

that it can achieve its political goals. The film follows party leaders as they traverse

urban and rural locations as far-flung as Baguio, San Carlos, Binmaley, Cebu, and

Bangued. They visit beauty parlors and beauty pageants in these locales as they

initiate dialogues with diverse constituents. While discussing their outreach strate-

gies, Benedito explains that Ladlad considers parlors to be effective satellite head-

quarters because they are frequented by the queer masses. A party member adds to

her statement by noting that “the hairdresser can actually talk about Ladlad. It can’t

be a hard sell. It should be eased into the conversation.” Ladlad thus empowers the

parloristang bakla as its “brand evangelist,” stretching the party’s limited resources.

Rather than dismiss the parloristang bakla as a frivolous figure from the past

removed from “progressive” queer politics of the present, Ladlad tasks this figure

with frontline responsibilities essential to the organization. The parlorista acts as its

mobile fund-raiser, campaign supporter, and community organizer (fig. 2).

As they center on the parloristang bakla, party leaders also channel this

figure’s propensity for facetious fabulosity. They revel in what Roland Coloma

perceptively calls “playful seriousness.” While she campaigns in her hometown,

for instance, Santy Layno (Ladlad’s trans* identified campaign manager) flaunts

her kabaklaan with playful abandon. She flirts with a childhood friend, telling him

to call her as she giggles and laughsmischievously. She sings “Part of YourWorld,”

Figure 2. Santy Layno sings “Part of Your World” on a small boat while on her way to a campaign

location. Out Run (2016)
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one of the theme songs to Disney’s animated film Little Mermaid, as she takes a

small rickety boat to one of her many campaign locations. She pretends to urinate

on a wall, as she seductively swishes her hair and looks at the camera behind her.

After such playfulness, Layno then thoughtfullymuses, “People tell me ‘You should

be prim and proper. You should sit like a lady. You should not be wearing that if

you want people to take you seriously, because you are part of Ladlad.’ And I

would always say to them, this is exactly what we’re fighting for, to be who you

are.” Out Run includes these comments from Layno not just because they provide

shock or comic relief. They also signify a refusal to acquiesce to patriarchal notions

of female respectability based on piety or austerity. These scenes register a certain

defiance, both on the part of the film’s directors and on the part of Layno, that

enables queer and trans* subjects to define their version of political participation

without reducing such definitions to single issues, identities, or ways of performing

acceptable queer citizenship.

The film consequently does not demonize or reduce kabaklaan into an

element that must be automatically willed away so that the party can campaign for

a more inclusive society. It instead becomes a constant presence. In some

moments, community members must disidentify with kabaklaan to claim their

trans* identity.6 In others, kabakaan’s shifting properties enable queer and trans*

subjects to unsettle the demands of respectability politics. As Bhuta Adelante, a

hairdresser and one of Ladlad’s key organizers humorously narrates, her self-

identification as a trans* woman or a “tough gay” switches, depending on the

demands of the baranggay (ward) that she serves as kagawad (councilor). From

her perspective, the necessity to self-identify with a medicalized andWestern term

such as transgender ranks lower when compared to the material needs of her

economically disadvantaged district. By featuring Adelante’s story, Out Run sends

a clear message that one cannot fully discuss LGBT inclusion in the Philippines

without acknowledging the material inequalities that continue to bifurcate the

country.

Returning to Coloma’s analysis, he notes that “Ladlad’s civic engagement

was built from and coincided with a history and continuation of an LGBT

movement in the Philippines that drew from various strands of political, cultural,

legal, social service, health, and youth organizing. It is also constituted by a

coalition of committed activists from separate and, at times, intertwined LGBT

sectors that envision common grounds for citizenship, solidarity, and action”

(2013: 504–5). It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Ladlad deprioritizes same-sex

marriage (a fact that haunts Raymond Alikpala after their loss). The organization

instead pushes for policies that protect LGBT Filipinos from discrimination in the

workplace, provide micro-financing to support livelihood projects by under-

privileged LGBT communities, create shelters for aging and abandoned LGBT to
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improve access to legal aid and counseling, and repeal antivagrancy laws that

make poor gaymen susceptible to police extortion. These campaign goals animate

what Dean Spade in another context calls critical trans* politics. According to

Spade, critical trans* politics commit to equity and social justice by finding

“solidarity with other struggles articulated by the forgotten, the inconceivable, the

spectacularized, and the unimaginable” (2011: 33). These politics refuse to put their

complete faith in certain laws that promise legal inclusion (such as the recognition

of same-sex marriage), since these laws are often institutionalized through modes

of governmentality that require the exclusion of other queer and trans* commu-

nities (the economically precarious, the noncitizen, the differently abled, and the

racialized).

When framed through critical trans* politics, Ladlad’s solidarity work

contextualizes our understanding of queer social movements from the global

South. In amoment when privileged diasporic queers have linked their viability to

the hierarchizing structures of capital and flexible citizenship, Ladlad serves as a

powerful reminder of the need to value the terms that affect nonelite, nonmobile,

and economically precarious queer and trans* subjects. Ladlad’s campaign tactics

suggest that while kabaklaan’s consignment to the lower class makes certain queer

and trans* people vulnerable to transphobia, homophobia, and violence, it also

paradoxically produces the tools that can destabilize their disempowering effects.

Ladlad’s insistence on the political efficacy of biyuti from below serves as

a crucial narrative for consolidating and imagining trans* solidarity from dif-

ferent economic locations. If, as Mimi Nguyen suggests, that beauty can act “as an

imperative discourse, one that determines what conditions are necessary to live,

what forms of life are worth living, and what actions we must follow to preserve,

secure, or replicate such conditions and forms—and their consequences” (2016),

the films shows us that to believe in biyuti’s political potential is to believe in

its capacity to frame optimal conditions for living, despite possible barriers to

achieving this optimized life. Biyuti is as much an index of aesthetic value as it

is a means to intervene in the many articulations of the social. As it portrays

kabaklaan through pageantry and biyuti, Out Run simultaneously diagnoses the

spectacularizing processes that enable certain lives to be deemed worthy of exis-

tence and certain lives to be deemed worthy of elimination. To will and imagine

biyuti, from the perspective of the most marginalized in Philippine society and

not from the elite, is one of the main contributions of Ladlad.

By the time Out Run ends and one feels the pain of Ladlad’s loss, one

mourns not only because of the sadness that everyone featured in the film con-

veys with palpable vulnerability. One mourns not only because as queer and

trans* subjects, Benedito, Layno, and Adelante had overcome many obstacles so

that they could demand social justice. Ladlad’s loss is also felt acutely because it
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championed a future that did not elide kabaklaan’s political possibilities or occlude

the needs of the less privileged. When the prospect of political or national inclusion

often requires the sexually marginalized to surrender parts of ourselves to be valued

by the larger community, or when gaining political power often requires access to

material wealth or to a political dynasty’s name (a rule as applicable to the United

States as it is to the Philippines), Ladlad sought solidarities that eschewed

such staid pathways to queer and trans* inclusion.7 By documenting Ladlad’s

efforts, Out Run gifts us with the chance to revisit the labor and craft involved in

demandingmore just futures. The film ultimately gleans the potential of what Jack

Halberstam calls “the queer art of failure” (2011). Halberstam intimates that “under

certain circumstances, failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing, unbecoming,

not knowing may in fact offer more creative, more cooperative, and more sur-

prising ways of being in the world” (2). When framed through the labor of queer

loss, Ladlad’s inability to secure congressional seats looks less like an endpoint and

more like a critical juncture to future possibilities. Benedito certainly echoes such a

sentiment as she contemplates what lies ahead: “One or two elections for Ladlad

doesn’t define the movement, doesn’t define the journey of the LGBT commu-

nity. The struggle continues, the fight continues.” And this, it seems, is Out Run’s

lasting point.

To Be Biyutipul in Death

IfOut Run politically orients itself toward queer futures that have yet to bear fruit,

Die Beautiful is grounded in the reparative possibilities of revisiting queer pasts.

Despite its comedic tone, Die Beautiful was inspired by the violence of US mil-

itarisms and the continuous precarity of transgender life. While celebrating his

wedding anniversary in New York City, the film’s director and cowriter, Jun Lana,

heard about the death of Jennifer Laude. Laude is a transgender woman who was

killed onOctober 11, 2014, by Joseph Scott Pemberton. Pemberton was an American

marine stationed in the Philippines because of the Visiting Forces Agreement with

the United States. As Lana learned more about Laude’s murder, he was troubled by

how her trans* identity and kabaklaan were used to justify her death. As he recalls

during our interview:

I said “what’s this?” We’re here celebrating what we think is a gay event, and then

suddenly, back home, someone was killed. What was even more appalling to me

was the reaction of many people, especially on social media. “She died because

she is a monster and because she is bakla.” Back home, they do not understand

transgender because they understand trans* as bakla. People said, “She should

have died. Look at how she looks.” So, right there and then I thought I’ll write and

direct a movie that would tackle the transgender struggle. I thought from the
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beginning I wanted the protagonist to have passed away. I wanted to celebrate the

protagonist’s life. So it was very important to me to have humor and kabaklaan to

punctuate the silences and the tragedies in the film. (Lana 2017)

Given the recuperative will that undergirds the film’s genesis, Die Beautiful is

saturated by an unapologetic preponderance of kabaklaan. Rather than shy away

from dominant articulations of kabaklaan as an attraction to beauty, as a

flamboyant disregard for the behavioral norms of society, and as an attraction

to heterosexually identified men, the movie redeploys these tropes as it depicts

marginalized characters who fashion an ethical life to each other. Die Beautiful

does not pity or condescend to Trisha and Barbs. It does not portray them as

victims without agency. Rather, it exhibits the everyday resources with which they

draw on their tenacious wills and creative energies.

In the context ofDie Beautiful, biyuti serves as a means for trans* Filipinas

to perform queer memory work that animates complex forms of survival. Biyuti

acts as a powerful affective force that enables Trisha and Barbs to “refuse wal-

lowing” as the only means to respond to their abjection (Isaac 2016: 11). A com-

mitment to biyuti also fuels Trisha’s and Barbs’s desires to join gay beauty pageants.

As many scholars have pointed out (and as my discussion of Ladlad emphasizes),

gay and trans* beauty pageants are crucial to queer representation in the Philippines

and throughout the diaspora. More generally, beauty pageants are important sites

for articulating competing notions of gender, identity, and nationhood.8 The

beauty pageant is important in Die Beautiful for many reasons. First, it effectively

metaphorizes Trisha’s “journey” as a transgender woman, particularly for those

who may not be familiar with, or who may be antagonistic to, “transgender” as an

identity category.9 Interestingly enough, transgender is not uttered at all throughout

the entire film. Instead, transgender subjectivity is made legible through perfor-

mances of kabaklaan.

The movie begins with a young Trisha and her friends as they stage a

beauty pageant. They each wear an evening gown composed of curtains and other

found fabric (fig. 3). Trisha plays the previous title holder. She waves to imagined

admirers as her voice-over narrates:

I can’t believe that it was just a year ago that I was blessed to wear this prestigious

crown. Because of this, I was given the opportunity to see the wonderful world and

all its beautiful people. To my family, you will always be my strength and inspi-

ration. I wouldn’t have made it this far without each and every one of you. To all

the lovely people who have touched my life and made me a better person, I thank

you. This has truly been the time of my life. I love you all dearly. As I take my final
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walk and embark on my next journey, I will bring all my memories with me, and

cherish them forever. For the last time, this is your one and only beauty queen

Trisha, Trisha Echevaria. (Die Beautiful)

This farewell speech enables Trisha to assert her name with immediate and lasting

effect. Such an assertion is done despite the threat of erasure and despite the

reality of ensuing violence. After she delivers her speech, Trisha’s father violently

interrupts the performance. He berates the children while tearing the stage apart.

In a scene that echoes this moment of violence later, Trisha’s father confronts her

as an adult when she disobeys his wishes and joins another beauty pageant. He

waits for her to come home only to “disown” her as soon as she walks into their

house. Before he throws Trisha out with no other possessions but the pageant

clothes in her bag, he angrily declares, “You want to be a different person? Then
buy your own clothes. Get a new identity. Get a new surname. Because I will never

let you use my name again.” Trisha’s facial expression shifts from sadness to

defiance after hearing her father’s words. In a defiant stance, she walks slowly

toward the door with her chest held high and her back turned against her family.

Before leaving, however, she suddenly turns around and defiantly states, “I am

Trisha. My name is Trisha Echevaria from Bahamas! Trisha!” She then continues

Figure 3. Trisha and her friends stage a beauty pageant in her back yard. Die Beautiful (2016)
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to repeat her name, loudly this time, which culminates in a final assertive scream.

Trisha’s emphatic assertion of her name is a crucial moment of trans* embodi-

ment in Die Beautiful. It marks a “coming out” that is couched in the idiomatic

rules of the beauty pageant. If the pageant causes Trisha to be disciplined as a

trans* woman, it also enables her to respond to her abjection on her own terms.

Moments of kabaklaan empower Trisha to assert her gender identity willfully and

without remorse. Furthermore, the decision to affiliate with the Bahamas (instead

of Puerto Rico or the United States, for instance) offers the audience a different

geopolitical route from which to think through postcolonial cross-continental

relations, moving through and within histories of what Allan Isaac calls “Amer-

ican tropics,” while also expanding the metaphors and imperial grammars of

queer performance to include British postcolonial states (even as such perfor-

mances are articulated in the Philippines).10

Aside from helping Trisha assert her name, the beauty pageant also pro-

vides her with the material means to raise her adoptive daughter Shirley Mae.

Perhaps aware that viewers will find it difficult to see joining beauty pageants as

a “respectable” means of making a living, Lana creates a link between the figure

of the beauty queen, the mother, and the laborer.11 In one key moment in Die

Beautiful, Shirley Mae’s classmates discuss their parents’ occupations as part of a

presentation in school. One classmate proudly states that her mother works in

Singapore as a domestic worker. Another states that her father is a teacher and

mother a housewife. The camera then focuses on Shirley Mae’s face as she anx-

iously looks at pictures of Trisha dressed in full pageant costume. Although we are

unsure of what she says during her turn, we assume that she identifies Trisha as a

mother and pageant queen because one of her classmate teases her for it after-

ward. She mockingly asks her, “What is your mother’s work again? The question
is, what is your mother?” In Die Beautiful, Trisha’s multiple realities as a trans*

woman and as a pageant queen are linked to her responsibilities to Shirley Mae as

her daughter. When Trisha and Shirley Mae discuss this incident further, Trisha

notes, “I can’t bear children. A different mother gave birth to you. But I am your

mother because I take care of you. There are many people who have children, but

who are not mothers.” The turn tomotherhood as a role that one performs, rather

than a biological imperative that one occupies, is crucial to how Lana highlights

the performative aspects of kinship, gender, and sexuality in Die Beautiful.

Through Trisha and Barbs’s co-raising of Shirley Mae, Lana’s work restages an

extended kinship structure familiar to many Filipinos as it queers this structure’s

many iterations.12 Trisha’s motherhood facilitates an explicit critique of the ways

in which biological terms dictate and police not only definitions of kinship but

also nonnormative articulations of gender identity and expression.
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Fittingly, the beauty pageant empowers Barbs to memorialize Trisha as a

trans* woman after her death. In what is arguably the movie’s climactic scene,

Barbs reveals Trisha’s final transformation to their friends during the last day of

her wake. Before she does so, she delivers a heartfelt speech that serves as the film’s

penultimate eulogy. With Trisha’s closed coffin behind her, Barbs offers this

touching statement: “I’ve thought about this long and hard. As her best friend,

this is how Iwant you to remember her. In her short life, she woremany faces. As a

daughter, as a mother, a friend, a girlfriend, a wife, and, most important of all, a

beauty queen. Tonight, I want you to see her simply as Trisha. Trisha Echevaria.

The most beautiful woman I have ever known.” This moment gives Barbs, and by

extension Lana, an opportunity to reframe the significance of transgender life

through the very terms that have made such a life inconceivable, impossible, and

unimaginable. Barbs asserts Trisha’s womanhood not through dominant affec-

tive tropes of condescension or disavowal but through explicit acts of creativity,

kabaklaan, and pageantry. While the movie can certainly be accused of rein-

scribing normative gender roles onto transgender women as caring mothers and

friends (and it does), I would argue that dismissing the film entirely for this fact

wouldmiss the political and pedagogic reasons for Trisha’s reinscription as a beauty

queen. Lana’s work culls from one of the most familiar genres of queer represen-

tation in the Philippines to turn this familiarity into an uncanny mechanism for

destabilizing normative and often phobic narratives that have followed queer and

trans* subjects even in death. He asks the film’s audience to bear witness to the

complexity of Trisha’s and Barbs’s lives, not to ridicule them for their kabaklaan but

to acknowledge how their kabaklaan precisely makes their commitment to each

other all the more powerful and radical.

Die Beautiful’s final words belong to Trisha. Trisha repeats the same pag-

eant farewell that she began the film with. As she bids her penultimate adieu, her

voice is sutured to a dreamlike sequence that portrays an extravagantly dressed

pageant queen swaying with abandon onstage (fig. 4). When I asked Lana why

he ended the film with this specific image, he emphasized that he wanted to

memorialize Trisha, and to an extent Jennifer Laude, through the beauty queen’s

“enduring fabulousness.” Through this final image, Die Beautiful reclaims the

significance of Trisha’s life (and Jennifer Laude’s), not by representing her

trans* identity through oppositional emotions of hiya (shame) or awa (pity)

but through biyuti’s uncompromising and enduring promise to exist, despite

the terms that continually seek to devalue it. Rather than dismiss kabaklaan as

a dehumanizing element of transgender existence, Die Beautiful recuperates

kabaklaan as the essential resource from which Trisha and Barbs draw their

attempts to be remembered. The work thus exemplifies the power of queer
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memory work to subtend heteronormative modes of memorialization. While

reflecting on the potential pitfalls of memorializing trauma, Cathy Schlund-

Vials (2012) argues that diasporic memory work exposes the problematic differences

between personal and collective memorialization, between insurgent and institu-

tionalized forms of reparative commemoration. By queering diasporic memory

work, Die Beautifulmilitates against dominant and often institutionalized forms of

memorialization that continue to enact violence on the marginalized as they

renarrate sexual and gender violence. Through the figure of the beauty queen,

the film interrupts the scripts on which transphobic memorialization relies as it

offers alternative flashpoints to a life lived with enduring fabulosity and resurgent

resistance.

Die Beautiful channels biyuti as a promise and as a means to imagine new

horizons for transgender Filipinas. The film shows us how biyuti, quite similar to

beauty, engenders what Nguyen defines as “a critique of social arrangements

and political structures” as well as “calls for the reorganization of arrange-

ments and structures in our promise to beauty and all it is made to stand for—

such as freedom, truth, sovereignty, and life itself” (2018). When read through the

promise of biyuti, the film intervenes in the signifying process that defines what

makes people human, what make them disposable, and what make them resistant

to marginalization.

Spectacles of Biyuti and Brutality

What does it mean to commit to articulations of biyuti even when such a com-

mitment seems frivolous and risky to do so? This question carries reverberating

Figure 4. A pageant queen sways on the stage as Trisha recites her farewell speech. Die Beautiful (2016)
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temporal and political implications in the Philippine context. Beauty from the

vantage of the powerful has been historically deployed by governments to justify

the restructuring of an entire metropolis, to censor representations of systemic

brutality, to buttress the mythic domesticity of a conjugal dictatorship, and to

maintain martial law, all in the name of what Imelda Marcos (herself a former

beauty queen) calls “the true, the good, and the beautiful” in Ramona Diaz’s

documentary Imelda (2003). Despite its aiding of dictatorial will during martial

law, beauty also catalyzed worlds created by the violated and the brutalized to

respond to their victimization. Biyuti, in the opulent and the gritty, in the mun-

dane and the sexual, in the streets and on the skin, has enabled artists to subtly

critique the violences wrought by Marcosian policies. In critically acclaimed works

like Lino Brocka’s Maynila sa Kuko ng Liwanag (Manila in the Claws of Neon,

1975), Ishmael Bernals’s Manila by Night (1980), and Marilou Diaz Abaya’s Alyas

Baby Tsina (Alias ChinaDoll, 1984), moments of biyuti do not onlymarkmoments

of aesthetic or creative value. They also lay bare versions of subversive and queer

optimism that are sometimes cruel and sometimes utilitarian. New Cinematic

films during the Marcos regime portrayed sexually and economically marginalized

characters that saw beauty in muck, pleasure in trash, and joy in crossing the

boundaries of class difference.

I would argue that, just as these films did during the Marcos period,

contemporary cinematic representations of sexual and economic marginalization

(regardless of whether they are documentaries or full-length feature films) con-

tinue to mine articulations of biyuti as a means to respond to the various forms of

brutality in Philippine society today. Such moments of brutality foreground

histories of colonial and neocolonial relations, histories that appear in contem-

porary forms of militarism and governmentality. In PJ Raval’s documentary Call

Her Ganda (Call Her Beauty, 2018) for instance, trans* violence serves as the

catalyst for an impassioned critique of US neocolonialism in the Philippines. The

film powerfully details the struggles of Jennifer Laude’s family and supporters to

seek legal justice for her death. Scott Pemberton committed his crimes against

Laude while stationed in the country because of the Visiting Forces Agreement

(VFA). The VFA enables the United States to continue its military presence in the

Philippines through joint “antiterrorism” exercises. It ultimately makes Pem-

berton’s actions, including his sentencing, the juridical responsibility of the

United States. To further highlight the US military’s harmful effects, Call Her

Ganda links Laude’s fate to the prevalence of sex work in Olongapo City. Sex

work, as the film posits, has made women dependent on foreign presence in

the area. The film thus frames trans* violence and inclusion through familiar

nationalist and anticolonial tropes seeking to save women from foreign duress.
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Perhaps it is unsurprising then that the most viable version of Laude’s future

that the film presents centers on her desires to reconcile with her German fiancé
to get married. The film anchors the value of trans* life to aborted forms of

heteronormative intimacy and kinship. What does the film lose then when

it frames trans* desire, agency, and pleasure in this way? What do we lose poli-

tically when Laude’s fate is made to reflect a broader nationalist narrative about

women?

Rather than focus on the film’s explicit turn to nationalist forms of justice,

I see promise in Raval’s foregrounding of ganda (or biyuti) through the film’s title.

The audience is reminded of Laude’s ganda every time we are shown the same

footage of her attending a beauty pageant, smiling flirtatiously to the camera.

Laude’s ganda—its flirtatiousness, facetiousness, and over-the-top campiness—

sits alongside, yet does not necessarily become reducible to, nationalist demands

for carceral punishment. It reminds the audience that they can perhaps imagine

other ways to repair or remember the vitality of trans* life without relying on

state-sanctioned forms of punitive justice. Laude’s ganda is the queerness that

militarism, violence, and death cannot erase. It is the queerness that the state

cannot automatically co-opt to make trans* life respectable to the masses. Laude’s

biyuti matters because it is the ghostly spectre of trans* life that was once lived

with hope, optimism, and playfulness, even if this life was snuffed out and vio-

lently eliminated.

Perhaps this is a version of biyuti that we need more of. As we continue

to be bombarded by the painfully consistent rhythm of a news cycle that inter-

rupts our daily realities with stories of extrajudicial killings in impoverished

areas due to the government’s “war on drugs,” and as we continue to witness

seemingly endless examples of military violence, we must insist onmore biyutipul

ways to live.13

The visual grammar that now saturates our necropolitical present needs

films that turn to biyuti as a response to brutality (both personal and national).

These moments of biyuti serve as powerful counterpoints to scales and spectacles

of disposability that classify people as unknowable or as knowable only through

moralistic categories that demand their extinction.14 Biyuti from below offers

correctives to contemporary forms of disciplining that memorialize and celebrate

lives that have been made dispensable and disposable. To commit to biyuti’s

promise is to center the voices of the disempowered especially as we are faced with

conditions in the Philippines that unevenly distribute people’s proximity to life

and death.
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Notes

1. For more on the various representations of kabaklaan in Filipino popular culture, see

Garcia 1996, 2013; Manalansan 2003, 2013; Benedicto 2014, 2015; and Diaz 2012, 2015.

2. To be clear, this article’s focus on transgender women and kabaklaan does not ameliorate

the criticism that both films lack adequate representations of nongender-conforming

trans* men and queer bio-women. This article shares this pointed and necessary critique,

despite being unable to delve deeper into an exegesis of this critical lack due to space

constraints.

3. I borrow both these terms from Tom Boellstorff, whose ethnographic research on queer

cultures in Indonesia offers useful parallels for examining how contingent forms of

identity are manifested through interactions between the global and the local. According

to Boellstorff (2003: 226), “to ‘dub’ a discourse is neither to parrot it verbatim nor to

compose an entirely new script. It is to hold together cultural logics without resolving

them into a unitary whole.” As a form of queer methodology, to “surf” the binary is to

occupy a liminal vantage point that refuses to frame the peripheral and the central as

ahistoric or omnipresent categories of difference (Boellstorf 2010).

4. See Chiang 2012, Leung and Yue 2015, Yue and Leung 2017, and David 2017 to name some

examples.

5. Out Run offers a useful exegesis of the term bakla to those unfamiliar with it. When

Raymond Alikpala is first introduced at a campaign event, he declares to a crowded

room, “Bakla ako” (I am bakla). This coming out embodies Alikpala’s attempts to

recuperate a term he once deemed synonymous with “faggot.” He thus comes out

repeatedly as bakla while campaigning. The film also features other voices, like that of

activist Jonas Bagas, who qualifies bakla as a performance that is tolerated “as long as you

fit certain stereotypes, if you are a bakla in the entertainment industry, in the beauty

parlor, or gay beauty contest, but when you cross these boundaries, that’s when dis-

crimination happens.”Multiple interviewees then confirmBagas’s opinion, as they define

common characteristics of bakla as “dirty,” “worthless,” “untrustworthy,” and only

concerned with acquiring the “love of straight men.” Finally, Layno discusses the diffi-

culty of trans* identity to exist outside bakla, since the term encapsulates gay men and

trans* women.

6. In another moment, Layno discusses how the lack of knowledge around transgender

identity and medical care affected her transition. She recalls, “I started taking hormones
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when I was in high school. The hormones are not prescribed by doctors, and that is the

problem in the Philippines. It’s self-medication. I took like seven to eight tablets a day.

Nobody told me that it was dangerous. All I want is to have my transition. I wanted to be

beautiful.” Layno’s statements ultimately highlight the contingent ways in which eco-

nomic precarity affects both her self-definition and her experience with medical tran-

sitioning.

7. By the time Out Run was released, Geraldine Roman made history as the first trans*

woman to serve in Philippine congress. On May 5, 2016, she was elected by the district of

Bataan as their congresswoman by a sizeable majority. Roman came from a wealthy

political family. She returned to the Philippines from Spain to run for the seat her mother

had occupied. Although her win is indeed significant for LGBT inclusion in the Phi-

lippines, and even though she has championed laws protecting LGBT rights as a con-

gresswoman, one could argue that Roman’s journey to winning her seat is novel but not

radical. Her path to congress followed similar ones by members of wealthy political

families running for office.

8. In Queen for a Day: Transformistas, Beauty Queens, and the Performance of Femininity in

Venezuela, Marcia Ochoa (2014) provides an illuminating ethnography of how beauty

queens in Venezuela embody the contradictions of gender, race, and nationalism.

Examining the Manila Carnival Queen Contests, Genevieve Clutario notes that beauty

pageants “are not merely sites of frivolity. Even the pleasure and pain that pageantry can

evoke must be regarded as political. Filipina beauty pageantry was, and continues to be,

shaped by longstanding hierarchies of racial and gendered differences, first solidified by

modern colonialism and its tensions with anti-colonial nationalism” (2017: 270).

9. Writing about the prevalence of transgender “journeys” in literature and film, Jay Prosser

argues that narratives of crossing provide a trenchant critique of teleological “originary”

narratives, since they “contain important ambivalences about home and territory,

belonging and political affiliation” (1998: 177). Expanding on Prosser’s argument, Aren

Aizura remarks that “trans travel narratives have material force as discursive ideals, as

modes of unofficial folklore that equip gender variant subjects with senses of possibility,

futurity, and community” (2012: 140). In Die Beautiful, Trisha’s self-acceptance is meta-

phorized through the journey of the beauty queen as she participates in the pageant. The

pageant ultimately enables Trisha to articulate her dreams, aspirations, and desires.

10. Isaac writes that “American tropics” “connect the works from dislocated American island

spaces, the vanishing point of unrecognizability and unrepresentability creates a criti-

cal practice within American postcolonial history to reimagine and relocate American

cultural narratives” (2006: xxx).

11. The figure of the worker has occupied a significant position in Filipino cultural dis-

courses particularly because of the country’s history as what Robyn Rodrigues calls a

“labor brokerage state.” This figure has been framed as a bagong bayani or new hero,

providing care and support for family members in the Philippines through work locally

and abroad. For more on the worker as a nationalist hero, see Rodriguez 2010.

12. Lana’s work bears some resemblance to another film, Lino Brocka’s classic Ang nanay

kong tatay (My Mother Who Is a Father). As film scholar Roland Tolentino (2000) has

argued, Brocka’s film critiqued the forms of masculinity and domesticity that enabled the

Marcos dictatorship to thrive.

13. Duterte’s now infamous “war on drugs” has produced an unending supply of stylized

images that vacillate between the spectacularization of beauty in the form of stylized
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photographs and brutality through the violent moments these photographs narrate.

These images depict bloody bodies left on the streets of Manila, family members grieving

over victims’ coffins, unclaimed guns that have stolen the lives of the anonymous, and

spectators watching crime scenes with fascination and dread. As Alec Ongcal, a local

photographer, astutely observes, “Murder has become a norm and lives are as disposable

as the cardboard signs that vigilantes use to label the bodies of suspected criminals”

(quoted in Katz 2017).

14. The recently concluded Metro Manila Film Festival (MMMF) offers further insight into

cinema’s role in subtending the visual grammar of this political moment. During the 2016

MMFF, the festival departed from the traditional practice of selecting mainstream films

that eschew provocative and political content so that they can maximize profit. It instead

featured independent films that collectively portrayed stories with political resonance.

The MMFF featured a documentary that centers on the plight of overseas caregivers in

Hong Kong who, despite racism and governmental neglect, held beauty pageants during

their one day off as a form of community building (Sunday Beauty Queen, dir. Baby Ruth

Villarama, 2016); a stylized melodrama about the effects of crime, police brutality, and

governmental corruption on the lives of a family (Kabisera, dir. Real Florido and Arturo

San Agustin, 2016); a political satire in the form of a thrilling 1940s horror movie (Sek-

lusyon, dir. ErikMatti, 2016); as well asDie Beautiful (to name a few examples). Because of

these changes, the 2016 MMFF was heavily criticized for being “too political” in nature.

Opponents argued that the stories portrayed by these films dissuaded families from

“escaping” their problems during the holidays. Tito Sotto, a senator and actor whose

brother Vic Sotto often stars in these blockbuster films, even filed a bill to create a

separate film festival for independent films, again rationalizing that these films are more

risqué and thus take away from the potential of films to offer families respite from their

hardship. While the debates around the 2016 MMFF require a longer discussion that

extends beyond the scope of this article, I note the opposition to it here because such an

opposition rests on the assumption that Filipino audiences, particularly those from the

masses, cannot be exposed to nor deserve to witness narratives that reflect their lived

realities or those more marginalized than them. The meaning of “escape” deployed here

is a myopic one, and it bears an eerie resemblance to the censoring of cinematic works

during the Marcos regime so that representations of beauty and brutality supported

the propagandizing of the regime’s benevolence. During the Marcos years, beauty and

brutality were present everywhere in the lives of the citizenry yet absent on the screen, in

the airwaves, and in the print media they consumed.
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Transdualism
Toward a Materio-Discursive Embodiment

ZAIRONG XIANG

Abstract The author introduces the concept of transdualism to critique dualism without relying on a

dualistic model of critique, the modus operandi necessary for a critique against sexual dualism and

hetero/cisnormativity. Transdualism offers an opportunity to dwell within that operation by staying

below (not beyond) the “dualism,” that is, below the logic of either/or. The essay will explore the

notion of “transdualism” through the hexagram Tai of the Yi Jing, which is often used in medical

contexts to illustrate the body-of-orifices ofHuangdi Neijing or the Inner Canon of the Yellow Emperor.

The author reads this body-of-orifices, which is primarily represented by its nine major bodily

tunnels, with yinyang philosophy as gender/sex indeterminant and shows that the Inner Canon’s

yinyang body-of-orifices points to something more transgressive, which could unsettle from within

the naturalism of gender and sexual dualism and the nature/culture as well as other dualistic divides

that have informed contemporary critical rethinking of embodiment. By unpacking the hexagram Tai

alongside Inner Canon’s body-of-orifices. as well as contemporary feminist, queer, and transgender

theorizations of the body and sexuality, this essay aims at rethinking the materio-discursive com-

plexity of the body-of-orifices, which has been either dualistically separated into antagonisms

between man and woman, sex and gender, body and discourse, yin and yang; or one-sidedly reduced

to a function of “social construction,” knowable only through language—or problematically lumped

together in a gender-is-fluid postmodern “both-and,” which supposedly overcomes themetaphysico-

theological “either/or.”

Keywords yinyang, dualism, embodiment, either/or, Yi Jing (I Ching)

I n the classic of traditional Chinese medicine, Yellow Emperor’s Inner

Canon—Simple Questions (黃帝內經—素問), Qibo the erudite doctor

answers Huandi or the Yellow Emperor’s question regarding the body and its

relationship with the four seasons. Qibo gives a detailed explanation of the nine

bodily orifices (qiao竅) and their connectivity with the five corresponding inner

organs of the body. This body-of-orifices is often seen as corresponding to

hexagram Tai of the Yi Jing or Book of Changes. Fundamental to both medical and

philosophical understanding of the body in these Chinese sources is yinyang

theory.
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In this article, I will closely examine the Inner Canon’s body-of-orifices

through yinyang theory and the hexagram Tai, aiming at complicating the

dualism of male/female and masculinity/femininity, as well as the dualism of sex/

gender and matter/discourse, central to contemporary feminist, queer, and trans

theorizations. This yinyang body-of-orifices, I suggest, provides a rich model for

rethinking the body and embodiment as a materio-discursive formation that goes

beyond, or rather, below the either/or logic, and it could potentially unsettle from

within the naturalism of gender and sexual dualism and the nature/culture,

matter/discourse as well as other dualistic divides that underlie contemporary

critical rethinking of embodiment. I call this materio-discursive yinyang corre-

lation mapped onto the porous body “transdualism.”

Transdualism furthers the critiques of dualism without relying on a

dualistic model of critique, the modus operandi necessary for a critique against

sexual dualism and hetero/cisnormativity. The essay will explore the notion of

“transdualism” through yinyang theory and hexagram Tai, as well as contem-

porary critical theorizations of sexual embodiment, especially in the context of

trans and queer theories. First, we will conceptualize a decolonized and “de-

straightened” yinyang theory with the help of both an etymological inquiry into

the concept and its originary philosophical articulations in foundational texts

such as the Yi Jing, Huangdi Neijing, and Dao Dejing. Then, we will move to

examine hexagram Tai of Yi Jing with Qibo’s body-of-orifices as a transdualistic

theory of the body and further discuss its implications for our radical rethinking

of embodiment and sexuality, joining the broader debates in feminist, queer, and

transgender theories. The article will end by reexamining contemporary debates

between theorists on the issue of materiality central to theorizations on trans

embodiment through the lens of yinyang transdualism.

By unpacking the hexagram Tai alongside Inner Canon’s yinyang body-of-

orifices as well as engaging with contemporary feminist, queer, and trans theo-

rizations of the body and sexuality, this essay ultimately aims at rethinking the

materio-discursive complexity of the body-of-orifices, which has been either

dualistically separated into antagonisms between man and woman, sex and

gender, body and discourse, yin and yang, or one-sidedly reduced to a function of

“social construction,” knowable only through language, or problematically

lumped together in a gender-is-fluid postmodern “both-and,” which supposedly

overcomes the metaphysico-theological “either/or.”

Contraria Sunt Complementa

In Chinese (and to a large extent East Asian) cosmology, woman and man, moon

and sun, and other dualistic pairs are shorthand for the two fundamental forces,

yin and yang. Since yin is conveniently interpreted as female/moon/passivity and
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yang as male/sun/activity, it seems to be nothing more than just another het-

erosexist cosmologic dualism, not very different from the dominant dualism in

Western metaphysics that has been under critical examination by feminist,

transgender, queer, as well as postcolonial and decolonial thinkers. The long

history of masculine domination and pervasive heteronormativity in China

further confirms this kind of reductive reading of yinyang. Then, what is yinyang,

the utterly familiar yet often misapprehended concept that captures cosmic

propensities? And what does yinyang have to do with our discussion of trans

issues?
The short transliteration “yin and yang” or “yinyang,” already shows an

unconventional order of words: “yin and yang” and therefore “woman andman,”

“moon and sun,” “passive and active.” The masculine habit of appearing first is

reversed at least at the linguistic level. Since one would never say “yangyin” or

“yang and yin,” onemight at least pause for amoment before rushing into turning

yinyang into another representation of (hetero-)masculine domination.

Etymologically, yin means the northern, shadowy side of the mountain

and yang the southern, sunny side.1 Already in this observation, we can see that

the attribution of yinyang to the different sides of the mountain depends on a

geographical feature of China, whose location in the northern hemisphere makes

it possible to relate the mountain’s northern side to “shadowiness.” Yinyang is a

contextual cosmology. If we take the northern hemispheric location for granted,

the boundary between the northern side and the southern side of the mountain

also depends on the movement of the sun. Since the sun’s movement changes

(according to an unchangeable route), the boundary between yin and yang and

also their differences are very clear yet difficult to demarcate, although it is by no

means random or unpredictable.

The problematic understanding of yinyang as a dualistic pair can be seen,

for example, in Alenka Zupančič’s “Sexual Difference and Ontology,” in which

she lumps yinyang with other “traditional ontologies and traditional cosmolo-

gies,” which she claims to be “strongly reliant on sexual difference, . . . [such as]

Ying-yang [sic], water-fire, earth-sun, matter-form, active-passive—this kind of

(often explicitly sexualized) opposition was used as the organizing principle of

these ontologies and/or cosmologies . . . based on them” (2012). Mladen Dolar

similarly claims, via Lacan’s ill-informed interpretation of yinyang as a “primitive

science . . . of sexual technique” (Lacan 1998: 151), that “Aristotelian ontology is

like our Western version of yin-yang, it makes analogous assumptions about hyle

and morphe, matter and form, the feminine and the masculine, the passive and

the active.” (Dolar 2012). Although there are dualistic components in yinyang,

an important and often misapprehended point to which I will return later, the

two contradictory tendencies are at the same time in the process of constantly
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becoming each other. That is to say, they are not two ontologically separated

entities that would be joined together with and as in the very term yin and yang. To

tease out the complex yinyang relationality and to avoid misapprehension of

yinyang as a sort of ontology of sexual difference, it is important to stress that the

yin and the yang are either mutually restraining (克) and mutually generative

(生).2

Yinyang marks an unchangeable principle of (non-)changing. Very dif-

ferent from the binary oppositional dualism that dominates Western philosophy,

yin and yang is/are either different and the same. It is precisely the reason yinyang

is rarely referred to as “yin and yang” in Chinese, but rather as 陰陽—yinyang.

This two-as-oneness of yinyang indeed posits a linguistic problem in English:

yinyang is or yinyang are? To mark the philosophical specificity of the term, the

coinage “yinyang” and the third-person singular will be used. However, yinyang is

not a complete merging of yin and yang. Their togetherness retains their differences.

Examples abound where the yin and the yang are separately mentioned: the Con-

fucian commentary on the Yi Jing titled 繫辭 or “Commentary on the Appended

Phrases” puts yinyang separately: 一陰一陽之謂道 (one yin and one yang, this is

called Dao) (B. Wang 2011: 345); and in the Daoist classic 道德經 or Dao Dejing:

萬物負陰而抱陽 (all things carry yin yet embrace yang) (chapter 42). Ultimately,

however, the yin and the yang are either different and the same, just as it is stated in

the beginning ofDao Dejing,此兩者，同出而異名 (these two, they come from the

same place yet bear different names) (chapter 1).

Capturing the dynamics of yinyang by way of understanding them/it as the

spiritual and thematerial, François Jullien claims that “the spiritual and thematerial

are bound together here, indissociably linked, continuously depend; . . . They are

the dual, joint dimension of all process and do not let themselves be formed into

separate levels of domains” (2015: 85). He also states in the previous paragraph,

“Some twenty-five centuries later . . . , [yinyang] is still a matter in China” (84; my

emphasis). It is worth pondering on this still for a moment, and I will also elaborate

what I mean by a “decolonized and de-straightend” yinyang theory.

Jullien’s statement might echo what Johannes Fabian has famously termed

“the denial of coevalness,” that is, the idea of a timeless “Orient” locked in history

(2014). Contrary to the Orientalist tendency of seeing yinyang as an unchanging

or unchangeable “Chinese concept,” yinyang undoubtedly has a long history of

change, especially after it entered philosophical treatises after the Warring States

period. Avery important example of yinyang’s drastic transformation dates to the

Han Dynasty and the work of the eminent Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu

(179–104 BCE). Robin Wang points out that Dong’s transformation of yinyang

harmony (和, he) to a regulating unification (合, he) has philosophically prepared

for the long-lasting patriarchal subordination of women in China (2005a). In
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Dong’s formulation, yinyang is very much understood as yin and yang, not very

different from its modern, misunderstood form. Arguably, from Dong on, obser-

vations of yinyang as static gendered roles become more common. For example,

Zhou Dunyi (1017–73) of the Song Dynasty in his influential treatise on the Taiji

symbol has theorized that “the dao of Qian gives birth to man; the dao of Kun gives

birth to woman” (乾道生男，坤道生女), a sexual dualism that cannot be found in

the original Yi Jing text (Wang 2005b: 310).

Let us go back to the question of Orientalism within the scope of the

coloniality of knowledge. Another significant risk of the critique of Orientalism is

to retain the West as the one and only speaking subject, even when it is being

criticized. I mean to say that the critique of the Orientalist projection of an East

that never changes should not impede us from seeing, recognizing, and appre-

ciating the possibility of nonchangeability (as part of change), that is, something

that is enduring, everlasting, and still relevant, from time immemorial. “Twenty-

five centuries later, it is still a matter in China.”3 If we agree that a decolonized

reading means methodologically foregrounding non-Western and nonmodern

cosmologies, then it is important to dwell a bit on this changing-nonchanging

correlation within the critical tradition of yinyang and Yi Jing.

Let us look at the title of the foundational text of Chinese philosophy,

which the above-mentioned work by the French Sinologist is about, the Yi Jing.

Consisting of sixty-four hexagrams based on a complex multiplication of the two

cosmic propensities of yinyang, Yi Jing attempts to represent cosmic phenomena

and their constancy and mutations. The tension and correlation between yin and

yang is captured in the title of the book,易經 (Yi Jing). Often translated as “Book

of Changes,” Yi Jing could be more accurately translated as the “Unchangeable

Script of (Non-)changeability.”While經 (jing) etymologically means “the warp”,

that is, the unchangeable line of weaving, 易 (yi) connotes at once effortlessness

(簡易), changeability (變異), and nonchangeability or invariability (不易).4 Yi

Jing as unchangeable scripture of (non-)changeability is made possible by the

dynamic correlation of yinyang: while yang ascends and vaporizes, yin descends

and concretizes, yin’s propensity for rigidity and stillness is equally as forceful as

yang’s propensity for flexibility and mutation. In light of this, I argue that while it

is necessary to critique the Orientalist “denial of coevalness,” it is at best only a

partial “decolonization.” The critique should not automatically overlook the

(possibility of) unchanging relevance or “haunting” of a concept from the past in

the present. Yinyang still matters in contemporary China, despite and because of

its long history of mutation.

Further, in the intellectual history of yinyang philosophy, Dong Zhong-

shu’s reinterpretation of yinyang as a hierarchical order of yin’s subordination to

yang stands out as an early form of heteronormativity. Long before “the invention
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of heterosexuality” or the modern/colonial heterosexualism (Katz 2007; Lugones

2007), yinyang was already made into a rather explicit heteronormative ideology.

A further step of decolonization is to resist reinforcing the West’s “monopoly of

evil.” The benevolent critique of Eurocentrism, more often than not, reinscribes

the West as both the origin of all evil and the sun of all truth. This can be seen in

the phenomenon of progressive scholarship criticizing the “West” while habitu-

ally relying solely onWestern thinkers (the most prominent examples being white

cismale French postwar thinkers) and being reluctant to engage with any non-

Western intellectual works, in particular those not written in English, French, or

German.5 Precisely because of its lasting relevance in Chinese culture, yinyang

with its heteronormative underpinning needs to be de-straightened and its

reading decolonized so as to pave the way for a queer, transdualistic yinyang to

emerge as a theoretical source for contemporary debates on gender/sexuality and

embodiment.

The above-mentioned brief example of yinyang’s modification, transfor-

mation, and solidification within Chinese intellectual history alerts us against an

Orientalist imaginary of the unchanging “ancient wisdom” whose flip side is

always that of an indistinguishable swamp, deprived of history and difference,

politics and struggle (Chiang 2012).While it is true that yinyang is “only employed

to express a relation; one notion is the opposite of the other, the one is positive,

the other negative” (Alfred Fork in R.Wang 2012: 7), it is dangerous and unhelpful

to suggest that “yin and yang do not mean anything in themselves at all” (8),

suggesting an inability or unwillingness to distinguish between them. This con-

voluted question leads us back to the question of dualism. Rather than dualism,

a stronghold of Western metaphysics and Christian theology, Robin Wong sug-

gests, for example, that yinyang thought “appeals to integrated processes rather

than divided dualisms” (14).

It is true that yin and yang need to be understood in relation to each other

and that their relationality enables yinyang to be nonessentialist, nondetermin-

istic, and also nondualistic, at least in theory.6 However, it is also correct to insist

that yin is not yang, although it might be and is in fact becoming yang (and the

other way around). Fung Yu-lan admirably illustrates this complexity as follows:

Everything can in one sense be Yang and in another sense Yin, according to its

relation with other things. For instance, a man is Yang in relation to his wife, but Yin

in relation to his father. The metaphysical Yang which produces all things, how-

ever, can only be Yang, and the metaphysical Yin out of which everything is

produced can only be Yin. Hence in the metaphysical statement: “One Yang and

one Yin: this is called the Tao.” (2007: 278)
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That yin is not yang is vividly shown in Yi Jing’s rich visual reservoir: for example,

the earliest visual images河圖洛書 deploy black-and-white dots to depict yin and

yang, a strategy continued in the influential treatise of Taiji by Zhou Dunyi

mentioned earlier and the well-known Taiji symbol. That the two cosmic pro-

pensities are represented with black and white, but not gray, which would be their

integration, evades the facile postmodern “both . . . and.” In color theory, we learn

that black is produced by the “subtractive method” by adding all colored pigments

together, while white is produced by the “additive method” by adding all colored

lights together. Yin and yang, very much like black and white, posit a challenge to

thought: how to understand their coexisting difference and distinguishable same-

ness. If metaphysical and theological dualism is a logic of “either/or”—a pitfall that

underlies much of modern colonialism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia—

the (postmodern) critique seeking to overcome it prefers a liberal “both . . . and” or

a Deleuzian enumerative “and . . . and . . . and” (Deleuze and Guattari 1980: 36).

“Gender is fluid” (together with “gender is socially constructed”) has almost

become a new axiom. The linguistic turn’s enormous impact on gender theory

cannot be overstated. However, the “turns” more often than not reproduce

a dualistic either/or at the very moment of the turn. The old phallocentric

“either/or” is overcome dualistically by a new paradigm of “both . . . and” or

“and . . . and . . . and.”

Body-of-Orifices

In chapter 4 of Huangdi Neijing—Suwen, titled “Jinkui zhenyan” (金匱真言,

“The True Words from the Golden Closet”), Qibo explains the correspondences

between inner organs and bodily orifices (qiao竅) as well as their connections to

the four seasons, and a wide range of natural and cultural experiences such as

colors, musical notes, and tastes. The liver has its orifice in the eyes, the heart in

the ears, the spleen in the mouth, the lung in the nose, and the kidney in the “two

yin orifices,” namely, the genitals and the anus.7

Hexagram Tai of the I Ching is often invoked in medical theory and theory

of the body to illustrate what I call “body-of-orifices.” In Shanju Xinyu, Yang

Yu writes蓋自此［人中］而上，眼耳鼻皆雙竅；自此而下，口暨二便皆單竅；

成一泰卦耳 (from this point [the philtrum] above, the eyes, the ears, and the

nostrils are all double orifices; and from this point below, the mouth and the

two openings [the genitalia and the anus] are all single orifices; [together they]

form hexagram Tai) (2006: 209). Like other hexagrams, the

hexagram Tai is a combination of two trigrams. Each tri-

gram is a combination of two kinds of lines: the open/short

lines signifying yin and the full/long lines meaning yang

(fig. 1). In this particular hexagram, the upper trigram isFigure 1. Hexagram Tai
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made of three yin lines and the lower trigram of three yang lines. The “great

stability” or “peace” (Tai) has an all-yin upper trigram, known as kun (坤) and an

all-yang trigram known as qian (乾).Kun is above andQian is below. Since yin has

the propensity to descend and yang to ascend, the hexagram actually embodies a

status of intermingling or coitus. The great stability is made of the dynamic

interaction of two contradictory propensities of the universe.

If we agree with the relational account of yinyang, that yin is the negativity

of yang, this mingling of yinyang potentially balances out gender. Yet these

contradictory propensities are not mathematical in that “A + (−A)” and their

addition would lead to annihilation represented (strategically) by the number

zero. By “strategic,” I want to remind the reader that “zero” posits both noth-

ingness (無, not having) and potential (有, having had). As the commentary

accompanying the Yi Jing on the Judgment, Tuan (彖), states,天地交而萬物通也

(Heaven and Earth interact, and the myriad things interchange smoothly).8 The

intermingling of the oppositional-complementary propensities, instead of pro-

ducing annihilation, gives rise to a status of stability that resembles a temporary

erasure of differences while retaining constant propensities for differentiations.

Their mingling initiates, substantiates, and is instantiated by the “ten thousand

things” (萬物). “Things” (物) is not “‘entities in isolation’ (what in European

philosophy would be ‘substance’), but rather phenomena, events and even his-

tories” (R. Wang 2012: 49). Léon Vandermeersch puts it succinctly: “La pensée
chinoise saisit la nature des choses non pas comme sub-stancielle, c’est-à-dire
comme fondamentalement stable, mais comme sub-mutationnelle, c’est-à-dire
fonndamentalement changeante” (Chinese thought understands things not as

substantial, that is to say, as fundamentally stable, but as submutational, that is to

say, fundamentally changing) (2013: 111–12). In this sense, the seemingly gen-

derless hexagram Tai is pregnant with all possible variations of genders and

nongenders. Each one has its own place in the cosmos (after all, yinyang is a

cosmology that attempts to capture the myriad things in the universe), yet the

boundary between the discrete ones is never clearly demarcated. The porosity of

the body exemplifies this permeability. However, what is at stake here is not to

simply debunk the ontology that assumes the substantial self-sufficiency of

entities, a task that has been performed throughout history even within the

conveniently overarching category of “European philosophy.”What I want to ask,

with the help of the submutational yinyang, is how can we take into consideration

both discreteness and porosity, or a trans-feminist politics “resistant to any fixed

difference as well as to any indifference to difference” (Keller 2003: 166).

1. The Unobstructed Bodily Openness

Huangdi Neijing, as noted earlier, explains the human body through its inner-

outer connectivity. Putting aside the link between the inner organs and their
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corresponding orifices, I will dwell on the qiao or orifices. The hexagram Tai is

here to help us on a visual and abstract level to rethink profoundly what is a body.

We observe that the upper trigram of hexagram Tai is made of three yin lines (fig.

1). They can be seen as representing three pairs of bodily orifices: the eyes, the ears

and the nostrils; whereas the lower trigram consists of three yang lines repre-

senting three single orifices of the body: the mouth, the genitalia, and the anus.

Here I want to emphasize that the porous body is understood through its open

orifices, in which the penis is nothing more than an orifice, undifferentiated from

the vagina. They are both called “yin orifices” (陰竅) and are represented in

hexagram Tai with yang lines in the yang sphere of Qian (乾) situated on the

lower part of the hexagram. Anatomically, the penis, belying all attempts to make

it phallic (that is, only penetrating), does contain a hole, the urethra that one

needs to keep unblocked and penetrable (tong 通). The Chinese word tong 通

(unblockedness) is used in Xugua Zhuan (序卦傳) to explain hexagram Tai:

“hexagram Tai, that is unblocked-ness” (《泰》者，通也).

This smoothly unblocked, or porous and penetrable body is both material

and discursive. Social constructivism alone cannot provide an adequate expla-

nation. At this moment of the visual abstraction of the human body in the

hexagram Tai, the body is neither sexed nor gendered. This transgressive and

sexless/genderless body full of orifices seems to have gotten on the nerves of

Chinese intellectuals throughout history. Qian Zhongshu, for example, recounts

several contestations that are quite unhappy with the gender/sexual ambigu-

ity implied by the hexagram. For example, in《逸周書•武順解》ren zhong, or

philtrum, is here referred to as the “middle of the body,” meaning the (male)

genital (2007: 1:25).

2. The Nonheteronormative Reproductivity

Looking at hexagram Tai as a “representation” of the body, we observe some

intriguing facts. The body is understood through its “absence”; its holes could

have been potentially cast as “nothing to be seen” à la Freud. The yin trigram Kun

is above the yang trigramQian, that is, the natural order of sky (Qian) above earth

(Kun) has been reversed in this hexagram. This reversal seems to be disturbing to

Wang Bi, who was very likely influenced by Dong Zhongshu’s dualistic inter-

pretation of yinyang as a static hierarchy. He feels the necessity to insert a

commentary on hexagram Tai: 上下大通，則物失其節 (When what is above

and what is below achieve interaction on such a grand scale, things lose their

proper place and time).9 This observation is not supported in the original text of

hexagram Tai (泰。 小往大來，吉亨 [Tai is such that the petty depart, and the

great arrive, so good fortune will prevail]) or in the two original commentaries,

for example,彖曰：泰。 小往大来，吉亨，則是天地交而萬物通也，上下交而

其志同也 (Commentary on the Judgments: “The petty depart, and the great arrive,
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so good fortune will prevail.” That is, Heaven and Earth interact perfectly, and the

myriad things go smoothly. Those above and those below interact perfectly, and

their will becomes one).10

Richard John Lynn, translator of the annotated version of the Yi Jing by

Wang Bi, further spells out what Wang means here in a footnote: “At a time of

such fructification, nature is, in effect, out of control, and it requires a true

sovereign to bring order to things” (1994: 210). “Fructification” and “order of

things” call to mind what in queer theory would be called “reproductive het-

eronormativity.”Much energy has been spent on disputing heteronormativity, for

which reproduction or “fructification” indeed serves as a central target for critical

reflection and deconstruction. From the critique of the “child” to “reproductive

futurism,” further to chrononormativity, reproduction seems to be undoubtedly

antagonistic to queerness. Queerness has been understood as “the exception to the

conventional ordering of sex, reproduction and intimacy” (Chen 2012: 11). The

theoretical sophistication and political usefulness of these critiques notwith-

standing, aligning the queer with antireproduction or nonreproduction seems to

be rather straightforward. Is queerness antithetical to reproduction? Or are

reproductivity and heteronormativity interchangeable? Is a nonheteronormative

reproductivity, or even nonreproductive heteronormativity, possible?
The answers to these questions might be found in Yi Jing’s two hexagrams:

hexagram Tai and the one that follows. They seem to promise a reversal or at least

de-straightening of the certainty of heteronormativity and, to some extent, of the

critique of it, namely, the queer theory of antinormativity/reproductivity. As if to

preempt the attempt to heteronormativize hexagram Tai, the hexagram that

follows Tai does resemble the “natural order,” in which the yang-Qian-sky is

above yin-Kun-earth. This hexagram is Pi (否), Stagnation, or Obstruction.

Hexagram Pi represents the missionary position, one of the many cultural sig-

nifiers for reproductive heteronormativity. It summarizes the old hierarchy of

man over woman, supposedly confirmed by the straightforward natural order of

sky-above-the-earth, which is also, through metonymy, masculinity (sky) above

femininity (earth). If we translate these duals into yinyang vocabulary and the

hexagram, it would be exactly the hexagram Pi (否) that consists of the all-yang

trigram Qian above the all-yin trigram Kun. Pi is the reversal of Tai.

Since yang ascends and yin descends, in the hexagramPi the two propensities

depart from each other, without communication, stagnated. The noncomplemen-

tary contradictions or the nonassimilating differences result in stagnation: each

one transcends into annihilation. The word 否 is part and parcel of negativity.

Commonly used to connote “denying” (pronounced as fou),否 (here pronounced

as pi) means wickedness or stagnation. The commentary on the images accom-

panying hexagram Pi clearly states,象曰：天地不交，否 (Heaven and Earth do
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not interact: this is the image of Obstruction).11 The hexagram that immediately

follows hexagram Tai associates the heteronormative order of things with nega-

tivity and stagnation, which resonates with the “death drive” or “no future” sig-

nature of queerness à la Lee Edelman and the “antisocial thesis” of queer theory

(Edelman 2004; Caserio et al. 2006). As Edelman states in his influential No

Future, “The queer comes to figure the bar to every realization of futurity” and that

“rather than rejecting, with liberal discourse, this ascription of negativity to the

queer, we might . . . do better to consider accepting and even embracing it” (2004:

4). I am not making an exception out of Edelman’s proposition on negativity. On

the contrary, when he suggests that we embrace it, “it” points not to negativity per

se but to “this ascription of negativity to the queer.” To embrace this ascription

means “to withdraw our allegiance, however compulsory, from a reality based on

the Ponzi scheme of reproductive futurism” (4).

But, what if negativity is ascribed to the “natural order of things”?What if

the “bar to every realization of futurity” lies not in queerness per se but in the very

straight-forwardness of these orders, particularly the order with a missionary

position of heaven-masculinity-man above earth-femininity-woman? Is it not

the case that reproductive futurity, indeed a Ponzi scheme, predicated on a

promise of a future, ultimately secures a “future” predicated on death?
Tang Dynasty philosopher Kong Yingda further elaborated on Wang Bi’s

commentary on hexagram Tai: “When things lose their proper place and time,

then winter is warm, and summer is cold; autumn begets things, and spring puts

them to death.” This can be rephrased, following the decolonized and de-

straightened reading of the two hexagrams we just performed (not against its

grain but following its original course), as follows: when things follow their

straight orders of the so-called proper place and time, then winter is warm, and

summer is cold, autumn begets things, and spring puts them to death.

“Reproductive heteronormativity is put in the service of the mode of

exploitation, mitigating risk and enabling ruin, because the world is imagined to

have this great capacity to reproduce itself infinitely” (Anderson et al. 2012: 85). If

we follow Edelman that “the Child as futurity’s emblem must die,” from an

ecological point of view, with which I Ching is primarily preoccupied, questions

of heaven and earth, the Mother (Nature, Panchamama, Mother Camp) must

not. What is queerest about us is probably not a will, a “willingness to insist

intransitively—to insist that the future stop here,” but that queerness is the very

natural condition for futurity and no future. Again, the dualism of life/death,

queer/Child might be rethought below the heteronormative logic of binary

opposition. “Reproductive heteronormativity, that most cherished and fantastical

notion . . . may in fact threaten the exact world that gives it rhetorical strength”

(Azzarello 2016: 138). Taking his conclusions from the neo-Confucian cosmologist
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Shao Yong’s theory on the evolution of things, a theoretical development

departing from the Yi Jing, Fung Yu-Lan suggests that “[according to] the uni-

versal law . . . everything involves its own negation, a principle that was stressed

both by Lao Tzu and the ‘Appendices’ of the Book of Changes” (2007: 454).

Either . . . And

Now let us go back and take a look at the two components of yinyang: the yin and

the yang. As I have shown earlier, yinyang is either misapprehended as simply

another dualism with two separable and ontologically fixed components, yin and

yang, or it is understood as a relational and reciprocal “ancient wisdom,” largely

ahistorical and apolitical, resembling a quasi-postmodern swamp, the infamous

“everything goes” that overlooks or denies the discreteness of the two propensi-

ties. As dualistic components or actons, to borrow vocabulary from quantum

physics (Barad 2007), yin and yang are never and can never be the same, although

one needs to remember that they are constantly becoming each other. These

constant transformations take a rather counterintuitive route. The process in

which yang becomes “bigger,” that is to say, when the propensity of yang becomes

fully realized, is the moment when yin is pregnant within yang. For the sake of

clarity, if we temporarily equate yang to masculinity and yin to femininity,

masculinity becomes femininity at its crescendo (and vice versa).

The tendency of yang-masculinity is to turn into yin-femininity. The

moment of reversal, so to speak, is not when yang’s masculinity diminishes, as it

would be in a homophobic logic that sees “emasculation” as a result of the

weakening of masculinity. Instead, yang needs to reach its climax (to realize its

full potentiality) in order to become yin. The visual rendering of yinyang, such as

in the Taiji symbol, chooses to represent yin and yang as black and white, not

gray. The moment of changing into each other occurs gradually, following each

other’s maximization. The running into each otherness of yin and yang is made

possible not because of their sameness but because of their difference, distance,

and dissidence. Taiji, one of the best-known symbols of yinyang, which has also

been used by some as an emblem of the trans community (changing the black-

white coloring to that of blue and pink), suggests that yin and yang are not static,

enclosed notions or ontological entities but incessantly transforming or transing

propensities.

Instead of understanding yinyang as a monist or nondualistic philosophy,

the concept of “transdualism” works on the “nonseparable differences” and

“distinguishing sameness” of yinyang, which is either different and the same.

Transdualism takes “dualistic” pairs as operative in making sense of the world

immanently but transforms them queerly in a way that keeps them both dis-

cernibly different and porously one and therefore ultimately belies dualism. This
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move below the logic of “either/or” might in English be captured with the ille-

gitimate pairing “either . . . and.” Either marks their separately differentiable

qualities: private and public, inside and outside, and certainly male and female,

masculinity and femininity, yin and yang. And marks their transing capacity by

way of “yinyang.” “Either . . . and” retains the necessary distance and difference

between the two propensities, andmeanwhile it reminds us of their inseparability,

“sameness,” and “porosity.” In short, transdualism takes dualistic pairs as strat-

egies and propensities, operatively distinguished in the making sense of the world

but dissenting and transing queerly at any given moment of fixity that would

become an orthodoxy, naturalized and essentialized.

Trans in transdualism points not only to the Chinese concept of yi易 but

also to debates around the trans question in feminist, queer, and trans theories. If

queer theories preoccupy themselves too readily with the discursive, transgender

and especially transsexual critiques distinguish themselves by the very insistence

on the importance of embodiment, that which cannot and should not be

explained only by ways of discursive formation, linguistic construction, and

representational citationality. What a transdualistic account tries to avoid is the

pitfall of the social constructivist refusal to comprehend the bodily experience of

surgically interfered transsexual subjects.

One eminent example around this debate is Jay Prosser’s argument with

Judith Butler. He is particularly preoccupied with “the limitations over the figure

of the transsexual and the literality of the sexed body in her [Judith Butler’s]

work” (2006: 261). The literality of the sexed body is the insistence on bodily

matter, on the embodied experience that informs but also belies discursive

practice of the body. He argues, for example,

Because the subject often speaks of the imaginary body as more real or more

sensible, . . . this phenomenon illustrates the materiality of the bodily ego rather

than the phantasmatic status of the sexed body: the material reality of the imag-

inary and not, as Butler would have it, the imaginariness of material reality. That

the transsexual’s trajectory centers on reconfiguring the body reveals that it is the

ability to feel the bodily ego in conjunction and conformity with the material body

parts that matters in a transsexual context; and that sex is perceived as something

that must be changed underlines its very un-phantasmatic status. (271)

Gayle Salamon in her Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of Materiality

joins this debate. She finds Prosser’s appeal to an uncomplicated material reality

of the bodily ego of the transsexual, especially his recourse to psychoanalysis,

“fantastically strange” because Prosser’s insistence on the “unimpeachably real”

transsexual body “ends up landing him squarely in the Real, that domain of
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plenitude and fullness [that] not only exists outside of language, but, indeed, is

fundamentally incompossible [sic] with subjectivity itself” (2010: 41).

It is not my intention to go into the details of this debate; however, I’d like

to direct the reader’s attention to a kind of dualistic grammar and thinking

structure of “either/or” that can be felt from both sides. Prosser emphasizes the

“materiality of the bodily ego rather than the phantasmatic status of the sexed

body” (2006: 271). Salamon deems it impossible to think beyond language: “Any

insistence on a bodily materiality outside and opposed to discourse about bodies

is not, of course, located outside discourse: the call itself proceeds discursively”

(2010: 40). Although she correctly identifies the aim of Prosser’s Second Skins—as

a critique of “queer theory’s focus on the constructedness and discursiveness

of bodies,” a critique that she suggests is “emblematic of a trend in trans studies

that appeals to bodily materiality” (37)—her insistence on the linguistic and

discursive equation of the question leads her to quickly dismiss these attempts at

dwelling inmateriality: “The usefulness of the body image for theorizing gendered

embodiment is precisely not that the body image is material, but that it allows for

a resignification of materiality itself” (38). An opportunity for thinking beyond

the omnipotence of language is missed, in a way that Karen Barad identifies as

symptomatic of the linguistic turn, “of the extent to which matters of ‘fact’ (so to

speak) have been replaced with matters of signification (no scare quotes here)”

(2003: 801).

This debate points to a big philosophical question that this essay does not

pretend to solve. What interests me here, or rather what I believe yinyang

transdualism and its ramifications analyzed in previous sections could offer, is a

transing of the theoretical certainties that have been strongly held on either side.

Taking into consideration the actual overlapping and nuances between the so-

called sides across a diverse body of theories that could be conveniently summed

up as “feminist, queer, and trans theories,” I would like to venture into posi-

tioning these debates as discrete yinyang propensities: the never-outside-language

thesis could be seen as following a yang propensity, while the embodied-mate-

riality-matters argument could be regarded as following a yin propensity. I hope it

is clear by now that neither yin nor yang should be taken separately, nor should

any side of the transdualistic pair dominate the stage.

Psychoanalysis might be useful for the yang side of the question; it is quite

unhelpful, as we have seen, in addressing the “material realness of the body.” If

still suspiciously if not overtly hostilely received among certain feminist and queer

scholars (Stryker and Bettcher 2016), trans theorization is unique in its insistence

on pushing us (back) to rethink the body. Central to both Prosser and Salamon’s

debate is how to approach the “bodily materiality” especially of trans people,

which could be said to be the yin side of the question: the material and the
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concrete. The invocation of the psychoanalytic, and in fact the Lacanian defini-

tion of “the real” here is, as Salamon puts it, indeed “fantastically strange,” pre-

cisely because the Lacanian “real” means “to be outside of language, outside of

meaning, outside of the symbolic, outside of relation, outside of desire. It is a

motionless andmeaningless stasis equated with radical abjection and death—not

a productive position from which to theorize subjectivity, trans or otherwise”

(2010: 41).

What is more important in the task of forging decolonized trans theories is

the urgent task to caution against granting a certain theoretical apparatus an

exclusive power. Salamon opens her book by stating, “Psychoanalysis, perhaps

more than any other discourse, has provided the most thorough and detailed

examination of the elaborate set of mechanisms by which a subject ‘knows’ her

own body” (13–14; my emphasis). It is an epistemic violence to impose an arguably

rather transphobic theory and dress it up as merely a question of “knowing,” or to

dismiss the real experience of embodied transsexual subjects, however “phan-

tasmatic” that experience might be. The propensity of yin to concretize and to

materialize should not be subjugated to yang’s tendency toward discursivity.

The quick brush-off, “any other discourse,” brings us back to the question

of decolonization. I want to suggest that while foregrounding non-Western,

nonmodern cosmologies as part of an ethical commitment to epistemic diver-

sity,12 a decolonial approach does not mean to overthrow “Western” thinking. It

does mean, however, to call for serious engagement with rich and diverse

thoughts and cosmologies side by side with trendy theoretical apparatuses such as

psychoanalysis to answer pressing questions of the world. Toward the end of the

article “Sexual Difference and Ontology” mentioned earlier, Zupančič claims

radicalness for “sexual difference” in the psychoanalytic sense: “Sexes are not two

in anymeaningful way. Sexuality does not fall into two parts; it does not constitute

a one. It is stuck between ‘no longer one’ and ‘not yet two (or more)’” (2012). This

uncannily resonates with the yinyang transdualism that I try to show throughout

this essay. Very unfortunate and indeed unnecessary in Zupančič’s theoretical

move is that her excellent observation should have been made against a theory

of “traditional ontologies and traditional cosmologies,” for which she invokes

yinyang again: “Differences like form-matter, yin-yang, active-passive . . . belong to

the same onto-logy as ‘gender’ differences. . . . If sexual difference is considered in

terms of gender, it is made—at least in principle—compatible with mechanisms

of its ontologization” (2012). A good companion to psychoanalysis to combat

gender/sexual essentialism is crudely made into yet another traditional or even

“primitive” ontology of (sexual) difference.

All said, this essay has only slightly touched the core of its question:

the embodied materiality despite language, the yin side of the questions that are

different from, indissociably linked with, and yet by no means subjugated to the
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yang side. Yin, while constantly transing into its “full plentitude,” is moving

toward the very moment that it leaks into the sphere of yang, the “discursive” and

“linguistic” sphere. How do(es) the yin and yang “sides” interrelate in future

terms of feminist, queer, and transgender theorizations? This is an urgent

question I hope yinyang transdualism enables us to confront. The question also

urges us to look beyond or rather below the logic of “either/or” to imagine new

ways of theorizations able to attend to either materiality and discursivity, either

embodiment and representation, either . . . and . . .

Zairong Xiang is a postdoctoral researcher with the German Research Foundation–funded

Research Training Group “Minor Cosmopolitanisms” at Potsdam University where he is working

on a book project on Chinese and Latin American queer literature and art. His first book, Queer

Ancient Ways, is forthcoming.

Notes

1. 《說文解字》陰：“水之南,山之北也”;陽：“高、明也”(Shuowen Jiezi or Interpret-

ing the Ancient Pictographs, Analyzing the Semantic-Phonetic Compounds), vol. 15 部,

s.v. “Yin,” “That is to say, south of the river; north of mountain”; s.v., “Yang,” “That is to

say, high and bright”; ctext.org/shuo-wen-jie-zi/bu44. Unless otherwise stated, all trans-

lations from non-English sources to English are mine.

2. I will explore the potential of the improper English syntax “either . . . and” in the last

section of the essay.

3. More often than not, influenced by a ColdWar division of intellectual labor, the so-called

premodern China has been seen only as an object of study waiting to be discovered by

Sinologists. This article seeks to disobey that tradition and insists on seeing these non-

modern thoughts as invaluable contributions, as knowledge in its own right that can help

us in theorizing and addressing contemporary issues.

4. 《周易乾鑿度》:易，一名而含三義：所謂易也，變異也，不易也。 (Discussion of

the Yi: “It is said that the name of the Yi has three meanings: [1] easiness and simpleness,

[2] transformation and change, and [3] invariability”) (quoted in Fung 2007: 276).

5. For an excellent critique of queer theory’s Eurocentrism, see Liu 2015.

6. This explains the attraction to yinyang thinking in feminist and transgender scholarship

and activism. For example, one of the vernacular transgender symbols is that of a yinyang

taiji symbol with blue and pink colors.

7. For translation and annotation, see Unschuld, Tessenow, and Zheng 2011.

8. Citations of Yi Jing in the original Chinese are all from the annotated version of Changes

of Zhou byWang Bi of theWei Dynasty (2011: 69–76); for the sake of clarity, no pagination

will be included in the text.

9. The English translation is quoted from Lynn 1994 (206).

10. The other original commentary is 象曰：天地交，泰。 後以財成天地之道，輔相天

地之宜，以左右民 (Commentary on the images: “Heaven and Earth perfectly interact”:

this constitutes the image of Peace. In the same way, the ruler, by his tailoring, fulfills the
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Dao of Heaven and Earth and assists Heaven and Earth to stay on the right course: in so

doing, he assists the people on all sides) (Lynn 1994: 206).

11. The commentary on the judgments states, 彖曰：則是天地不交而萬物不通也，上下

不交而天下无邦也 (That is, as Heaven and Earth are estranged, the myriad things do

not interact, and as those above and those below are estranged, there is no true polity in

the world) (Lynn 1994: 212).

12. I fully share Pedro Javier DiPietro’s (2016) and others’ calls for decolonization in the field.
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A R T S & C U L T U R E

“In the Raw”
Posing, Photography, and Trans*Aesthetics

JUN ZUBILLAGA-POW

Abstract Based on the critical concept of trans*aesthetics, the author examines the aesthetic

agency of photography and photographs of and for trans* women living in two iconic periods within

the history of modern Singapore, namely, the early 1980s and early 2010s. He prioritizes the creative

production over the visibility agenda and receptive prejudices that pertain inherently to trans*

activism. The author argues that the act of posing in front of the camera for trans* women cannot be

reified but must be critically examined for its materialist ontology, a framework that includes the

body, the dress, and the attitude of the model. The transformation of these three domains, including

the different attitudes of being demure, fierce, or natural, will determine the otherwise transnor-

mative subject position presented by the photographer.

Keywords posing, photography, photo-novel, Singapore, trans*aesthetics, transnormative

I n March 2015 a controversy broke out on Singaporean social media. The

Italian photographer Luciano Checco shared some of his photographs of sex

workers and other figures on a Leica Camera website, and the images rendered in

black and white intrigued a handful of independent journalists so much so that

several news web portals, such as Coconuts Singapore and Mothership, circulated

them.1 One of the reasons the pictures caused such a sensation both within and

beyond the trans* communities in Singapore is that the photographer had not

obtained prior permission from his subjects. In addition, the story of Checco being

attacked by a group of “three transvestites in an unfriendly mood” (Leica 2015),

leaving him with a pair of broken spectacles and a bleeding head, portrays a neg-

ative image of trans* people in the country.

Upon receiving complaints from a local women’s group, AWARE Sin-

gapore, and a sex worker advocacy group and nongovernmental organization,

Project X, the relevant photographs featuring nonconsensual subjects were with-

drawn from all digital publicity. Vanessa Ho (2015) from Project X commented

that “[Checco’s] actions are exploitative in essence—taking photographs of people
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without their consent . . . while photography—especially street photography is

allegedly some kind of ‘gray area’ with regards to consent, there is increasingly a

shift towards more ethical means to photograph.”While the social activist was on

the one hand concerned about the welfare and privacy of the sex workers, thereby

signaling a firm stance with respect to the ethics of photographic practices out on

the street, she was on the other hand demarcating an aesthetic boundary against

the content of the art form. From a cultural perspective, certain creative material

would then become foreclosed to photographic appropriation if we were to adhere

to the activist’s principles.

Departing from this incident and its ethical conundrum, I am interested in

examining the aesthetic agency of photography and photographs of and for trans*

women living in two iconic periods within the history of modern Singapore,

namely, the early 1980s and early 2010s. I prioritize creative production over the

visibility agenda and receptive biasness that pertain inherently to trans* activism in

this article because, firstly, the former aspect has more often than not been over-

looked within both US-centric discourses as well as global scholarship.2 Secondly,

fashion and visual culture remain the primary concern of most trans* women’s

everyday life, and the social imperative to “pass” is correlated with one’s sense of

dress in addition to one’s gait and habits (Halberstam 1998). Regardless of the

normative stances of the creative or capitalist hypotheses advanced respectively by

John D’Emilio (1992) and Richard Florida (2002), people who identify with trans*

constantly reinvent themselves in both public and counterpublic spheres.

In this essay, I will also foreground the critical concept of what I call

“trans*aesthetics” (2015), that is, a creative tactic that attempts to subvert the

neoliberal infiltration of globalization and standardization. Trans*aesthetics is

essentially trans*-centric and intersects with the principles of trans*-feminist and

decolonial thinking (Halberstam 2018). That is, trans*aesthetics transcends the

social construction of gender, race, and state by positing trans* subjects as auton-

omous. I will discuss these ideas with particular reference to the photographic

technique and tactic of posing, which to be sure coheres with one of the calculated

actions of Michel de Certeau’s practices of everyday life. The significance of such a

manipulative parameter will appear most nuanced when comparisons are made

between photographs produced in the 1980s and those in the 2010s. Historically,

these two moments have been exceptional for their transnational relevance as

Singapore developed into an urbanized and globalized city at the two temporal

junctures. The lives of trans* women have also been drastically affected by the

political and economic policies implemented by the postcolonial government. For

instance, the availability, procedures, and costs for sex-reassignment surgeries have

been inconsistent, and the operations are arbitrarily discouraged by the Ministry of

Health for not being “life-saving procedure[s]” (Hoe 2014). Another case of public
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intervention is Bugis Street, where trans* sex workers used to solicit; it has since 1985

been gentrified by the Urban Redevelopment Authority as a commercial tourist

district, displacing trans* sex workers onto other places that are less safe and

accessible. Contextually, any assessment of a trans* subject matter within or with-

out the camera frame cannot be isolated from the local political economy.

For this research, I rely on a mixed-method approach that combines oral

history inquiry and critical compositional analysis. Oral history and surveys have

only recently been considered by LGBT scholars and have been conducted only

on older gay men in Hong Kong (Kong 2012) and older lesbians in the United

Kingdom (Traies 2016). This survey, albeit restricted to a qualitative method and

an artistic premise, would be the first oral history of older trans* women drawn

from the Singaporean populace. Open-ended interviews were conducted with

older trans* women in their fifties and sixties, including preoperative and post-

operative women and cross-dressers, in addition to supplementary inputs from

three cisgender photographers.3Opinions on the series of photographs produced

by Alain Soldeville, Grace Baey, and Sean Lee implicitly discussed in this essay

have also been sought from the trans* advisers.4 Based on these insights, I will

analyze in the second part of this article three aspects, namely, the body, the dress,

and the attitude, all of which constitute the ontology of trans* women posing for

the photographers. The uncanny coincidence regarding the series created by the

aforementioned three photographers is that they were all fairly new to the art form

at the time when the photographs were taken. For Soldeville and Baey, their work

was largely a collaborative effort with the trans* models, who executed most of the

artistic poses “naturally.” Lee, on the other hand, assumed the role of a cross-

dresser in his attempt to create a social-realist photo-novel.

Trans* Poses

The Oxford English Dictionary defines posing as an assumption of a certain

position or attitude in order to be painted or photographed.5 Based on this

understanding, posing and painting/photographing are immediately correlated

to each other; that is, one adopts a fixed form when one is being painted or

photographed, and at the same time the act of painting or photographing itself

imposes a rigid structure on the subject. To pose is thus to demarcate one’s body in

space, whether physical or material. Posing, unlike the tracing of a line in motion,

casts a shape in space. From an artistic perspective, posing is literarily the “still

life” of a human being; while the body is being constrained within a position of

immobility, it is nonetheless portraying an unmediated dynamics between the

preceding and subsequent actions. Done well, a good pose is able to convey emo-

tions and deliver messages.

Despite the relatively huge depositories of photographs, there is no aca-

demic study of trans* women and photographic modeling, whether professional
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or amateur.6 The information provided herein is therefore an unprecedented

foray into the ontology of trans* women posing. The three main aspects to

highlight are the body, the dress, and the attitude. Trans* women on hormone

replacement therapy experience various changes to their physical appearances.

One of which is the growth of breasts, but what remain unaltered for older trans*

women are their rib cage and pelvis, which are, respectively, wider and narrower

than those of ciswomen (Bellemare, Jeanneret, and Couture 2003). This means

that some trans* women would encounter awkward situations while “passing.”

One of my trans* advisers, Tricia, shares with me that her breasts would point

outward, and she had to wear a firmer bra to shape her body contour. However,

the preoperative trans* woman eventually realizes that “women are made of all

kind of shapes, and some even have facial hair.” So she has now given up wearing

any torso support.

In the 1970s and 1980s, a protectionist Chinese market during the Cold

War meant that local women and trans* women had to custom-make their own

dresses and costumes, given their smaller frames as compared to their European

counterparts. A postoperative trans* woman, Amy, tells me that, in addition to

buying jewelry and accessories from the CK Tang department store, she would

sketch her own fashion design and hand the drawings to a dressmaker at the City

Plaza shopping center. The dressmaker expressed surprise during the first visit,

but when fitting day arrived, she was highly impressed with how well the former

fashion model carried off the dress. For Tricia, dressing up is itself an art

accompanied by techniques that buttress the different aesthetic standards. This

stance of making oneself visible and one’s fashion placeable is inevitably a nor-

mative one contra the subversive politics of being queer. That said, Susan, a cross-

dresser who identifies with the masculine pronoun, places the act of dressing up

on a gendering scale where one could hover between 50 and 100 percent masculine

or feminine. The nail polish, lingerie, or stilettos are sufficient to provide him the

necessary vital contentment without any corporeal surgery.

The second relevant factor is the dress that one poses in. With the inten-

tion of going stealth, most trans* women in 1970s and 1980s Singapore would

dress simply for their everyday attire. The colors of their blouses are restricted

within a small mundane range of black, beige, gray, or pastel shades with an

occasional floral dress. The trans* women on Bugis Street were, however, more

conspicuously dressed. Because Bugis Street was one of the more bustling parts of

town with locals and foreigners alike gathering to buy things, food, and com-

panionship, the trans* women who congregated in the area were dressed to the

nines. To attract the visitors from Europe and North America, they were often

seen in halter-necks and strapless dresses, which glittered in golden and neon

shades, and were adorned with pearls, rings, and other accessories. Similar to their
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dressing, some of their perfectly drawn make-up and stylish hair-dos were also

inspired by movie stars like Jennifer Beals and Olivia Newton-John in the films

Flash Dance, Grease, and Xanadu. As Amy likes to put it, “The stars of Hollywood

were there to see the stars of Bugis Street.”

For the cross-dressers, the fashion of the dress is relatively less important

than the feeling evoked from wearing a dress. In comparison to other trans*

women who don a dress every day, the cross-dresser spends less time in a dress but

obtains the most pleasure from being in a dress. Susan was emphatic in stating

that cross-dressers differ from trans* sex workers because they dress up for their

own enjoyment and not for others. Except for a luscious wig and sexy lingerie, the

variety of dresses andmakes of shoes are seldom the core interest or main concern

for the Singaporean cross-dresser, as long as they feel comfortable and more or

less “natural.” I will return to this notion of “natural” later on, but, akin to their

dresses and accessories, photographs for cross-dressers generally belong to a

private collection for personal (and often closeted) keepsake. Susan, for instance,

has one mobile phone for his cisgender life and another for his transgender life,

within which he could then be taking photos and videos of himself in drag. Even so,

the pictures and texts are stored online under an alias, lest his cross-dressing lifestyle

is discovered by his conservative familymembers. Inferentially, this coveted attitude

is translated into how a cross-dresser poses for photographs—usually sweet and

demure.

This observation pertains to the third criterion of trans* posing for pho-

tographs, and that is the attitude. As I have shown, the cross-dresser in general

performs a submissive orientation in front of the camera. This attitude stands in

stark contrast to the trans* entertainers on Bugis Street, most of whom exude a

“fierce” attitude. In his reading of Tina Turner and her persona, Madison Moore

describes fierceness as the ability “to transcend and to unravel, to self-actualize

and to return the gaze” (2012: 72). The trans* women on Bugis Street seemed to

put on a fierce facade to stare back at the passers-by and foreign voyeurs who

either exoticize or eroticize them. Their fierceness allows them “to fabricate a new

sense of self that radiates a defiant sense of ownership through aesthetics” (72).

The trans* streetwalkers through their fierce attitude occupied the commercial

district and reclaimed it as their playground where admirers pay for their drinks

and photographs. The fierce attitude forms part of their trans*aesthetics in dis-

mantling the power structures of class, gender, race, and state; they assume the

position of the most luxurious commodity on Bugis Street.

Postoperative trans* women, however, project a different attitude. As

mentioned earlier, they want to appear as “natural” as possible in front of the

camera. Natural was a word that all of my advisers had uttered at some point in

the consultations. Tricia prefers the trans* person in the photograph to be acting

ZUBILLAGA-POW * Trans*Aesthetics * Arts & Culture 447

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/443/537989/443zpow.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



naturally, “in the raw.” Yet such reality, although desired by many trans* women,

is beyond their reach. Cross-dresser Susan admits they will never be a “natural

woman,” while Amy, who in the past worked on Bugis Street, reminisces that she

and her friends were all “natural goddesses” idolized by the patrons of Bugis

Street. “Natural” is thus an attitude that is aspirational, given that few trans*

women can actually carry it off as a pose. The lucky few, as Amy reveals, plowed

through pages and pages of fashion magazines, such as Vogue, Her World, and

Female, to achieve the most natural disposition both within and outside the

camera frame. That said, the final presentation of the pose will still have to be

composed and revealed by the photographer.

Trans* Composes

What differentiates the street photography undertaken by the visual artists dis-

cussed herein from the high-fashion photography seen in glossy magazines is the

amount and quality of technical resources made available to them. While fashion

photographers and models work with aesthetically constructed clothing, ample

cosmetics, and technologically advanced equipment, lighting, and spatial con-

ditions, street photographers and their lay subjects negotiate the visual process

under limited circumstances. Depending on the historical moment and budget,

the technical specifications of the camera and film may vary, and street lighting

and furniture become a naturalized part of the mise-en-scène. Unless prear-

ranged, the trans* models may not be mentally, physically, or sartorially prepared

for their photographs to be taken. In this section of the article, I will exemplify the

concept of trans*aesthetics through an analysis of photographic compositions by

three photographers, who were themselves novices at the time of production. My

interpretation of the photographs from the 1980s and 2010s supports the theory of

an autonomous subjectivity distinguishable among the body, dress, and attitude

of the models. Correspondingly, it can be observed from these visual represen-

tations that trans* women from the 1980s project a more striking persona than

their counterparts from the 2010s.

After gaining independence from Britain and Malaysia in 1965, Singapore

in the 1970s was undergoing rapid urbanization alongside an accelerated eco-

nomic development. International businesses and corporations were eager to

take advantage of newly available opportunities and establish their companies

in the region. This resulted in the proliferation of foreign goods and people pass-

ing through the city-state. One such traveler was a twenty-three-year-old French

photographer, Alain Soldeville, who was on a personal sojourn to Asia and Aus-

tralia. Having made acquaintance with a handful of trans* women on arriving in

Singapore in February 1981, Soldeville began taking photos of his new friends with a

Nikon single-lens reflex camera, which was one of the more popular professional

apparatuses at that time.
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To illustrate the trans*aesthetics espoused by the trans* women of the

1970s and 1980s, I will analyze two of the photos in the collection that is titled

Bugis Street. Photo 6 of 21 shows a person dressed in a white blouse and a black

skirt. She has coordinated her outfit with matching earrings, belt, and shoes,

creating a two-color fashion. The white tablecloth forms a minimalist symmetry

between the top and bottom halves of the photo. Although the cross-legged pose

with her hands resting behind her on the table is a common one, the facial posi-

tion and expression of themodel convey a specificmessage, one that could be read

as either arrogance or resignation. The model does not look into the camera or

at the light source coming from the top-right; instead, she locks her gaze down-

ward with neither a smile nor a pout. In this portrait, she readily defies the

international stereotype of the smiling Asian woman, who is demure and sub-

missive. Instead of sitting quietly at the side of the table, this model shows us

her importance as the center of attention. Through her dress, pose, and attitude,

she adopts a trans*aesthetics that evinces the everyday creativity of gender and

sexual differences.

Similarly, the trans* woman in photo 12 of 21 exudes a fierce demeanor

with her dynamic pose. Like the model in the previous example, her body is also

tilted at an angle, but her arms are folded across her chest with her legs placed

apart. Instead of a revealing dress, the matching of a long-sleeved olive-colored

blouse with a knee-length black skirt signals propriety in the choice of fashion

over seduction. Coupled with her stare away from the direct flash of the camera,

the ensemble effectively signifies an air of confidence or defiance. This iconic

image foreshadows the corporate attire that women don as more and more

women enter the white-collar workforce in the 1980s. It is a simultaneous display

of power and femininity, the latter a quality complemented by the red stilettos,

lipstick, and nail polish. I argue that these trans* women espouse a sense of sar-

torial transgression between corporate and street fashion. This is precisely how

trans*aesthetics operates through the subversion of attitude and dress between

day and night, indoors and outdoors, domination and submission. Akin to male

social escorts decked out in tailor-made suits, the trans* sex worker enlists a sim-

ilar creative tactic that subverts the demonizing gaze of the disciplinary public.

Fast-forward to the year 2015. Singapore is now a global city and neo-

liberal state. The population of the country has doubled from 2.5 million in 1980

to more than 5.5 million in 2015. Marriages for postoperative trans* people are

now legally recognized, as are the frequent media appearances of cross-dressers

and transgenders. As Singaporeans embarked on a nostalgic search for the

nation’s historical past during its fiftieth year of independence, concerned pho-

tographer Grace Baey became interested in recapturing the glamour of Bugis

Street. She approached thirteen trans* women to be hermodels but gave them little
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direction for their physical and facial expression. The only technical intervention

was an off-camera flash to create a brighter focus on the subjects during the night

shots. The result thereafter reveals a postmodern phenomenon of pastiche, akin to

what Fredric Jameson considered “the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idio-

syncratic style” (1991: 17). A postural analysis of the eight photographs exhibited in

the series shows an apparent influence from American or Hollywood celebrity

culture. Half of the trans* women had one of their hands resting on a part of their

heads, while the others placed a hand on the hip. The latter hand-on-hip pose is

clearly derived from portraits of glamorous American movie stars rather than any

aspects of traditional Asian gestures.

Two visual allusions can be made by drawing on American cultural his-

tory. The first is a drill practiced by youthful waitresses in the late nineteenth

century (Spence 1987). Parts of the dance and recitation require the girls to place

their hands on their hips and belt out the lines “We have come here but to wait on

you” and “We will stand here ready for your call” (Everhaed 1894: 3). Propping

one’s hips forward with the support of the arm not only indicates the readiness to

serve but also accentuates the contours of the woman’s body, as can be observed

from one of the poses. Like the demure attitude mentioned in the previous sec-

tion, the smiling figure in a simple white dress displays a nuance of innocence and

docility, which are distinct character traits appealing to certain clients seeking the

“girlfriend experience.” The offer is even more tempting when she positions

herself right in front of a door. The pastiche comes into its own being only at the

moment of revelation when the viewer realizes the model bears more mature and

muscular features that deviate from the stereotypical image of a cisgender sex

worker.

The second figurative analogy can be traced to the physical expressions of

black Americans. Singling out the comedic character of Geraldine Jones as played

by Flip Wilson as an example, Kenneth R. Johnson infers that the hand-on-hip

pose for a black female “usually communicates intense aggression, anger, disgust

or other hostile negative feelings” (1975: 305). However, such “fierce” affects are

tactically reified in the gestural pastiche, where the model tucks one hand at the

waist and points the other at a graffiti sign (fig. 1). What is supposedly an idio-

syncratic pose of intensity that is meant to evoke feelings of discomfort, fear, and

imposition has instead injected humor and campiness into the overall meaning of

this picture. The dress with a bright butterfly motif and a cheeky facial expres-

sion present an otherwise playful character that subverts the assertiveness of

the conventional hand-on-hip pose. In these portraits we experience the effect of

trans*aesthetics, in which photography provides these trans* women a platform

for free gestural improvisation. They incorporate their personal sense of crea-

tive autonomy from the everyday sociocultural influences from Hollywood or

America, and reimagine the multiple meanings of being glamorous.
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Correspondingly, understanding the assimilatory vocabulary of what Cáel
Keegan (2013) calls “transnormative subject position” and its visual aesthetics will

allow us to salvage what is peculiar to the local, that is, non-Americanized indi-

vidual. For Singapore has since the 1990s become so inundated by American

popular media and culture that what is considered “transnormative” also refers to

“Westernized.”We can then safely adhere to an understanding of transnormative

representation as that whereby “transgender difference is ultimately resolvable—

something that can be unproblematically folded into heteronormative familial

and social structures through a democratic extension of progressive optimism

and a restabilization of the gender binary” (Keegan 2013). Transnormative aes-

thetics, in our study of the Singaporean trans* subject, is correspondingly that

which persists in assimilating and bracketing a local figure, or part thereof, into

the global taxonomy of masculinity versus femininity in terms of body, dress, and

attitude. This ontological problem can be explicated with the work of Sean Lee,

another Singaporean photographer, who transgresses the subject position as both

photographer and model. Sidestepping the issues of social exploitation and

exoticization that have already been mentioned by other art critics (Wee 2014;

Zhuang 2012), the main point of my argument here stems from an alleged

complicity in Lee’s reification of a transnormative aesthetic reproduction.

In 2007, Sean Lee traveled to Siem Reap, Cambodia, for the Angkor Photo

Festival. Having been given the task to produce a series of photographs within the

Figure 1. Grace Baey, Margaret, Rowell Road, Singapore, 2015
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short time span of a week, Lee decided to cast himself as the subject and took on

the characters of a tuk-tuk driver, a construction worker, and a kathoey. It is in this

final role that he found a persona worth exploring and making into a story

sequence over the subsequent two years. What differentiates Lee’s work from the

aforementioned documentary projects by Soldeville and Baey is the experimental

aesthetics that is used to complement the subgenre of narrative photography.

Lee’s work can arguably be deemed a creative juxtaposition of a “photo-novel”

(Baetens 2013) comprising a permutation of “scenarios” and the social-realist

genre typical in Singaporean art and filmic and literary histories. Whether pre-

sented in an exhibition or a photo album, each image within the series is specially

framed, sequenced, and curated by the artist. In the two versions of the photo-

novel titled Method (2012) and Shauna 2007–2009 (2014), the backdrop, lighting,

setting, and pose are designed to contribute to the unfolding of the story line. Akin

to a linguistic style, a distinct chromatic range of black, red, and yellow are used to

maintain aesthetic coherence. Accompanied by other minor characters, such as

other kathoeys from Siem Reap, Lee’s real-life girlfriend, as well as white cismale

patrons, the protagonist and his cross-dressing persona, Shauna, do not always

stand in a fixed pose and look directly into the camera but appear more often than

not in a dynamic state of fleeting action. The photographs are so captivating

precisely because of the ephemeral quality of these poses; viewers are drawn into

imagining the situations preceding and following the scenes by literally reading the

photo-novel from cover to cover.

In the forty pictures contained in the photo-novel Shauna, we see Lee in

various poses—standing with hands together and apart, lying on the floor or in

the bathtub, sitting on the pool table or the toilet bowl, in contact with another

person or object, such as the telephone or shower head. What is uncanny is that

never once is there an image of the hand on the hip, legs spread apart, or a smiling

visage; these by contrast are all clearly visible in the photos of trans* women taken

by Soldeville and Baey. This difference in gestural vocabulary probably indicates

the more reserved or raw message conveyed by Lee—that is, the effects of abuse,

loneliness, poverty, and stigma experienced by the trans* sex workers in Siem Reap.

Instead of the affirmative attitudes of confidence, glamour, and pride, the Shauna

narrative delivers an affective tenor of confusion, desperation, and escape. These

emotions are accentuated not only by his conservative fashion sense—donning a

simple red floral dress or a dull black blouse paired with a plain white skirt—but

also in a handful of scenes where he punctuates “cross-gender” moments through

the removal of the wig or bra paddings.

These physical reveals, I argue, mark the real climactic moments in the

photo-novel; Lee’s aesthetics is in fact one common tomany a Singaporean art form:

social realism (Lim 2005). In his attempt to underline the precarious plight of the
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local trans* sex workers, Lee’s alter ego stands in stark contrast to the demure, fierce,

or natural attitudes encompassed in the concept of trans*aesthetics; nor does it

reflect, in Keegan’s sense of the phrase, the transnormative subject position because

the gender transformations in these reveals remain unresolved in terms of body,

dress, and attitude. Set in contrast to what Marjorie Garber has described as the

“progressive narrative” (1993: 69), Lee’s dewigging is neither a comedic denoue-

ment nor one affirmative of the patriarchal binary (70). Instead, the partial reve-

lation of a body with both breasts and penis reinforces a multigender ontology and

thwarts both the transnormative configuration and trans*aesthetics production.

Lee’s project cannot be deemed transnormative or transphobic; at most it sub-

scribes to what the philosopher Miqqi Alicia Gilbert proposes as the nonsexual

denotation of “cross-gender,” that is, cismen who “care as much if not more about

the social role of the woman they portray” (2014: 66). Correspondingly, this rea-

soning succinctly coheres with the title Lee gave his very first presentation of this

work:Method. His photography of the transgender subject is his method of making

sense of a world comprising himself, the trans* women, and photography. Such a

procedure preempts aesthetics, trans* or otherwise, and transcends gendermatters;

rather, it is a study in composing—that is, the creation of a series of original poses

to tell a story, part real, part fiction.

In conclusion, the act of posing in front of the camera for trans* women

cannot be reified but must be critically examined for its materialist ontology, a

framework that includes the body, the dress, and the attitude of the model. The

transformation of these three domains, including the different attitudes of being

demure, fierce, or natural, will shape the eventual poses presented by the pho-

tographer. In themidst of all these intersections lies the trope of trans*aesthetics that

negotiates against hegemonic standardization and economic imperialism. From all

of my interviews, bothmodels and photographers have remained conscious of using

the creative tactics of dressing, feeling, and posing to forward a political agenda of

self-affirmation and social recognition. Every one of the trans* women espouses

different facets of trans*aesthetics as their personal way of positing themselves

within the fast-changing political economy in a bid to resist the social impetus of

conforming within normative frames. Inevitably, the only way out is to persistently

asserts one’s position and composition. As one of my trans* interviewees claims,

without feeling at all abashed, “We are all born to pose.”
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from King’s College London. He is a musicologist and gender and sexuality scholar specializing

in Germanic and Singapore cultures of the twentieth century. Jun is the coeditor of Singapore

Soundscape: Musical Renaissance of a Global City (2014) and Queer Singapore: Illiberal Citi-
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Notes

1. See, for example, mothership.sg, coconuts.singapore.co, and mustsharenews.com.

2. As far as I am aware, the two interviews by Hammidi (2016a, 2016b) deal with fashion

models and designers of masculine and agender apparel. As a preamble, I am not at all

interested in the topics of gender binary and femininity in this essay but more on the

aesthetics of trans* self-presentation and representation.

3. Due to the sensitive nature of this research, attempts to contact older trans* women and

other photographers have not been successful.

4. Because the photographs belong to the private collection of the photographers and their

subjects, with the exception of figure 1, I have not attempted to reproduce them all here.

Readers are directed to the photographers’ personal websites—soldeville.com, gracebaey

.com, and seanleephoto.com—to see their work.

5. Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “pose,” v.1, def. 4.a, accessed March 31, 2018, www

.oed.com.

6. The slight exception is a master’s thesis by Elizabeth Park Cutler (2012); a recent private

collection has also been published by Sébastien Lifshitz (2016).

References
Baetens, Jan. 2012. “The Photo-Novel: A Minor Medium?” Necsus: European Journal of Media

Studies 1, no. 1: 1–3.

Bellemare, François, Alphonse Jeanneret, and Jacques Couture. 2003. “Sex Differences in Thoracic

Dimensions and Configuration.” American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care

Medicine 168, no. 3: 305–12.

Cutler, Elizabeth Park. 2012. “The Beautiful Other: Deconstructing the Media Discourse Sur-

rounding Transgender Fashion Model, Lea T.” MA thesis, Parsons The New School for

Design.

D’Emilio, John. 1992. “Capitalism and Gay Identity.” In Making Trouble: Essays on Gay History,

Politics, and the University, 3–16. London: Routledge.

Everhaed, Edith. 1894. “Waitergirls’ Drill.” Journal of Education 39, no. 23: 3.

Florida, Richard. 2002. The Rise of the Creative Class, andHow It’s TransformingWork, Leisure, and

Everyday Life. New York: Basic Books.

Garber, Marjorie. 1993. Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety. London: Routledge.

Gilbert, Miqqi Alicia. 2014. “Cross-Dresser.” TSQ 1, nos. 1–2: 65–67.

Halberstam, Jack. 1998. Female Masculinity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

. 2018. Trans*: AQuick and Quirky Account of the Gender Variability. Oakland: University

of California Press.

Hammidi, Tania. 2016a. “She Ain’t Taking It: Interview with Suit Consultant Vanessa Craig.” TSQ

3, nos. 1–2: 311–14.

. 2016b. “Unapologetically Rain: Interview with Fashion Model Rain Dove Dubilewski.”

TSQ 3, nos. 1–2: 306–10.

454 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/443/537989/443zpow.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019

mothership.sg
coconuts.singapore.co
mustsharenews.com
soldeville.com
gracebaey.com
gracebaey.com
seanleephoto.com
www.oed.com
www.oed.com


Ho, Vanessa. 2015. Facebook post, March 10, 12:20 a.m. facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10

100765865297214&id=61310431

Hoe, Pei Shan. 2014. “Sex Change Operations Dwindling in Singapore.” Straits Times, December

28. www.straitstimes.com/singapore/sex-change-operations-dwindling-in-singapore.

Jameson, Fredric. 1991. Postmodernism; or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Durham, NC:

Duke University Press.

Johnson, Kenneth R. 1975. “Black Kinesics—Some Non-verbal Communication Patterns in the

Black Culture.” In Perspectives on Black English, edited by Joey Lee Dillard, 296–306. The

Hague: Mouton.

Keegan, Cáel M. 2013. “Moving Bodies: Sympathetic Migrations in Transgender Narrativity.”

Genders, no. 55. www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/2013/06/01/moving-bodies

-sympathetic-migrations-transgender-narrativity.

Kong, Travis. 2012. “Fading Queer Heterotopia: Hong Kong Older Gay Men’s Queer Use of

Spaces.” Sexualities 15, no. 8: 896–916.

Leica. 2015. “Luciano Checco: The Other Singapore.” Leica Camera Blog, March 3. blog.leica

-camera.com/2015/03/03/luciano-checco-the-other-singapore/.

Lifshitz, Sébastien. 2016. Mauvais genre: Les travesties à travers un siècle de photographie amateur

(Bad Gender: The Transvestites through a Century of Amateur Photography). Paris: Les

Éditions Textuel.

Lim, Cheng Tju. 2005. “‘Fragments of the Past’: Political Prints of Post-war Singapore.” Heritage

Journal 2. www.epress.nus.edu.sg/ojs/index.php/heritage/article/view/9.

Moore, Madison. 2012. “Tina Theory: Notes on Fiercenesss.” Journal of Popular Music Studies 24,

no. 1: 71–86.

Spence, Mary Lee. 1987. “Waitresses in the Trans-Mississippi West: ‘Pretty Waiter Girls,’ Harvey

Girls, and Union Maids.” In The Women’s West, edited by Susan Armitage and Elizabeth

Jameson, 219–34. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Traies, Jane. 2016. The Lives of Older Lesbians: Sexuality, Identity, and the Life Course. New York:

Palgrave Macmillan.

Wee, Jason. 2014. “Why Male Photographers Wear Women’s Clothes.” Pipeline, no. 43: 150–52.

Zhuang, Wubin. 2012. “Sean Lee.” In The Parallel Lives of Sean Lee, edited by Agnes De Gouvion

Saint-Cyr and Sean Lee, 38–43. Singapore: Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts.

Zubillaga-Pow, Jun. 2015. “Trans-Aesthetics: The Art of Ming Wong between Nation and State.”

Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, no. 38. intersections.anu.edu.au

/issue38/zubillaga-pow.html.

ZUBILLAGA-POW * Trans*Aesthetics * Arts & Culture 455

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/443/537989/443zpow.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019

facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10100765865297214&id=61310431
facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10100765865297214&id=61310431
www.straitstimes.com/singapore/sex-change-operations-dwindling-in-singapore
www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/2013/06/01/moving-bodies-sympathetic-migrations-transgender-narrativity
www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/2013/06/01/moving-bodies-sympathetic-migrations-transgender-narrativity
blog.leica-camera.com/2015/03/03/luciano-checco-the-other-singapore/
blog.leica-camera.com/2015/03/03/luciano-checco-the-other-singapore/
www.epress.nus.edu.sg/ojs/index.php/heritage/article/view/9
intersections.anu.edu.au/issue38/zubillaga-pow.html
intersections.anu.edu.au/issue38/zubillaga-pow.html


A R T S & C U L T U R E

Trans Formations of Male Falsetto

SHI-YAN CHAO

Abstract With reference to the biographical documentary Doh! Oh Dear, A Female Tear (by pro-

fessional falsettist Stephen Chen) and the author’s personal testimony (as an untrained falsetto

practitioner), this essay approaches the subject of male falsetto from three perspectives: the his-

torical, the individual, and the geopolitical. It suggests that the male falsetto in question can be

understood as a multilayered “trans” figuration that comes into being in and through historical

discourses, individual embodiments, and geopolitical articulations. Given the limited scholarship on

falsetto, this piece means to draw attention to and solicit further research on the much-neglected

phenomenon of falsetto in queer and transgender studies.

Keywords male falsetto, countertenor, transgender, Stephen Chen, Singapore

D oh! Oh Dear, A Female Tear (dir. Stephen Chen, 2013) is a digital video short

taking the biographical documentary format. Turning the camera on himself,

Stephen Chen testifies to the challenging experience growing up in Singapore as a

male falsettist, as well as his uneasy experience being a professional countertenor

and male mezzo-soprano in particular in North America. I first encountered this

fascinating video at the 2015 Gender Reel NYU: Transgender Film Festival, where I

was invited by the event coorganizer, Chris Straayer, to comment on this film.

Resonating with my persistent contention and personal belief that male falsetto

is not unnatural, this film also sheds fresh light on the practice of falsetto as a

public vocation in a contemporary transcultural setting. Based onmy preliminary

research, my personal experience (as an untrained falsetto practitioner), and

Stephen Chen’s intimate testimony, I will approach my contention, namely, that

male falsetto is not unnatural, from three perspectives: the historical, the indi-

vidual, and the geopolitical. In so doing, I also ask for a rethinking and reima-

gining of the much-neglected area of male falsetto as a form of transgenderism, in

which transgender, to follow Susan Stryker (2008: 19), refers to “movement away

from an initially assigned gender position” and “most generally . . . the widest

imaginable range of gender-variant practices and identities.” As printed on Ste-

phen Chen’s white shirt in the film, “trans” is indeed the central motif of the
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documentary. The following paragraphs are hence an examination of male fal-

setto as a mode of “trans” practice that takes shape in and through the “forma-

tions” of the historical, the individual, and the geographical—thus the title of my

essay.

From a historical perspective, the hierarchy of the operatic characters

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as has been pointed out, was not

so much ruled by genders as by vocal registers (Blackmer and Smith 1995; Rey-

nolds 1995). Meanwhile, as Cornelius L. Reid observed, for a long time “the ‘head’

voice was synonymous with the falsetto,” and “the falsetto and the ‘chest’ register

both worked together as a unit,” until “the idea of ‘falseness’ became so firmly

fixed in connection with the falsetto” by the late nineteenth century (1971: 32).

While “through at least the 1830s, operatic tenors normally sang falsetto in the

upper register” (Randel 1986: 298), the popularity of male falsetto has drastically

declined in most of the serious singing world since the mid-nineteenth century, as

noted by Peter Giles, a professional countertenor and an expert on the subject

(1994: 264–71).

Against this larger historical backdrop, I would like to further point to the

changing male vocal paradigm in pop culture during the first half of the twentieth

century. In particular, we can find nasal and lyric tenor—arguably the most

popular male singing style during the 1920s and 1930s—falling out of fashion

during the mid-twentieth century. Exemplified by such popular vocalists as Al

Jolson, Rudy Vallée, Dick Powell, Allen Jones, Gene Autry, Fred Astaire, and

(young) Frank Sinatra, nasal or lyric tenor voice notably showcases falsetto quality

through its strong appeal to a higher resonating position and head voice (wherein

falsetto is essentially head voice).1 Its falling out of fashion, along with the purg-

ing of falsetto quality in popular male vocal performance, I postulate, could be

attributed to a number of reasons. For one, the advent of talkies in the late 1920s

had much contributed to a strengthened sense of vocal embodiment aligned with

polarizing gender positions, wherein John Gilbert (1899–1936) became a noted

example of an actor allegedly falling out of stardom due to his vocal issue. As

veteran film director Clarence Brown recalled in 1977, Gilbert in his first talkieHis

Glorious Night (dir. Lionel Barrymore, 1929) “came out sounding like a damned

fairy. His voice was way up there” (Flatley: 1977). Whether that was an insider job

meant to sabotage his career (with a studio executive order to give him “too much

treble”), John Gilbert, “with the onset of sound, and how audiences perceived him

thereafter, . . . was unable to gain his former big star status” (Doyle 2010).

Other factors that contributed to male falsetto’s falling out of favor

may easily include, among others, the growing nationalism and World War II,

the egalitarianization of culture, the rise of youth culture and rock ’n’ roll, and

the acceleration of globalization. Of crucial importance in all this, I suggest, was
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the changing idea in the public regarding masculinity, which was increasingly

imbricated with the conception of homosexuality. Homosexual taboo, as Judith

Butler (1990) elucidates, plays an imperative part in the polarization of gender

dispositions and gender attributes. Male falsetto—with its potential to “dis-

turb” and “unsettle” (as Stephen Chen puts it) the increasingly polarized gender

system—thus became a social stigma with male homosexual overtones amid the

remasculinization process in the popular culture.2

On an individual level, the outlawed male falsetto voice also becomes

something whose practitioners were afraid to be “overheard,” something sup-

posedly to be “closeted” and kept from the public. AsWayne Koestenbaum vividly

describes to his (male) readers in The Queen’s Throat, “Sing falsetto, now. (Are

you alone as you read this?) . . . Ask yourself what act you have committed. Then

produce the sound naturally [or rather, using scare quotes, “naturally”] from the

chest. Which of the two tones, chest or head, do you want your neighbors to

overhear?” (1993: 164). In Doh! Oh Dear, A Female Tear, Chen, literally showing

his falsetto right “behind closed doors” in one scene (see fig. 1), likewise remarks

on his oppressed experience growing up with such an unusual, “unsettling” fal-

setto voice. For Chen, the oppression he lived through in his home country was so

tremendous that he, in his twenties, decided to flee to the United States, living in

limbo and “constant depression” for the next decade (until he finally received

American citizenship in 2011). As a male falsettist myself, I have profound empa-

thy for Chen’s story, particularly his struggles against the “public” discrimina-

tion. I nonetheless also feel that something more private might be missing in this

Figure 1. Stephen Chen showcases his falsetto voice literally “behind closed doors.” Photograph by

Stephan Chen
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narrative:Why was Chen so persistent in keeping his idiosyncratic voice, given the

hardships and dangers he had to endure? There must be some kind of inner force

that has kept Chen going on with his disidentificatory practice. Part and parcel of

his subjectivity, that inner force, I suggest, “might” be something queer.

In my own experience and observation, men who can use falsetto grace-

fully and “naturally” are more often than not queer identified (you may think of

openly gay actor Chris Colfer, who played the fabulous gay falsettist Kurt Hummel

in the popular TV series Glee [2009–15], or the Taiwan-based international sen-

sation Jimmy Yu-chun Lin, who finally came out in May 2017, for instance).3 The

reason: falsetto is one of our survival strategies. For many queer-identified sub-

jects, comforts, pleasures, and lives come into being “with a felt sense of the body”

(Salamon 2010: 4, 121) through cross-identifications and disidentifications. Here

male falsetto singing embodies a form of transgender practice comparable to

cross-dressing on a sonic level, or simply “sonic drag” (Chang 2000: 84), while

disidentification, to follow JoséMuñoz (1999: 4), indicates “the survival strategies
the minority subject practices in order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public

sphere that continuously elides or punishes the existence of subjects who do not

conform to the phantasm of normative citizenship.” Owing to this inner impulse

to survive, when queer boys enter puberty, many of us do not give up our boy

voice (which is not very different from the perceived “girl” voice in terms of both

pitch and timber) without a fight, but we adjust our voice to our morphing

physical condition.4 Despite the threat of the loss of the boy voice, falsetto

becomes a natural solution that allows some of us to continue enjoying the

comforts, pleasures, and lives involving cross-identification and disidentification

(whereas for some “maladjusted” others, lip-synching may become an alternative

or expedient way out). However, even for those of us who manage to perform

male falsetto in a graceful and “natural” fashion, we cannot avoid the discrimi-

native gaze and the pejorative label of being unnatural because, as mentioned,

male falsetto disturbs the polarized gender system. The vast majority of boys in

puberty simply accept the social prohibition on male falsetto (as a stigma associ-

ated with male femininity and thus homosexuality), and they take the cultural

assumption that only chest and throat voices (as opposed to head voice) are the

natural and public voice they are allegedly “endowed” with. Here we may ques-

tion: Why is falsetto “unnatural” for males but “natural” for females?While males

are prohibited from falsetto practice in the first place, of course they are less likely

to perform falsetto gracefully and, especially during the critical period of puberty,

adjust their vocal condition to the changing physical condition smoothly and

naturally. Voice, and the perception of male falsetto in particular, I stress, is never

a natural thing but a nurtured expression.
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Doh! Oh Dear, A Female Tear further draws attention to the way in which

the personal is imbricated in the geopolitical, in particular the cultural setting in

which the film subject grew up, namely, postindependence Singapore of the 1970s

and 1980s. It has everything to do with the materials available for Chen, the film’s

disidentifying subject, to appropriate and negotiate with in a phobic majoritar-

ian public sphere. Chen acutely points out a factor that had motivated him to

practice male falsetto in his early years. He had difficulty identifying with the

state-sponsored nationalism permeating the society and cultural expression that,

when translated through singing style, demanded a monolithic phonation along

the axis of gender binary. In a seminal sequence he recalls, “Parents, relatives,

teachers, classmates told me to sing like a ‘guy,’ and girls hated me for singing like

them. But I continued doing it anyway, because it made me different.” Against

Chen’s remarks is the competing choral rendition of “One People, One Nation,

One Singapore,” possibly Singapore’s best-known National Day song from 1990.5

As the song’s volume increases (alongside the wholesome imagery of a multi-

ethnic, familialistic Singapore, in juxtaposition with the grand montage of the

nation’s military parade), we clearly hear its lyrics: “One people, one nation, one

Singapore. That’s the way that we will be forevermore. Every creed and race has its

place. One people, one nation . . . ” While the song continues with a lowered

volume, Chen’s firm voice-over resurfaces:

I did not want to be like everyone else. I did not want to be part of the uncritical

mass who get aroused by mass singing andmass displays. I did not accept the sense

of history and media. I did not accept the inevitability of my life. I particularly did

not want to be part of the rhetoric of national unity equals national consensus,

because everyone must agree and obey the government, otherwise we are traitors

and must be punished.

Defying the totalizing nationalist forces that stress the sameness among peoples of

the same gender,6 Chen found that compared with the limited types of singing

roles available to men, the singing roles allocated to women at the time, especially

women in Western cultures, were more diverse, colorful, and “liberating.” As

Chen confesses and vocally demonstrates early in the film, the female roles espe-

cially attractive to young Stephen were from American musicals like The Sound of

Music (dir. Robert Wise, 1965). In that particular sequence we find the seemingly

uncanny male falsetto coming through Chen’s mouth in close-up, in juxtaposi-

tion with three brief, muted clips at the screen center featuring three different

female role-types, all from The Sound of Music. With the projection of Chen’s

mouth moving from the right to the left and to the left top, the sequence bril-

liantly conveys the idea that Chen’s voice was searching for a body, crossing
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the frames and framing, and phantasmatically approaching its female and Wes-

tern embodiment.

The way Chen’s falsetto voice materializes over the years, so to speak,

involves not only cross-gender but transcultural identifications. The ideas of

gender and fantasy are thus intersected by the unequal geopolitics of postcolonial

Singapore vis-à-vis the West during the late Cold War era. Chen’s search for his

voice continued into his twenties and thirties, following his relocation—or vir-

tual “exile,” as Chen might put it—to North America. Despite some newly gained

freedom, no real “happy ending” has yet come along with his physical relocation.

As Chen laments at one point, “All they wanted me to do was play the King

of fairies.” His testimony thus defies the “metronormative” logic (i.e., a full

expression of one’s queerness, vocally and otherwise, follows one’s coming out of

the “rural” and, by extension, “non-Western” closet) underlying many queer

narratives (Halberstam 2005: 36). Chen’s uneasy experience in North America has

rather motivated him to rethink and address (as in this short video and its longer

version, Inter-Mezzo [2013]) the deep-seated, structural issue of gender bias in

operatic characterization, together with professional training that means to make

individuals’ voices fit in an assortment of operatic role-types. While the training

must trim off or tone down certain idiosyncratic vocal qualities of individual

performers, the operatic role-types are inevitably shaped bymale-centered gender

politics. To become a professional male falsettist or countertenor, for Chen in

retrospect, can never be that “liberating” after all.

In conclusion, I hope this essay has moderately elaborated on my persis-

tent contention that human voice, and the silencing of male falsetto in particular,

is by no means natural but socially constructed. The practice of male falsetto is, as

noted, a multilayered “trans” figuration that comes into being in and through

historical discourses, individual embodiments, and geopolitical articulations.7

Given the limited scholarship on falsetto in general andmale falsetto in particular,

this short piece means to call attention to and solicit further research on the

much-neglected practices and cultural phenomena of falsetto in queer studies and

transgender studies.

Shi-Yan Chao is a research assistant professor in the Academy of Film at Hong Kong Baptist

University. He holds a PhD in cinema studies from New York University (NYU) and has taught

classes at NYU and Columbia University. Chao has published articles on Chinese-language

cinema in several anthologies and academic journals.
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Notes

1. Echoing Reid’s elaboration of the changing idea of the term and its technical association

with head voice, falsetto can be used to describe head voice in general, and a male adult’s

head voice in particular. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, falsetto refers to “the

upper register of the human voice, the opposite of chest voice. Though sometimes

considered synonymous with head voice, the Italian term falsetto means ‘false soprano’

and therefore has been used traditionally to describe only the adult male’s head voice,

whereby the vocal cords vibrate in a length shorter than usual and somewhat apart with a

permanent oval orifice between the edges. In choirs of men and boys, especially in

England, there is a long uninterrupted tradition of adult male altos singing falsetto.”

Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Falsetto,” accessed April 24, 2017, www.britannica.com/art

/falsetto.

2. As a consequence, “the distinctive use of falsetto by tenor cantors would be very familiar

to the eighteenth-century tenors, but has been abandoned by modern singers in favor of

the more macho chested top notes” (Potter and Sorrell 2012: 225). In her brilliant account

of American crooners, AllisonMcCracken (2015: 313) also points out the “crooning crisis”

in the 1930s that connected “a male pop singer’s high pitch (or use of falsetto), emotional

vulnerability, and demonstrative female audiences with his effeminacy, arrested devel-

opment, likely homosexuality, and, consequently, his critical devaluation.”

3. Jimmy Lin was best known for his rendition of Whitney Houston’s cover of “I Will

Always Love You” on various international stages; his sexuality remained ambiguous for

years until his recent dating of a Japanese boyfriend (Mirror Media 2017). I have also

written about another gay falsetto jazz singer, Coco Zhao, from contemporary China (see

Chao 2014).

4. Revisiting Lacanian psychoanalysis, Mladen Dolar (1996) has foregrounded the role of

voice, along with that of gaze, as an objectal remainder of an excessive presymbolic

jouissance.

5. The song was composed by Jeremy Monteiro with lyrics by Jim Aitchison. The complete

rendition of the song is readily accessible on YouTube.

6. For an overview of Singapore’s national politics vis-à-vis queer culture, see Aaron K. H.

Ho’s article, “How to Bring Singaporeans Up Straight” (2012).

7. Another dimension involves the different styles of male falsetto that have been used in

different cultures or regions. For instance, the Hawaiian-style falsetto stresses the break

between registers, sometimes in a repeated fashion as in a yodel. Male falsetto is also

rather common in Peking opera and African folk singing.
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A C T I V I S T P R O F I L E

Yao, More or Less Human

YIU FAI CHOW

Abstract This essay introduces Kiki, a transgender sex worker in Hong Kong, who is not adopting the

term transgender and is not particularly involvedwith the transgender movement. Rather, she chose a

particular Chinese term to conjure, evince, and categorize herself: renyao. While ren can be translated

to “human being,” yao to “monster,” and renyao to “shemale,” those well versed in its vernacular

circulation in Hong Kongwould understand it as a somewhat old-school but definitely discriminatory,

derogatory usage, primarily used to sneer at people who were not readily identifiable as male or

female and are viewed as freakish, monsterlike, or less than human. With renyao, Kiki finds her ways

to queer transgenderism. By reclaiming a shameful, derogatory term, by bringing transgenderism

beyond the language of medicalization and legalization, by inserting playfulness and pleasure, by

opting for sex work and founding an organization that defends the rights of male and transgender sex

workers, by not wanting to pass, by being neither this nor that, she is renyao, not a transgender

person. This essay is to insert Kiki’s self-representation, visually and linguistically, into our exam-

inations and explorations, to weave the narration of one Asian transgender person into the weft of

trans scholarships and activisms in Asia.

Keywords transgender, renyao, sex work, Chinese

I want you to meet Kiki. This is her (fig. 1).

Yes, her. I did ask Kiki before writing this essay which personal pronoun I

should use: she, he, they or what? Kiki said, “He, she, they are all ok, but I like she.”
She, he, her, him—this is the kind of gender distinction taken as essential

in English but totally unnecessary in the language Kiki and I share: Chinese. And I

want you to meet Kiki precisely because of a particular Chinese term she chose to

conjure, evince, and categorize herself, during our first encounter and during her

years of doing sex work in Hong Kong, (re)collected in a book published in 2016.

This essay is my wish to insert Kiki’s self-representation, visually and linguisti-

cally, into our examinations and explorations, to weave the narration of one Asian

transgender person into the weft of trans scholarships and activisms in Asia.

I met Kiki in 2012. That year, I invited her, via a local activist group, to give

a guest lecture on sex work for an undergraduate course I offered on gender

studies. There she was, meticulously made up, sartorially more subdued than she
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would have been for her pro-

fessional service, bespectacled,

in high heels. Facing a class-

room of young men and young

women who tried their best

not to show too much interest,

probably afraid of being inquis-

itive and voyeuristic, Kiki intro-

duced herself not as herself, not

as transgender, not as shemale,

not as ladyboy. She said, “Hello,

I amKiki, you can call me da-bo-

ren-yao.”1 Students burst into

laughter, for her use of dabo and

renyao, I supposed. Instantly, I

knew she would make a good

guest, forme and formy students.

She, with her jokes, her stories,

and her embodiment, filled the

lecture theater with alternative

experiences and perspectives on

transgenderism and sex work,

which must have been eye-

opening for my students. They

asked questions; a small group of them even gathered after the lecture and

continued chatting with Kiki outside the theater, an act I considered indicative of

their engagement. Indeed, the kind of alternative experiences and perspectives

Kiki brought was what the students seldom, but should, engage with—also what I

need in order to keep empowering myself, that such a queer person like Kiki exists

in a society like Hong Kong. I maintain my contact with Kiki and I keep on

inviting dabo renyao to my classes.

In using dabo, a rather vulgar but popular term for big boobs, Kiki was

obviously referring to the bodily manipulation she afforded herself in the

northeastern part of China, which also marked her career shift from a male sex

worker to a trans one (fig. 2). “I started earning more,”Kiki added during her talk.

More laugher. But renyao? While an online dictionary translates ren to “human

being,” yao to “monster,” and renyao to “shemale,” “hermaphrodite,” and, rather

cryptically, “two-in-one,”2 those well versed in its vernacular circulation in Hong

Kong would understand it as a somewhat old-school but definitely discriminatory,

derogatory usage, primarily used to sneer at people who are not readily identifiable

Figure 1. Kiki. Courtesy of Kiki
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as male or female and are viewed as freakish, monsterlike, or less than human.

In an English-language survey report I came across while researching for this

essay—on the “living conditions of transgender female sex workers in Beijing and

Shanghai”—six local terms are listed as referring to the transgender populations

in China. Vis-à-vis the relatively neutral terms, including kuaxingbie (transgender),

bianxingren (transsexual), TS (abbreviation of transsexual), and CD (abbreviation

of cross-dresser) are the derogatory weiniang (literally, “fake woman” referring to a

man cosplaying or cross-dressing as a woman, rooted in the Japanese ACG [anime,

comic, and games] culture), and renyao (Asia Catalyst 2015: 18). In Hong Kong, one

survey shows that renyao is the most commonly used term to refer to transgender

people derogatorily (King 2008), although the use of a derogatory term does not

necessarily indicate negative attitudes toward transgender people (King 2008;

Winter, Webster, and Cheung 2008). In any case, the drive to pass and cross over

to the other “natural” gender and the concomitant fear of being “discovered,”

humiliated, and ridiculed by the public remain palpable among the MTF pop-

ulation in Hong Kong (Wong 2014).

Figure 2. Kiki’s sex service advertisement on an online forum, roughly translated as “Hi,

I am renyao KiKi! Renyao exist not only in Thailand, also in Hong Kong! 34D/23/33,

1.67 m, 46 kg, fair skin, slim and tall. I understand what men want, I know how to titillate

men’s senses, and I’ll bring you a romantic, fresh, exciting, and unusual encounter!”
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Why did Kiki invoke these two Chinese words? Ren. Yao. Intrigued by the

discursive power of yao to undermine ren, the human, I searched the Internet and

found two sets of remarks. First, yao is a monster, a strange creature that does

harm to human beings. Second, the monster-human dialectics and dynamics

actually conflate with that of the gender distinction. As you can see from older

ways of writing yao (fig. 3), themonster that is supposed to harm the human being

is at the same time the woman turning her back to, and yet sensing or seducing,

the man. Kiki loves to be this strange creature that threatens what is considered

human by the betraying act of looking forward to something else, not aspiring to

be human. Look how she, even kneeling, or levitating, is higher and bigger than

the man, the human. She is more than human.

The strange creature is gorgeous, weird, seductively charming, ominous,

evil, bewitching, coquettish—all of these descriptions were applied to yao in quite

a number of Chinese classical texts throughout the dynasties. And in twenty-first-

century Hong Kong, Kiki is using it to describe herself, not only during her guest

lecture but also in her book. She calls herself yaoji, a yao-prostitute. Kiki is appro-

priating this otherwise problematic term to embrace the problematic, not unlike

how the queer populations appropriate the word queer.Why not? In her stories, Kiki
is a happy hooker, a savior of her clients’ marriages, a ready listener to secrets, an

initiator to the uninitiated, a high priest for lusts deemed low, and she does it with

an uncanny sense of flamboyance and justice. “I offer discounts to poor people like

you,” Kiki told my students. “During the umbrella movement, I also offered dis-

count to anyone who showed me a selfie taken in the occupied areas.”3 And she

became a sex worker out of her own choice, in her words, “a choice among ways to

earn a living” (Kiki/Small White Fox 2016: 62). That was in 2008 when Kiki lost her

job, as many employees in Hong Kong did in the wake of the Asian financial crisis.

She changed her profession “without any struggle” (62).

Figure 3. Older forms of writing the word yao
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But then, sometimes, Kiki also changes into a fox. She initially titled her

book “An Anecdotal History of Prostitution by a Small White Fox” (fig. 4). A

college graduate with a major in Chinese, Kiki recounted to me the seminal

Chinese fantastical works that feature foxes obtaining special powers after a

thousand years of practice. They could, for instance, appear beastly or human,

male or female, large or small. They are usually legendary temptresses. “Renyao is

somewhat like these foxes, except that we can’t change to male or female forms so

easily,” Kiki said. But Kiki loves the image of the white fox not only because of its

magical fluidity but also for its melancholic beauty. She showed me her favorite

song, called, simply, “White Fox” (“Baihu”), which starts,

I am a fox with a thousand years of practice

A thousand years of practice, a thousand years of solitude

When all is quiet, the night is dark

Would anyone hear me cry

When the lights are dimmed

Would anyone see me dance (Chen 2006)

Kiki kept “Small White Fox” as her penname. But her book title was rejected by

the publisher. “It’s too lewd, too challenging, I suppose,” Kiki explained. Shrewd

as a yao, she managed to retain the nonetheless lewd and in-your-face English title

I’m a Shemale Escort, only to accede to the more decent and circuitous Chinese

title If I Had the Choice, I Would Have Chosen to Be Born as. . . . (fig. 5) A typical

example of an aposiopesis, I would say. The ellipses that end the title, I figure, is a

gesture toward the dominant way of thinking transgender in Hong Kong, in

which most readers would readily fill in the word woman. How often do we not

hear transgender people being represented or presenting themselves as “born in a

Figure 4. “White Fox” (“Baihu”) by Rui Chen (2006). The music video

screenshot shows a typical mythical fox figure in period costumes.
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wrong body”? According to this narra-

tive, then of course, if Kiki had the

choice, he would have chosen to be born

a woman, but sadly, he’s not—he wasn’t

born a woman; he didn’t have a choice.

Underlying such a title is a per-

sistent framing of transgender persons

in terms of lack, of incompleteness, of an

error—a divine error, fated if not fatal.

If to err is divine, then there is noth-

ing much for us mortals to forgive, but

to give. For the transgender persons,

give in to another embodiment? For

the rest of humanity, give the trans-

gender persons their dignity as fellow

human beings? After all, this is also

largely how transgender issues are being

addressed—in the language of medica-

lization and legalization, of health and

rights, of treatment and equality, of

service providers and advocates, of recognition and agency. For all their “devia-

tions” from the norms, transgender persons suffer and struggle, and they must be

helped to become healthy, human. The popularity of mobilizing human rights

discourses and legislation to fight for transgender causes is illustrative. So is the

survey report I quoted earlier. Among its eight summary recommendations to the

Chinese government, three plead for legislation concerning discrimination and

official documentation, three for better (HIV and) health support and health

worker training, and two against abuse toward transgender sex workers (Asia

Catalyst 2015: 4).

Don’t get me wrong. It is not my proposal to have a new language, for I have

none. I only have a term. And it is not my intention to interrogate the politics and

pragmatics of these languages of medicalization and legalization and their con-

comitant, for lack of a better word, victimization—Kiki underwent plastic surgery.

Her favorite image of the white fox is surviving “a thousand years of solitude.”And I

am sure Kiki wants to be treated like anyone else. A friend of Kiki’s, after learning of

her profession, says disapprovingly, “Why?” Another responds, “You are dirty, don’t
touch me” (2016: 69–70). Shocked and disappointed, Kiki broke up with them. But

then, as Kiki herself puts it, one can choose one’s friends, but not one’s family.While

Kiki could easily reject those who reject her, she, rather filially, stays with her family

with tactics less candid and forthcoming than she is used to. She has not told them

Figure 5. Front cover of Kiki’s book I’m a

Shemale Escort (Kiki/Small White Fox 2016)
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about her transformation, or about her profession. Kiki remains a son, for instance,

by putting on loose garments to hide the femininity of her upper body, to subdue

the yao to appearmore like a renwhen she is with her family. In her book, Kiki writes

about the relative ease of her earlier “coming out” as a male homosexual to her

family, but not as someone doing sex work. That is why she wearsmale clothes when

she goes home and has family dinners: “I isolate my prostitution world from their

world” (2016: 68).

While Kiki recounted her operation to me, she did it in a well-humored

way, ending with an absolute confirmation of her decision: “It’s so worth it, it’s

the beginning of my sexual happiness.” Nevertheless, she did have to travel more

than three thousand kilometers to a nondescript Chinese “beauty salon” and

suffered an excruciating amount of pain during and after the surgery. She might

want to have a better medical regime and more protection for people like her. In

2005, before her operation, Kiki helped found the organization that seeks to

defend the rights of male and transgender sex workers called Midnight Blue,

which is listed under the Global Network of Sex Work Projects promoting health

and human rights. It would do her an injustice if we assigned Kiki simply to the

role of happy hooker, as much as she refuses to be victimized, to be a person of

lack, of incompleteness, of an error.

If Kiki had the choice? “I would still have chosen to be born as a renyao,”

she replies in the preface of her book: “male, female, masculine, feminine, hard,

soft, in between, endlessly charming” (2016: 2). She reiterates her choice to

become a renyao, to do sex work, to deal with her desires honestly, and to “enjoy

life as a renyao” (2016: 2). Kiki’s articulation, I must emphasize, should never be

used to sabotage or trivialize the sufferings and struggles of others, as summarized

in the main title of the cited report: “My Life Is Too Dark to See the Light” (Asia

Catalyst 2015), a quote from one of the seventy female transgender sex workers,

Kiki’s colleagues, in Beijing and Shanghai. Kiki’s yao is a salacious, delicious term

to tell the world her ambiguity, discontent, and playfulness with ren, with being

“human.” In that sense, she embodies the sense of self-acceptance and pride as

observed in the transformation of “transgender subjectivity” and an “emergent

transgender movement” in Hong Kong (Cheung 2012: 263)—with one distinc-

tion. She is not adopting the term transgender; nor is she particularly involved

with the transgender movement. Kiki told me she was aware of the Transgender

Resource Centre established by Joanne Leung in 2008, cited as an important

driver for the movement (Cheung 2012). Kiki found Leung too “mainstream.” It

is telling that she sides more with sex workers, thus the organization Midnight

Blue. With renyao, she finds her ways to queer transgenderism in Hong Kong. By

reclaiming a shameful, derogatory term, by bringing transgenderism beyond the

language of medicalization and legalization, by inserting playfulness and pleasure,

by opting for sex work, by not wanting to pass, by being neither this nor that, she
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is renyao. Kiki told me she consciously took up queer activism and sex work. And

a befitting manner of understanding Kiki’s contribution, I think, is the visual, as

she herself is highly engaged with the visualization of herself.

Going back to figure 3; look at the Chinese character again. Just like the

woman on the left is not prepared to go and join the man(kind), the yao doesn’t

care to become ren. Perhaps the other way around? Not transgender persons

becoming humanized, but humanity yao-ified? Sometimes, somehow, someone?
More or less, beyond or post, after all, not quite human, but yao. “The term

reveals deep-seated phobia of this group,” says the Asia Catalyst report (2015: 18).

Indeed, but it also encapsulates at least one transgender person’s deep-seated love

for herself. I end this essay with an image I asked Kiki to send me, an image that

she thinks would represent her well. Here you are, da-bo-ren-yao Kiki (fig. 6).

Yiu Fai Chow is an associate professor at the Department of Humanities and Creative Writing,

Hong Kong Baptist University. His current research concerns creative workers and gender. Chow

is an award-winning creative writer in lyrics and prose. In recent years, he has also been

involved in multimedia art projects.

Acknowledgment

Iwould like to thank the editors for includingmy article in this special issue, the reviewers for their

supportive comments, and, above all, Kiki for trusting me.

Figure 6. Kiki. Courtesy of Kiki
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Notes

1. While Kiki spoke in Cantonese Chinese, the pronunciations I offer here correspond to

the standard form of Putonghua and its pinyin system. I made this choice based on its

readiness to be understood. All translations from Chinese to English are done by me.

2. Ichacha Web Dictionary 查查漢語詞典 (Chacha hanyu cidian), s.v. “rényāo 人妖,”

accessed April 30, 2018, www.ichacha.net/hy/人妖.html.

3. The umbrella movement refers to the massive political protests that took place in the last

months of 2014 when tens of thousands of Hong Kong people occupied public space to

demand democratic reforms.
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A C T I V I S T P R O F I L E

Chinese Trans Advocates
Organize Nationally
A Conference Report

AUSMA BERNOTAITE, LUKAS BERREDO, and H.c ZHUO

Abstract The trans movement in mainland China is at its early stages and rapidly growing. Parti-

cularly in the past two years, there has been a strong rise in trans activism and advocacy. There have

been more trans individuals willing to be publicly visible, andmore efforts are being made within the

larger LGB community to support the articulation of trans communities. In December 2016, a two-day

conference with trans activists and advocates was held in the eastern Chinese city of Ningbo, aiming

at not only facilitating exchange to support participants’ work but also initiating a community-based

consultation to map out the current situation of trans people across the country. This article seeks to

present the qualitative information gathered during the event in regard to the communities’ most

pressing needs in order to provide an informed direction for the trans movement in the country.

Keywords Chinese trans people, sexual and gender diversity, China, transgender

Q ueer, or tongzhi, activism in China started as early as the 1980s, while the 1990s

saw the adoption of the word homosexual in public discussions (Wan 2001).

Tongzhi organizing was on the rise in the 1990s, with Li Jianquan, a gay man,

giving a speech at the New YorkWorld Lesbian and Gay Conference in 1994 calling

for decriminalization and depathologization of homosexuality (47). A National

Women and Men Tongzhi Conference was also held in 1998 (He and Jolly 2002;

Wan 2001), and active community building was on the rise. Nevertheless, there

was little public awareness of trans people until 1995, when rising celebrity Jin

Xing, who had won a prestigious and rare state scholarship to study modern

dance in the United States, underwent gender-affirming surgery in China and

made national news (Rahman 2016). It took until 2001 for homosexuality to be

removed from the Chinese Classification of Mental Disorders (CCMD-3) (Ma
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2003), but “transsexuality” still remains classified as a disorder, and this diagnosis

is a requirement for hormones and gender-affirming surgeries to be legally pre-

scribed to trans people by clinicians as “treatment” (Asia Catalyst 2015: 3).

While limited attention to trans issues has been paid within the gay and

lesbian tongzhi communities, the past two years have seen an emergence of diverse

trans voices in China. Trans Center, a national trans advocacy organization, was

founded in the southern city of Guangzhou in 2016. A refuge in Nanjing opened

doors to homeless trans people in the same year. Online trans communities have

blossomed and organized trans forums, which have always been one of the most

important platforms of community support and information exchange, have

grown with the spread of mobile phones and increased trans awareness. Indivi-

dual trans activists, such as Chao Xiaomi, appeared on popular mainstream TV

shows to talk about trans identities and recognition, fueling a nationwide media

interest and challenging myths of what being trans in China meant (Qian 2016).

The year 2016 saw the first trans job discrimination case being filed and accepted

in court (Li 2016). Many of these efforts have emerged as individual initiatives in

different parts of the country, with few connections between people and/or orga-

nizations. At the time of writing there are five active trans organizations: Trans

Center, Trans Life, Young Tree, Trans Talks, and Trans Refuge. Most of the activism

done by these five organizations has focused on services for trans communities and

public awareness building.

Additionally, efforts encouraging trans-led projects have been made in

some organizations that work with LGBTI activism and advocacy, the most

prominent of them being the Beijing LGBT Center. In collaboration with UNDP

(United Nations Development Fund) and the Beijing University, the Beijing

LGBT Center published a report on the overall situation of LGBTI people in

China, the findings of which concluded that trans people “face the greatest forms

and levels of discrimination, whether within the family, in schools or in work-

places” (UNDP 2016: 8). A follow-up report by the same collaborators was pub-

lished in 2017, becoming the first quantitative research survey to analyze 2,060

answers from respondents who identified as trans men, trans women, gender-

queer, or cross-dressers (China Development Brief 2017). The report uncovered

difficulties in accessing trans-specific health care; violence and discrimination in

families, intimate relationships, and social spaces; poor mental health; and bar-

riers when accessing education and employment.

The authors of this article have been active in gender diversity and trans

awareness training for a few years, and the idea of holding the first nationwide

trans activist and advocate conference, “Trans China 2016,” emerged once we

realized that most of the people doing trans advocacy and activist work, or those

providing services to trans communities, had never met each other. Peer networks
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are part of self-care, as social support from other trans people has been shown

to moderate the effects of anxiety and depression (Bockting et al. 2013). Besides

connecting people for well-being, empowerment, and inclusive conversations of

different activists and advocates, we believe that it is also crucial to create a plat-

form for people to inform each other of their ongoing efforts. The conference

aimed at facilitating a common understanding and awareness of the needs of trans

communities, identifying skill sets needed to address them, and encouraging

intraorganizational learning. Ningbo, a city in the eastern province of Zhejiang,

was chosen as the event location because of the contacts previously established

in the area when two of the organizers lived there. This article is both a report

of the conference organizing processes and a qualitative inductive thematic

analysis offered as a contribution to the field of trans studies in China. Using the

experiences of the conference participants, the thematic analysis part of the

article will provide more in-depth explanations of the legal and social issues that

trans communities in China face, and will crystallize the main topics of dis-

cussions during the event.

Methodology

The examples of community organizing given byMeredithMinkler (2005;Minkler,

Roe, and Robertson-Beckley 1994) are based on the premise that the communities

already have all the knowledge that is needed and, therefore, the facilitators should

only offer a platform to encourage conversations and provide a space for learning.

This was the core value throughout the conference, and communities’members

were also encouraged to take responsibility for most of the facilitation. The

people who initially conceptualized the event were a white European queer

woman and a white Latino trans person. After reflection on our positionality

in this research project (Bourke 2014) and wanting to maximize the space for

Chinese trans activists, we invited Trans Center and several active community

members to be part of every step of the research design, participant recruit-

ment, and event management. They quickly became co-organizers and main

decision makers. All written outputs of the event also involved active partici-

pation of Chinese trans activists. Furthermore, a conscious effort was made

to avoid discursive hegemonizing and objectification (Mohanty 1988) of the

participants of Trans China 2016.

Snowball sampling was used to identify trans activists and advocates who

are leaders or co-organizers from LGBTor trans organizations; that is, invitations

were made based on direct referrals from the initial participants. Twenty-one

participants were able to attend the conference. While the number of participants

is low, so is the number of organizations in China at the moment. The trans

people invited were key informants, and, therefore, we believe they were able to

BERNOTAITE, BERREDO, and ZHUO * Chinese Trans Advocates * Activist Profile 475

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/473/538000/473bernotaite.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



voice the main challenges and needs of some trans communities. Several com-

munity members joined the meeting to observe and learn, but their results are not

included in this analysis. Lukas Berredo (TvT Project coordinator, Transgender

Europe), H.c Zhuo (executive director, Trans Center, Guangzhou), Joanne Leung

(executive director, Transgender Resource Center, Hong Kong), and Pipi (trans

activist from Northeast China) were invited to facilitate community-training

sessions. The two main goals of the conference were established as (1) facilitating

impactful training sessions to support the work of trans activists and advocates

and (2) initiating a community-based consultation on the present situation of

trans populations across the country to identify the most pressing common needs

and issues they face. The first day of the conference focused on identifying themost

pressing issues, and the second on developing measures and solutions to tackle

them. Training sessions were made interactive to fuel conversations. Participants

were informed about the audio recording of the conference prior to arrival, and

consent forms were signed before the start of the event.

Inductive thematic analysis was chosen as the methodology (Fereday and

Muir-Cochrane 2006), as there were many different outputs from the conference

participants in the form of conversations, lists, mind maps, and feedback, and the

three largest topics were identified and further analyzed in depth. The conference

outputs were recorded, translated, read through multiple times, and coded. The-

matic analysis allowed for flexibility in looking into different types of outputs and

identifying the larger themes of the conference.

While there is a wide variety of gender-diverse identification words in

China (Chiang 2012): trans or transgender, which would translate as跨性别 (kuà
xìngbié), is the word used in this article, as it is commonly used by community

members. In this article, China refers to the territory of the People’s Republic of

China, excluding Taiwan and Hong Kong. It is not a political statement but an

effort to acknowledge the different developments of trans movements in what we

might perceive as one China.

Demographics and Discussion Trends

There were twenty-one people who took part in the conference: two identified as

both women and trans women, five as trans men, nine as trans women, and five

people filled in their gender identities as gender fluid, assigned “female” at birth

but 80 percent male and 20 percent female, queer, and genderqueer. One person

did not specify their gender identity. The conference participants were relatively

young: eight were between twenty-one and twenty-six years old, nine between

twenty-seven and thirty-six, three were older than thirty-six, and one participant

omitted the age section. The majority of participants had experience of higher

education: eighteen participants had started and/or finished higher education,
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two had completed high school, and one participant did not answer the question.

The limitations posed to the research due to the small sample size are discussed in

the “Limitations” section below. Participants were also asked about the length of

their involvement with community activism and advocacy work. Twelve partic-

ipants stated having fewer than two years of experience: this coincides with the

increase of trans-led public activities in the past two years. One participant stated

two to four years of experience, three indicated four to six years of experience, one

had eight to ten years, and three participants skipped the question. Seven par-

ticipants identified themselves as founders of trans organizations.

The conference was structured to provide a scope of different topics on the

first day (namely, International Advocacy and Advocacy tools, Strategic Network

Development, Basic Fund-Raising and Proposal Writing, Self- and Community

Care, and Strategic Direction for Trans Rights Advocacy) and semistructured

discussions on the second day. Discussion topics outside the three main ones

summarized in the next section included difficulties in finding an intimate

partner, living life without disclosing one’s history of transition, and loopholes in

the legal system.

Community-Based Inquiry: Pressing Issues

The first day of the conference focused on facilitating discussions about the most

pressing issues for trans communities around the country. At the beginning of

the conference, all participants were asked to think of and specify one issue that

they saw as the most pressing in their immediate work and communities. Those

were discussed during the course of the second day. The sessions were recorded,

transcribed, and translated, and mind maps, notes, and Post-its were photo-

graphed. This provided a large amount of qualitative content to analyze, and the

themes were identified and cross-checked by the three authors of this article.

Three themes emerged from the sessions, and these were later repeatedly brought

up in group discussions, namely: trans-specific health care and legal issues, lack of

antidiscrimination laws in employment and education, and mental health.

Trans-specific health care and legal issues were the subjects of some of the

most heated debates during the two days. A report published by Asia Catalyst

(Bernotaite, Zhuo, and Berredo 2017) states that, although the current law grants

the right to pursue gender-affirming surgeries and legal gender recognition under

extremely rigid requirements, it does not offer protection against discrimination

in employment, education, and health-care services. The lack of basic health-care

provisions for trans people in China was by far the most pressing issue for many.

The 2017 Chinese Transgender Population Survey also outlined the necessity for a

standardized system for the provision of hormone therapy and the need for full

depathologization of trans people in the mental health system, which in turn
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would allow easier access to gender-affirming surgeries and legal gender recog-

nition on Chinese ID cards (China Development Brief 2017: 25). The same source

also underlined the relationship between the present inaccessibility of gender-

affirming surgeries and poor mental-health outcomes. Laura Erickson-Schroth

and Tamar C. Carmel observed that “treatment by affirming providers can be

lifesaving, and resilience building can happen both in and outside of the office”

(2016: 331). An urgent need for support from professional providers was palpable

during most of the conversations. There is a widespread lack of knowledge and

understanding about trans-related issues that prevents doctors in hospitals from

prescribing hormones. As a consequence, all the participants who had taken hor-

mones had self-medicated.

While interactions with general hospitals were a major source of distress

for the participants, most conversations focused on the urgent need to change the

laws in order to allow trans people to modify their bodies irrespective of family

consent as well as to ensure quality trans-specific health care (Gorton and Grubb

2014: 215–20). Participants have stated that only those who had officially changed

the gender marker on their ID cards could go to the hospital for hormone tests

and prescriptions.

A community organizer, Ellen Shao,1 commented:

Especially among trans women, there is not enough understanding about hor-

mones. The way many of them use hormones is not very regular. Also, many

people come and ask me: “Will my beard disappear if I use hormones? Will my

voice feminize if I use hormones?” A lot of people think that using hormones will

change everything.

Cherry Lin, who runs a trans service and advocacy organization, joined to

comment on her experience of self-medication:

Older sisters told me, “If you take this medicine, you will be able to grow breasts,”

and I followed their advice. After that, I did grow two hard bits—they were really

hard, and would hurt if I would touch them. Then I injected myself with pro-

gesterone and then really went crazy—it was like I got my first period.

It was clear from the conversations that self-medication was the most common

way of using hormones, mainly acquired from clandestine and/or unregulated

channels. Some uncommon exceptions were people traveling abroad to purchase

hormones with the recommendation of doctors. Some of the trans men in the

group have had negative legal experiences purchasing testosterone. The regulatory
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gaps in the purchase of hormones opened pathways for those who had access to

testosterone to sell them for extremely high prices, pushing trans men to use

much more than they should, and thus raising health concerns in the commu-

nities. Discussions on hormone purchase and use concluded with the comment,

“Hope that there is more advice on the use of hormones.”

Body modification, with particular focus on gender-affirming surgeries,

was of interest to some participants. Legal gender recognition—that is, “the official

recognition of a person’s gender identity, including gender marker and name(s) in

public registries and key documents” (Köhler and Ehrt 2016: 9)—is not a reality in

China unless a person has gone through gender-affirming surgeries and a confir-

mation certificate is issued. The legal gender recognition process falls under two

regulations: “Approval of issues relating to changes in household registration after

gender change” (Rule 478, 2008) and “Ministry of Public Security on the imple-

mentation of transsexual changes in the registration of sex items after the regis-

tration of gender issues related to the issue of approval” (Rule 131, 2002). While

gender-affirming surgeries are legally available and regulated by the “Sex change

operation technical management standard” (变性手术技术管理规范), which was

first published in 2002 and then updated in 2008, the process still functions under

an oppressive set of requirements: notarized parental agreement, divorce if mar-

ried, and gender identity disorder (GID) diagnosis from a psychologist (which

would also confirm that the applicant is heterosexual) are all compulsory (Ber-

notaite, Zhuo, and Berredo 2017). The conditions mentioned above ignore the

human right of self-determination as the guiding factor of policy making (Köhler
and Ehrt 2016: 6). Among them, parental agreement was the one that came upmost

in conversations, as this means that trans people requesting gender-affirming

health-care services need to get full support and approval of their parents. A trans

business owner, Rick Hu, commented on the situation:

Parents need to sign an agreement even for a simple surgery like mastectomy. We

are adults, we know ourselves, and we can be responsible for our own actions. But

now, in China, we are still obliged to provide notarized signatures of our parents.

Overall, trans people trying to access hormones and/or gender-affirming surgeries

as well as legal gender recognition do not have their voices heard in the decision-

making process of the law. The lack of basic health-care provisions for trans

people in China was by far the most pressing issue for many, causing people to

undergo self-medication and self-surgery and leading to the rise of clandestine

channels for hormones and gender-affirming surgeries, thus putting people seek-

ing these products and services at great risk. It also means that the Chinese trans
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rights movement must focus on the basics of influencing more inclusive policy

making as a core part.

Lack of antidiscrimination laws in employment and education was another

very important topic, as many struggle with finding a stable job. These conver-

sations revealed legal limbos that might put trans people in precarious situations

affecting their health, employment, education, right to privacy, and quality of

life in general. The issues discussed portray a complex web of discrimination in

which many issues are interconnected. Trans people are visibly vulnerable and

exposed to discrimination and violence on many occasions and in many areas of

public life.

Even simple things like opening a bank account or getting a driver’s license

had the capacity to turn into situations of violence. Monica Sun, from Northeast

China, shared a personal story:

When I was passing my driving test, I needed to go to the police to register my

certificate. And one person there said, “It’s not you on the ID card—if you are a

man, take your trousers off and show me.” I had no other way—I took my trou-

sers off for him.

The inability to disclose trans status for fear of losing employment was com-

monplace in all industries. Most of the participants who were not running their

own organizations hid their identities from employers, living under constant

stress and anxiety. Monica shared another story about navigating the search for

employment:

Before, I danced for a long time, always in bars. Sometimes, if I didn’t disclose my

identity to the employer, I would be able to stay and work there for a while. But

then, if I would tell employers, they would not even consider me.

There is also currently a gap between educational diploma and legal gender

recognition regulations. As mentioned in the previous section on trans health care,

one can undergo gender-affirming surgeries only at the age of twenty, meaning

that the soonest one can change a gender marker on identification documents is

twenty years of age. Usually, Chinese youth enroll in higher educational institu-

tions right after secondary education (Davey, De Lian, andHiggins 2007). Needing

to get enrolled in a higher educational institution with a specific gender marker

that cannot be changed after legal gender recognition creates a limbo, as many

do not wish to enroll in a university at a later age. This is another legal gap that

needs to be diminished, either by reducing requirements for legal gender recog-

nition, gender-affirming surgeries, or higher educational institutions, or for all of
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the above. A conversation between Nick Qiu and Niman Qiang illustrated the

desire to change the present situation:

Qiu: We need to let people become more aware about the fact that changing to

one’s true gender is connected to educational diploma. Therefore, the Ministry of

Education should provide such pathway for changing educational certificates. We

can initiate more advocacy around this issue.

Qiang: We talked about one more thing: there is a part of the Chinese law that is

already really respectful to trans people: it is possible to change ID documents.

Therefore, the Chinese Ministry of Education should follow this law and allow for

changes in gender markers, as education is such a huge part of everyone’s life.

In further discussions among the participants, it became clear that many trans

women worked in the sex industry. Asia Catalyst (2015) had commented on the

destructive cycle that is created without employment protection, as many trans

women are pushed into sex work, which is illegal in China. According to a recently

published report, “The high representation of trans and gender-diverse people in

sex work around the world undeniably results from widespread structural,

institutional, and interpersonal violence experienced by them from early in their

life onwards with regards to accessing education and alternative employment”

(Fedorko and Berredo 2017: 4). Many participants voiced their concerns about

their communities’ experiences with police violence against trans people, and

examples of prison guards mistreating trans women and ignoring harassment

against themwere shared. Criminalization of sex work “negatively impact[s] trans

sex workers’ well-being and access to services, exposing them to police violence,

incarceration, and dangerous working conditions” (11).

The topic of mental health was also one of the many issues that came up in

conversations. Sociocultural factors play an important role in how people per-

ceive themselves, as negative attitudes toward sexual and gender diversity tend to

lead to the internalization of negative feelings associated with their orientations,

identities, and expressions. For trans people, pursuing an authentic life could

mean disappointing their families by not fulfilling important duties that are

socially, culturally, and historically expected from them. This reflects the con-

servative characteristics of a Chinese society in which children have been incul-

cated for centuries with Confucian values of filial piety.

Stigma and psychological distress have been found to be tightly connected

(Bockting et al. 2013). The rates of depressive symptoms and anxiety among trans

people are far higher than those of the general population (Budge, Adelson, and

Howard 2013). Rejection by family and friends, discrimination, victimization, or

violence hugely contributes to the elevated prevalence of suicide attempts (Haas,
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Rodgers, and Herman 2014). This situation is greatly aggravated in societies in

which traditional cultural values strongly prohibit nonnormative expressions.

People who do not fit this binary system will probably experience intense negative

feelings, including shame, guilt, and depression associated with their sexual ori-

entations, gender identities, and/or gender expressions.

Among the community organizers were three people working in the field

of mental health: two as counselors in public institutions and one answering a

trans hotline. Issues arose both on a personal level and in relation tomental health

service provision. Pipi, who was one of the most experienced participants in the

group, noted the underlying feelings of helplessness:

The biggest difficulty I face is that I can talk to many people, but I cannot nec-

essarily help all of them. This makes me feel powerless.

Another mental health counselor, Linda Liu, commented on her everyday work:

I’m a mental health counselor, and some patients think that I should be a patient

instead. There are many who do not accept trans people. They think that we have

mental disorders, and they think that I am ill too. So it’s not easy at all.

Many of the participants talked about their experiences of perceiving stigma in

public spaces, sometimes pushing them to points of desperation. Many of the

activists and advocates have narrated personal experiences, as well as experiences

from the communities they talked about, of strong minority stress (Hendricks

and Testa 2012), leading to depression, anxiety, self-harm, substance abuse, risky

sexual behaviors, and suicide. Relationships with family members were compli-

cated for many participants, which often added an extra layer of stigma and

pressure. The youngest of them, who is still attending high school at the time of

writing, was the only one who had the full support of their parents.

Discussion

The thematic analysis of the conference records real-life experiences of Chinese

people navigating their lives in the jungle of legally complex and nonstandardized

regulations around transition and social stigmatization of trans people. The

conference allowed voices of trans people to emerge while sharing their experi-

ences with the barriers within legal and social norms, thus humanizing what it

means to be living realities of structural oppression. Mental health was one of the

major concerns for many community organizers, and we suggest further research

to explore the link between the observed poor mental health outcomes and the

legal and social pathologization of trans people in the country.
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During the discussions, it became clear that laws and policies referring to

trans-specific health care need to be modified and expanded as soon as possible,

including the elimination of the pathologizing language used in the current

regulation. The lack of legal hormone provisions has created an unregulated

market with little guidance about how certain medications should be taken. Self-

medication and misinformation provided by profit-driven sellers were found to

be two of the major concerns of the participants. Additionally, gender-affirming

surgeries—already limited to those who are above twenty years of age, unmar-

ried, and heterosexual—need approval from police bureaus, families, and mental

health care providers. While changing gender marker on identification documents

is possible, this is not the case for university diplomas, birth certificates, and a few

other documents. These legal loopholes illustrate the difficult bureaucratic system

that trans people need to navigate to access basic human rights.

With no legal protections from discrimination based on gender identity,

many trans people find themselves in difficult situations. Few educational insti-

tutions are trans friendly, and diplomasmatching one’s gender identity are a rarity.

Activists and advocates have stated having trouble supporting themselves despite

many running their own organizations. Participants, especially those with ID cards

that did not match their gender identities and/or expressions, noted constant and

blatant employment discrimination. As there were a few people in the conference

who had previously been doing sex work, many stories of discrimination against

trans sex workers were shared. While participants were upset about the lack of

the aforementioned legal protections and the abundance of social discrimination,

most were also well equipped with ways of countering them while using certain

loopholes in the system and supporting each other on- and offline.

Limitations

This study has some limitations that should be taken into consideration. Firstly,

there were only twenty-one participants, all part- or full-time community orga-

nizers. As activists and advocates for trans rights, they were able to share many

valuable lessons. They were all above eighteen years old, so most had finished or

started higher education. Additionally, as the conference facilitators were highly

focused on legal advocacy, the conference topic was led in that direction. Made-

laine Adelman and Kathryn Woods explain that, “for youth who are ‘out,’ or who

are judged by peers to fail in their performance of heterosexuality or hegemonic

gender, taunting and harassment, isolation, and marginalization are daily occur-

rences” (quoted in Payne and Smith 2010: 11). Despite knowing the difficulties

faced by trans children and youth, the summit did not address in depth their

specific issues, and thus little was discussed about their situation regarding

homelessness, domestic violence, and access to education. There were also only
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three people above the age of thirty-six, and no participants were of pension

age; therefore, the research is not representative of Chinese trans elders and their

specific issues. All the participants were well educated, none of them having not

finished secondary education: that also poses a limitation of representation. Overall,

although by no means representative of the diverse trans communities in China,

this article should still be viewed as one of the first attempts to bring to light the

experiences of trans people in the country through qualitative thematic analysis.

Conclusions

Trans China 2016 became a platform for Chinese trans activists and advocates to

connect and share experiences. The participants’ and their communities’ daily

experiences revealed the contribution of stigma and discrimination to the high

levels of stress among trans communities. It highlighted the urgent need for change

in the laws and policies to allow self-determination for trans people accessing

trans-specific health care, as well as the need to eliminate gender-affirming sur-

geries as a requirement for legal gender recognition. Being able to access education

and employment were identified as being urgent issues for the communities.

Unsurprisingly, with the lack of legal protections and high levels of reported social

discrimination,mental health was the thirdmost discussed topic of the conference.

At the same time, it was clear that community organizers were knowledgeable of

how to serve their own communities and support each other. This article attempts

to voice only a fraction of the experiences of trans people while navigating difficult

situations created by systemic legal and social oppression.
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Note

1. When quoting participants, pseudonyms are used.
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T R A N S L A T I O N

Excerpts from Wurlitzer

OTTO LEHTINEN

Trans lated by DOUGLAS ROBINSON

Wurlitzer is the debut novel from Otto Lehtinen (1987–), a bioanalyst from Joensuu

who currently lives in Helsinki. This 2016 Finnish novel (published in Helsinki by

Gummerus) tells the interwoven stories of three gay men and one trans mtf in the

Helsinki area. The trans character’s story is told in a series of chapters with shifting

narrators; as a boy, ze is named Nikolai (son of a Russian father and Finnish mother),

and zir mental transition is figured as multiple personalities, a female self emerging

who calls zirself Nastassja, and who eventually drowns Nikolai. The excerpts below

consists of three chapters, with page numbers from the original Finnish novel:

“Nikolai” (pp. 31–33), “Nastassja” (pp. 64–68), and “Nastassja” (pp. 159–63). A note

on pronouns: The Finnish third-person singular pronoun hän refers to both human

males and human females; the gender-neutral ze and zir are used here to reflect that.

Nikolai

N ikolai had liked the matryoshka. Ze had held the smallest doll in zir hand and

imagined that it was the heaviest of the three parts and therefore contained

mysteries. Nastassja understood that too. The smallest doll didn’t open: it was solid.

Maybe Mother hadn’t wanted to remember the matryoshka because inside it was a

doll that you couldn’t open, but which was the most magical and intriguing of all,

precisely because it made you ask questions that Mother didn’t want to hear and

didn’t want to answer. As Nastassja remembered it, they never spoke of Vasily, zir

father.

AgainstMother’s wishes Nikolai played with the doll quite often. Ze hefted

it, felt its weight, and the doll smiled; it seemed to see something that ze could

never see. The doll, lathed round, and so easy to turn around in zir hand, cap-

tivated zir. Ze studied its painted surface. Separated its parts, reassembled them.

Ze too was bothered by something in the matryoshka. All the different layers

piled on top of each other. There was something ill omened about it. It felt like a

TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly * Volume 5, Number 3 * August 2018 487
DOI 10.1215/23289252-6901370 ª 2018 Duke University Press

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/5/3/487/537998/487robinson.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 07 April 2019



cover-up, a lie, and it made zir nervous. Somehow the doll made zir feel like ze was

the same as it. A jigsaw puzzle that kept taking new shapes.

That was Nikolai’s premonition, and as in a game of Battleship you’d take

a direct hit and sink, the truth hit zir and ze sank. Ze became the matryoshka doll,

whose parts had swollen with damp and no longer fit neatly together. It was zir

mind and body that refused to settle into the lathed grooves. Zir willy was gawky; a

sharp pubic hair snaking up under zir underpants tickled. Zir balls hung obscenely,

wrinkly as two old prunes. Zir cock jutted out unbound. It was rude, even sadistic. It

was a crude part of something that felt no desire to touch it, when in the morning it

struck a pose that made it hard to hide. It was shiny, painful, and red. The skin on

top of it was too tight; zir perineum ached. Nikolai could think of nothing else but

this thing that stood up in front of zir, against zir will, cranking its knob up and up.

Staring at zir with that single eye, as if to say “I’m here to stay, get over it.”

Nikolai would flick the damn thing’s glans as hard as ze could with the nail

on zir middle finger, and squeeze zir balls until ze squealed with pain.Would curse

the nerves that were pulled up into that external thing, and pray that one day it

would just fucking fall off. Drop off during zir morning shower, like a lizard losing

its tail. Then ze would glare at it and wonder how it could ever have been where it

had been. So useless and lame. So distressingly on display. A detached dick like

that, lying on the shower floor, ze’d kick it right out of sight. Drop it in the trash

and forget about it.

Nastassja tried to laugh at the mental image, but it was hard to squeeze the

hilarity out of zir. Zir lips tightened, and ze loaded the dolls ze’d lined up side by

side back inside each other. Baby, Nikolai, Nastassja. In that order. From littlest to

biggest. From Vasily’s and Mother’s fruit to zir, from boy to girl. Right, that’s me,

Nastassjawhispered. New layers lathed on top of Nikolai, withmy face painted on. I

wanted to wear Mother’s dress and snap the button earrings on my ears. Shove my

feet into high heels. Look in the mirror. See the cock poking up through the thin

fabric. How silly it looked, what a sense of humor it had—busting itself into a place

where it wasn’t wanted, Nastassja thought, and inside zir were tears that Nikolai had

cried, evenings. They had flowed out in droplets and dried on zir cheeks.

Ze gradually pulled zir eyes off the matryoshka and set the wooden doll

back up on the shelf. Ze would be leaving soon. This was zir last look. Ze would

forget Nikolai, forget the little doll inside the bigger ones. One last time ze glanced

up at the matryoshka and its shy smile. Its round hips and thick cheeks.

Nastassja

I don’t know how to be afraid of the cars, their dirty floors, the screaming colors

on the seats, or the passengers sitting in them. I don’t know how to be afraid of the
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people offering money, or the people who are trying to steal it. Or anybody. Dark-

haired, fair, or red. Young or old, rich or poor. “If the situation turns unpleasant,”

Mom advised, “just get off at the next station and move to a different car.” I don’t

know how to be afraid of what might be waiting for me in the next car.

I take a seat and hold the cardboard box in my lap. Mom waves zir hand

out on the station platform, and the train whistles three times and refuses

someone running up late. The car jerks into motion. In the blink of an eyeMom is

gone and the station changes into flowing landscapes. I see a flash of Mom’s foot

before I see the trees and houses that I don’t wave at.

Once I’m alone, the train suddenly becomes unpleasant. Its orange interior

clashes with the landscape outside the windows like a yolk from the egg white, and

it bounces and sways as it sweeps forward till I feel like I may not be able to keep

up; I panic. I have practiced so much, familiarized myself with everything for so

long, but now that I’m here doing it in public, I forget everything. How do you sit

with your legs crossed instead of spread wide? How do you carry your things in

your lap so that you don’t smash your padded breasts till they hurt? How do you

answer if someone asks whether the seat next to you is free?One thing’s sure, you

don’t do it so your voice rises up from your stomach.

I am now a woman. Mom got me ready. Made me up, dressed me. Made

me a snack for the fifteen-minute metro ride. I’m almost there, and I’m not

hungry, but I eat anyway; doing something makes me feel better. I push the straw

into the juice box and bite the straw and suck—finishing on the drain noise. The

buttered rye pitas I eat last.

When I’ve eaten I crumple the trash and drop it in my bag. I wipe the

corners of my mouth and notice how I’ve slid down in my seat. I panic, and my

hand brushes my mouth, smearing most of my lipstick onto the paper and my

cheek. I open my compact and fix my face. I look around, but no one has noticed

me. Still, I decide that I’m going to have to fear the metro. I’ll have to be more

careful. To practice that, I have stayed at home every evening walking in high

heels, training my legs, training my feet, the balls of my feet, my ankles, my calves

and thighs, my back, too. I have talked to the mirror, practicing making softer

sounds. I have waxed my legs, shaved my armpits, grown out my hair. I have

learned to tuck my willy more neatly into my pants, tried to fold it artistically into

invisibility, as a Japanese folds thin paper into a swan. I have built breasts out of

external prostheses. I have learned to play my role well enough to begin to believe

in it myself.

“It’s like theater,” Mom whispered as ze brushed my hair. “Give others a

reason to believe what you say.” I started crying. “Don’t cry. You’re not born a

woman, you become a woman,” ze quoted. Easier said than done, I thought, and

ze laughed, as if reading my thoughts.
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In Itäkeskus [a district in eastern Helsinki—the name means “east

center”—that has the largest mall in the Nordic countries] the car plunges into

a tunnel. The black wraps itself around the orange like a clear thought van-

ishing out of your head when you’re not holding onto it. I feel my grip on the

situation slackening, as the darkness around me presses its finger on the ribbon

and tightens the bow on top of the package. Is this it for me? Am I to be left here,

looking at the world from the inside, the back of the wrapping paper?
This morning, before I left, I stood at Nikolai’s grave. One last time I bent

over zir and blocked zir from the light. I remembered how ze played Tomb Raider

with the neighbor boys. Lara Croft had run out gun in hand and crawled through

an air-conditioning duct bottom toward the player and groaned something that

in my ears came out sounding like oh it’s so dark out here. In the evening I had

stood in front of the mirror and imagined Lara’s green top on me, round perfect

breasts, and a fierce look that excited the men. I had sighed: oh it’s so dark out here,

in that same breathless and determined voice as Lara.

This whole time I’ve been someone else, like a party pooper who puts an

unpleasant spin on everything. I appeared and twisted a straight boy crooked. To

give me life, Nikolai darkened. The east darkened. At school they kept warning us

about indeterminacies. The other kids kept whispering and talking openly about

men who walk hand in hand, who smile, who are too lively and dress colorfully. A

character in a kids’ program was gay because ze was the color purple and carried a

purse. Suddenly the world was talking about deviancy. Kontula [the northeastern

suburb of Helsinki where ze lives] was full of prejudices. Stuffed to the gills with

possible fags, every day someone tagged a fag because it sounded so ugly and

insulting, so disruptive to the peace and quiet that Kontula otherwise was. The

word queer set its target at odds with the suburb.

I found it fascinating. I thought about colors. I tried to look for purple on

the candy shelf. I tried to follow the green on the jogging tracks. I waited for the

red to emerge out of taxis on Friday nights, out onto the street. I watched the

rainbow arc over the western sky. The light was westerly and distant, the city

center far away. Mom never took me there. Itäkeskus was closer, its stores and
drifters. You could easily have imagined Helsinki as merely Kontula, had others

not been to the city center and told about it at school. The noise, the people, the

kids talked about it and Nikolai listened. Ze too would have liked to go there, ze

expressed zir wish to me, who stole it from zir. Ze didn’t get to go there because I

was the one who had to go. I, Nastassja.

Itäkeskus becomes Siilitie and Herttoniemi. There’s sand on the floor. The

wall is dotted with stickers. Somebody’s beer has spilled. I’m traveling far, farther,

far enough so that my presence can no longer be sniffed out in Kontula. But the

closer and the farther I am, the more afraid I am. I’m afraid of not passing. I’m
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afraid that every morning when I wake up I will never have completely forgotten

the past. I’m afraid that I won’t be taken seriously as who I am. I’m afraid that I

will never become the woman that I’ve always been. I’m afraid that everything will

stay the pale gray it has always been.

That’s the way it was in the east, where the buildings look like they were

made of concrete Duplo blocks. The only colorful stripes in the rug are the thin

grass green and the thin sky blue, because the gray stripe in the middle is the

thickest and the awfulest and therefore the dearest to East Helsinki, which is like a

cement mixer that you can look into and see the slurry slopping around. And it’s

out of that slurry that the suburb was mortared, and together they form a concrete

giant—Kontula its left butt cheek, Myllypuro its right, Herttoniemi its left arm,

Vuosaari its right, no point naming all its body parts, the worst always comes in

pairs—and that giant plays its giant games with the metro trains, and I was born

by the tracks and knew that I was picking from the giant’s toy box the one single

train on which I would be leaving, taking with me all my memories, which are

shaped like the giant’s butt cheeks, and the snow, which is just cement dust.

Actually I’m smuggling all that in my body because it is like Kontula on its worst

days, formless and hollow. Maybe someone will love it one day. Mom, anyway.

Even in Kontula, she would always say when I was little, the sun does eventually

come out.

I dig my phone out of my bag. I am not at all sure I’m up to this, studying,

living. I want to call Mom. I unlock the phone and see that I’ve received a text

message. It’s fromMom. You’ll be fine, she writes, and then describes the poppies

I planted in the spring, which survived against all odds, though ze sometimes

forgot to water them, though conditions weren’t always the best for them to grow.

I drop the phone back into my bag and clutch the cardboard box in my lap

tightly. The darkness rolls past in the tunnel outside the car windows. I push my

hands into the darkness and feel the thought in my fingertips. I stroke its edge, feel

for a protrusion that I could get a grip on. I stretch and reach, go up on tiptoe and

jump. I pinch my fingers down on the thought and pull it slowly back to me—

and I’m on top of things again. The train jerks on a gentle curve. I’ll be there soon.

Awoman’s voice announcesmy stop. The train arrives in Sörnäinen. I can take the
escalator up to the street, and for a moment I’m chuffed—though I know that it

won’t be that simple.

Nastassja

The high school boiled over in an instant when Nastassja stepped into the build-

ing. Ze imagined ze was stepping onto a stage with no rehearsals, not knowing zir

lines. The prompter wasn’t on duty either. Ze stood in the hall, not knowing

which way to go. As if ze had never set foot in the building before. Where was zir
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biology class, where was the chemistry lab, and where was the girls’ bathroom?
That’s where ze wanted to go now.

Nastassja vomited zir breakfast into the toilet bowl and wiped zir lips. The

taste of the sour juice and the sweet chopped rye bread in zir mouth. Someone

knocked on the stall door and Nastassja asked zir to wait. The knocking did not

stop, and a man’s voice ordered zir to unlock the door. Nastassja did not obey. Ze

wiped sweat off zir brow. Finally the door flew open and the man grabbed Nas-

tassja by the lapels. “Get the hell out of there, now, you perv!”

The man dragged Nastassja, reeking of vomit, out of the girls’ bathroom

and threw zir down in the corridor like a whipped puppy. The man kept kicking

the animal, and the high school kids that gathered around watched the action and

whispered to each other. The boys whistled and shouted, “I’d do her! I’d do her!”

A condescending smile flashed on the teacher’s face, and the girls said they knew

what store Nastassja’s skirt had been bought in. “Fifty euros,” one whispered to

another.

The teacher pushes Nastassja into the principal’s office and stood next to

zir, waiting. The principal opened zir door and asked them to come in. The teacher

sat Nastassja down in a chair and remained standing zirself, as if to make sure the

dog didn’t escape and bite some unsuspecting passerby on the ankle. The principal

talked, asking, “What’s the idea, what’s the gimmick, what were you thinking? Sure,
it’s hard to control your impulses, and easy to overshoot, when you’re trying to

get close to the opposite sex. Fortunately, all’s well that ends well. No one was

degraded, no girl was hurt.”

Nastassja sat silent, staring at the floor. Remembered the corridor where zir

womanhood had been tossed a moment before. The teacher had trodden zir way

over the top of zir, rubbing zir blouse with worn leather shoes like a welcome mat.

Nastassja could feel the rage smirking inside zir. Ze hated men. Ze wanted the

teacher and the principal dead, and wished they were as naïve as Nikolai had been
in trusting the air mattress’s support. Climb into my arms, I can support the both of

you, the air mattress had assured zir, and then flipped over.

Nastassja wept, and zir weeping was taken for remorse. “Come on, big

guy,” the principal tried, but Nastassja shook the comment off zir shoulders and

raised zir tear-spotted and twisted face to the principal. “I am a girl. What I did in

the girls’ bathroom was not perverted. I have a dick, but it’s just a hose that means

nothing to me. But I also have the most wonderful cunt in my head, and I don’t

want to show that to the boys.”

The teacher was about to step over and smack Nastassja in the back of the

head. Ze saw the movement in the reflection on a painting on the wall. But the

principal held up a restraining hand, and the teacher retreated back to the door.
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The silence stared at Nastassja from all directions, and the principal’s face tensed

for a moment into all possible options available to zir.

“Let’s get the parents in here,” the principal decided, and Nastassja sighed.

“I don’t have a father.” Nastassja sensed how the penis in the man’s pants

swelled with pure testosteronic pride, and how the principal’s and the teacher’s

glances shot each other telepathic sparks as a sign of mutual understanding.

Nastassja could feel zirself flowing out of zir clothes and onto the floor.

From there she was swept up and dumped outside the principal’s office to wait.

Now and then the door to the hall would open and someone would peek out to

make sure Nastassja was still sitting there; zir body had apparently not yet been

found, though the circumstantial evidence of zir death was suggestive. The gazes

of the curious trotted across the floor to Nastassja’s feet, and ze was tempted to

step on them, squish them flat, but they were too quick and dashed back to their

owners who, in the agony of their intense joy at zir misfortune, reluctantly closed

the door and continued on their way to their next class.

Nastassja waited. The secretary walked by a few times and stared at zir.

Nastassja fingered the hem of zir skirt and clicked zir heels together. Zir silk blouse

hung lifeless on zir upper body, and the collar was tight beneath zir Adam’s apple.

On zir third pass the secretary slipped zir a filled cookie and rushed back into the

copy room. Nastassja turned the cookie around in zir hand and then gnawed it in

half and away.

Finally zir mother burst into the outer hall to the principal’s office, sweaty.

Ze looked around, panicky, looking for a moment like ze didn’t recognize Nas-

tassja, because ze was expecting to see Nikolai. This was so new to zir too, that for a

moment Nastassja wished everything were different, that ze were Nikolai and had

gotten into a fight with another boy over some girl. Had been sitting in the prin-

cipal’s office with the red flush of anger on zir cheeks, wiping zir nosebleed on zir

sleeve, feeling a deep sense of pride.

* * *

Zir mother stared at Nastassja, thought for a moment, and then walked up to zir.

Ze squatted down and took the girl’s hands. Stroked zir cheek and tasted the dried

salt on zir finger. Ze closed zir eyes and wished everything were different. Ze might

have had a son who got in fights. Or a daughter who was in precisely the right

body. Not a transgender child languishing in between. Who weeps while trying to

print zirself out on paper, and then trying to jump out of that paper.

Ze swallowed zir thoughts. The fury rose in zir. Ze burst into the princi-

pal’s office, and when ze didn’t find the man in there, ran into the coffee room

and shouted that ze had a few things to say. Returned with the principal and the
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teacher on zir heels, leaving Nastassja in the hall, saying shut the door. Ze sat in the

principal’s chair and rapped the table with zir fingers. “If this is about something

other than that my son is dressed like a girl, I apologize and will listen to what you

have to say, but if by some chance things are as I suspect they are, you’re going to

sit there and listen to me. Got it?”
The two men nodded. The principal looked at zir mother, but the teacher

looked out the window.

“I have a daughter, not a son. No matter how much I might wish I’d given

birth to a man, I gave birth to a woman. Call it my fault. Call it my fault, too, that

ze doesn’t have a father. I take responsibility for my child. I hate zir. I love zir. I

grieve on zir behalf, and good God how I’d like to beat that woman out of my son.

That hag who has gotten zir claws into my Nikolai’s flesh. I’d also like to snatch

the life out of my son. Rub him out of existence. Forget he ever was. Those are the

feelings I’m struggling with. I’m doing that for everyone else. Everyone, do you

hear me? For my son, for my daughter. For you two. The only thing my daughter

will have to worry about is finishing school and getting the hell out of Kontula.

The only job you’ll have is to teach my daughter all the world’s capitals, Crusades,

noun cases, irregular verbs, derivations, and cell division. Zir classmates’ job is to

tend to their own business. And if you as adults don’t make sure that that’s what

happens, I’ll come in here every day until the matriculation exams. I am zir mother

and you’ll do as I say.”

Zir mother stood, walked out of the office and directed Nastassja into the

corridor, offered zir a mint to take away the taste of vomit in zir mouth, and asked

what class ze had next. The girl thought amoment and then headed for the language

lab up on the third floor. The mother could hear the daughter’s steps through the

floors, their heavy rhythm. Ze was like a ghost stomping around in the attic. Zir

heels clicked, zir chains rattled, the hem of zir gown dragged across the floor. The

girl waited alone until the bell rang the end of class, and then followed the teacher

into the classroom. Sat down in zir own booth, fitted the headphones over zir ears,

and waited for the teacher to read their instructions into the microphone.

Douglas Robinson, chair professor of English at Hong Kong Baptist University and author of more

than twenty monographs on language, literature, culture, translation, rhetoric, and gender, has

been translating from Finnish to English since 1975. His monograph Transgender, Translation,

Translingual Address is forthcoming in 2019.
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F A S H I O N

Emmett Ramstad’s
Touching Each Other

EMMETT RAMSTAD and FRANCISCO J . GALARTE

Editor’s Note

Francisco J. Galarte

For this issue, the TSQ fashion section features the sculptures of Emmett Ram-

stad. Photos of his sculptures are accompanied by a statement by Ramstad, as

well as notes related to the production of the sculptures. The accompanying

notes highlight the significance of memorialization, intimacy, and collectivity in

the collection of sculptures. As Ramstad notes in the statement below, Touching

Each Other features undergarments and grooming tools to highlight the worn

patterns of everyday life: bent bristles, worn socks, and folded underwear. Ram-

stad provokes us to reconsider the intimate garments that rub up against our

skin and protect our skin as sites that are private and reframes them as sites

of difference and collectivity. Ramstad’s work provides an alternative frame for

thinking about fashion, fashioning, garments, and grooming. The play between

the public and private open up how we might think about intimacies and how

futurity can and does emerge from everyday repetition, folding, and brushing.

The sculptures in Ramstad’s Touching Each Other is a provocation (in form and

style) to consider how trans* fashioning(s) challenge how we might think about

trans* embodiments, collectivity, desire, intimacies, and vitality. In preparing this

feature, Ramstad included informal notes about the sculptures that I chose to

include alongside the photos of the selected pieces for the feature, to function as

though we are being led through the exhibit by Ramstad.
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Figure 1. Untitled (James), 2015. Folded underwear, shelf, 5 · 5 · 4
in. Photograph by Emmett Ramstad. James routinely gives me his

undergarments that he no longer needs or wants. This pile of

underwear is folded the same way he gave them to me. They

memorialize a queer sharing of resources, the intimacy of friendship,

but also his personality via his method of folding underwear.
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Figure 2. Untitled (Kelley), 2015. Darned sock, darning egg, 10 · 3

· 10 in. Photograph by Emmett Ramstad. I have worn white athletics

socks for as long as I can remember, despite their being distinctly

uncool, and when I started collecting for Touching Each Other, one

of the items I solicited was socks with holes so that I could teach

museum visitors to darn (mend) socks. This sock was my friend

Kelley’s. I darned it and then displayed it on a wooden darning

egg leg.
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Figure 3. Untitled (Moe), 2016. Folded underwear, shelf, 5 · 5 · 8

in. Photograph by Minneapolis Institute of Arts staff. Moe gave me

a brown bag full of crumpled underwear that no longer fit him. I

folded and stacked them to act as a companion to James’s underwear.
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Figure 4. Individually We Come Together, 2016, detail. Worn socks, latex paint, shelves, dimensions

variable. Photograph by Sean Smuda. Each sock in Individually We Come Together was folded using methods

shown to me by friends, family members, and strangers during my years of working with socks. Each

sock represents a different sculptural form. Each sock was coated with latex paint and displayed on an

individual shelf. I have never had such a wide range of emotional response from non-arts folks to an artwork

I have made—it seemed to deeply resonate with audiences on a personal level (often through the humor

of the piece).
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Figure 5. Domestic Partnership, 2016, detail. Thirty-foot-long toothbrush holder, 180 donated used

toothbrushes, 8 · 4 in. · 30 ft. Photograph by Emmett Ramstad. Inspired by the Supreme Court

ruling for gay marriage, this thirty-foot-long toothbrush holder imagines a queer futurity outside

the standard four-hole family toothbrush holder. It took me a year to collect the 180 used

toothbrushes from individual donors, and more than one dentist expressed concern over exhibiting

used toothbrushes.
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Artist Statement

Emmett Ramstad

The sculptures in Touching Each Other originate from collections of used

domestic objects such as worn toothbrushes, socks with holes, and shabby

underwear that I solicit from friends, relatives, and lovers. On display together,

the resulting sculptures act like portraits of their original owners, cataloging a

minutia of differences and commemorating a sea of similarities. Everyone folds

their socks differently. Everyone wears down soap in a particular way. Even the

bristle pattern of a worn toothbrush reveals something particular about its owner.

Yet these items are universal. Collecting and publicly exhibiting objects that rub

up against our most private places, I also seek to highlight the intimacy and

collectivity of such items.

This work is shaped by an interest in the history of queer archival practices

and queer history. Post-AIDS, preserving queer culture has meant archiving even

the least interesting and most domestic objects as relics—to mourn the dead, but

also to imagine the horizon of queer futurity. To share these items publicly is to

defy the rule that grooming is personal and private. The worn quality of my

materials forces a reckoning with the dirty familiarity of bodies and their detritus

and intervenes on the sterility of contemporary art spaces.

Touching Each Other included a daily sock sorting in the gallery and sock-

darning lessons in the Period Rooms of the Minneapolis Institute of Arts. For

more information visit www.emmettramstad.com.

Emmett Ramstad is an artist whose work investigates the intimate ordinary through sculptural

representations of bodies and their detritus. Ramstad lives in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and has

exhibited artworks nationally and internationally, including solo exhibitions at the Minnea-

polis Institute of Arts and the Rochester Art Center.

Francisco J. Galarte is an assistant professor of gender and women’s studies at the University

of Arizona, where he teaches Chicana/Latina studies and transgender studies.
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B O O K R E V I E W

Vernacularizing Trans Thailand

DREDGE BYUNG ’CHU KANG

Queer Bangkok: Twenty-First-Century Markets, Media, and Rights

Edited by Peter A. Jackson

Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011. 320 pp.

Bangkok is a queer site good to think with. The Thai capital has one of the largest

and most vibrant LGBT communities in the world, long in history and diverse

in subcultures. The scene is simultaneously familiar and incomprehensible to for-

eigners. This makes Bangkok unique yet compelling for comparison. Queer Bang-

kok: Twenty-First-Century Markets, Media, and Rights, edited by Peter A. Jackson, is

an important and exciting publication from the Hong Kong University Press Queer

Asia Series. Jackson, whose work pioneered Thai sexuality studies, is both an editor

of the series and a professor emeritus of Thai cultural studies at the Australian

National University. The chapters are drawn from papers presented in the genders

and sexualities stream of the Tenth International Conference of Thai Studies held

in Bangkok in 2008. Contributors to the volume hail from ten countries (only one

chapter is by scholars based in Thailand), with significant representation from

junior scholars.

Queer Bangkok includes an introduction and thirteen chapters organized

into three parts. Topics and methodologies include activism, ethnography, film

and literary studies, legal analysis, attitudinal surveys, and public health inter-

vention research. Part 1 tracks how market forces and media have buoyed and

transformed Bangkok at the turn of the century into Southeast Asia’s “gay capi-

tal.” As Jackson notes, the dramatic expansion of queer (mostly gay) commercial

spaces in Bangkok has occurred outside tourist zones. This makes the boom

relatively invisible to foreign, and especially Western, observers. Part 2 examines

Bangkok’s central position in regional and global networks, as both a receiver and

source of queer cultural transformations in Asia and beyond. This section astutely
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recognizes that, in the early twenty-first century, LGBT inter-Asian connections

and regional networks have become more important than ties and influence from

the West. Part 3 addresses issues of social inequality and organizing around LGBT

rights. This section highlights the persistence of discrimination and the limita-

tions of sexual diversity organizing under Thailand’s volatile political situation. A

key goal of the book is to problematize the stereotype of a Thai “gay paradise”

accepting open homosexuality, gender variance, and sex work.

Queer Bangkok outlines contemporary shifts in queer cultures, particu-

larly in relation to the “Asianization” of queer Bangkok, or the increasing mutual

influences of other parts of East and Southeast Asia on the political, economic,

and symbolic realms of everyday life. Alex Au, for example, describes the essential

role of Bangkok in the organizing and development of the gay community in

Singapore. Bangkok has become the crucial node linking LGBT people in the

region. But this is not just a matter of community size. Rather, it is about dynamic

changes in the reorganization of Asia and the role of Asia in the world. Queer

Bangkok thus emphasizes the processes of “glocal queering” in “Thai vernacular

queer modernity,” or the particularities of queer life that on the surface seem the

same everywhere but in fact are highly localized. Nikos Dacanay, for example,

describes the class and racial dynamics of gay cruising in saunas. In these spaces,

middle-class Thai men may specifically avoid the advances of farang (Caucasian)

men to avoid interpellation as sex workers. Thai genders, sexualities, and desires

are not simply borrowings from “theWest” (or East), nor resistant to them, but are

dialogically engaged hybrid practices shaped by colonial-era and contemporary

power relations, national discourses, and cultural resilience. This resonates with

recent scholarship in queer Asian studies that explores cross-border, regional, and

diasporic phenomena rather than modernization orWesternization (Wilson 2006;

Sinnott 2010). Queer Bangkok exemplifies this trend in contemporary research.

Queer Bangkok builds on scholarship that decenters the West as the locus

of progressive trans viability while interrogating the notion of a trans paradise and

an essentialist trans solidarity across national, racial, and class divides. If studies of

gay men are the foundation of Western queer theory, studies of kathoey (the “third

sex” and, especially, trans women) are a cornerstone of Thai queer studies. This is

reflected in Queer Bangkok. Of the thirteen chapters, three focus on transgender

issues and another five chapters explicitly include trans in the analysis. What is

underrepresented is female-bodied genders and eroticisms, including dee, les, tom,

and trans masculinities. Jackson notes that this reflects the underdevelopment of

academic research on these subjects. Megan Sinnott’s and Douglas Sanders’

contributions do show that lesbian organizations, in particular, have been critical

to LGBT activism in Thailand. In the remainder of this review, I highlight the

primary contributions this anthology makes to transgender studies.
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Thailand’s “amazing” status includes its large, visible, and often spectacular

transgender population, including kathoey kickboxing stars. Stéphane Rennes-

son’s contribution, “Competing Cultures of Masculinity: When Thai Transgender

Bodies Go through Muay Thai,” argues that the popularity and mediatization

of two kathoey muay Thai boxers in the late 1990s signifies the continuing self-

civilizing management of gendered Thai bodies within Thailand and in the inter-

national gaze. Rennesson suggests that the participation of kathoey, who are more

androgynous during their gender transition, in a hypermasculine sport, personifies

contradictory cultural attitudes toward masculinity. Kathoey can exemplify both

artistry in the beautiful management of bodies and morality in the control of male

violence. Furthermore, as kathoey are seen as a national idiosyncrasy that differ-

entiates Thais from the world, their boxing prowess can represent self-defense of

the nation. Views toward kathoey may have evolved since this time. I have found

that Thai attitudes toward kathoey are more ambivalent (Kang 2012). Kathoey, as a

national idiosyncrasy, are also a national embarrassment, particularly in mascu-

linist discourses about the strength of the nation. SerhatÜnaldi’s assessment of the

representations of kathoey in this volume also suggests that portrayals of kathoey in

Thai cinema are becoming more positive.

Bangkok is the world leader in gender reassignment surgery (GRS) and a

hub of medical tourism. In “The Romance of the Amazing Scalpel: ‘Race,’ Labour,

and Affect in Thai Gender Reassignment Clinics,” Aren Z. Aizura provides a

highly nuanced account of GRS targeting foreigners. In addition to beliefs about

the superior skills of Thai GRS surgeons, non-Thai trans women’s Orientalist

fantasies of Thailand and Thai women’s ultra-femininity (promoted by clinic

advertisements) might make a client believe that her transformation “over there”

will be more successful, that she will become more beautiful. The care, nurturing,

and transmission of affect provided to Caucasian patients facilitates “feminine-

‘feeling’” (147). However, the same level of service might not be provided to Thai

and other Asian patients. Some racialized trans bodies carry more value and are

provided more attentive service. The affective labor of producing trans sub-

jectivities in these clinics thus brings nation, class, and race to the fore as they

intersect with tourism, cross-cultural gender norms, and local histories of GRS.

Aizura also complicates the exploitation of third-world caregivers and situates

the study within a larger context of trans bodily autonomy, neoliberal health care,

and Euro-American surgical cultures. Aizura acknowledges the variation in GRS

clinics, including elite establishments (where he primarily conducted fieldwork),

the only public hospital still providing GRS, and shop houses popular with Thais.

Indeed, there is a three-tier system of (1) “international” grade, hospital-based,

GRS and cosmetic services targeted toward foreigners from developed countries

and wealthy Thais; (2) legitimate clinics that cater to Thais and lower-income
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foreigners from places such as China, Vietnam, Indonesia, South Asia, and Africa;

and (3) unlicensed practitioners that serve low-income Thais. Future research

could include a comparison with the second tier, which caters primarily to Thais

and trans women from developing countries, especially in relation to the use of

affective labor.

Thai trans social psychiatrics are complex. Aizura notes that while GRS in

Thailand does not require psychiatric assessment, surgeons catering to a foreign

client base may require evidence of it to legitimize their practice along interna-

tional WPATH Standards of Care. Yet, as both Sinnott and Sanders note in this

volume, homosexuality has previously been classified as a psychological disorder

and social problem. The Thai military stopped labeling trans women as severely

and permanently mentally ill on Sor Dor 43, the military conscription fulfilment

certificate, only in 2011 (the same year as the publication of this anthology). In

“Transpeople (Khon kham-phet) in Thailand: Transprejudice, Exclusion, and

the Presumption of Mental Illness,” Sam Winter asserts that the presumption of

mental illness supports and promotes prejudice against trans people. Winter

reports on research he has published on the attitudes and beliefs of undergraduate

students in the Bangkok area. The figures he provides are surprisingly unsup-

portive of trans people in what is considered a relatively trans-tolerant society.

Winter identifies the obvious bias of a young, educated, urban sample, but, as he

also notes, in Thailand it cannot be assumed that this group is more open to

transgender issues than other populations. Winter’s survey research, conducted

in collaboration with other researchers in seven countries (the United States, the

United Kingdom, China, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand),

correlates the presumption of mental pathology with prejudicial attitudes and

discrimination against trans women. The Thai sample follows this trend. Winter

also reports on legal issues that affect trans people, especially trans women. The

inability to reclassify their sex on identity documents proscribes marriage with

partners of the same sex assigned at birth and the adoption of children, and it

leads to employment discrimination.

Winter’s chapter, however, makes claims that are sometimes overly broad.

He assumes that trans people cannot hide their identity the same way that gays

and lesbians can. However, tom (masculine women who desire relationships with

other women), tut (sissy or queen), and other gender-expansive individuals who

“show out” (sadaeng ork) are also highly visible. Open gender nonnormativity,

and subsequent social sanction, are not limited to trans people. Trans women in

urban Thailand have experienced high rates of HIV, but since the mid-2000s the

rates have been lower than those of gay men. At least two organizations, Sisters

and SWING, have consistently targeted trans women, especially sex workers, with

HIV prevention for over a decade. Winter questions where the presumption of
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mental illness comes from but does not summarize its institutionalization and

dissemination in Thailand and does not problematize Thailand’s “gender plu-

ralist” past. Without situating this history, a comparison with the West in which

the former diagnosis of gender identity disorder was being increasingly scruti-

nized, Thailand is set up as “behind.” Winter notes that Judeo-Christian and

Islamic religion plays a role in trans prejudice in other parts of the world but

changes topics before mentioning the role of Buddhism. Finally, Winter pays

scant attention to trans women’s organizing. Overall, the chapter gives the

impression that Thailand is lacking on trans issues without providing adequate

context (some of which appears in the preceding chapters by Sinnott and San-

ders) to evaluate its specificity.

Queer Bangkok is a superb contribution to queer Asian studies. Its fore-

most contribution is its decentering of the West as the locus of queer globaliza-

tion, cultural evolution, and political progress, especially through the elaboration

of inter-Asian regionalism. Thailand remains a key site for trans studies. Cases

in this anthology on sports, GRS, and mental illness expand our understanding

of Thai trans issues locally and in transnational context. Aizura’s contribution, in

particular, is groundbreaking and provides a new model for theoretical innovation

by employing intersectional analysis and affect theory in transnational contact

zones. Potential Thai trans research could examine the regionalization of trans

identities, media, politics, and practices. Queer Bangkok would be a particularly

useful text to teach regarding non-Western trans and queer studies in addition to

global and inter-Asia sexual flows. Individual chapters would also be particularly

useful in covering topics such as capitalism and sexuality, ethnography of media,

and the juxtaposition of nationalism and global forces in contemporary queer life.

Dredge Byung’chu Kang is an assistant professor of anthropology at the University of Cali-

fornia, San Diego. His research focuses on race, gender, sexuality, class, and transnationalism in

Thai and inter-Asia contexts.
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When Queer Theory Meets Tongzhi
in “China”
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Queer/Tongzhi China: New Perspectives on Research, Activism,

and Media Cultures

Edited by Elisabeth L. Engebretsen and William F. Schroeder,

with Hongwei Bao

Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2015. xiii + 274 pp.

In recent years, with globalization becoming a key research agenda across the

humanities and social sciences, there have been two concurrent developments

within the fields of queer studies and Asian studies. On the one hand, proponents

of the model of “global queering” like Dennis Altman view globalization of the

US models of gay identity as producing what he terms “ordinary gayness” (1996).

On the other hand, many queer theorists critique the Eurocentrism of Altman’s

position, and their works signal a transnational turn through the models of queer

diaspora, queer of color critiques, and critiques of queer liberalism and homo-

nationalism.1 Overall, the transnational turn in queer theory charts alternative

modes of belonging by queers who do not center the assimilationist models of

US nationalism or the hegemony of Euro-American empires. However, it is fair

to say that the critique of US-centrism within queer theory actually means that

Asia, not to mention the People’s Republic of China (PRC), remains untapped

within the intellectual agendas of queer studies. This is because the critique of

the West often recenters Eurocentrism. Yet, the reverse efforts to apply a local or

indigenous perspective by some Asian studies intellectuals oftentimes confine

LGBTand queer studies of China and the Sinophone world (Hong Kong, Taiwan,

and other Sinitic-language communities around the world) within the existing

model of area studies. The conundrum of China caught between the globalizing
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impulse of queer theory and the Cold War legacy of area studies points to the

continuing theoretical problem of what Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih

term the imperial division of labor: “The theorists do theory, while the area

studies ‘experts’ do area” (2011: 6).

By placing tongzhi (同志, meaning “people of the same will” in Chinese)

alongside queer, I wish to point out their transnational crossings, conjunctural

ambiguity, and even mutual becoming. Here, a critical genealogy of the term is

in order.Tongzhi as an identity category is closely linked to the translingual traveling

of language dating back to the nineteenth century. As Tze-lan D. Sang (2003: 102–3)

points out, tongxing’ai (literally, same-sex love or doseiai in Japanese) was coined in

Japan at the end of the Meiji period as Japanese intellectuals translated European

sexology into Japanese, and from which Chinese intellectuals translated into Chi-

nese usage. The neologism of tongxing’ai in Republican China’s (1911–49) discourse

on egalitarian free love also unfortunately led to the reverse discursive medical

pathologization of tongxinglian (meaning “the love of the same-sex” but carries the

medical tone of “homosexuality”).2 The contemporary linguistic morphology of

tongzhi connotes a certain sense of commonality based on same-sex orientation.

The term tongzhi can also be traced to a quote by Sun Yat-sen, which states, “The

revolution has yet to triumph, comrades must still work hard” (Geming shang wei

chenggong; tongzhi reng xu nuli革命尚未成功，同志仍须努力) (Lim 2006: 11).

Within the more local discourse of tongzhi in the 1990s, Chou Wah-shan

stood out as the most vocal proponent of the concept. He writes, “Unlike ‘homo’

or ‘hetero,’ tongzhi is not defined by the gender of one’s erotic object choice but

connotes an entire range of alternative practices and sensitivities in a way that

‘lesbian,’ ‘gay,’ or ‘bisexual’ does not” (2000: 3). While Chou equates similar

destabilizing forces between tongzhi and queer, the source of a world without

sexual binary for him remains traditional China, where a “cultural tolerance” for

elite males to practice sexual relations with subordinate men and women existed.

Chou accuses contemporary religious right-wing intellectuals and antigay orga-

nizations in Hong Kong for forgetting the “Chinese” history of homosexual

tolerance and blindly believing in the British colonial criminalization of sodomy

and medical pathologization of male homosexuality (68). Chou’s binary construc-

tion of Chinese tolerance vs. Western pathologization of homosexuality produces

the unwanted effect of essentializing tongzhi with China-centrism, as well as dis-

regarding the cultural hybridity of tongzhi itself.

As this brief genealogy of tongzhi suggests, tongzhi as a term needs queerness

to rethink itself in all its multiplicity and to be mindful of its ideological inclusion

and exclusion. The fact that queer studies has turned its attention to neoliberalism,

homonormativity, and homonationalism should not lead to the assumption that

queer liberalism means the same thing to queer subjects elsewhere.3 An approach

that dissects how neoliberalism produces new social subjects outside Euro-American
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modernity would be a most welcome critique that truly shows how queer theory

matters for China, and vice versa. The recent collection titledQueer/Tongzhi China,

edited by Elisabeth L. Engebretsen and William F. Schroeder, truly demonstrates

the productive force where queer theory meets China, and how tongzhi politics is

queered from inside out. The editors frame the intellectual agenda of the volume as

a kind of “queer China improvisation” that seeks to challenge some of the premises

of the “hegemonic structures of global queer theory production” (3). In what fol-

lows, I discuss how different essays in the volume complicate the relation between

queerness, tongzhi, and the sign of “China” itself through the perspectives of new

empiricism, activism, and queer epistemology.

The book treats empiricism itself as a nontotalizing method. The use of

data, interview, ethnography, and other quantifiable metrics in several essays of

the book trouble the certainty and conventionality of how we get to produce

queer knowledge in China. Specifically, Schroeder’s piece on the self-reflexive

aspect of doing activism and research on queer China is especially refreshing in

employing a new take on empiricism. It shows that those who might be readily

called queer activists in China would in fact reject the label that they are activ-

ists. Instead, these tongzhi are more drawn to the notion of “play” and simply

having a good time. Schroeder concludes that in “tongzhiChina, this politics of the

everyday is frequently characterized by an emphasis on fun and does not seek to

effect immediate structural change. Rather, it opens up an affective space in which

change is potentiated or felt” (76). Similarly, two studies on the cities of Chengdu

and Shenyang in the southwestern and northern parts of China usefully provide

a scalar approach to the regional within the national, which yields unexpected

historical encounters rather than historicism in the forms of certitude, arrival, and

closure.

Specifically,WeiWei’s research on the organization politics of the Chengdu

Gay Care Organization (CGCO) shows how this regional unofficial nongovern-

mental organization plays with the hegemonic role of the state and the instru-

mentality of AIDS prevention work that dominates public funding for LGBTand

tongzhi outreach work in China. Wei’s study tracks how individual gay male

pioneers like Ziao Zeng and Hong Sheng, boyfriends and owners of the most

famous gay bar in town, Variation, collaborate with the state’s objective of “con-

trolling the spread of HIV/AIDS among high-risk and vulnerable groups” (198).

These queer leaders engage in local and transnational linkages and advocacy work

with the China-UK Project, local journalists, and gay pioneers who represent elder

gay couplehood. In other words, the local and the global here engage in a mode of

queer friction without predictable outcome.

Likewise, Xiaoxing Fu’s study adopts a framework of “social sites” by

examining how gaymen seek eroticism, love, and trusted social networks in places

like public bathrooms, social gatherings, and bars from the 1970s socialist era all
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the way to the present. Many informants recalled that while in the 1980s social

sites like Men’s Street were simpler to negotiate because after a sexual encounter

one could “go to work the next day and leave the keys to” the other man, the late

1990s ushered in commercialized spaces and the fear of blackmail by “fake”male

tongzhiwho sell sex only for commercial purposes (229, 235). Again, likeWeiWei’s

work, this study on gay male social relations in Shenyang demonstrates how

queerness is produced within the time-space differentials that are affected by the

force of postsocialist capitalism. In many ways, the queering of empiricism reso-

nates with what Susan Stryker sees as the radical potential of transgender studies in

“desubjugating previously marginalized forms of knowledge” (13).

How might queer activism enter into the picture of a neoliberal China

dominated by the unbridled force of the market and the powerful govern-

mentality of the PRC? The volume provides various improvisation of how queer

activism might survive the ruses of both capitalism and political censorship. Stijn

Deklerck and Xiaogang Wei’s chapter narrates their pioneering roles in found-

ing Queer Comrades, the only independent and the longest-running LGBTwebcast

in China. Without any reservations in their championing of queer political opti-

mism, they show how in their media advocacy work they “choose to increase the

visibility of the LGBT community and appreciate its intricacies both inside and

outside China” (19). Hongwei Bao’s chapter further reflects on the radical potential

of activism by coining the term digital video activism, which is “a means of com-

munity engagement advocated by Chinese queer film directors and activists

[that] encourages people to rethink film as art, media, technology, and institu-

tion” (36). Arguing that Cui Zi’en employs a queer reformulation of the political

genre of “telling bitterness” that disrupts the PRC’s monopoly of public

memories, Bao shows how Cui’s works like Queer China, Comrade China go

a long way toward contributing to China a politics of “queer audibility,” which

“affects Chinese society by making sounds and producing echoes” (51). Yet

another deep engagement with queer activism is evident in Popo Fan’s chapter,

which details his personal engagement in independent queer filmmaking and film

festival tours in China. For Fan, tongzhi “could also be used to refer to anyone who

agreed with our agenda, regardless of their sexual orientations” (87).

The chapter on queer activism by Engebretsen demonstrates how “Chi-

nese queer grassroots activists have developed coping and movement strategies

aptly described by some as ‘guerrilla’ style” (94). Paying close attention to activist

events in Beijing, Shanghai, and Changsha in 1996, 2009, and 2013, respectively,

Engebretsen points out how the earlier queer emulation of the Stonewall com-

memoration in Beijing is connected to the Shanghai Pride’s focus on urban citi-

zenship, which further helps us consider the more public pride event in Changsha

in 2013 as amoment when tongzhi and queers in China are “playing queerly with the
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grey area of holding unauthorized events and public visibility” (105). Altogether,

the set of essays that examines queer activism in China also points to a rich

analytical possibility of queer regionalism, which explores the tensions and inter-

connections between the global cities of Beijing and Shanghai and more regionally

exterior sites in China.4

The last group of essays returns queerness to theory and Chineseness, in

which China and Chineseness are no longer confined within the academic dis-

ciplining of area studies and non-Western particularity. For instance, Ana Huang,

in a smart theoretical move, reformulates the culturally embedded Chinese notion

of face/mianzi as surface, which complicates the binary between gender and

anatomical sex, and the attendant notion of desire as a form of sexual orientation.

Instead, Huang shows how for many lala (a popular term for Chinese lesbians), T,

the more masculine lesbian partner, can appropriate femininity and masculinity

depending on the social situations and his relations with others in workplace and

romantic relationships (115). Huang’s chapter stands out as one that most rigor-

ously engages with the intersections between lesbian and transgender studies.

Her work here demonstrates what Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah called the

embodied positions of transgender subjects, namely, that “they can articulate critical

knowledge from embodied positions that would otherwise be rendered patholog-

ical, marginal, invisible, or unintelligible within dominant and normative organi-

zations of power/knowledge” (2014: 9).

If Huang shows how bodies can be (un)read for their textual surfaces, Ling

Yang and Yanrui Xu provide refreshing readings on queer online literary texts, the

popularization of which led to a whole new generation of queer fandom. Ana-

lyzing three genres of web literature called boys’ love, body change, and superior

women, which tell narratives of beautiful boys who fall in love, males and females

who transmogrify into the opposite sex through time travels, and women who

live in a matriarchal society, respectively, Yang and Xu find ample opportunities

for queering Chinese popular culture. They conclude that online literatures about

gender and sexual fluidity pivot queerness by rejecting “any monolithic under-

standing of gendered or sexual identity” (148). Further adding to the cluster of

work on queer textuality is Qian Wang’s chapter on queer sounds and musical-

ity in the performance and performativity of Chinese pop music. Wang traces

the popularity of Lady Gaga in China as a stardom of weirdness, as “most of her

Chinese fans understood her image as something cool, avant-garde, and weird in

a funny way, but devoid of the LGBT component that is linked to queer identity”

(158). This chapter could have included more in-depth analysis of the work of

Denise Ho and Anthony Wong, two outspoken queer singers from Hong Kong

who have a large fan base in the Sinophone communities across China, Hong

Kong, and Taiwan.
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In a way, Lucetta Yip Lo Kam’s essay on doing fieldwork on lala culture in

Shanghai and Cui Zi’en’s interview with Popo Fan really bring the energy of queer/

tongzhi theorizing to an intellectual orgasm. Kamwrites in an utterly candidmode

of self-searching ethnography by framing herself as an inside outsider (or outside

insider), given the fact that she was born in Shanghai, can speak Shanghainese, but

has since lived and worked in Hong Kong, a Cantonese-speaking postcolonial

region of China. Thus, Kam is both an insider as a Chinese lala and an outsider in

terms of regional location and intellectual background. She suggests that “we need

community-informed knowledge and research perspectives that are developed by

tongzhi themselves” (190). The volume ends with an interview with Cui Zi’en. Cui,

the first gay man and public intellectual/artist who came out publicly in China in

2000, has since produced such films and documentaries like Enter the Clowns

(2002),The Old Testament (2002), Feeding Boys, Ayaya (2003),My Fair Son (2007),

and Queer China, Comrade China (2009). What I find most provocative for the

occasion of thinking queer and tongzhi theory in China is his following state-

ment on artistic comparison and theoretical lineage: “But for me, I don’t have

models—or, models are there for me to reference, to destroy. They’re not there to

condition me” (258). Cui’s statement on creativity as a form of destruction and

deconstruction promises a new avenue of doing queer theory in China, one that

reckons with the hegemony of queer theory production in Euro-America but takes

it to a quite alternative path with no promised finitude.

The collective work of Queer/Tongzhi China charts a bold epistemology of

what Megan Sinnott terms “Asian queer studies” (2010). Working across the often

separate terrains of empiricism, activism, and epistemology, the volume succeeds

by showing how queer knowledge production in Asia and the field of China

studies may be able to engage with each other, in their own ways, “skipping the

universal middle term of Anglo-American queer theory” (Martin et al. 2008: 17).

This analytical turn of sidestepping the universalism of queer theory may serve as

the evidence that “queer Chinese studies is entering a new phase in which diverse

disciplinary registers can easily be crossed or amalgamated” (Chiang 2014: 373). At

the crossroad of transdisciplinary engagement where queer Chinese studies

thrives, it would be curious to see how queer works within the area and national

rubrics of “China” take on some of the newer questions emerging from within

Sinophone studies, which trouble the very ethnic, geographic, linguistic, and

ontological centrism of “China” itself. In other words, when queer theory meets

tongzhi in China, “China” itself could also be queered from inside out.

Alvin K. Wong is a faculty member in comparative literature at the University of Hong Kong.
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Notes

1. On queer diaspora, see Manalansan 2003 and Gopinath 2005; on queer of color critique,

see Muñoz 1999 and Ferguson 2004; on homonationalism, see Puar 2007.

2. For an insightful analysis of the epistemic emergence of homosexuality as a discourse in

Republican China, see Chiang 2010.

3. For an approach that demonstrates how queer liberalism is complicated by the nonliberal

working of power in the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan, see Liu 2015.

4. For how queer regionalism complicates the transnational turn of queer studies, see

Chiang and Wong 2016.
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