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Part One 
From Pigalle to Cybele 





Chapter 1 
She Male 



Photo: Roger Vrollet 
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Along the corridors of this psychiatric hospi-

1al, it's not unusual to encounter such curious apparitions as 

mini-skirted silhouette of a wrestler, wobbling on high 

heels, with shadowy though close-shaven cheeks covered 

over with make-up foundation. This is Robert, a deter

mined transsexual. He does not hesitate to use his fists in 
defense of WLM militants, who are too timid for his taste. 
Robert is on the verge of delirium; now and then, he leaves 

the brothel where he officiates as chambermaid, and takes 
refuge against imminent depression in an asylum. 

Elsewhere, on other borderlines, in cabarets 
and gay nightclubs of all sorts, stunning blonde supergirls 

rnime their universal model, Marilyn Monroe, in playback, 
and save up to pay for the surgery that will complete their 

metamorphosis into "real women." Here the dividing line 
J.l 



SHE MALE 

is unclear between the transvestite, who, in the terms of the 
specialist, is careful to hide the wherewithal to dumbfound 
his neighbor, and the transsexual, who despises and detests 
the burden of a virility that he has always refused with all 
his strength. At night, in the streets of Paris' Pigalle, or 
New York's 42nd Street, or San Francisco's Castro, the 
client with a taste for the equivocal is well served, and can 
no longer tell if this or that superb Brazilian is a woman, a 
transvestite with brand-new, estrogen-cultured breasts and 
a highly virile organ, or a man "transfonned," endowed 
with an artificial vagina, who no longer bears any resem
blance to the man he once was. Plastic surgery to feminize 
the body and facial features (nose, chin, cheekbones, eye
brow-arches, hands, legs) and sex-change operations are 
now common practice almost everywhere in Europe, and 
have long been perfom1ed in the US. Countless young male 
prostitutes go to the expense of these operations, but what 
drives them to such lengths is still uncertain. Perhaps it is 
the market forces of prostitution - i.e., what the client 
wants (which is more saleable, a transvestite with or with
out a penis'?) - or perhaps it stems from an inner convic
tion, a vocation dating from earliest youth. 

One may a1so encounter transsexuals outside 
this marginal universe - and in fact, anywhere at all. Your 
buxom cheese-vendor may be a father of three; priests, 
doctors, nurses, clerks and modest state-employees 
"change" sex. In the Netherlands, a considerable effort has 
been undertaken to facilitate the process. A number of 
interviews with the psychologist suffices to open up the 
possibility of transformation, which culminates in changed 
civil status. Men who become women can marry and adopt 
children: women transformed into men. whose wives, arc 
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artificially inseminated, can be fathers to the ensuing off
spring. Such cases already exist in France, where law re
form is under way, and where the attitude of jurists 
highly avant-garde. The individual right to choose one's 
sexual identity is not far off; moreover, so that this right 
does not depend on surgery which, after all, involves con
siderable mutilation (many transsexuals stop short of the 
final ablation of their genital organs). this right may also be 
extended to those who choose to retain their original sex. 
Thus the law will soon be Stollerian, in that it will clearly 
differentiate sex (organ) and gender (identity). "With 
science fiction becomes reality," one transsexual confided 
to me. 

Hitherto, transsexuals found it hard 
achieve their ends before the age of thirty or more; today, 
nothing can stop those who, barely emerging from adoles
cence, wish to embark on this course. Suicide threats, fre
quent in these cases, constitute decisive arguments for the 
psychiatrists who have it in their power to give the 
ahead. 

In the USA, transsexuality has assumed the 
dimensions of a social phenomenon that now preoccupies 
the feminist movement. In a recent study, Janice G. Ray
mond has sent out a cry of alarm: in her view, transsexuaJ
ity is the latest male ploy designed to ensure man's con
tinuing ascendency in the battle of the sexes. Men now 
compete with women on their own ground, and pose the 
irnmediate threat of turning them into a dying species. Ray
mond quotes the declarations of a so-called "she-male" -

a. man surgically changed into a woman: 
"Genetic woman cannot claim to possess the 

courage. compassion and breadth of vision acquired during 
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the transsexual experience. Free from the burdens of men
struation and procreation, transsexuals are clearly superior 
to genetic women. The future is theirs: in  the year 2000, 

when the world is exhausting its energies on the task of 
feeding six billion souls, procreation will no longer be held 
to be an asset." 

Here, transsexuality might appear to be one 

of the latest expressions of Malthusianism. 

Transsexuality would also seem to play an

other role, that of reinforcing sexual stereotypes, with a 

view to maintaining women in the conventional, subordi
nate role from which they were on the point of freeing 

themselves. Transsexuals' image of women is wholly con
formist, and holds no hope of salvation outside the polar 
extremes of their sexual identification scale: the star and 
the housewife. Like the doctors, psychiatrists, endocrinolo

gists and surgeons whom they consult, transsexuals gauge 
femininity in tenns of the conformity of roles. Hand in 
hand, they construct scales of femininity, and measure 

them with batteries of tests. Permission to u ndergo sex
change surgery is contingent on the results of  these tests, 

which also enable transsexuals to train for their future role, 

in accordance with the ttied and tested methods of behav
iorism. which subjects them to a real conditioning process. 
These scales of "femininity" are now used to determine the 

extent to which "biological" women measure up to their 
role; where they do not, behavioral therapy permits im

proved adaptation. The "Gender Identity Clinics" flourish

ing in several states are in the process of becoming "sex 

control centers", and thus serve the ends of those who wish 
to bring to heel the women who question sexual stere
otypes. For Raymond, transsexual femininity bears no rcla-

/d 
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tfon to that of "naturaln women. Rather, it is a purely mas
culine artefact, a typically male phantasy; transsexual ex
perimentation demonstrates the oppression of women by 
the patriarchal establishment. She sometimes voices the 
suspicion that transsexuality, as an offensive arm in the war 

to liquidate the female of the species, is comparable to 
Postgate's "male-child pill" which, by masculizing the fe

tus, claims to solve the problem of overpopulation. 

If transsexuality marks a response to the 

dream of changing sex, it is  also clearly the object of 

dreaming, and even phantasizing, in non-transsexuals. In 
the final analysis, sexual difference, w hich owes much to 

symbolic dualisms, belongs to the register of the real. It 

constitutes an insuperable barrier, an irreducible wall 
against which one can bang one's head indefinitely. Can 
transsexuality change the nature of this real? 

Such, in any case, is the dream of doctors 
and jurists whose vocation it is to deal in the phantasy of 

seemingly unlimited power - the power to triumph over 

death (that other real), the power to make laws, the power 
to 1egislate human reality flawlessly, leaving nothing to 

chance. Transsexuality is a response to the dream of forc
ing back, and even abolishing, the frontiers of the real. 

Transsexuality, and above all male trans
sexuality, triggers in women the dream of understanding 

the conspicuously elusive essence of femininity, a question 

which confronts women with what is alien to themselves. 
Transsexuals who claim to possess a female soul impris

oned in a man's body are perhaps the only ones who can 

boast a monolithic sexual identity, one that admits of nei

ther doubts nor questions. All male transsexuals have an 
idea, and even a definition, of womanhood. "Women are 

15 



SHE MALE 

kind and gentle," said one; anyone who has had to deal 
with even one women in her hour of truth can only smile at 

this. Beauty is another obligatory feature, and one to which 

we shall return. 
Feminists sometimes think of male trans

sexuals as rallying to the women's cause, chivalrously ab
dicating their manly prerogatives and laying them at the 

feet of women. Some transsexuals, including Robert, seem 
to corroborate this "courtly love" analogy. As Janice G. 

Raymond testifies, many in the USA claim the right to 
swell the feminist ranks. The same "courtly love" analogy 
is found in the case of transsexuals who become "lesbians" 

a few years after their metamorphosis, and who, abandon

ing the quest for love-relations with men who might con
firm their femininity, instead seek this recognition in 
women. 

This tendency towards female homosexual
ity is quite common in transsexuals, and is noted by both 
Colette Piat and by Raymond, who regards it as another 

patriarchal ruse. One of the chapters of Raymond's book is 
entitled "Sappho by Surgery." These "transsexually con

structed lesbian-feminists" (here lesbianism and feminism 
are equated) personify the male phantasy of intimacy with 

women - a truly mental form of rape which, over and 
above female appearances, only serves to reinforce their in

eradicable virility. This form of intrusion seems to aim at 
an insidious mode of control over women, in the manner of 
eunuchs guarding the seraglio. 

Transsexuality is now a social phenomenon, 

and may even constitute a symptom of our civilization. As 
such it is proteiform, and corresponds to a minimal defin�-

16 
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tion that borders on the stereotype: transsexuals may be 
defined as those who demand the modification of their bod

such that they conform to the appearance of the oppo

sex, the underlying conviction be ing that their true 
identity is at odds with their biological sex. Today, trans
sexuality combines an inner conviction and a demand vis

the other. The latter element is new, for it assumes 

is an offer to satisfy it - that of science. TI1ere is no 
transsexuality without the surgeon and the endocrinologist; 

this sense. it is an essentially modem phenomenon. But 

is also the inner conviction, which antedates science. 
text from the 1950s defines it as "the epidemic form of 

an ancient disease." Esquirol had already described i t; and 
texts by Havelock Ellis and Krafft-Ebbing, foremost among 

nineteenth-century sexologists, include observations and 
first-hand accounts of those who were not then known as 

transsexuals. 

17 





Chapter 2 
The Female Drive 

In Psychosis 



Transvestites from Singapore. 
" ... carefu.l to hide the wherewithal 
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Krafft-Ebbing situates the cases corre

sponding to present-day definitions of transsexuality in the 

sphere of sexual inversion on a scale ranging from "psy

chosexual hermaphroditism" to "paranoid sexual meta

morphosis." This transitional phenomenon between homo

sexuality and paranoia is illustrated by a remarkable docu

ment, the moving testimony of a transsexual before the 
tenn was invented, who corresponds in many points to 

Stoner's own definition. This closely detailed autobio
graphical account of the life of a Hungarian doctor fur

nishes more significant information about the transsexual 

position than all the numerous cases of psychiatric litera

ture combined. 

He describes certain features of his child

hood that Stoller has also observed in transsexual children. 

21 
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He was remarkably beautiful, and above all preferred the 

company of his mother, who was "everything" to him. He 
was only interested in girls' gan1es. was often reminded of 

what was suitable for boys, and obediently strove to adapt 
to the proprieties by emulating his fellows and doing his 
best to "play at being a boy." He evokes a fascination, 
from childhood on, with women's hide gloves, which he 
adored to slip on (Stoller, too, notes transsexuals '  pleasure 
in wearing women's clothes, and that of the contact of cer
tain fabrics with the skin). Female attire was also attrac

tive to him as a means of disguise. 
Mocked by his fellows for his girlish ways, 

he painfully endured the harsh physical contact of fabrics 
used for male attire. "Perhaps it was the exceptional soft
ness o f  my skin that first led me to imagine that I was a 
girl." At the age of twelve he formulated a clear prefer
ence for womanhood, and comments, "I know I would not 
have feared the knife to achieve my goal." 

As a young man he was given to onanism 
(Stoller notes the comparative absence of this practice in 
transsexuals). During this act he imagined himself to be 

both man and woman; yet he was not attracted to men. 
During sexual intercourse with a woman, he adopted the fe

male position. 
Profound unhappiness twice drove him to at

tempt suicide. During this period he manifested symptoms 

of psychosis. He once spent two weeks without sleep, and 
experienced both visual and auditory hallucinations: "I con

versed with the Jiving and the dead, as I sometimes do even 
now." 

He qualified as a doctor, and in wartime was 
a volunteer medical officer. He subsequently ma.rrie<t an 



THE FEi\1ALE DRIVE IN PSYCHOSIS 

energetic woman with whom he was deeply in love, and to 
whom he gave himself "entirely,'' with a consummately 
feminine ardor. This union yielded five children. At the 
time he was prey to "feminine discomforts": he felt the 
need to expel something from the region of his prostate 

gland, as if he were pregnant. This period marks the outset 

of sensations of bodily change, culminating when, under 

the influence of hashish, he felt as if his genital organs had 

retreated inside his body, that his pelvis was expanding, 
and that he was developing female breasts. These sensa

tions were "inexpressibly voluptuous." When he woke up 
the following morning, this intense sensual pleasure turned 
to terror at the feeling o f  having been "entirely transformed 
into a woman." This idea continued to haunt him, and "be
came so powerful that even today I wear only the mask of 
manhood; in all other respects, and in every part of my 

body, I feel myself to be a woman." 
He regularly experienced the sensations of 

menstruation, and when having sexual intercourse with his 

wife, his sensual pleasures seemed to him to be those of 
"lesbian love." He fought against erotic temptations that 
made him wish he were "of neutral sex, or neutralized." 
The idea that his social and professional life was merely 

play-acting caused him considerable suffering, as is testi
fied by the following moving passage. which is quoted in 
full: 

"In the end he longs for a time when he can 

remove his mask; but this moment never 
comes. He can find rel ief for his misery 

only in partially assuming the female role, 

23 
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by wearing a piece of jewelry, or a skirt; for 
he cannot go out dressed as a woman. It is 
not the easiest of tasks to fulfil one's profes
sional duties whilst labouring under the im
pression that one is an actress disguised as a 
man, not knowing where it all will end. Only 
religion can preserve us from great sin, but it 
cannot eliminate the pains of a man who 
feels himself to be a woman, and who must 

face and endure a woman's temptations. 

When a man enjoys respect and public confi
dence to a rare degree, yet has to struggle 
with an imaginary vulva; when one returns 
from a hard day of labour, and is forced to 
examine the toilet of the first woman one en
counters. to criticize her with a woman's 
eyes, to read her very thoughts in her appear
ance; when a fashion magazine (I loved them 
from childhood on) fascinates one as much 
as a scientific treatise! When one is obliged 
to hide one's condition from one's wife, 
whose thoughts can be imagined, for she is a 
woman, and who clearly understands that 
one has been transformed body and soul! 
The tom1ents we suffer in our effort to com
bat feminine weakness! Sometimes, espe
cially when one is alone at home, one man
ages to live a woman's life, and notably at 
night, when one can wear women's true at
tire, keep one's gloves on, and wear a veil or 
mask in one's bedroom. This calms the li
bido to a degree, but one's deeply roott�d 
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feminine nature impetuously demands recog

nition. Often, it is satisfied with a modest 

concession, such as a bracelet worn beneath 

one's shirt-sleeve; but inexorably, it requires 

some form of concession." 

He expresses a feeling of solidarity with 

women, whose interests and preoccupations he shares. The 

feminist tone manifests itself in the letter which.he attaches 

to the manuscript: he emphasizes all that his feminine sen

sibility has contributed to his professional life, and deplores 
the fact that women are debarred from practicing medicine: 

"If it were possible, every doctor ought to have to undergo 

a three months' training period as a woman; he would then 

learn to comprehend and to value that part of humanity 

from which he was born, and to appreciate the greatness of 

woman's soul, and the harshness of her lot." 
This case clearly manifests psychotic symp

toms (hallucinations, thought-reading, sensations of bodily 

transfonnation) which are far from being the general rule 

with transsexuals. The question of the structure of trans

sexuals has been discussed elsewhere. Some argue partial 

delusion (this position is frequently held by psychiatrists), 

holding that transsexuality is a psychotic symptom; others 
believe transsexuals to be no more neurotic, perverted or 

psychotic than any representative cross-section of society. 

The latter, who are often non-psychiatric doctors, surgeons, 

and, above all, endocrinologists, believe that transsexuality 

stems from a localized identity disorder which, in their hy

pothesis, is consecutive to hormonal impregnation of the 

brain at the intra-uterine stage. The contradiction between a 

brain of one sex and a body of another is thus the under-
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standable cause of psychic suffering which bodily rectifica

tion ought to resolve. 
From a psychoanalytical point of view, the 

presence or absence of psychotic symptoms of the type 

existing in psychiatric classification can in no way be deci

sive. A structural definition of the psychosis relegates the 

symptomatic aspect to a secondary status. In other words, 

the absence of psychotic symptoms does not necessarily 
exclude the presence of a psychotic structure; and the pres

ence of a given symptom does not in itself give any indica

tion of structure. Indecision as to one's sex, or as to one's 
homosexuality, for example, may be thought of as imagi

nary formations, and in this sense they correspond to ef
fects derived from diverse structural positions. No symp

tom can in itself be assigned to a particular structure. The 
feeling of being a woman trapped inside a man's body (or 

vice versa) admits of radically different interpretations, de
pending on the context. In the same way, the demand for 

sex-change, which in itself is a symptom, may also emanate 

from a woman hypochondriac (this has been encountered) 

who claims to be a transsexual in order to have her breasts 
removed because she is afraid that they may be affected 

with cancer, or from a hysteric who sacrifices herself to the 

power-drive of the doctor who is to perform the operation. 
The hysteric and the surgeon form a willing couple. 

It should nonetheless be emphasized that the 

first cases of transsexuality to be reported by psychiatrists 

and sexologists appear to have been cases of psychosis. 

Lacan argued the existence, in psychosis, of a clear ten

dency towards transsexuality. Freud's study of Schreber is 

exemplary. The transsexual theme is ever-present in his 
delusions, and from the start plays a crucial role in the "ripe 

26 
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rnoment" which triggers the psychosis. "If only I might be 
a woman submitting to the act of copulation!" This phan

takes hold of Schreber, and opens the floodgates to an 
intolerable jouissance, which only the delusions of redemp

can make acceptable. After long years of painful 
elaboration, Schreber assumes the role of God's wife, des-

to engender a new humanity, and can at last enjoy the 
transsexual jouissance to which he is prey in the mirror. 
"From this moment I had undoubtedly understood that, 
whether I liked it or no, emasculation was an absolute im
perative of the universal order of things, and that, in my 
search for a reasonable compromise, the idea of being 
changed into a woman was the only solution left open to 
1ne." 

He now feels authorized to "cultivate femi
nine emotions, thanks to the presence in me of female 
nerves - such is my right, and, in a certain sense, my 
duty ... When I am alone with God, I feel obliged to strive 
with all the means at my disposal...to transmit to the divine 
rays ... the image of a woman steeped in the rapture of vo
luptuous sensations." He concludes his memoirs, "God so 
wishes." God requires a constant state of jouissance, and it 

Schreber's duty to satisfy that requirement. God demands 
that he consider himself as man and woman incarnated in 
one single person, "consuming the act of coitus with my
self." 

27 
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What are the moving forces behind the trans
sexual tendency encountered in psychosis? 

Lacan' s theory furnishes several formaliza
tions that constitute as many keys for a possible apprehen
sion of the transsexual phenomenon. They reflect different 
periods of theoretical elaboration, but prove to be equally 
operative, and indeed complementary. 

The first of these formalizations is the for
mula proposed and commented on by Lacan in the "Ques-
1ion Preliminary to any Treatment of Psychosis," that of the 
paternal metaphor. The second consists of of the formulae 
f(1r sexual identity (Encore, L' Etourdit). The third is the 
Bonomean knot. 

31 
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Lacan's contribution to Freudian theory of 
the Oedipus complex consists in showing that it can be 
analysed in terms of the semiotic theory of modem linguis
tics. The Oedipal phenomenon, when viewed in this way, 
can be thought of as a signifying operation involving the 
substitution of one signifier for another -- in other words, 
involving metaphor. The metaphorical operation generates 
a new signification, one which the signifiers initially 
brought into play not in themselves entail. Metaphor, 
like metonymy, is a way of producing sense by means of 
signifier play. The Oedipus complex is a special example 
of metaphor; it consists in substituting one signifier, the 
Name-of-the-Father, for another, the desire of the mother. 
The signifying effect of this substitution is designated by 
the phallic symbol. The general formula of this metaphor is 
written as follows: 

s g• 
- . 

8' x 

from the Saussurian algorithm, 

s (-1) 
s 

S Signifier 
-· 
s Signified. 

The paternal metaphor is thus expressed as: 

Name-of-the-Father 
Desire of the mother 

Name-of-the-Father 

• 
Desire of the mother 
Signified to the subject 

( 0 ) 
phal.ht1 
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The desire of the mother, i.e., the cause of its 
ore:ser1ce or absence, the logic of its comings and goings, 
constitutes an enigma for the child. In the formula of the 
paternal metaphor, this enigmatic feature is located at the x, 
at the level of signification corresponding to the desire of 

mother. In order to be sure of her presence, on  which 
dependent in all things, the child will try not only to 

a response to the enigma, but also to become what 
seems to him to be the object of that desire, thus fixing it 

and warding off the risk of its disappearance. 
This operation is doomed to failure. The de

of the mother appears to oscillate from one object to 
next in a continuous shift, and its signification proves 

imperceptible. Nothing seems capable of checking this drift 
maternal desire. The absence of fixed limits gives rise 

on the imaginary plane to a yawning abyss, representing as 
much the insatiability of a desire that threatens to destroy 

subject, who vainly vainly offers himself in order to 
it, as it does to the triggering of a question for which 
is no answer. The Oedipus complex involves the re-

placement of this signifier (the desire of the mother, with 
desperately elusive signification) by another, the Name

of-the-Father, and this substitution at last makes sense of 
maternal conduct and speech. This sense is both a response 

the enigma of her desire, and a check on the indefinite 
drift of signification. 

As we have said, this sense is the phallus. It 
admits of at least two different readings. At one level it im
plies that the question of the desire of the mother is deter
mined by the problematic of the difference between the 

and it is in these terms that the question comes to be 
asked. The fact that the mother desires, signifies that she 

33 
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lacks something, and this lack is then represented as the 
absence in women of the penial organ. The symbol of her 
desire thus takes the form of the image of the organ which, 
because it is present in the man, is all the more lacking in 
her. The object of this desire is thus designated by the 
object she lacks and can find in the man. The phallus
bearing father holds the key to the enigma of maternal de
sire as well as the object of that desire; the child is thus 
relieved of the task of aatisfying it. What is more, the 
mother's absences, experienced by the child as a threat of 
annihilation since he is ignorant of the laws that govern 
them, are now endowed with a sense that confers a sym
bolic permanence on this agency,. over and above the alter
nations, in the real, of presence and absence. 

At another level, the phallus symbolizes the 
non-sense of desire. The Name-of-the-Father is here seen 
as the Name of this non-sense: the reason behind the pro
found unreason of desire. As signifier it marks a halt to all 
search for sense, as if the point of non-sense defined the 
limits of all signification. It thus prohibits the pursuit of the 
infinite quest for an answer to the enigma of maternal de
sire - a quest which is confused with that of being its ob
ject, and which therefore proves quintessentially incestu
ous. The Nan1e-of-the-Father signifies to the child that the 
father is responsibe for the enigma. This is knowledge to 
which access is forbidden, and which is located in the locus 
of the paternal Other, which is assumed to have it. This 
knowledge partially merges with the Unconscious. 

Using this metaphorical conception of the 
Oedipus complex as our starting point, psychosis can now 
be apprehended as the result of the lack, in the signifying 
battery that makes up the structure of a given subjeci. of 
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fundamental signifier, the Name-of-the-Father, such 
it permits the metaphorization of maternal desire. La

C(u1 called this absence "foreclosure," meaning that the fa-
has no symbolic existence for the subject: none of the 

!,)ignifiers at his disposal can represent him. This foreclo
$Ure entails all sorts of consequences. some of which are 

related to the transsexual position. Moreover, the 
symbolic existence and foreclosures of the Name-of-the

can only be identified through their effects. The 
Name-of-the-Father cannot be encountered as such during 
analysis, and its presence must be assumed in order to ac
count for phenomena which can only be interpreted in the 
light of its presence or absence. 

The subject's capacity to situate himself as 
man or woman relative to the phallus depends on the sym
bolization of the paternal function. In the absence of the 
Name-of-the-Father as the signifier representing the pater

function in the unconscious structure of the subject, 
ensues a deficiency in the son's capacity to identify 

the father. This may take the form of an imaginary 
consistency of virility. The psychotic's world is peopled 
wi.th a "cursorily improvised" humanity (to use Schreber's 
term) - people reduced to the role of coathangers. Differ
ence of sex is reduced to empty clothing draped on the 
body, and is purely a question of conformity to an image. 
This is corroborated by the Hungarian doctor, who strove 
to emulate other boys. This virile inconsistency may take 
the form of delusions of eviration (cf. Schreber's Entman
mmg); in any case, the penis is merely a piece of flesh 
devoid of all signification unless it is correlated with mater
nal desire. Foreclosure of the Name-of-the-Father may also 
have another effect, one that is close to, yet distinct from, 
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delusions of eviration: the feminization effect linked by 
Lacan to a psychotic identification with the phallus that the 
mother lacks. 

The structure of the unconscious comprises 
four basic signifying terms: the mother and child, the father 
and the phallus. The phallus acts as third term between the 
child and the mother, and as the symbol of the latter's de-

the Name-of-the Father, the fourth term, is what sup
plies the ultimate reason for this desire. In its absence. the 
child falls back on the phallus. which no longer functions 
as third term. The relationship between the child and the 
mother is thus reduced to a dual status: the child identifies 
with the phallus. which the mother lacks. 

In virtue of this identification, the psychotic 
sees himself as feminized, since the girl (who lacks the 
penial organ) is better suited as an imaginary representation 
of the phallus. This was shown by Fenichel, who proposed 
the equation, "girl:::::: phallus". Lacan writes. "Having to be 
the phallus, the patient is doomed to be a woman ... No 
doubt the divination of the unconscious very soon warned 
the subject that, incapable of being the phallus that the 
mother lacks. he is left with the solution of being the 
woman that men lack." 

This "having to be the phallus" merges with 
the requirement of being the object of God's jouissance, a 
requirement to which Schreber is a veritable martyr. 
Schreber's voluptuous pleasures are no more than the 
crumbs of the jouissance he must procure for God: 

"It is my duty to provide him 
with this enjoyment, such as would be in 
keeping with the conditions of existence im� 



KEYS TO TRANSSEXUALITY 

posed upon souls by the Order of Things, in 
the shape of the greatest possible generation 
of spiritual voluptuousness. And if, in this 
process, a little sensual pleasure falls to my 
share, I feel justified in accepting it as some 
slight compensation for the inordinate meas
ure of suffering and privation that has been 
mine for so many past years." 

Jouissance is proof of the subject's identifi
with the phallus. and the appropriateness of his 

being to what the mother lacks. Here the phallus is less a 
symbol than an image - practically a lure - and it occu
pies the place of the lack in order to eclipse it, thus refuting 
appear as the image of the subject's own body as he en
counters it in the mirror, or in the fellow-creature with 
whom he identifies, enabling him to form himself as ideal 

The mirror-image, in which the subject apprehends 
himself as a complete being, is characterized by is unifying, 
totalizing Gestalt. It excludes all lack, and thus can repre
sent what makes up for what the mother lacks. In this way, 
the narcissistic image is equivalent to the mother's imagi-

phallus. Thus Schreberian jouissance, which Schreber 
himself ascribes to the divine Other, is, like the crumbs 
which fall to his share, narcissistic jouissance, enjoyment 
in the female image which he offers to the Other as evi
dence of his non-castration. At once the subject and object 
of his contemplation, Schreber turns the full circle, and his 
jouissance can be compared with the snake that bites its 
own tail. 

The second type of formalization that helps 
us to elucidate the transsexual position, and to position it in 
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relation to psychosis, is furnished by the sexual identity 
fonnulae proposed by Lacan in L' Etourdit and in the 
seminar Encore: 

These fonnulae are based on propositional 

logic. Four propositions, two of which characterize the 
man's side and two the woman's, suffice to determine the 

sexual position of speaking beings. The subjects are as
signed to one side or the other depending on the proposi
tions reflected in their speech. The four propositions define 
four different ways of relating to a single function: the 
phallic function. Whatever one's biological sex, it is one's 
position relative to the phallus that determines whether one 
is a man or a woman. This is the signification of Freud's 

formula stating that the libido is essentially male. 
At first sight, it would appear possible to 

posit the man's side as being characterized by the presence 
of the phallic term, and the woman's side as being charac
terized by its absence (a summary reading of Freud would 
seem to justify this interpretation). Two propositions would 

then suffice, and would, for example, yield the universal 
affirmative proposition "all men have a phal1us," expressed 
as Y x ¢ix , and the universal negative proposition "all 

women lack a phallus," Y x ¢ix . The formulae of sexual 
identity, however, reflect a more complex relationship be

tween the two sexes and this single term, the phallus. 
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On the man's side there is the universal pro
v x � x, "all men are related to the phallic func

" This may also be interpreted as, "all men are prone to 
castration, and live in the shadow of this threat." This uni-

proposition is, so to speak, based on a special propo

which negates it. In order to constitute itself, the 
Whole requires exception, i.e., a term that posits the exis
tence of an outer limit: no inside without an outside. In the 
same way, in order to express the fact that all the lines on a 

of paper are vertical, the existence of at least one 
non-vertical line must be posited. Consequently, this 
proposition V x ¢ix is co-ordinated with another proposi
tion, 3 x ¢ix which negates it and defines its limits: "There 
is at least One who is not subject to the phallic function, 

is not prone to castration." This proposition may also 
read, "There is One who says no to the phallic function, 

or who prohibits phallic jouissance" (this can be imagined 
as the prohibition of masturbation or as a castration threat). 

proposition corresponds to the paternal function, as 

pillar of the Law and the basis of the phallic function, 
whose limits it also defines. This is the place of the Freu

dian primal father, who is supposed to enjoy the jouissance 
all women - being thus unexposed to the castration 

threat, which implies amongst other thing that one cannot 
have them all - and who is also supposed to deprive all 
sons of these pleasures, which is a way of castrating them. 
'fhe paternal function is related to the myth of absolute jou
issance, and at the same time defines this jouissance as 

inaccessible, forbidden, since the phallic function is 

grounded in logical exclusion of this absolute jouissance. 
The universal which characterizes masculinity is thus ex
pressed in tenns of castration, i.e. of the exclusion from 
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absolute jouissance. The fonnula V x cp x signifies "They 
won't get anything"; what characterizes men is that they 
are deprived. 

On the woman's side, this One who says no 
is lacking: H x i:p x. This can be interpreted in several ways. 
If women lack the penis as phallic symbol, this does not 
signify that they do not relate to the phallic function (in the 
sense that might be expressed. V x ¢ix). None of them can 
be said to be excluded from the phallic function, and thus 
from castration. Not one, H x, can be said to have no rela
tions with the phallus,$ x. This formula may also be inter
preted as stating the absence of the castration threat that 
concerns them: no proposition of this type can be enunci
ated, since anatomy can lend it no support. Prohibition of 
incest canriot be expressed, either, since it cannot adduce 
the threat of castration on the woman's side. Logical exclu
sion from absolute jouissance is thus inoperative, and no 
totality, no universal can be constituted. Since the phallic 
function is unlimited, women cannot be collectivized: they 
do not (onn a whole. This is what is expressed by the nega
tion of the universal quantifier V x • "not an women are 
subjected to the phallic function." Women are both related 
and um·elated to the phallic function; their relation to the 
phallic function is of an indeterminate, contingent order. 
Any statement is possible, but only in the sense that noth
ing said about this relation can be false. Because nothing 
can limit the phallic function, there ensues a relationship to 
Jouissance quite different from that which rules the man's 
side. Women are aware of phallic jouissance, and partici
pate in it, but their relation to what constitutes its limits is 
quite different from that of men. The jouissance that dif
feres from phallic jouissance - the jouissance relat�d to 
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jouissance of the Other symbolized in the father of the 
primal horde - is not excluded from their field of possibil

Impossible as it is, this impossibility is not metaphor
as prohibition. This is the source of the supplementary 

jouissance that falls to their share, and which can be termed 
"Other jouissance" (as opposed to phallic jouissance) by 

fact of their special access to the impossibility of the 
Other's jouissance. 

The absence of a limit to the phallic func

tion, together with the absence of prohibition of incest, two 
tenns that are to be interpreted as expressing the lack of 
what might deprive the subject of the possibility of identi
fying with the imaginary phallus - the lack of what would 
thus prohibit absolute jouissance - relate the feminine po
sition to that of the psychotic. Because of the foreclosure of 

Name-of-the-Father, the psychotic, too, is confronted 
with the non-existenceof this One who says "no." This is 
what informs the "feminine drive" in psychosis. 

The feminization induced by psychosis is a 
clinical phenomenon corroborated by observation. Trans
scxualty is, however, something more specific, and must be 
closely defined. Pure transsexuality does not involve psy
chotic symptoms in the psychiatric sense. Moreover, Schre-

did not voice the transsexual's sentiment of being a 
woman impdsoned in a man's body. In his case, one does 
not encounter the transsexual's commitment to femininity. 
He experienced his feminization as a sort of scandalous 

violation, contrary to the order of things; and if he gradu
ally changed his image to that of a woman, it was only to 
submit to the divine will. 

If one is to confine oneself to the st1ict defi
nition of the transsexual position as involving the convic-
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tion of being a woman in a man's body (and vice versa) 
and the transsexual's deliberate decision to stop at nothing 

in order to make the body conform to this conviction, in the 
absence of psychotic symptoms it becomes necessary to 
differentiate this position from that of psychosis of the 
Schreberian type. 

As regards the male transsexual at least, I 
would advance the hypothesis that the transsexual symptom 
stricto sensu (conviction plus the demand for transforma
tion) corresponds to an attempt to palliate the absence of 
the Name-of-the-Father, that is, to define an outer limit, a 
point of arrest, and to achieve a suspension of the phallic 
function. 

The transsexual symptom appears to func
tion as a substitution of the Name-of-the-Father inasmuch 
as the transsexual aims to incarnate The Woman. Not one 
woman in the sense of "not all," implying that no one can 
claim to represent All women - the transsexual's position 
consists of wanting to be All, all woman, more woman than 
all women, and representing them all. This is seen in the 
claim of the "She-male," cited in Janice G. Raymond's 
study, to be superior to biological women. The transsexu
als' feminine ideal is the superstar, The Woman with a 
capital W whose existence Lacan denies, if only from a 
1ogical point of view, since, paradoxically, she is found on 
the man's side, in a: x ¢ix, the myth that there is One who 

is not subject to castration. It is here that we can place the 
logical functions of both the Primal Father and The Woman 

who claims to represent all women. This place of jouis
sance is the locus of the impossible, the place of the jouis
sance of all women - a jouissance assumed to be that of 
the Freudian Father of the primal horde. It is the locus of 
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the jouissance of The Woman, genitive object (that of the 
Jouissance which she provides), and also that of The 
Woman' s  jouissance , genitive subject (the jouissance she is 
supposed to experience in her radical otherness). In this 

castration does not apply: it is the locus of All Jouis

sance and of All Power, that is to say, everything that is 
when one participates in the phallic function; and it is 
loss that constitutes a limit. This final knot enables us 

to the fact that The Woman is one of the Names-of-
the-Father. 

The transsexual position in men would thus 
appear to require two moments that are, at first sight, diffi
cult to distinguish, since the first corresponds to the femi-

position induced by the deficiency of the Name-of
the-Father, and the second involves the rediscovery of 
femininity in the form of The (impossible) Woman as a 
l imit and a substitute for the paternal function. Here we are 

the presence of femininity raised to the power of two. 
The possibility of replacing the paternal 

function, whereby a signifier takes the place left empty in 
the structure due to foreclosure of the Name-of-the-Father, 
finds fonnal expression in the Borromean knot. 

The theory of knots is a recent development 
mathematical topology. The Borromean knot - so
led because it was used by the Borromeans to symbolize 

alliance with two other families - is formed by join
ing three rings in such a way that, should one of the rings 
be broken, the other two will be freed. This singular prop
erty incited Lacan to use the knot to represent the relations, 
i n  the Unconscious, between the three orders: the Sym
bolic, linked to speech, the Imaginary, corresponding to the 
representations associated with the body, and the Real, a di-
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mension made necessary by the fact that it is impossible to 
attribute all unconscious phenomena to the first two orders. 

I 

Although the Borromean knot initially con
sisted of three rings, it may be generalized to an infinite 
number of rings without losing its characteristic property of 
coming undone when one ring is broken. Lacan thus used a 
four-ring knot to express the logical basis of the Oedipus 
complex, involving the knotting of the Symbolic, the 
Imaginary and the Real, with the Name-of-the-Father as the 
fourth tenn. The possibility of replacement means that a 
signifier other than the Name-of-the-Father can occupy the 
place of this fourth ring and hold the knot together. Certain 
symptoms can have this function. Another possibility may 
consist, for example, in the position whereby a fifth ring 
links two others, and holds together four rings which, if 
they were knotted, would otherwise leave one of them free. 
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R 

This new formalization makes it possible to situate 
transsexual position as follows :  in the absence of the 

constituted by the Name-of-the-Father, RSI would be 
unless knotted by a fourth ring, the subject's identifi

with The Woman. This fourth ring, however, only 
the Imaginary and the Symbolic together; the rea] 

unkotted,  and the transsexual 's  demand thus 
that wi ll  adjust the Real of sex to the knotted I 

R 

The Woman 
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Demand for Surgical 
Correction 
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The transsexual symptom would therefore 
seem to have a structural function analogous to that which 
Lacan assigns to writing for Joyce. This enables us to com
prehend the substitution through which psychosis is 
avoided. 

It is this hypothesis which will now be tested 
in the light of transsexuals' own testimonies, beginning 
with the remarkable pioneering work of R. Stoller. 
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A Mother Too Good 
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E Phoro: Andie Berg va. 
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... a fiuure of rnvtholoov. 1nonstraus.AlW'.H1'400 ... " 



The term "transsexuality" w as introduced, at 
outset of the 1 950s, by Harry Benjamin, who proposed 

hom1one treatment to relieve his patients ' distress. But we 
are indebted to Robert Stoller for his attempt to define a 
distinct transsexual structure . He believes he has succeeded 
in isolating its pure form, which he links to one of the 

in the formation of "core gender identity," that is, 
sexual identity as opposed to biological sex. 

Stoller has taken pains to define the features 

t.hat radically distinguish the transsexual from the transves
tite and the effeminate homosexual. Even if the conviction 
of a distinct identity (in contrast with the transsexual , the 
transvestite and the homosexual feel themsel ves to be men) 

and the importance of the penial organ (which transsexuals 
abhor, whereas for transvestites and homosexuals it is a 
source of pleasure) permit an initial sighting, is it not suffi-
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cient for diagnosis in the maze of the clinic. What is at 
stake is not a purely abstract affair: the therapy prescribed, 
that is to say, the possible hormonal and surgical transfor
mation of sex, will depend on one 's definition of transsexu
ality and one 's  ensuing diagnosis. On this point Stoller is 
firm: error may induce psychotic discompensation follow
ing surgery. 

The male transsexual is someone who has 
always felt  himself to be a woman. When dressed as one, 
he easily passes for one. He is feminine, but not effeminate. 
He takes no sexual pleasure from wearing women's 
clothes. Whilst he is  attracted to men, he does not consider 
himself to be a homosexual: men please him inasmuch as 
he feels himself to be a woman, and only if they are hetero
sexuals. In his love-relations, he cannot tolerate any interest 
shown in his penis. If he masturbates, it is in a feminine 
way, for example by pressing his thighs together, and with
out touching his organ. 

But what defines the transsexual is his child
hood, and in particular a certain type of relationship with 
his mother. In fact, the essence of the transsexual is his 
mother. Stoller even goes so far as to question the transsex
ual diagnosis in cases where the mother does not corre
spond to what he characterizes as the typical mother of the 
transsexual. 

In his work at the Gender Identity Clinic 
which is his responsibi1ity, Stoller has encountered several 
extremely rare cases (three or four i n  the space of a decade) 
of four- to five-year-old boys who behaved like girls,  tried 
to dress like girls, and claimed a feminine identity, express
ing in particular a marked interest in feminine finery -
clothes, fabrics and pictures of women. Stoller formed the 
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hypothesis that these were the same children who, if  un

treated by analysis at an early age, would, in adulthood, 
consider themselves as transsexuals and demand transfor
mation of their sex. The rarity of such cases in children led 
Stoller to believe that true adult transsexuals are equally 

and represent only a tiny fraction of those who de
mand sex-change. Yet they are perhaps the only ones for 

whom this solution is indicated. 
These children appear to share a privileged 

relationship with the mother, marked by quasi-pennanent 
bodily contact, either because the baby suffers from disor
ders entailing motor difficulties, or because the mother at
tempts to remedy her depressed condition by continuously 
embracing the child. They sleep for extended periods with 

mother, whose curled figure forms an enclosed, almost 
uterine shelter. They are never parted, and the infant re

mains in the orbit of the mother' s  presence: she is always 
wilhin reach (during interviews with Stoller, the question of 

touching is a recurrent factor). Nothing ever separates 

them, and the mother takes the child everywhere, even to 
the bathroom, as if, in Stoller's terms, there were a perma

nent bridge between them. The father does not intrude on 
this duo, for in the mother' s eyes he counts for little, and 
she is not more important for him (second aspect, often for
gotten, is not to be forgotten). The father is often away 

from home, devotes himself to his work and "hobbies," 
and, for the sake of his own convenience, leaves these two 
beings to each other. 

The child is a source of constant pleasure for 
the mother. He makes her completely happy, and through 
him she attains complete fulfilment - she who, born 
empty, of an empty mother, wanted so much to be a boy. 
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This wish, not quite renounced during adolescence, has left 
her almost empty of desire - unless it be to have a child 
all to herself, a boy to whom she gave a heroic name. He is 
everything to her, just as she is everything to him. They 
live together, skin to skin, often without any clothes to 
separate them. 

A scene typifies this relationship: the naked 
mother, holding her child between her legs while she 
anoints his skin with oils, hours on end. 

"Mother's feminized phallus": such is the 
role of the child in her desire. But, it will be objected, is 
this not a common occurrence? What differentiates this 
particular mother from other Close Binding Intimate (CBI) 
mothers described by Bieber, who confine their sons within 
the enclosure of their intimate environment, and turn them 
into homosexuals? 

Stoller answers this question in the second 
volume of Sex and Gender: it is because her attitude to her 
son is stripped of all ambivalence. Here love for him is 
devoid of hostility, and even of seduction; it is, so to speak, 
a love which is pure, contaminated neither by Eros, the 
demon of lust, nor by Thanatos, the mortiferous desire. 
Unlike other CBI mothers - those of homosexuals, for ex
ample, who imprison their children in the double bind of 
erotic seduction and the threat of castration in the face of 
their dawning virility - the transsexual's mother has no 
desire to be a sexual object for her child, nor does she wish 
him to rival his father, whom she decries. The father is no 
rival - he might as well not exist. The mother is not over
protective like that of the homosexual, who masks her 
hatred with excessive care. The "symbiosis" between 
mother and child does not, in Stoller's view, preclude his 
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physical independence. and this is confirmed by the preco
dexterity of his gestures. 

The transsexual child and his mother would 
seem to realize the dream of a perfect love, one untroubled 

any form of u nfulfilment, that is, by any desire. It is a 
state of union that nothing can dissolve. This at least is the 
picture drawn by Stoller in the second volume of Sex and 
Gender. Yet this portrait of the more-than-perfect mother, 
so completely devoid of ambivalence vis-a-vis her child. is 
a considerable way from the picture he draws in the first 
volume, where Stoller focusses his analysis on the mother's 
penis envy, which her son satisfies by assuming the role of 
both the phallus and a transitional object. Stoller notes that 

envy does not preclude hatred of men; the mother hates 
them all except her son, and all penises are ugly with the 
exception of her son's. The fragments of analyses of the 
mothers reported by Stoller show that this hatred does not 
even spare the child's  own virility. Whereas the second 

volume underlines the absence of conflict between mother 
child, the first highlights the mother' s  absolutely active 

desire,  whose aim is to prevent separation from her child. 
the child's  virility is in itself a portent of that separa

t ion. The transsexual abhors his penis because it symbol
the "splinter in the blessed mother-child symbiosis ." 
mother's desire to castrate her child is openly ex

pressed in her dreams: her son has a splinter in his foot, and 
she says, "Let me take it out." He answers, "No, you'll hurt 
me." "Okay," she says; but she returns later to find he has 
an enormous black hole i n  his foot. When she presses it.a 
huge something with the head of a snake comes out, leav
ing a hole behind it. The son is not aware of the fact that 

has taken it out. The mother recognizes the hole as the 
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female genital organ, and she asks the analyst, "Is that what 
I want to happen to him?" 

Here it is not hatred that is lacking in the 

mother, but the ability to tolerate the way in which her ag
gressivity towards the child is expressed. Stoller comments, 
"Lance' s  mother has bent him to her desires, but in an at
mosphere which is warm, loving, full of overprotective 
anxieties, invisibly mingled with her need to destroy her 
son' s  masculinity." 

Is it possible that, in the passage from the 
first to the second volume of Sex and Gender, a myth has 
been constructed? A myth of origins, of course: the myth of 
paradise retained, which no sin could drive out. 

These distortions seem to respond to the 
needs of the theory of sexual identification which Stoller 
elaborates. Indeed, transsexuality is one of the cornerstones 
of the Stollerian theoretical edifice. The transsexuality that 
interests Stoller is male transsexuality, which he considers 
to be the pure and true. The transsexual gives the wrong 
answers, by default, to the question, "How does one be
come a man?". 

Unlike Freud - for whom the whole prob
lem is how a child with bisexual dispositions, and a libido 
that is ma1e by definition, becomes a woman - Stoller 
cites the discoveries of modern biology and posits that, just 
as "the penis is a masculinized clitoris," so "the male brain 
is an androgynized female brain." Psychic masculinity is 
secondary to primordial femininity, which is the "bedrock" 
of all identity, and the real question is that of the channels 
through which a child who, initially, is  symbiotically iden
tified with the m other, and who is therefore fundamentally 
female, becomes a man. 
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The transsexual who does not i n  fact become 

one carries out the in vivo experimentation that enables us 

to observe this fundamental femininity, conversely, to spec

what normally conditions its transcendence. 

In Stoller' s  view, gender identity, as distinct 

from biologi cal sex, is formed through several stages ,  the 

fundamental of which are pre-Oedipal, i .e . ,  non-con

flictive, depending essentially on a process of imprinting by 

environment during care-taking and dependence on the 

human milieu. This theory i s  largely indebted to ethology. 

Imprinting is at once imaginary modelling, symbolic assig

nation and educative conditioning. 

Stoller distinguishes three layers o f  gender 

i dentity. The first, and the most fundamental for both sexes, 

is the bedrock of primordial femininity, and is formed by 

i mprinting during the primal symbiotic union with the 

rnother in the first few months following birth. The second 
is the core gender identity resulting from the totality of the 

conducts of the entourage towards the child; these conducts 

depend on whether the child is assigned to the male or 

female sex. Whereas the first layer always produces a basi

cally feminine identity regardless of the child' s  sex, mascu
linity is formed during the second stage, which presupposes 

that the period of fusion with the mother is over. The core 

gender identity resulting from the expectations, encourage

ments and criticisms of the entourage forms an unshak

eable basis that will outlast all the vicissitudes of subse

quent identifications. Even perverts and neurotics who 

make transversal identifications with the opposite sex retain 

t his core that enables them to situate themselves without 

hesitation as men or as women. 

The third and final stratum is the Oedipal 
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layer which, unlike the first two, is essentially conflictive 

(rivalry with the father or mother, castration anxiety); 

through the defensive mechanisms w hich the Oedipus com

plex forces the subject to construct, this layer not only com

pletes, b ut also disrupts and complicates, the core gender 

i dentity that Stoller considers to be the most crucial . 

The infant transsexual stops at the first stage. 

According to Stoller, he does not transcend the period of 

identificatory confusion with the mother because of  the 

type of relationship that she imposes, consisting i n  indefi

nitely prolonging the normal symbiotic relationship of the 
first months of  life. If the transsexual feels  himself to be a 

woman, i t  is because he retains this basic feminine identity 

- the bedrock of an human identity - and because during 

the first years of his life nothing has intervened to block the 

formation of a feminine core gender identity: neither the 

mother, nor the father, nor even the school environment has 

checked the young transsexual 's  expressions of his own 

femininity. During analysis, one mother speaks of a veri

table conspiracy on the part of the child ' s  entourage, w hich 
acts as accomplice to this feminine conduct. 

S toller follows Margaret Mahler and Green

son as regards the processes of individuation, which he sees 

as those of rupture with the primal state of the mother/child 

symbiosis. 
This  notion of symbiosis is not particuJarly 

rigorous from the psychoanalytical viewpoint. Those who 

defend i t  tend to forget that it is only useful as a metaphori

cal characterization of the relationship between the mother 

and the neonate; in no way can the mother and c hild be said 

to form a biological unit. On the psychic plane, this meta

phor reflects more the myth of paradise l ost than anything 
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Unity with the mother is a retrospectively con
phantasy grounded in loss or separation that in all 

i::�i,\ses has already been effected. 

The need to reinforce this notion of symbio-
leads Stoller to construct the fiction concerning the 

transsexual 's  mother as being devoid of ambivalence (that 
desire) and as the hannonious complement to her 
But this causes him to neglect what he has nonethe

already underlined: that the child' s  assignation to this 

role entails the eradication of his virility, as is at

by the mother's castration desires. The child is sub
to this maternal desire: he must be the phallus. and 

coercive nature of this obligation is part and parcel of 

requirements of the superego. 
The existence of this phallic problematic dis

confinns the symbiotic hypothesis :  the maternal desire to 
ca."itrate is evidence of an irreducible dehiscence at the heart 

an assumed fulfillment, as is the child's  quest for an 

femininity. His passion for the accoutrements and im

of femininity attests more to a disparity between 
he is and his narcissistic ideal, than to a confusion of 

identity with his mother. In order to become the phallus, he 
contracts a debt. The suffering that grows with him is a wit
ness to this discordance. Moreover, Stoller himself empha-

that fascination with this shiny fashion-magazine im-
of femininity is not that of the mother, who, in this 

sphere, is rather sober. For him it is doubtless more a ques
tion of being The Woman that his mother is not, for she is 

only one woman. 
Even if symbiosis were a biological reality, 

ic could not have any psychic reality. The subject is incon
ceivable without an Other. He only emerges through the 
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constitution of this Otherness. This lies at the heart of logic, 
and of any signifying system: the existence of one term 
supposes the existence of at least one other. Freud said 

much the same thing in his Three Essays on the Theory of 
Sexuality, in which he states that the mother is only appre

hended as a unit from the moment when she is a lost object 

for the child; henceforth she is Other, and this otherness is 
the background to this identification, this demand vis-a-vis 
the Other (or by the Other). which evidences this otherness 

and the lack that it forges.  What constitutes the other is its 

refusal, which conjures up the phantom of its omnipotence; 
this is nothing less than the all-power of response, implicit 

in all demand. 

The first identification is related to this all
power. It corresponds to the primal, oral identification with 

the father discussed by Freud, involving the incorporation 

of his power. Analysts are divided as to whether the 
subject 's  first identification is with the father or mother. 

Freud argues that it is the father, against Jung, who located 

it.on the maternal side, but this antinomy collapses if, in
stead of using the categories marked by imaginarization of 
the all-powerful father or the phallic mother, we use the 

term the symbolic Other, denoting the logical necessity of 

omnipotence as  the correlation of all demand, that is, of the 

very existence of speech. 

The Other' s  logical position, since unmarked 

by castration, can be replaced in the imaginary by the myth 

of the father of the horde as much as by the phantasy of the 

phallic woman. It is the place of absolute jouissance, which 

can be expressed by the formula :a: x ¢> x , in the sexual 

identity quantifiers. This place is as much that of the Name
of-the-Father as that of The Woman who would ·be AH. 
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'l'his primal identification with the all-powerful Other con
nitutes the first ideal - it is both a model, and a pole of 
nercissistic exigency. It includes the phallus, and in a sense 
J'{�quires it. The subject i s  compelled to incarnate the phal-

in the form of a narcissistic image, if nothing can show 
that this i s  impossible. Stoller's infant transsexual is sub
jected to this requirement. It remains to be understood how, 

accordance with a logic whereby the part and the whole 
iue equivalent, the fact of having to be the phallus can lead 
him to wish to be a woman; Stoller's work provides no 
answer to this question. 

The woman as Name-of-the-Father in fact 
marks a limit to this mortifying exigency of the Other. This 

be seen in the testimonies of  adult transsexuals. 
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Chapter 5 

In the Queen's  Presence 

"Even towards evening, you 

will be able to match 
Tiresias and, like him, 

having acted out the Other, 
to divine what I have told 
you." 

Lacan, L' Etourdit 



Queen Victoria. 
" ...  th2 near2st humnnitv a.nnrnacl111s UJ nerft11$nn ... " 



Few autobiographies of transsexuals escape 
cliches of the genre, or are inspired by a concern other 

Lhan for conformity to what, nowadays, is presented as a 
norm. Transsexuals all want to be Stollerians. 

Jan Morris, very British, Oxonian, is no con
formist. He prides himself on owing this to the Oxford 
ethic, which admits of no norms. He is, moreover, a jour
nalist, sometime correspondent to important newspapers, 
and a writer of talent. 

He does not lapse into family psychology, 
and we learn little of mummy and daddy, unless i t  be that 
his  father was "ravaged" and eventually killed by the Great 
War. There is no mention of any symbiosis with the 
mother; yet this is  not for want of familiarity with Stoller, 
whom he cites elsewhere. 
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"Transformed" into a woman by hormones� 
and surgery, he meditates in his book Conundrum on the� 
adventure of his life. Although transsexual convictions can-;l 
not be called into question to the extent that they are\ 
couched in arguments to support the demand for transfor-; 

mation, once the irreparable has made the demand obsolete,, 
there is often an irreducible remainder, and an interrogation' 

whose ends are not always those of self-justification. 
The book opens and closes with the evoca

tion of a scene which Morris appears to think of as the 
heart of the riddle to which he does not have an answer. 
But although he cannot decipher it, at least he describes it 
in detail. It is his earliest memory, and dates back to when 
he was three or perhaps four years old; he associates this 
scene with the realization that he should really be a girl . He 
is sitting beneath the piano, and his mother is playing Sibe
lius: "Her music was falling around me in cataracts, enclos
ing me as in a cave. The round, stumpy legs of the piano 
were like three black stalactites, and the sound-box was a 
high dark vault above my head." He re-writes this scene as 
if it were a play within a play, within the framework of a 
fable that takes its place at.the heart of his account. This 
fable, which bears some resemblance to the tale of Blue
beard, concerns a poor hunter who one day is miraculously 
elevated to kingship. His every wish is granted, except that 
he is forbidden ever to open a particular door of the palace. 
One day he can stand it no longer; he opens the door and 
finds only himself, the poor hunter of long ago, all in rags 
in the corner of the room. On the last page of his autobiog
raphy, Morris concludes, "If I consider my story in detach
ment I sometimes seem, even to myself, a figure of fable or 
allegory. I am then reminded of the African huntt�r 11nd the 
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forbidden room, and I see myself not a;; man or woman. 

or other, fragment or whole, but only as that wondering 

child with a cat beneath the Bllithner." 

This childhood scene is to be thought of as a 
screen memory, and it is not difficult to pinpoint the traces 

the materials used in its construction. Without any doubt 

they refer back to the circumstances of a shattering discov

that of maternal castration, which is at once masked 

betrayed by the third piano-leg, the evocation of the 

black stalactites, and even the flood of music. The response 

this revelation immediately seals the gaping depths: he 
ought to be a girl. In other words, let the separating feature 

difference - with which he sees himself marked, just as 

perceives its absence in his mother - be erased. 

For the i nfant James Morris, the fact of being 

a girl finds its truth at the end of his memoirs, in what 

proves to have been his quest - one he does not hesitate to 
qualify as mystical - for a beyond-sex. 

This outsidesex position i s  e xpressed 

throughout the story as the recurrent phantasy of the secret 

agent. A woman with all the trappings of a man, he gains 

admittance to male society. As a wartime intelligence offi� 
cer, he sees himself as a spy i n  the enemy camp, or as an 

anthropological observer, studying male manners and atti

tudes from without, but also from within: "Sitting there 

undetected, so to speak, I evolved the techniques of analy

sis and observation that I would later adapt to the writer' s 

craft." Elsewhere he writes,  "For me it was as if I had per

mission to listen at doors or to see without being seen, safe 

behind a two-way mirror." The secret agent' s  role, always 

of the other camp, the camp of the Other-always some
where else, consecrating only the shadow of himself to 
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human affairs. whilst he is transported, a detached ob .. 
server, outside, in the place of the Other - is deceptively 
like that of the obsessional neurotic who, as regards sex, 
can feel himself to be both the one and the other, and even. 
neither. The obsessional, too, preserves his Lady and her 

phallus, inasmuch as he identifies with it. What ensues, 

however, transcends this register, and opens up new dimen

sions. It is nonetheless disturbing to observe the existence 
of typically neurotic processes in a transsexual - at least 

until something tips the scales of this configuration. 
His detachment gives him a privileged view 

of things, as if he watched them "from a well-placed seat in 
the royal enclosure." This certainly seems to have been his 
position as subject: in the Lady's presence, it is as an en
closed, hidden observer that he has the phallus, veiled, bril

liant in its absence. An English critic has remarked upon 
his "odd tendency to disappear as the person behind the 
style"; Morris attributes this to a detachment "so involun
tary that I often felt I really wasn't there, but was viewing it 

all from some silent chamber of my own. If I could not be 

myself, my subconscious seemed to be saying, then I would 
not be." One day at Freetown in Sierra Leone, a waterfront 
watchman "shoos away" the children who are pestering 
him, saying, "Go. This Person is Alone." The capitals are 
Morris's own, and he adds, "(it was) as though I was , in my 

strange isolation, not altogether corporeal." 
Outside-body, such is the "objet little o" de

fined by Lacan. Its topological structure consists precisely 

in that particular conjunction between inside and outside 
that can be described as intimate exteriority. Here it desig
nates the object-ive place of the Other's  jouissance, which 
Morris inhabits. When surgery places him definitiv,ely in 

66 



IN THE QUEEN. s PREsENCE 

the women's  camp, he is obliged to give up membership of 
various London clubs; this is his major regret: the abandon
ing of his male prerogatives, which he regards with what he 
terms a "perverse nostalgia." 

Morris admits that choosing sides involved 

certain sacrifices. The possession of a man's  body is not 
without its advantages. One of the chapters is sub-titled, 
"the male brilliance": the man's body is a marvellous, well
oiled machine, always in perfect working order - in short, 
i t  is a wonderful instrument. The pleasure of having a 
man's  body culminates for Morris with the famous 1 953 
British expedition to Everest, which he joined as official 
correspondent (as ever, both inside and outside). In full 
possession of his physical faculties, his body tensed with 
the effort, he takes on the appearance of  a phallus, erect on 
the flanks of the mountain. 

In his love-life, Morris was almost totally 
outside-sex. He expresses his disaffection for genital satis
factions, and claims to have souggt another type of sensual
i ty. He liked to be pleasing to men, but disapproved of their 
loo explicitly sexual advances. He married and had five 
children; he declares that this marriage, which had "no 
right to succeed," was in fact a wonderful success. Al
though their love was not sexual, full of sisterly complicity 
as it was, it survived his transformation: they divorced, but 
officially became sisters-in-law, and still live partly to
gether. Morris claims to have become a father in order to 
satisfy his maternal aspirations. 

The fragile equilibrium of his position ap
pears to have been compromised by the death of one of his 
children, Virginia (the name doubtless echoes her father's 
Marian preoccupations). His paternal role, whose symbolic 
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basis was certainly precarious, came under attack, and bl 
;,,>:7g 

developed what he calls "a trace of paranoia," although hi 
does not support this self-diagnosis with any clinical indt1 
cations. He does, however, evoke migraines "of the classi� 
kind," and "distortions of vision and of speech" precede� 
by "periods of terrific elation." This elation may well havd 
involved hallucinations. It should also be noted that hi� 
transformation was predicted on several occasions, for ex..:, 
ample by one of his Swedish readers, who warned him that: 

the king of Sweden was changing his sex with invisible 
rays. 

After this "depressive" period he decided to 
undergo the hormone treatment prescribed by the American 
endocrinologist, Doctor Benjamin, whom he had consulted 
some years before. He then went through a transitional 
phase - female from the waist up, but a man from the 
waist down. Like a chimera, he inhabited a sort of no man's 
land, increasingly isolated and strange. He appears as man 
or woman according to people and places, changing his 
identity with a few articles of clothing from one street to 
another, from one club to another, and sometimes does not 
know which side of the queue to join for the customs secu
rity check at airports. "Dangerously" close to the hermaph
rodite, he saw himself as resembling a figure of mythology, 
monstrous or divine." Although he found this condition "in 
some ways like a nightmare," he occasionally took p1easure 
in the equivocal situations to which it gave rise. Sometimes 
he cloaked himself as if with a sort of veil, taking on the 
chimerical appearance that marked him in everyone's eyes 
as the unique being he imagined himself to be: alone, inas
much as he is the Only One. As far as was humanly pos
sible, he thus incarnated the symbol of impossible unity 
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is the phallus; and he certainly felt marked with a 
character which, in antiquity, was the prerogative of 

transformed into servants of the divine by the sacrifi

knife - as, for example, in the Phrygian cult 
He entrusted the task of resolving the di

h�mma of his double identity to a celebrated surgeon in 
Casablanca. Renouncing the idea of being everything, he 

to be a woman - but not without feeling that he was 
sacrificing the male privileges that he had exploited to the 
ful l .  His regret shows in the feminist position that he subse
quently adopted in the face of the daily vexations of his 
new life:  "I adapted willy-nilly. If I was assumed to be in
.:xnnpetent at reversing cars, or opening bottles, oddly in
competent as I found myself becoming. . .  men treated me 
more and more as a junior . . . .  My.lawyer, in an u nguarded 
moment one morning, even called me ' my child '." It irri 

tates him to be treated "in many petty situations as a sec-· 
ond-class citizen - not because I lack brains, or experi-

or character, but purely because I wear the body of a 

woman"; and he "boils with indignation" to think that this 
sectarianism is applied to "greater affairs. "  

The operation that removed his virility was 
not merely a question of the real: it also affected the sym
bolic sphere. Even if he wished to be a woman, the better to 

the phallus, when he ceased to be a man he was immedi
ately deprived of this privileged in-between status.  

Just after the operation, he experienced the 
i ntense euphoria of triumph, and at last felt "purified" by 
the scouring of his genitals. In accordance with the logic 
intrinsic to the phallic position, this subtraction completed 
him:  "Now when I looked down at myself I no longer 
seemed a hybrid or a chimera: I was all of a piece .. .! 
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felt.. .deliciously clean. The protuberances I had grown mi 
creasingly to detest had been scoured from me. I was made� 
by my own lights, normal.'' ;i 

Once the symbol of sexual difference h� 
been eradicated, once the marks that signal the lack of  th« 
other sex have been effaced, the Other that he has becomct 
l acks nothing, and now incarnates the One who says " no'� 

to the phallic function. 
He depicts this complete being in terms o� 

the figure that he exalts, that of menopausal woman, who is; 
liberated from sex, and thus from desire, and which implies 
unfulfillment: "The conviction (has come to me) that the. 

nearest humanity approaches to-perfection is in the persons 
of good women - and especially perhaps in the persons of 

kind, intelligent and healthy women past their menopause, 
no longer shackled by the mechanisms of sex . . .. In all 
countries, among all races, on the whole these are the 
people I most admire; and it is into their ranks, I flatter 
myself, that I have now admitted myself." The very British 

figure of Queen Victoria is doubtless not alien to this ideal
ization of menopausal woman. Whilst embarking on the 

road to femininity, Morris wrote a vast work on the Victo

rian era, Pax Britannica. His ideal of purity assumed a 

curious fom1 while he was a chorist at Christ Church cathe
dral school in Oxford: dressed in the surplice that "seemed 

destined to deny our manhood," he achieved "some child
ish Nirvana," and was exalted by a personage "far more 
beautiful and mysterious than Christ himself. . .the Virgin 
Mary, whose presence drifted so strangely and elegantly 
through the Gospels, and enigma herself." 

The sacred thus finds its place at the heart of 
the transsexual enigma. Morris also cites the Plu)'gian prac-
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tice of ritual castration through which the priests devoted 
themselves to divine worship. Sibelius, who is associated 
with his crucial childhood memory, strikes certain reso
nances for her: how is it possible not to think of Cybele, her 
lover-son Atys, and her eunuch priests? 

These myths and rites shed new light on the 
transsexual vocation. 
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Part Two 
THE RITES OF CASTRATION 





Chapter 6 
Cybele and Atys 



Paris: Louvre ,, 
PtlOIO: Oimudon 



The first deity is the �1other. Symbolizing l ife and 
death, fertility and destruction, omnipotent in good and 
evil, the Mother Goddess took countless names through the 
regions and the centuries before being supplanted (or was 
she ever really?) by the patriarchal gods. 

One of the oldest of these deities is Cretan. 
As monarch of the mountains she inhabited the caves of 
\Vooded peaks. She was a huntress ,  and was guarded by 
l ions, for she herself had been a lion before she gathered 
the wild beasts about her. A tamer of wild beasts, in Egypt 
she was also known as the Lady of the reptiles, a charmer 
of snakes. In Chaldea she was called Nana, in Babylon 
Ishtar, and Astarte in Cyprus; Rhea Gaia and Demeter be
come Diana of Ephesus.with her black face, her head 
crowned with a tower, four rows of dugs, and a veritable 
bestiary on her belly and sides. 
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The Great Mother is often trinitarian, like the 
fates that are one of her incarnations, the avenging Furies, 
the Muses who were originally three, or the Graces. At the 
crossroads, three-headed Hecate awaits the traveller. King 
Lear does not know that the Goddess has deployed her 
person in his three daughters: love, life and death. 

From her inexhaustible flanks flows life and 
death, death-in-life, death hiding in the hollows of all that 
lives, in the form of its most intimate possibility, and life

in-death, making life more alive. According to Rainer Ma
ria Rilke, the poet who grew up clothed as a girl by his 
mother, she is  the Great Affirmer, who always says Yes 
with her shadowy mouth. 

Diana of Ephesus was served by priests who 
were termed Megalobyza, and who in all probability were 

eunuchs of the congenital sort. At Hierapolis in Syria, Atar
gatis, who is mentioned by Lucian and Apuleius, was also 
served by a clergy of eunuchs dressed and painted as 
women; they were known as Galli, and devoted themselves 

to the Goddess in an annual ceremony during which fre
netic dances induced intense ecstatic frenzy, at which point 

they castrated themselves with a ritual knife and paraded 
their excised parts through the city. 

Apuleius, in his Golden Ass, describes these 

Galli as itinerants, roaming through Greece from one town 
to the next with the statue of their goddess on an ass. They 
were clothed in long dresses, their eyes were painted, and 
they danced to a flute and made prophecies. 

One of the most important of these cults was 
that of Cybele, whose priests were the same eunuch Galli 
from Syria. The cult gained widespread influence in the an
cient world -- so much so that the emperor Claudius tried 
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to elevate it to the role of state worship and thus achieve re
ligious unity within the empire. 

Cybele originated in Phrygia, and her cult 

initially held sway over the peoples, Gods and rites of Asia 
Minor. She was associated with a lover-son ) Atys who, 

each year at the spring equinox, died and was born again. 
The Days of Tears, the 22nd, 23rd and 24th March, were 
succeeded on the 25th by festivities marking the renewal of 
spring, and celebrating the rediscovered fertility of the 

earth life after winter-death, symbolized in Atys' own death 

and resurrection. 

The mother-son couple is common in the 

cult of Metragyrte: Diana and Apollo, Aphrodite and 
Adonis, Baal and Astarte at Sidon, Adad and Atargatis at 
Hieropolis, and Bel and Mylitta in Assyria, are all manifes
tations of this couple. The son-lover is usually castrated; 
this is the case of Atys who, for love of the Goddess, sacri
fices his virility and dedicates it to her alone. To com

memorate this sacrificial deed, the votives of the Mother 

cult imitated it, mutilating themselves during drunken, ec
static festive rites. Castration, the supreme initiation, 
marked entry into the goddess 's  service, and symbolized 
rebirth. 

In his Fasti, Ovid cites one of many versions 
of the myth which is supposed to retrace the origins of the 
cult: "Within the forests a Phrygian child of remarkable 
beauty, Atys, enslaved the Goddess crowned with towers 

with a chaste love. She wished to bind him to her and 
entrust her temple to him, and said, 'Try always to remain a 

child. ' Atys promised to remain faithful to this injunction, 
and added, 'If I lie, may the first love to make me fail also 

be my last. ' But he fell into the arms of Sagaris, and ceased 
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to be what he had been. The angry goddess required that 
Atys be punished: he went mad, and castrated himself. The 
folly serves as an example to the effeminate, sparse-haired 
priests, who also tear out the member that they despise." 

The cult of Cybele did not succeed in im
planting itself in ancient Greece. Its bloody rituals shocked 
the European Greeks, who despised eunuchs. Demosthenes 
himself expressed reprobation of the rites, and the Pythago
rean philosopher Phyntis declared that all honest women 
should flee the orgies of the Great Mother. Up to the begin
ning o f  the Roman Empire not one Greek town extended i ts 
hospitality to the Phrygian cult; the feast of Atys was cele
brated only by small groups of Phrygian and Lydian mer
c hants and slaves. 

The cult was brought to Rome amid great 
pomp during the second Punic war, in the shape of a black 
stone - legend has that it was an aerolith - from the 
sanctuary at Pessinus.  An oracle had predicted victory for 
the Romans if they won the favors of the Great Mother of 
the Ides. Yet Atys was excluded from the sanctuary in
stalled on the Palatine hill,  and the priests remained exclu
sively Phrygian, since self-castration was punished as a 
crime under Roman law. 

Atys was reunited with the Great Mother on 
the Palatine when Claudius resolved to reunite the Empire 
through the worship of Cybele. He included the feast of 
Atys i n  the Roman calendar, and Carcopino shows how he 
conferred respectability on the more scandalous aspects of 
the Phrygian rites . He excluded the Galli from the o fficial 
cult by placing them under the authority of an Archigallate 
composed of Roman citizens, who retained their corporal 
integrity and were directly responsible to the Senate:- This 
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body controlled the situation, and attempted to limit prose
lytism among the Galli, who began to find a following. At 

end of the first century AD, the Justinian code made 
castration a capital crime, and even at Pessinus the eunuch 
Galli were excluded from the regular hierarchy, and sub
jected to a special tax, the tributum capitis, which assimi
lated them into the ranks of the the prostitutes.  Ritual cas

tration was replaced by the taurobolium, a borrowing from 

cult of Mithras. In Rome there exist bas-reliefs depict
a young man in a Phrygian bonnet, sacrificing a bull. 

The Galli nonetheless subsisted as pariahs. 
Rome, freed or fleeing slaves and foreigners composed a 

majority of those adepts who went as far as to practice the 
traditional initiation rite. Their tall stature, due to adoles
cent castration, was impressive, but people were shocked 
by the feminine allure of their long robes, make-up and 
jewelry. They were accused of depraved homosexual prac
tices. In The City of God, St. Augustine,  who met them in 
Carthage, evokes "their perfumed hair, painted faces, flab-

limbs and lascivious gait. " Yet in reality they appear to 
have been more ascetic than debauched, and their dress was 

fact governed by ritual dictates.  They fasted, and daily 
worshipped the Goddess with ritual song and dance accom
panied by the flute and the tympanon, during which they 
flagellated themselves and made incisions on their bodies 

w ith knives. The ecstasy attained through this frenetic ritual 
gifted them with powers of divine inspiration, and they 
made prophesies and interpreted dreams. They were al so 
healers, wandering from village to village, where they fore
t.old the future and sold talismans, potions and amulets. 
'I'hey travelled together in vagabond hordes, begging alms, 
whence the name given them, Beggars of the Great Mother. 

81 



CYBELE AND ATYS 

In The Golden Ass, Apuleius furnishes a sa

tirical description of the Galli, which, despite its caricatural 
quality, nonetheless constitutes a first-hand account. Lu
cius, who has been tranformed into a donkey, has been 
bought by a Gallus, who resolves to use the animal to trans
port the sacred effigy of the great goddess. Thus Lucius 
finds himself amid "a chorus of inverts . . .  Dancing for joy. 

they utter discordant cries in hoarse, broken women• s 
voices . . .  The following day, they clothe their bodies in 

brightly colored shirts, and each assumes a hideous beauty 
by daubing his face with clayey paint, and by painting 
round their eyes with a thick pencil. Then they go out, 

wearing small cowls, saffron-colored robes, and shawls of 
fine linen and silk . . .  Their arms are bared to the shoulder, 

and they brandish enormous swords and axes; they gambol 

like bacchantes, and the sound of their flutes accelerates 

their frenzied dancing step. They visit one or two poor 
dwellings, and arrive before the country house of a rich 

landowner. As soon as they enter into the house, they begin 

to utter horrible howls, and leap into the air like fanatics, 
their heads bowed, lecherously twisting their necks and 

whirling their hair around their heads, and occasionally bit
ing each other's flesh; finally they make incisions in their 
own arms with the two-edged blade that they carry on their 
persons." Last of  all, they lash themselves to the point of 
exhaustion with whips; anyone may then donate money and 
food, which they "snatch up avidly" and carry off on the 
back of the unfortunate Lucius. 

The worship of Cybele disappeared through 
the influence of Christianity. The first Christians and the 

Fathers of the Church made virulent attacks : The Apoca
lypse denounces Atys as a "monster" and Cybele as the 
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"Great Mother of prostitutes and scum of the earth." S aint 
Jerome claims that they castrated themselves out of vice; 
and St. Augustine despised Cybele as the most scandalous 

the pagan deities :  "The Great Mother dominates all the 
Gods who are her children, not because of her divine excel
lence, but owing to the enormity of her crimes.  Her mon
strous nature outdoes that of Janus: he is hideous for the 
deformity of his statues ,  but she for the cruelty of her mys
teries. He possesses superfluous limbs in effigy only; she 
actually mutilates human members. The disorder and incest 

Jupiter pale before this infamy: he is the seducer of 
countless woman, but only with Ganymede does he dis
honor heaven, whereas she sullies the earth and outrages 
the heavens with her effeminate acolytes." 

The cult of Cybele does not, however, lack 
points in common with the Christian religion. The sacrifice 

the Son who dies and is reborn is also present in Christi
anity. The Great Mother is also present, but her image is 
split into that of the Virgin,  the mater dolorosa, and of the 
terrible God w ho dooms his son to die. These similarities 
perhaps explain why the attacks on Cybele and Atys by the 
first Christians were so violent. 

Is the Pieta not another version of the Cy
bele/ Atys couple? Is the Great Mother not to be found in 
the shape of the Dark Lady of the gypsies, or at Montserrat, 
where her black face, like that of Diana at Ephesus, is set 
against a background of phalloid rocks? This monastery is 
associated with a celebrated choral school whose pupils 
were once castrated in order to preserve the childlike purity 
of their voices. 

Voluntary castration is far from absent in the 
history of Christianity. Is it not written in the gospels, 
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"There are eunuchs born from their mothers ' womb, those 
who are made such by men, and those who become eu
nuchs i n  order to enter the Kingdom of Heaven"? 

In the most diverse epochs there have been 
religious traditions that encouraged voluntary eunuchism. 
Origen was one of its adepts, and his example gave rise to 
the Valesian heresy, which gave a literal interpretation to 
Christ ' s  injunction, " If one of your limbs scandalizes you, 
tear i t  off." 

The Valesian sect came into existence during 
the third century i n  Arabia, and was condemned in A D  325 
by the Council of Nicea, which 

_
prohibited voluntary castra

tion among the clergy. The practice was widespread 
e nough to provoke a second interdiction by Pope Leo I i n  
the year 395. According t o  Saint Epiphanus, the Valesians 
were convinced that the only means to salvation consisted 
i n  suppressing the instrument of sin, and failed to u nder
stand that Christians should wish to tolerate its presence. 
They are said to have driven their proselytism to the point 
of forcibly castrating those who fell  into their hands, in the 
belief that it  was their duty to save their victims in spite of 
themselves. 

Voluntary castration has had its adepts 
throughout the history of Christi anity,  above all in the East
ern Church, in the Patriarchs of Constantinople and the 
Russian Metropolitans. According to C. Blonde!, this prac
tice has remained "a Christian disease subject to sudden 
recrudescence." We must ascribe to one of these epidemic 
outbreaks the strange rites of the Russian Skoptzy sect 
which survived from the eighteenth century to the outbreak 
of the Second \Vorld \Var, despite the diverse interdictions 
and condemnations of both tsarist and soviet 1nlt-horides. 



Chapter 7 
The Skoptzy Sect 
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There is a curious kinship between the 
Skoptzy sect and the Phrygian cult. It is as if the religious 
rites of castration, like a stream that is now subterranean, 
now resurgent, had survived the centuries and civilizations 
as evidence of humanity ' s  fascination with the phantasy to 
which these rites give expression, and which, in episodic 
waves, provokes the horror of its acting out. 

The Raskol movement was at the origin of 
the Skoptzy sect. In the eighteenth century, the patriarch 
Nikon carried out a reform of the liturgical books, consist
ing essentially in correcting the numerous errors that 
abounded in the Biblical texts. Yet for the mass of orthodox 
believers the sacred books were untouchable. The people 
and the lower orders of the clergy refused the reform; there 
were fifteen million schismatics known as Raskolniki 
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the name inevitably conjures up Dostoevski' s hero in 
Crime and Punishment - into a multitude of sects. Some 
of these repudiated al1 books, arguing that if man could 
correct religious texts, their sacred quality collapsed, and 
with it the reliability of all texts. The symbolic basis of 
popular belief crumbled, and their relationship with the 
Law profoundly shaken. 

Amongst those who rejected all books, the 
Chlisty were the forerunners of the Skoptzy. The practice 
of reading wa() replar::ed by that of mutual flagellation and 
frenetic dances culminating in collective ecstasy. The Ch
listy were grouped into secret lodges known as Naves, each 
of which was headed by a "Mother of God" (Bogoritsa) 
who was associated with a spiritual son called "Christ." 
There were just as many Christs as there were Naves. The 
Chlisty devoted themselves to a rigorous asceticism involv
ing absolute chastity, but their religious ceremonies were 
reputed to end in orgies. 

The Skoptzy (meaning "castrates") were 
born of the Chlisty, but although they kept their ritual prac
tices, they drove the requirements of chastity to the point of 
imposing castration on their adepts. It was certainly a 
woman, Akoulina lvanovna, the bogoritsa of a Chlisty 
Nave, who introduced this practice, and with it the new 
sect. A certain Selivanov, who considered himself her spiri
tual son, was tried and transported to Siberia in 1 775 for his 
religious practices. 

Selivanov wa() certainly the true founder of 
the Skoptzy sect. He escaped in 1 795 and on several occa
sions was arrested and imprisoned in lunatic asylums, mon
asteries or prisons by successive tsars. He was eventually 
freed by Alexander I in 1 802, and settled in St. Petersburg. 
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followed a veritable golden age for the sect. Numer
ous courtiers, aristocrats and army officers swelled its 
ranks. The sect was considerably enriched, and acquired 
occult power because of its success in polite society. How
ever the large numbers of mutilations among the officers 
finally obliged Alexander I to act, and he ordered Seliva
nov to be interned in a convent. Nicolas I had the Skoptzy 
deported. In 1 843 there was an important trial, that of the 
Kronstadt sailors' Nave, during which it was revealed that 
various magistrates and directors of state-owned banks had 
camouflaged their adherence to the sect with orthodox reli
gious practices. Another trial in 1 888 unmasked a powerful 
and highly respected export merchant who held, in the 
sect' s  name, immense riches destined to be used for 
prosetylism. He was deported to Siberia, set up a shipyard 

the building of steam-ships, and ten years later escaped 
San Francisco on the day his first ship was launched. In 

1 885 there were an estimated 30,000 Skoptzy throughout 
world. They were recruited from al l  classes of society. 

Their riches helped to increase their numbers, owing to 
methods of recruitment that stopped at nothing: s mall trad
ers were loaned money and, if they could not pay the 
money back, forced to join the sect and sacrifice their 
pound of flesh. 

Primum vive re: poor devils who consented 
to the sacrifice of their virility in order to profit by the 
1naterial advantages offered by the sect. Yet it would be a 
m istake to imagine that poverty alone accounted for its 
growing numbers, for although membership was synony
mous with riches and social position, the Skopzty extended 
t heir influence above all through the prestige of asceticism. 
Doubtless what ought to have horrified people most - the 
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practice of castration as spiritual baptism - was at the very 
heart of the sect's attractiveness. Moreover, the Skoptzy 
were reproductive, for although castration initially took 
place during the initiation rites ,  it was later deferred to 

ensure perpetual life for the sect. Skoptzy children were 

raised in the beliefs of the sect, and isolated from the out .. 
side world, seeing neither books nor people other than the 
members of the sect. They accepted the prospect of castra
tion with enthusiasm; sometimes it was inflicted o n  them at 
an early age. 

The religious doctrines of the Skoptzy bear 
some relation to the attitudes of the gnostics: body and soul 

are seen to be in perpetual conflict, and the soul can only 

find salvation by freeing itself from the body. Sex, more
over, was seen to be the major obstacle to this freeing of 
the soul. The original sin is the sin of the flesh. Jesus the 

redeemer made a gift of "baptism by fire," which alone is 
capable of expiating original sin and giving second birth. 
This  baptism is the castration that Jesus preached, and to 

which he himself submitted ("some become eunuchs to en
ter the kingdom of Heaven"). The archangel Michael, who 

vanquished serpents, was highly honored by the Skoptzy. 
Normally, the sect's religious ceremonies 

took place in the night of Saturday to Sunday, and con
sisted of singing and dancing. There were four or five dif
ferent dances, one of which involved spinning round and 
indefinitely repeating two syllables, "Duch-Bog,'' meaning 

"the spirit of God," until vertigo ensued. This form of 
frenzy was termed "drunkenness" or ''spiritual beer." After 
the dancing, a prophet, sometimes a woman, vaticinated, 

addressing either the whole community, or each member in 
tum. There then followed the blessing, and a comnmnal 
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rneal to commemorate the Last Supper. There were also 
special ceremonies on fixed dates, either to celebrate de
funct adepts, or to introduce neophytes, practice a castra

tion (baptism by fire), or perform funeral rites. During a 
cm:>tration only three people were present: the neophyte, the 

officiating priest and the head of the Nave. The castrated 

parts were presented to the i nitiate with the words, "See the 

crushed serpent, see Adam' s  head." The testicles were 

termed "the keys of hell," and the penis, "the keys of the 

abyss." Sometimes only the testicles were ablated, more 

rarely, the penis only, or one testicle. The operation was 
carried out with a red-hot iron, or with a sharp blade. The 

Skoptzy o ften wore complementary stigmata - cruciform 
cuts and burns of the shoulders, under the arms, on the 
belly, pelvis and thighs. These conferred titles, such as 
"angel with five wings," or '"angel with six wings." 

Women underwent ablation of the nipples or 
breasts, labial or clitoral resection, and diverse bodily inci

sions. Some Skoptzy appear to have recommended hanging 

as the only authentic form of baptism. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, 

1 he Skoptzy had some success with some Finnish commu
nities which had settled near St. Petersburg. Following nu

merous deportations, ten or so Skoptzy villages were to be 
f<mnd in Siberia, in the region of Yakutsk. Emigration con

secutive to tsarist persecution led some to settle in Ruma-

where they were free to practice their rites. Although 

most Russian Skoptzy were tradesmen or money-changers, 

they became elite coachdrivers in Bucharest. Pittard, who 

went there between the wars in order to study the morpho

logical effects of castration, describes their impressive 
hearing linked to macroskelia, a consequence of castration 
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when it is performed before puberty. Their arms and leg$ 
were far longer than was usual, resulting especially in in� 
creased height. The Skoptzy were well-regarded by th4 
Rumanians, who appreciated their capacity for hard work\t 
their honesty, their sobriety - they often fasted and wenfj 
to an intents and purposes, vegetarians - and their chas� 
tity! The police were happy never to have to i ntervene id 
the life of their communities. 

They dressed in a particular manner. and dis� 
tinguished themselves by the beauty of their teams. Horstt 

'J!i 

and carriage were the dowry of initiates, who underwen' 
castration i n  order to obtain them. Before the Great Wati 
changes in the means of  transport led them to abando4 
horses for the automobile: when Pittard last visite d  theml 
they had become taxi-drivers. 

After the war they appear to have disap"1l 
peared. Communism doubtless got the better of their prac4 
tices. The Bolsheviks followed in the tsars ' footsteps :  the� 
were twice tried in 1 929 and 1 930, although they attempte4 

f2; 

to integrate the revolutionary movement. In 1 927 one o� 
them, Ennakov, wrote an open letter enjoining all thdJ 
Skoptzy to organize themselves into communes. Anothe�i 
Menchenin, wrote in 1 928 that the "secret parts" were tmij 
root cause of all humanity' s  misfortunes, and that if  a mall 
decided to free himself of them, no harm could result f� 
the socialist fatherland. 

Lionel Rapaport, who also made a pre-wat, 
study of the Skoptzy, considered the question of the l inldl 
between voluntary castration and mental health. In agree� 
ment with Pittard, he concluded that the Skoptzys' mental 
condition appeared satisfactory. There was no basis in 01$ 
suggestion that followers of the sect had been mot ivated by 
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manifest psychic imbalance. Moreover, castration 
seemed to be psychical1y well tolerated. Cases of suicide 
were extremely rare, as were those of melancholy; this c on
trasts with cases of accidental mutilations of the s ame type. 

marked infrequency of p sychic disorders so struck one 
those who studied the sect, Pelikan, that he came to 

it was castration that protected its members from 
disorders. 

Rapaport, following Durkheim, attributes the 
individual's  interiorization of the exigencies of s acrifice to 

coercive power of the collective conscience. The com
munity also provides compensating support for the isolated 
individual. Here castration becomes simply a form of re
nunciation imposed by life in society: "ritual castration 
would appear to be merely one form of sacrifice w hich the 
community requires and with w hich history abounds." Pos

the question of the conditions requisite for the emer
of collective pathological mental states,  Rapaport at

them to a disruption of the usual hold of traditions 
v alues over the individual. When social pressures 

as at the end of the Roman empire, or during the 
1eventeenth century in Russia, one witnesses the emer
,,,.,,, .. .. .,,.,, of self-destructive symptoms through which the re
•ilscovered freedom o f  the individual are expressed. 

Self-mutilation represents a spontaneous at
at self-cure, as is evidenced in the numerous declara

of the Skoptzy, expressing relief at having been cas
"When I received purity," declared one Skoptzy dur

trial, "l felt lightened of a burden. Before, l was tor
and could not stop thinking, but now everything is 

to me." What Rapaport underlines is  the relation 
nu••••n the individual' s symboli.c and imaginary basi s in 
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social reality, and his precipitation into some sacrificial a4' 
which brings the real into question - an attempt to palliatfl 
the sudden and manifest loss of reference - points whictl 
sustained his existence. ;I 

Social reality (and this is the key to its conl 
formism), with its constraints and supports, makes up fol 
the failings of the Law (not to be confused with soci� 
laws), as if tied to the Name-of-the-Father. When the cohe:4 
sion of this reality is compromised, one's  relationship wit� 
the Symbolic is laid bare, and the possibility of foreclosuntl 
of the paternal agency would seem to precipitate the subjetj 
into a search for new imaginary or symbolic crutches, o� 
else into the quest, within the real, for a prop to hold up hi� 
universe. ,j 

'',:t 

The Skoptzy sect would seem to furnish bottil 
imaginary and symbolic support for its doctrine and ethic;� 
and the boundary, in the real, which castration represents� 
This, however, is only one aspect of the problem, and doe� 
not resolve the question of the function of sacrifice in thei 
rites of castration. 
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Chapter 8 
What Does Mother Want? 

The offering of  an object 
of sacrifice is something 
to which few people do not 
succumb in a monstrous 
capture. 

Lacan, Seminar XI 
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From the cult of Metragyrte to the transsexu
of today, via the Skoptzy, the sacrificial rites of castra

tion are insistent evidence of a structure that remains intact 
through history. 

The sacrificial fumes are said to please the 
Gods. Sacrifices - not forgetting those of Cain and Abel 

�.� constitute as many questions addressed to the deity con

cerning his desire. What can I offer that might please him? 
C'he vuoi? "Sacrifice signifies our search, within the object 

of our desires, for evidence of the presence of this Other's  
desire." Transsexuals, like the priests of Cybele or the 

Skoptzy ,  pay for the response to this enigma with their own 
flesh. 

Human desire comprises this dimension of 
sacrifice of the object of desire. This is its intrinsic propen-
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sity, as long as man's  desire is the desire of the Other. The 
Other claims his due. Thus moral law, the law of the cate

goric imperative, is no less than "desire in its pure state 
(that o f  the Other), which culminates in the sacrifice of all 
that is the object of love in its tenderness . . .  in its sacrifice 

and in its murder." 
But what the Other desires in sacrifice, over 

and above its object, is sacrifice itself - specifically, the 
sacrifice of desire. This is where transsexuals and votives 

of the cult of the Great Mother meet. The sacrifice of desire 

opens the doors to its transcendence, which is jouissance. 
What pleases God is what he enjoys, this Other jouissance, 
beyond all limits. 

The legend of Cybele and Atys clearly enun
ciates this :  what the Mother wants is for Atys to sacrifice 
the object of his desire, the woman he loves, and also the 

metaphor and instrument of that desire, his penis. Whoever 
wishes to devote himself to the Other and His jouissance 
must sacrifice his own desire. This means that desire, 

which is fundamentally impossible to satisfy, is the defini
tive obstacle to the fulfilment of jouissance. Desire aspires 

towards its infinite renewal, but also its total disappearance; 
it encounters the death wish as its internal limit. De Sade 

wrote, "There is pleasure in dying"; this is because death is 
the jouissance of the Other. 

The legend of Atys also teaches us that he 

who sacrifices the object of his desire becomes the object 
of jouissance.  The castrated, or dead, Son becomes the 

symbol of the jouissance of the Other. He represents the 
frontier, where the phallic function abandons the game and 

opens out onto its deadly beyond. 
Incest - or the jouissanct? of the� Other -
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castration are linked to the point where they are indis

tinguishable. Atys mutilates himself for the purposes of 

greater devotion, Oedipus puts his eyes out after the event, 

the neurotic demonstrates that punishment resembles 
fulfilment. In another legend, Combabus castrates himself 

to avoid being accused of enjoying the favours of queen 
Stratonice. Self-castration comes to signify incest and thus 
absolute, unlimited jouissance, outside the law, but also 

sex, beyond the difference of the sexes and their 

concomitant frontiers. 

This opposition between desire and jouis
sance accounts for the permanent conjunction, in the con

fi guration that is specific to the religions of castration, be

t ween asceticism and orgy. The asceticism of the priests of 
that of the Skoptzy, and the apragmatism of trans
are all situated on the side of renunciation of de

whereas the orgiastic debauchery imputed to them, 
whether rightly or wrongly, may be ranked in the sphere of 

other, enigmatic jouissance, mysterious and therefore 

more guilty, since it is supposed to do without what 
constitutes the instrumentation of ordinary jouissance. The 

jouissance of the Other is in this sense implicit in the exclu-
of phallic jouissance; in fact, this is the only way to 

symbolize it: tr x ¢ x , there exists a place where phal lic 
jouissance is excluded, a point that marks its limits, that is, 

l imited and fundamentally u nsatisfactory nature. This 
indicates the structural role of jouissance, to which 

phallus acts as an obstacle. 

At first sight, it appears paradoxical that 
i dentification with the phallus should go hand in hand with 

of the phalli c  functi on. This is because the phal-

1 ic function, inasmuch as it is supported by the Name-of-
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the-Father, situates the phallus in an irremediably third 
party situation relative to the subject, and strictly speaking 
forbids this identification, reducing it to a vain aspiration. 

What is more, the jouissance of the Other, which this iden
tification signifies, constitutes the axis that forces the sub

ject on to the side of identification with the Other of jouis� 
sance. This fulcrum is grammatical: it is situated at the 
level of the "of," the genitive case through which the pas

sage from subject to object can be operated. 
"The object of the jouissance of the Other" 

- genitive object - becomes "The Other has jouissance 
of him" - genitive subject: by falling prey to this jouis

sance. he becomes it. Having jouissance of this jouissance, 
he makes the Other exist. J ouissance is the sole evidence 

that the Other e xists. 
In this way the transsexual comes to identify 

with the Other, to whom he tries to give existence through 
the attempt to be The Woman. Neither the priests of Cyb�le 
nor the Skoptzy had to make this identification, inasmuch 
as myth and doctrine lent substance to this figure and pre

served its role. The transsexual ' s  decision to undergo sur
gery often follows a bereavement: once the person who in

carnated the Other has disappeared, there is no longer any 

obstacle to the passage from the place of the imaginary 
phallus to that of the Other, whose vacuity sucks him in. It 
should be added that in the dual relationship between the 
phallus/Other couple, the instability of positions is struc
tural. The relationship is,  in fact, governed by the law of 

transitivity: the subject is the Other, and vice versa. This 
reversion is supplemented by the l aws of rhetoric:  the trans
sexual position is ruled by metonymy, whereby a part is 
taken for the whole. 



Part Three 
FEMALE TRANSSEXUALITY 





Chapter 9 
Are TI1ey Homosexuals? 

There remains the problem 
of the natural w ay in which 
certain women claim to be 
men, in opposition to the 
delirious manner of the 
male transsexual. 

Lacan, Ecrits 
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There are also female transsexuals. They 

have been studied less, since they appear to be less com
mon. They are also less spectacular. Theirs is not the Star 

System; rather, they ground their beings in the dullness of 

male attire. As one surgeon has remarked, they want to be 

like everyone else, that is, men. Women are never like ev
eryone, for they do not make the world. To be a man, in 
short, is to be a part of the common lot. This, it appears, is 

what female transsexuals aspire to: they want to be fellows, 
fellows of their fellows. It is thus to be expected that the 

dynamics of female transsexuality differ from what impel 

male transsexuals to think of themselves as The Woman, 

the one and only. 

From the Stollerian point of view, the etiol
ogy of female transsexuality is strikingly different: women 
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do not adopt the transsexual position because of  primal 
symbiosis with the mother. Such a symbiosis tends to

wards femininity. Women transsexuals ' identification 
with the male presupposes an active role for the father, 
and the existence of forces that thwart the subject's ini
tial femininity. The female transsexuals encountered by 

Stoller had known no happy symbiosis. Their mothers 
have, from the moment of their birth, suffered from de

pression or i11 ness, and are little inclined to care for their 

baby. Later, the father becomes interested in the hitherto 
abandoned child, and she becomes his companion in his 
leisure activities, and sometimes in his work. The love 
he arouses in her thus takes the form of identification: 
the child sees herself as a boy, grows up as such, and 
suffers from the pressures exerted to force her to wear 

female clothes, which in any case do not suit her. Her 
first sexual excitements are sparked off by girls. She 
does not consider herself a homosexual; she feels herself 
a boy. Puberty and menstruation are traumatic experi

ences. She bandages her chest to stop her breasts from 
developing, or to mask their presence beneath her shirt. 
As often as possible, women transs�xuals dress as they 

feel, like men, and pass themselves off as such in the 
presence of the girls they wish to conquer. They regu
larly use rags or a piece of rubber to construct the pri
apus that forms a suitable bump in their trousers, and this 

instrument is occasionally well enough built for func
tional use. One such transsexual actually had intercourse 

with a girl who noticed nothing, and who subsequently 

wag afraid she might be pregnant. 

These female transsexuals frequently lead 
men's  lives, and are considered men in their jobs. Pro-
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fessionally speaking, they are far better integrated than 

transsexual males, and this makes them better balanced. 

They have durable relationships with women, w ho are 

sometimes unaware of the fact that they are not men. By 

using subterfuge, some even succeed in marrying. 

Like male transsexuals, their existence pre

ceded that of surgical techniques which have, however, 

modified the problem. They can now have their breasts, 

ovaries and uterus removed, and thus be rid of the abhorred 

manifestations of their femininity. They take male hor

mones to change their voices, develop hair and muscles, 
and alter the distribution of fat on the body. Surgeons ' inge

nuity has been freely applied to the various techniques used 

the fabrication of penis and testicles, which are some

times,  but not always, ardently demanded. This is obviously 

a complex matter, in most cases involving the removal, 

from the thigh or belly, of a piece of flesh that is u sed to 

a sort of s heath, into which a semi-rigid piece of 

plastic, known as a tutor and occasionally used in c ases of 

male impotence, is introduced. The after-effects of this op-: 

eration are extremely painful. Flesh detached in this way 

often atrophies, and the whole process must be started 

again. It becomes even more complicated when the patient 

insists o n  being able to "pee standing up," without which, 

in her view, there can be no real virility. Here it becomes 

necessary to create a derivation of the urethral canal, an 

extremely dificult and painful operation that may also have 

to be repeated, often in vain. 

To my knowledge, most female transsexuals 

content themselves with the ablation of their female organs, 

and put off the acquisition of a penis until such a time as 

techniques have improved. Some dream that one day it  will  
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be possible to transplant the penises of dead men. They 
madly place their hopes in the possibility of erection, and 
even procreation. For them, there are no limits to the 
power of science. It's simply a question of time. 

Meanwhile, they obtain changed civil 
status without a penis; as legal males,  they marry women 
and have children through artificial insemination, al
though no one harbors any doubts as to their original 
identity. In general they have stable personalities ,  are 
well  regarded in their job environment, and "adapt" in 
their family lives. This is in stark contrast to the "scan
dalous" lives of male transsexuals. Some doctors evoke 
this contrast to j ustify their view that true transsexuality 
is female, and that male transsexuals are merely prosti
tutes motivated by a taste for lucre. 

What characterizes male transvestism and 
distinguishes it from transsexuality is the sexu al excite
ment generated by wearing clothes of the opposite sex, 
and the ever-present dimension of the onlooker, who can 
be stymied by the revelation of the transvesti te ' s  male 
organ. This dimension is entirely lacking in women, and 
in this sense there is no such thing as female transves
tism. Women dressed as men experience no frisson. 
Moreover, discovery of their biological sex is more often 
than not a source of confusion or shame. For Stoller, 
there i s  no doubt whatsoever that a woman who perma
nently dresses as a man is not a transvesti te ,  but a trans
sexual . 

The l ink with homosexuality is more com
plex. Firstly, the libidinal investment of the sexual object 
is far more common in female than in male transsexuals,  
who experience little or no cfosire, and who appear {O 
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have had sexual intercourse with men only because this 
promotes recognition of their femininity. Female transsexu

als always evoke the presence, during or even before pu

berty, of sexual desire for women, and it has been claimed 
that female transsexuality is a fonn of denial of homosexu
ality: "it is  impossible that I, a woman, should desire a 
woman; therefore I am a man." The choice of sexual object 

thus appears to come first, and to condition the subject's 
defense of that choice - sexual identification. It is not 
quite as simple as that, however: the choice of the sexual 
object  may well reinforce the subject 's  own sexual identifi
cation, but the latter seems to precede the former. 

In the first volume of  Sex and Gender, 

Stoller indeed considers female transsexuality to be a ques

tion of identification. It would seem to stem from a sort of 
symbiosis with the father. The etiology of female trans
sexuality thus appears to be the obvers� of that obtaining 

male transsexuals. From birth on, the young female 
transsexual seems to have more physical contact with the 
father than with the mother. Stoller concl udes, "This indi
cates that exaggerated presence of the father and excessive 
absence of the mother ' masculinizes '  the daughter. It thus 
becornes possible to voice the hypothesis that transsexuality 
is much rarer in girls than in boys, since it i s  much more 
l ikely that there will be an excessively c lose mother and an 

excessively distant father than the converse." 
Nonetheless, in the second vo]ume, Stoller 

modifies his approach, and posits structural resemblances 
between female transsexuality and the homosexual posi
t ion. 

The importance of "conditioning," to use 
Stoller' s terminology, i s  in any case manifest in the ex-
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ample of "gynandry" reported by Krafft-Ebbing, which 

appears to correspond to modern instances of female 
transsexuality. This case was famous in its day owing to 
the widespread press coverage of a court case involving 
a certain count V. Sandor, who was sued by his father
in-law for forgery and extortion. 

The wedding of the count and the 

plaintiff's daughter proved fictitious.The plaintiff ac
cused the count of being a woman disguised as a man. V. 

Sandor was arrested, and found on examination to be of 
female sex. She made a living as an author under the 
pen-name "count Sandor V.," but was in fact the count
ess Sarolta V., of aristocratic Hungarian stock. This Sa
rolta had from the very first been brought up as a boy by 
her father; he had done the reverse with his son, whom 
he treated as a girl. He called Sarolta "Sandor," and 
taught her to ride, hunt, drive horses and handle guns. 
When she was twelve her grandmother decided to cor
rect her masculine ways, and sent her to a convent 

school, where the inevitable happened: she fell in love 

with a fellow pupil, a young, red-haired English girl , to 
whom she declared that underneath her female attire she 
was a man, and whom she abducted. Little is known of 

what ensued, but Sarolta's  mother subsequently allowed 
her to be Sandor, lead a boy's existence, receive a me
ticulous education and travel widely with her father, with 

whom she frequented cafes and brothels. Sandor had nu
merous adventures with women who were generally 

older, single, and sometimes of doubtful reputation. Al
though Sandor was often inconstant in her love affairs, 

she had a three-year-long affaire with a lady; they con
cluded a marriage contract, and lived together as man 
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and wife. Sandor left her for the woman whose father was 
responsible for her unmasking. At the time of the trial San
dor/Sarolta had, with the exception of the year spent in the 
convent, always lived as a man, and had worn only men ' s  
clothes since the age o f  thirteen. 

As a writer she worked for the principal na
tional newspapers, but she had always lived extravagantly, 

contracted numerous debts on her travels with the vari
ous conquests. She simulated a peni s with kerchiefs, and 
pretended to have to wear a corset when riding in order to 
justify the bandages which, in reality, held the priapus in 
place. Her pretense was extremely successful,  even with 

in-laws during the long engagement with her l atest con
quest. The young woman was deeply in love, and the 
couple lived happily until the father's lawsuit. In a letter 
addressed to Sandor, her "wife" confides the desire to have 
a baby by her. 

Sandor/Sarolta was the source of consider
embarrassment to the doctors and lawyers who ques

t. i oned her. Dressed as a woman for the first time in ten 
she was ill at ease; they, too, were made to feel 

uneasy by her masculine bearing, dressed as she was in 
seemingly borrowed robes. But as soon as they had re
solved to treat her as a man things went more smoothly for 
all concerned: "Dealings with Sandor the man are easier, 
more natural and apparently more correct. The defendant 
herself appears to feel this.  She becomes more candid, com-
1nunicative and relaxed when treated as a man." 

When questioned as to her sexuality, she de
clared that she had never felt the slightest physical attrac
t. ion towards men. Her firstfrissons had been caused by the 
rcd�haired English girl at boarding school. Her erotic 
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dreams concerned only women, and in them s he adopted 
the man's  role. She never masturbated, declaring it to be 
"unworthy of a man," and had never touched her own 
genital organs. Her own sexual satisfaction stemmed en
tirely from the pleasure that she gave her partner. She 
declared that she had been anguished when forced, on 
her arrival in prison, to wear women' s clothes. 

Medical examination revealed a poorly
developed. though muscular body, exhibiting a marked 

lack of secondary sexual features. Sexually mature at 
seventeen, she had breasts that were practically non-exis
tent, the hips of a man, and her waistline was indistinct. 

Her genitals were wholly female, but had remained those 
of a girl of ten. 

The court acquitted Sarolta, who changed 
back into men ' s  clothes and went to live in Budapest. 

Sarolta's sexual habits are quite typical of 
transsexual women. Unlike "classic" female homosexu
als, they are reluctant to allow their partners to touch the 
female parts of their body. This is why they choose non
homosexua] women. As far as possible, female trans
sexuals strive to the point of impostureto pass off as men 
in the presence of their girlfriends. This differs sharply 
from the homosexual position as Freud describes it in "A 
Case of Female Homosexuality," where all virility seems 

to be excluded. The female homosexual ' s  aim is to dem
onstrate that one can love and desire someone for what 
this person lacks, and that the male organ is in no way 
indispensable. Transsexual women, on the other hand, 
seem to be more or less excluded from this dialectics of 

lack: virility is something they must possess . 
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Chapter 10 
Victor and 

One or Two 

Others: Hope 

His life was gentle, and the elements 
So mix ' d  in him that Nature might stand up 

And say to all the world, "This was a man ! "  

Shakespeare, Julius Caesar 
(Epigraph to the short story, Le 

desir d'etre un homme by Villiers 
de I ' Isle Adam) 





I have had the opportunity to talk with a 

number of female transsexuals. These meetings took place 
on my initiative, outside the analytical context. I saw sev
eral of them over about a year, which enabled me to per

ceive their great diversity. The clinical homogeneity of 
male transsexuality is  problematic, but it makes the variety 

o f  cases in women all the more striking. The limited psy
chiatric literature of the field shows that, from the view

point of classic nosography, the transsexual symptom 
ranges from clearly psychotic manifestations to those of the 
hysterical type. Delusions of bodily transformation, com
mon in men, are not unknown in the case of women: they 
may be encountered for example in the conviction of pos

sessing an internal penis; this conviction forms the basis of 
t hese women's transsexual position. Elsewhere the trans
sexual stance masks hypochondriac delusions. Occasion-
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ally, i f  the desire of a third party encourages it, the trans

sexual demand may stem from hysterical indecision  as to 

sex. Women' s  propensity to have recourse to the surgeon 

should not be forgotten here, whether it be with the aim 

of adjusting their  bodies to some ideal, or with a v iew to 

the ablation of this or that organ - usually part of the 

genital apparatus. The importance for transsexuals of ap

pearances has been noted; the demand seems to boil 

down to that of having their appearance adjusted to their 

wishes. 
What appears to count for transsexual men 

and women seeming, and jurists, following the opinion 

of specialists, now envisage the granting of changed civiJ 
status to non-operated transsexuals who assume the ap

pearance of the sex they have chosen. For transsexuals a 

book may be read by its cover, and the bodily frame is  

thought of as another article of  clothing, to be retouched 

at will. Here the transsexual 's  relationship to one 's  own 

body not unlike that of candidates for plastic surgery, 

especially those women who make fortunes for their sur
geons by having all parts of their face and body rectified. 

The prevalence of the image, in the rela

tionship of women with their  own bodies, represents tqe 

point i n  common between transsexuals of both sexes. 
This primacy of the imaginary may be explained by con

sidering the structural lack of any signifier of femininity 

i n  the Unconscious. This especially torments the hys
teric, who is prey to what.now constitutes women ' s  

being. The J ack o f  a symbolic prop makes them fall back 

on the imaginary, and produces a correlative inflation of 

ideals.  For want of a signifier, ideal women start to pro
liferate, with all the tyranny that this implies. 
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Female transsexuals seek conformity with an 

image of virility. This does not necessarily place them in 
opposition to hysterics, whose self-interrogations may lead 
to an imaginary identification with the the male. The man's  
side is chosen for want of knowing how to place oneself on 
the woman's  side. According to one I met, this is a way of 
settling the question. 

Among the female transsexuals  I met, none 
showed any sign of psychotic symptoms. The context of 

our meetings precluded structural pinpointing of the ana
lytical type, and there can be no question of diagnosis here. 
Nonetheless, it seemed to me that hysteria was not entirely 

alien to some cases. 
The female transsexual s I met were always 

talkative, accepting the discussions I proposed without 
reticence,.with the exception of one, who was on the point 
of undergoing surgery, and who was clearly rel uctant to 
have her decision brought into question. The others had 
already been operated on when I met them, and talked of 
their ordeal with some pride. 

Initially, they discussed their adventures in 
order to make their cause known and have the meaning of 
their struggle recognized. It appears that, for want of a male 
identity, they had assumed a transsexual identity through 
their struggle, which they had sometimes waged together. 

Having fought to have their wish to change sex recognized, 
having obtained the necessary psychiatric certificates, after 

the sufferings of numerous operations, after all sorts of dif
ficulties with their families and their work environment, 

they had to struggle to have their civil status changed, this 
being, so to speak, the crowning achievement of their enter

prise. In order to achieve this, they had to obtain legal 
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reform in the shape of Jaws that would recognize trans
sexuality as a distinct reality. 

The response to my proposals for discus
sion was thus a demand for the recognition of transsexu
ality, to w hich they were both witnesses and martyrs. 
Only later did they demand recognition as men who had 
finally been delivered of their female bodies. Thi s  con
cern to speak for the transsexual cause partly explains 
the somewhat superficial nature of the information con
cerning their personal histories, and in particular, their 
childhoods. Above all they were concerned to lend con
sistency to the transsexual identity, which justified their 
enterprise, and to furnish proof -both that it existed, and 
that they belonged to this category of beings. 

The autobiographical information was 
doubtless retouched to this apologetic end, and remains 
relatively stereotyped so as to conform to the broad fea
tures of the transsexual picture: they had always felt 
themselves to be boys, had desired only women, abhor
ring the female characteristics of their bodies, inside 
which they felt imprisoned. As soon as they knew of the 
existence of surgery, they wanted to change their sex. 
Their previous sufferings were long, wi thout their know
ing this was due to their transsexualism, and when they 
were informed of this (there is always the moment when 
the doctor pronounces his diagnosis), they began to 
hope. 

Here, the name given to the psychic suf
fering brings with it the idea of possible resolution. This 
confers an identity to which they remain anchored, and 
they no longer tolerate its being called into question. 
Some go as far as to admit that surgery has not made 
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them the men they had hoped to become; but the 

ual identity remains unshaken by such disappointments. 

Not all have led the adventurous life of Sa

rolta the Hungarian. But although their descriptions of 
childhood are conventional, their adult lives p rove to have 

been extremely varied. 
Victor, for example, whom I met in his for

ties,  lived as a woman u ntil his early thirties. He married 

young, had three children and lived with his husband (con

fusions of grammatical gender are unavoidable in the trans

sexual context) for fifteen years. When he was a young girl, 
everyone said she would never marry. He comments, 'They 

said I was a homosexual." He ferociously contested his 

femininity, and even practised weightlifting in order to dis

simulate his breasts and develop his pectoral muscles. Mar

riage was an opportunity to stand up to his father, who does 

not appear to have approved the match, for reasons that are 
unclear - perhaps the fiance' s  ethnic origins. 

The family doctor, who was consulted on the 

subject of Victor ' s  psychological malaise, certainly played 

a role in the marriage. He was full of good intentions, and 

appears to have said, "Get married, it will pass." Some 

years later he advised Victor to have children, on the same 

therapeutic grounds. 
Paradoxically, the marriage was a success: 

Victor and his husband got on well. "We were like two men 

living together," he comments. When they had children, 

their families were mobilized to compensate for Victor' s  

disinclination fo r  motherhood. This left them free to g o  out 

as friends. Victor professes the highest possible regard for 

his hus band, declaring that he was "a real man." When 
I .asked him what he meant by this, he said he had never 
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forced him to have sexual intercourse; the occasions of 
this had been extremely rare. Despite this, his husband 

had been faithful. When they divorced, Victor enj oined 

him at last to marry "a real woman." 

This respect for his husband contrasts with 

his contempt for his father, whom he depicts as a brute, 
especially in his sexual relations which he forced on his 

wife without the slightest consideration. His father's  

sexuality seems to have been reduced to the mere ap

peasement of a need. It had been a marriage of reason, 

and Victor' s  mother had barely tolerated her husband. 
Victor once reproached his parents for the absence of 

desire in their marriage, saying to his father, "If you had 

thought about what you were doing when you conceived 

me, I wouldn't  be in this state now." He attributes partial 
responsibility for his transsexuality to the lack of love 

between his father and mother. He had a younger 
brother, but denies having been jealous of him. He was, 

however, the boy his parents had wanted when Victor 

was born. 

During adolescence he fell in love with a 
woman teacher and with fellow pupils, in a way which 
does not appear to differ from the "classic" homosexual 
loves of puberty. In the cla.:;sroom he amused himself 
with his sweetheart by exchanging "identities." 

There were no sexual relations with wo
men before a surgeon supplied him with a "penis." One 

day he told me he had not wanted to touch women so as 

to avoid being like his father. While still manied he was 

advised by a gynecologist to have intercourse with 
women in order to remedy his psychic sufferings: in her 

view, Victor was a repressed homosexual. .H.t�r ideas nn 
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how to eliminate repressions were doubtless quite precise. 

Victor attempted to comply, but could not carry it through, 

being affected with violent nauseas. Before he embarked on 

the process of transformation, Victor considered that no 
woman ought to touch him while he possessed a body that, 

in his own terms, was not his own. He c ould not bear look

ing at himself in the mirror before the first operations rid 

him of his breasts. Sexuality does not. in fact, interest Vic
tor overmuch. Transsexuality, he confided, is not a question 

of sex, but of identity. He would be content with tenderness 

and affection, but assumes that this would not satisfy his 
partners. In addition, sexuality for him is  doubtless an inte

gral part of virility. 

Having been furnished with a penis, he had a 

liaison with a young girl whom he met in a homosexual 

discotheque (when I met Victor, he was in the middle of a 

transitional period: the operations were not yet finished, 
and he had not yet had his civil status modified). At this 

time he frequented other transsexuals almost exclusively. 

These were essentially women. They went out to homosex
ual meeting places; this was something Victor hesitated to 

admit, as he thought it would reinforce the argument that 

transsexuality i s  merely homosexuality denied. 

Once the process of transformation is com

plete,  Victor intends to break with the transsexual milieu, 

and with all his acquaintances dating from the transitional 

period, so as to live in an environment where only his male 

i dentity will be known. 

Besides his relations with other trans sexuals, 

Victor only frequented women. Two of these appears to 
have assumed a special role for him. Firstly, his "god
mother," who he called "little mother," who took him in 
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during the periods of convalescence subsequent to sur

gery. This woman, of an advanced age, brought him 

what his mother had never supplied. She was a widow, 

and Victor posed as her beloved and devoted son. He 

also had a platonic relationship with a young woman he 

much admired, and secretly hoped to be loved in return, 

when he should at last become a man. His sentimental 

life was thus divided, in a quite masculine way, between 

sexual relations with a woman he held in little esteem, 

and a rarified love for another whom he revered. 
Professionally speaking, Victor was what 

is known as well adapted. He had worked for many years 

as an accounts clerk in a fancy jewelry manufacturer's, 
and succeeded in having his changes of sex accepted. In 

his spare time, he devoted himself to painting. 
Victor is hardly the identikit portait of the 

female transsexual. He has not spent all his life trying to 

pass himself off as a man, like Sarolta. His childhood 

does not correspond to Stoller's  descriptions. He had no 

privileged relationship with his father. Indeed, this does 

not appear to have been the case with any of the female 

transsexuals that I encountered. 

Nonetheless, a little anecdote testifies to 

an early identification with his father. When he was four 
years old, he tried to follow his father's example by 

planting potatoes in the garden, and received a memo

rable hiding for his pains. 

His relationship with women sheds some 

light on the female transsexual 's position. The touch of 

chivalrous devotion is striking, and c oncurs with 

Stoller's indications. The desire of the mother prevails 
here, too, leading Victor to appear as the man that $e 
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needed. After the operations, he told her to her face, "You 

wanted a boy, well now you've got one." It is as a boy that 

Victor' s  duty was to be the phallus. That this was the goal 

of his quest is confirmed by his way of speaking of the ex
pected result of a penial construction. " It is," he says, "like 

a j igsaw puzzle: the las t  piece is missing." The problem is 

to fill in a hole, to realize fulfilment; this marks the phallic 

nature of his identification. He also tell s a childhood anec
dote whose insignificance constrast with the importance he 

attaches to it. His mother asks him to sew on a button; this 

request seems to have been especially intolerable for Vic

tor. 

Kinship with the male transsexual position, 

here evinced in the identification with the phallus, i s  even 

more striking in the case of another female transsexual, 

whom I shall call Enrico, w ho spoke of the phantasy of 

being "the castrated and chastised son of a Father-God." 
Ablation of the ovaries and uterus is also known as c astra

tion. Male and female castration are thus equivalent: both 

involve the erasure of the marks of sexual d ifference inas

m uch as they signify unfulfilment, and form a barrier to 

phallic identification. Followingthe ablation of his breasts, 

Enrico experienced the "absurd fear" that they might grow 

again.  
The aspiration to be equated with the phallus 

is ,  however, commonly shared, and gives no structural indi

cation. In no way does it permit assimilation of the female 

transsexual position to the male. In particular, Victor' s  

problem seems to focus o n  the father in a way analogous to 

that of the hysteric. Victor questions his father's virility, 

and hopes to show, in his own way, what a man worthy of 

name can be. Yet the path he takes is questionable,  for 
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women can make this  sort of demonstration without the 
male organ, inasmuch as their aim is to differentiate the 
penis and the phallus, and to show that virility may consist 
of spitting in the eye of the organ. The reduction of the 
phallus to the penis i s  what is problematic i n  female trans
sexuality, and what distinguishes it from its male counter
part. 

The female homosexual claims to make a 
gift of what she does not have, to someone who does not 
have it either. She keeps her head above water by holding 
on to the challenge of showing a man, her father, how one 
ought to love, for he thinks it enough to give what one has. 
She intends to demonstrate his incapacity to give what he 
does not have, to signal his castration , which would enable 
women to live with their own deprivation, and to use it as a 
source o f  jouissance. Female transsexuals, on the o ther 
hand, appear no more capable of making a gift of what they 
lack than the men who are the objects of the female 
logues, the dialectics of the phallic gist is apparently 
blocked by a confusion between the organ and the signifier. 

Few, however, are tied to a demand for the 
organ; most are often content with the eradication of their 
female parts, together with the virile appearance induced by 
male hormones.  They postpone the acquisition of a penis to 
an unspecified future, like Albert, who wears a beard but 
still has female genitals, although in his n ative Netherlands 
he is now officially a man. Albert introduces a subtle vari
ation into the identikit portrait. As a child, in despair at 
being a girl, he longed to be a hermaphrodite. This hope 
was destroyed at puberty, when he says he "froze" things, 
and ceased to think about it. He fell in love with his school 
mistress, and stole fruit from his father' s  garden in order to 
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give them to her. As an adolescent he fell in love with a 
woman, and lived with her until her death ten years later. 
During sexual intercourse he kept his clothes on and re
fused to let her touch his genitals. He has had no sexual re
l ations for several years, as the impossibility of penetrating 
his partners revolts him and gives him the impression an 
immense, paralyzing emptiness: " It is as if  I were endlessly 
falling i nto a hole. The fear I feel in the face this void 
makes the situation hopeless." Albert has postponed the 
acquisition of a penis, for he hopes that technical progress 
will permit a transplant. He knows that consanguinity in
cre ases the chances of success, and has asked his brother to 
be a donor should he die first. This hope gives him life, and 
he arms himself with patience. As a child he was neglected 
by his parents; they entrusted him to the care of a grand
mother, who brought him up. A younger brother was kept 
in the parental home. When he was eighteen he confided in 
his grandmother, who declared, "If you feel a man, you 
only have to live like one." This is what he did. Whereas 
for Victor transsexuality originates in a congenital anomaly 
resulting from impregnation with female hormones, Albert 
admits the p ossibility of other causes. He timidly expresses 
the wish to understand what has happened to him: "I 
shouldn't like to die an idiot." 

Michael, who is studying medicine, is in no 
hurry to acquire a penis. The techniques involved appear to 
him to be imperfect, and he prefers to wait. He is  twenty, 
and has already obtained the necessary certificates for sur
gical intervention. He lives with a young woman, and since 
his ditoris developed subsequent to tetosterone treatment, 
he does not mind her touching it. His only preoccupations 
concern the different steps in the process of transformation, 
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and he talks of himself with reluctance, declaring that he 

does not wish to analyse himself: "it stops you from doing 
anything." As an adolescent he saw a psychologist, who 
objected that there was no such thing as a completely mas
culine or feminine psychic identity. He agrees with this,  but 

cannot be a woman. He says that, since there is no third 
sex, he must join the ranks of men, and adds, "It's the 
lesser of two evils ." 

This aspiration towards a third sex is far 

more common than transsexual stereotypes would seem to 

suggest. Some female transsexuals stick to their manly pre
tentions, but in marry cases this

_ 
claim masks a hope of 

escaping the duality of the sexes. Transsexuals want to be
long to the sex of the angels. One of them expressed this to 
me most vehemently; yet the others, who knew her, did not 
consider her as one of their own, and treated her as an 
"effeminate." This person, whose appearance is, moreover. 
incontestably masculine, wore somewhat flashy rings, and 
was condemned for this by the others. Her exclusion may 

indicate a distinct structural position; yet I feel that her case 
constitutes a blueprint, and manifests, in complete confor

mity to what she claims, certain truths concerning female 

transsexuality. 



Chapter 1 1  
Gabriel, or, 

The Sex of the Angles 

"The outsidesex, such is 

mankind on whom the soul 

did speculate." 

Lacan, Encore 
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I shall call him Gabriel ,  after the archangel, 
in conformity with his desire to be pure spirit only. He was 
the only one to take the initiative of talking with me. Aware 
that I had already seen a number of female transsexuals, 
who had told him of my methods, he phoned one day to tell 

me he wanted to meet me in order to get the truth about 
transsexuality straight. He feared that the others had misled 
me, and wished to rid me of my illusions, for he could not 
bear the idea of people "talking any old rubbish about 

transsexuality." He arrived wearing a man's suit (trans
sexuals generally prefer traditional dress; more infonna1 
clothes are sexually less marked), a goatee beard, and was 

unquestionably masculine in his bearing and his voice. 
Straight away he declared, "The truth about transsexuality 
is that, in contrast to what they claim - that their souls are 
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imprisoned in bodies of the opposite sex - transsexuals 

are neither men nor women, but something else." Gabriel 

wants this difference to be accepted: "Transsexuals are mu

tants, different from women when one is  all woman, and 
different from men when one is all man. I feel and I know 

that I am not a woman, and I have the impression that I am 

not a man, either. The others are playing a game, they are 

playing at being men." Gabriel has never felt himself to be 
a man, but since he is sure he has never felt himself to be a 

woman, he thinks of himself as a man. The misfortune of 

transsexuals ,  in his view, is that there is no third term, no 
third sex. Society is largely responsible for this bipolarity, 

which forces transsexuals to choose. -
He underwent surgery some years ago. The 

operatiorsinvolved the ablation of the breasts and i nternal 

genital organs (uterus and ovaries).  He took male 

hormones,  thus acquiring his beard and a more virile voice, 
but has not sought the implantation of a penial prosthesis, 

and comments, "The desire for an organ is something ob

sessive, and has nothing to do with i dentity." 

He had the impression of being "more mon

strous" after surgery than before, but paradoxical ly he feels 

more stable now: "I was more interesting to myself before, 

but I no longer suffer the decents into hell that I used to 
experience." 

I know little of his life-history. He was not 

particularly voluble on the subject, and showed a marked 

indifference to his childhood. This was common to all the 

transsexuals I met. A sister three years younger than him 

was "the strongest  love in my l i fe; she was the origin of my 

s ubsequent tendencies. I wanted to defend her, like a knight 

with his sword. I did not want anyone to touch her. I think -I 

ISO 
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was everything to her, too. S he was like mly own child � 

as if I were her father." He claims that he wanted to be a 

man for his sister, who allows him to dream that they will 

end their days together. 

He describes his mother as a depressive, ill 

and emotionally disturbed, who wore the trousers. S he was 

"the man in the family," he said, and when I asked him 

what that meant for him, he replied that it involved assum

ing the material and moral responsibilities. The father only 

came home at weekends. He behaved like "a prince accus

tomed to his sisters' adulation." He was an embarrassment 

for Gabriel, who always looked forward to his departure. 

The father imposed sexual intercourse on the mother, who 

looked upon this as a chore (female transsexuals often 

evoke this maternal complaint). The disappearance of his 

mother' s  father at the former's birth seems to have assumed 

great importance in the mother's speech. He appears to 

have been assassinated, and Gabriel associates his mother's 

depression with this family incident. 

As a child he was a tomboy, but he per

ceived no difference between the sexes: "I never envied my 

male friends, and for me there was no established sex." He 

played no sex-games (this gap in his memory is typical of 

transsexuals), but he recalls the phantasy "of seeing the 

buttocks of girl s," and he confided this to his sister. He was 

only at ease at home, but it was at home that he least felt 
himself. He evokes a painful impression of passivity, and 

remembers tolerating his mother's manifestations of ten

derness with great difficulty. He hated being asked to do 

something "as if it were taken for granted," but required 

that much be expected of him. 

As an adolescent he fell in love with a girl, 
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declared to his parents that he wanted to be a boy and 
a family. The mother replied that it was impossible; 

father took him to have his anatomical sex verified. "I 

know to what extent he thought I was mad, and felt 

responsible for what had happened." One of his father' s  

..,,..,,,,. .. ,, to have been confined in a psychiatric hospi

Gabriel, his father was a lifeline at this time; he is 

profoundly grateful to him. 

Following studies, Gabriel worked in 

public administration, and suffered deeply from the fact 

(note the slip) "women were forbidden to were skirts." 

dressed as a man whenever he could, and dreamed of 
changing sex without knowing if it was impossible or not. 

had several long affairs with women; he liked them to 
feel superior to him, "more intelligent." "I get cerebrally 

attached first, then erotically, and tenderness comes much 

later. But then I can ' t  s leep with them anymore - it would 

incest." During intercourse he refused to be un

" ... "'"'"""' or touched. He maintainedthe fiction, which bor

on imposture, of being a man "wanting only one 

operation to become one completely." He managed to con
ceal menstruation and dissimulate his female genitals.  "I 

have always wanted to dissimulate my body as far as pos-

Even if I accepted rnly womanhood, I would find it 
intolerable." But he adds that he is only ill at ease with his 
body to the extent that others are. He rejects the diagnosis 

of homosexuality, arguing that he does not consider himself 
a woman, but on the subject of the memoirs he was writing 

when I met him, he expressed the fear that his readers 

would think he was merely "a homosexual who refuses to 

face up to the fact." 

The death of his mother was a turning pohtt 
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in his life. He was depressed for a long period, and was 
treated by a female psychotherapist who said the magic 
word, always present in transsexual life-histories: "You 

know. what you are is a male (sic) transsexual." This diag
nosis determined the subsequent surgical tum of events. 
Gabriel comments, "She didn 't  analyze me - she would 
have been i ncapable of doing so." 

Gabriel notes that two or three years after 

the death of his mother, he felt relieved, not only from the 
burden of bereavement, but also of the burden that she had 
represented for him while she was alive. His mother had 
told him he was killing her, that he had nailed her to the 

cross. "But perhaps she was the one who was killing me. 
When I realized this, I hated her. Mother wasn't happy, and 
she didn ' t  want me to be, either." 

The father paid for the operati ons. Although 
Gabriel considers himself worse off than before, and that 
surgery has made him a monster, that he is "done for," he 

nonetheless believes it was necessary. Socially speaking, 

things are now e asier for him. If surgery is no solution, 
society makes it imperative. He now has no difficulty in 
being accepted as  a man, whereas his  former, equivocal 
bearing meant that he was snubbed for no reason at all .  
"People who refuse transsexuals surgery are condemning 
them to death. It' s like saying, 'The limb is gangrened, but 
we can't operate ' ." 

From a sexual point of view, on the other 
hand, Gabriel ' s  former equilibrium has been shattered. He 

has had no sexual relations with women since the opera

tions. It embarrasses him to seduce them because of his 
unambiguously male appearance, which saddles him with 
the whole responsibility of warning them that he cannot 
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offer what he terms "the male remainder." He adds, " It 
would be like an impotent having sex with a woman." 

He works in a publicity agency • and has a 
woman associate with whom relations have been especially 
difficult since he confessed to her that he was a transsexual. 
He has been greatly affected by the idea that she no longer 
considers him a man. This confession and its aftermath 
have deeply depressed him. His impression is that he can 
no longer realize his ambitions or fulfil his promise. "In the 
end," he says, "transsexualism is linked to the projection of 
one's  self-image, which must be sustained, relative to the 
woman one loves." There is no clearer expression of the 
importance of the narcissistic register, and of the function 
of the ego-ideal in the transsexual position. Here Gabriel 
tries to express himself with the utmost clarity and rigor, 
whilst at the same time maintaining that it is an insoluble 
enigma, and that he himself does not understand the cases 
of other transsexuals. "It is something abstract, as if we 
were spirits, as if we ought not to have bodies at  all , as  if  
we were complementary to something somewhere. I t  is as 
if women were (sic) amputated from me. When I was with 
a woman, it was as if she were lacking something, and that 
that something was me. I felt  that all women should be 

interested in me. I did not seek women as women, I felt 
complementary to them." 

Since his operations this has changed, and he 
no longer feels this complementarity to women. If he can 
no longer seduce them, it is because he can no longer be 

sure that he is,  or has, what they lack. He no longer desires 
them, for he can no longer be certain of being desired. 
"Now women are someone else; I feel different to them." 
This difference is what, for him. best smns up his being: 
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"We transsexuals are different." He feels himself to be a 

man with a difference, "certainly not a woman, but differ

ent from a man," and considers himself superior to men, 

because he has something more, his proximity to women. 

Rather like Tiresias. 

Gabriel thus explicitly states his identifica

tion with what is lacking in woman - the phallus. Viewed 
in this light, some of his other statements become clear. He 

feels neither man nor woman because the phallus is neither 
male nor female.  Inasmuch as he personifies the term rela

tive to which both sexes must situate themselves, he is 

outsidesex. Surgery was doubtless the i ntended means of 
incarnating this interval of pure difference - thi s  Incor

porality,  to use the stoics' term - which is  the phallic 

signifier, signifying difference. Incarnation of the phallus 

inevitably carries with it the obliteration of sexual features, 

and an attempt to join the abstract being beyond sex, the 

angel-being of the pure spirits. 
However there remains the question of why 

Gabriel did not keep his initial position of phallic comple

ment. Here the death of his mother seems to have shattered 
h is  equilibrium. Did he undergo surgery to be even better 
equated with this idea of complementarity, or was his deci
sion linked to this bereavement, through identification with 

the p hallic woman that, in his view, she incarnated? 

It is not uncommon, in both male and female 

transsexuals, for the loss of a privileged relationship with a 

woman to precipitate the transsexual demand. Love, 

cause its object is lost, appears to be replaced by an idetltl*' 

fication that is all the more coercive because it concerns '' 

figure of omnipotence. 

Gabriel 's  operations seem, in any case, to 
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have modified his subjective position. The mother's imagi

nary phallus appears to have been flushed out; he now feels 

completely separate from women, and no longer their com

plement. When he says he has no future, that he is "all 

washed up" - and when he adds that he is an the better for 

it - are we not to see this as an indication that surgery rep

resented a symbolic break, and that there was a certain 

assumption of castration'? The possibility of intervention i n  

the real having effects o n  the symbolic plane cannot be ex

cluded. Here the cost may nonetheless appear exorbitant, 

for the pound of flesh is  no metaphor. 



Conclusion 
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Flaubert said conclusions were sil ly. As far 
as transsexuality is concerned, they can be not only silly 

but, in proportion as the real comes into play, also hannful. 

Work on transsexuality with transsexuals leads one to ques
tion the stereotypes engendered, to a certain extent, by the 

pioneering work of those who constructed the transsexual 
entity; but it also leads to the formulation of successive 

hypotheses, as each preceding one is disconfirmed by the 

realities encountered. The threads one catches hold of often 

lead to unexpected conclusions. 

I initially felt I could formulate the hypothe

sis of a radical difference in position between male and fe

male transsexuality - the former involves, the desire to 
become The Woman, and the latter, that of becoming a 
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man. The dyssymetry seemed obvious. Yet having listened 
to female transsexuals, and especially Gabriel, I would now 

be more inclined to u nderline the similarities between the 
transsexual positions of both sexes as regards both their 
relationship to the phallus, and their identification with its 

i ncarnation of outsidesex, and even outside-body. B efore 
surgery female transsexuals, l ike their male counterparts. 
appear to identify with the p hallus - an impossible i denti

fication with a jouissance which the very existence of the 

Symbolic precludes .  This u ntenable position, which trans
sexuals nonetheles s  try to maintain in funambulistic ten

sion, results in the demand for sex-change. Initially the de

mand doubtless aims to complete the identification. We 
have seen that for Gabriel, as for Jan Morris, surgery leads 
to its foreclosure. This is perhaps because the demand rep

resents an attempt to burst through the paper hoop of the 

phantasy by acting it out, and, above all,  to escape the 
requirement of being the object of the Other's jouissance, 
of the jouissance of this Other who does not exist. Male 

transsexuals seek to p inpoint the limits of this requirement 
by identifying with The Woman, who replaces the Narne

of-the-Father. 

And female transsexuals? InitiaHy, they are 
incapable of identifying with The Woman, and infer from 
this that they cannot be a woman - thus failing to grasp 
that the woman ' s  place is to be found at the dehiscence that 

separates her from The Woman. Their position is, there
fore, al so untenable. Did Freud not say that one girl ' s  task 
of becoming a woman, was not easy? Female transsexuals 
take refuge in masculine identification as in a port, follow

ing the logic of the excl uded third term: if not woman, then 

man. Yet surgery very often fails to supply the sort of s.up-
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port achieved in the case of male transsexuals. Women's 
relation to castration stems from the real. The surgeon 

claims to furnish a denial of this, and kindles, in the female 
transsexual, the hope that anchors her in Penisneid, with no 

possibility of resolution: the fact of making the acquisition 
of a functional penis dependent on technical progress to 

come only redoubles the common phantasy of one day ob
taining the coveted phallus. Some of them, like Gabriel -

although such cases are rare - come through surgery to re

alize that castration is an evil without remedy. 
The idea that transsexuality is grounded in 

the conviction of being a man or a woman is one fallacious 

certainty that the evidence of transsexuals enables us to 

dismiss. 
Another certainty that must also be called 

into question is the notion that the transsexual malaise can 

only be remedied through sex-change.  
We have spoken of transsexuality before the 

tenn existed, but in a sense there was no such thing before 

B ejamin and Stoller invented it; there were delusions of 

sexual metamorphosis, but this is another thing altogether. 
Transsexuality involves an appeal, and especially a de

mand, addressed to the Other. As a symptom it is com
pleted with the help of this Other dimension - more espe
cially, with that of the function of the Other' s desire. Lacan 
said that the neurotic symptom is  completed during the 

analytical cure, due to the fact that the analyst lends consis
tency to the desire of the Other, an enigma with which the 
symptom is bound up. If the symptom is a signifier repre

senting the subject, it only becomes such by being coupled 
with another signifier - unknown, hidden, but assumed to 

be in the place of the Other, and constituting the hidden 
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knowledge concerning desire. B y  not replying, the analyst 

who occupies this place leaves the question of desire open. 
The transsexual, who is formed through as

signation by the other - a doctor or psychologist  - finds 
an obdurating and even fallacious response to the enigma 

of his desire when he e ncounters his Other in S cience. The 
desire of the Other is no longer veiled, the verdict is pro

nounced:  let him be operated on. The Other desires his real 
castration. The discovery of a solution to the enigma of 

desire of the Other, such that one becomes its object. pro

vokes a certain euphoria. But there i s  always a residue. 
Transsexuals are witnesses  to this. 

The transsexual does not exist without the 

surgeon or the endocrinologist, who represents the Other of 
Science. That this Other proposes an answer to the question 
of desire leads the transsexual to become the object of its 

desire: he is the guinea-pig sacrificed body and soul to 

Science, and pays with his body in  order to strengthen the 

phantasy of the omnipotence of modern Science. 

When a subject avails himself to the l abel 

that is proffered, and defines himself as transsexual, in o ne 
sense the question is  closed. He has chosen not to leave 
open the question of hi s desire. To a certain extent he also 

renounces his desire, in order to devote himself to the jouis
sance of the Other and the greater glory of Science. 

Is there another path? In particular, have so

l u tions other than that of sex-change been tried? Contrary 
to popular belief, transsexuals have undergone all sorts of 

"psychotherapy" based to a greater or lesser degree on sug

gestion, ranging from hypnosis to behavioral therapies  v ia 

conditioning techniques,  and not without success, s ince 

transsexuals are sensi tive to suggestion.  They come .. to 
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question their transsexual identities and their choice of sex

ual object, and, provisionally at least, give up the idea of 

honnonal and s urgical transfonnation. 

The monolithic  nature of their position ap

pears mythical. Analysis of dreams of those awaiting s urgi

c al transformation reveals that the step they are about to 

take provokes psychic conflict, and that their sexual iden

tity is  far from free of contradictions, as has been claimed. 

The limits of suggestion are known. It does 

not act on the cause, and leads to the elaboration of defen

sive constructs. Moreover, suggestion acts in the name of 

the norm, and excludes the dimension of desire and the 

questions it raises.  This is what suggestion has in common 

with surgery. 

To be a transsexual, said Gabriel , is to refuse 

to ask oneself questions.  Is the transsexual ' s  only re lation

ship with the truth that of wishing to know nothing about 

it? Gabriel disconfirms this idea. 

So why not psychoanalysis? A young female 

transsexual once came to see me i n  the mistaken bel ief that 

I would g ive her the address of a sex-change surgeon. 

When I pressed her to tell me why she so much wanted 

surgery, she said it was because she had the impression of 

l iving a l ie  in having the appearance of a woman whilst  

feeling herself to be a man.  I objected that surgery would 

merely e xchange one l ie  for another. 

In their requirement of truth, said Lacan, 

transsexuals are the victims of error. They confuse the or

gan and the s ignifier. Their passion and their folly consists 

in believing that, by ridding themselves of the organ, they 
can also be rid of the signifier which, because i t  sex uates 

them, also divides them. 
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