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The cover illustration to Ōshima Yumiko’s Tsurubara-tsurubara (1999, Ram-
bling rose, rambling rose) depicts an androgynous child, in a nightgown, 
preparing for sleep.1 Illustratively reminiscent of English literature’s most fa-
mous gender-variant child, L. Frank Baum’s Princess Ozma, Ōshima’s drawing 
emphasizes the character’s youthful naturalness in regard to gender ambigu-
ity.2 About to enter into a dream, the toddler’s naïveté of conventional norms 
permits a freer expression of transgender tendency. This child is the boy Tsu-
gio who will later, with the onset of pubescence, experience great distress as 
the socializing demand for culturally sanctioned forms of bodily performance 
casts shame and uncertainty on what had once seemed an instinctive ten-
dency toward gender versatility. 

Ōshima’s Tsurubara-tsurubara (hereafter, TS) examines with an intimate 
lens the internal and external conflicts and tensions that a gender-variant 
child undergoes through the self-affirmation that occurs in the process of 
transition. Tsugio, who self-consciously identifies himself as female through 
the name of Tayoko, resists the external pressures of masculine conven-
tionalization within Japanese society. While transgender phenomena have 
recently been the subject of several novels and television dramas in Japan, 
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TS uniquely emphasizes the intensely private world of identity formation in 
the constitution of trans-embodiment. Avoiding the more typical fixation on 
psychotherapeutic discourse common to most depictions of transgender phe-
nomena, TS uses manga’s imaginative mandate, as a genre that lends itself 
to visualization of paraphysical possibility, to elide medical presentations of 
sex reassignment. Instead of evolving as a pathological discourse of gender 
identity disorder—of hormones and orchiectomies—TS explores Tsugio’s 
intuitive insistence on his/her multisubjectivity as both male and female at 
the level of consciousness. To emphasize the metaphysical nature of gender 
diversity, Ōshima situates Tsugio’s gender variation within a vocabulary based 
on reincarnation: his transgender inclinations, as portrayed in TS, are not the 
result of a disordered psychological makeup, although the narrative raises this 
possibility. Instead, the text favors Tsugio’s emphatic need to become Tayoko 
as directly connected to a sequence of past-life memories. Tsugio claims, from 
a young age, that he had previously existed as a woman, an existence that, be-
cause of karmic incompletion, requires him to be(come) Tayoko in the present 
lifetime. The persistence of Tayoko’s memories enables the formation of a new 
subjectivity as a woman in his current life. Thus, TS, through a metaphysic in 
which past-life regressions intervene within the normative trajectory of gen-
der acquisition, investigates how multiple subjectivities enable cross-gender 
identification. The process of transition, as Ōshima presents it, begins first 
as intensely cognitive, and only through this acceptance of internal diversity 
can the later external (bodily) adjustments be made in order to ease gender 
dysphoria. Enhanced by manga’s capacity to present internal states of con-
sciousness through illustration, TS takes a sympathetic interior view of Tsu-
gio’s developmental uncertainty as he experiments at transgender crossings 
until, ultimately, s/he undergoes a complete gender transformation in which 
the old self becomes his new half.

What makes TS so potent are its sets of related forces that inform the 
background to Tsugio’s transition into Tayoko, in which both eventually co-
alesce as a spectrum of multiple-subject formation. Ōshima suggests, but does 
not insist on, the possibility for reincarnation as a catalyst for cross-gender 
identification, and that karma might act as a specific link in the chain of re-
incarnation. Yet, ultimately, she prefers to leave unresolved the meaning of 
telos through transition and transformation. Her depictions instead focus on 
tensions that resist easy categorization or explanation. Ōshima’s illustrations 
explore consciousness as fluid and adaptive, rather than a basic metaphysical 
grounding of subjectivity. And, while she is not hostile to psychotherapy or 
in opposition to medical explanations for transgender identity, she evokes 
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a series of questions about gender and 
identity that undermine assumptions 
about the body as simply a physical 
grounding for the self-aware subject.

Ōshima’s portrayals of transgen-
der themes, published in the late 1980s 
in the shōjo magazine ASUKA, antici-
pated the growing visibility of GLBT is-
sues in manga and anime. This trend has irritated conservative politicians. In 
December 2010, Ishihara Shintarō, the governor of Tokyo, spoke out against 
what he saw as a harmful proliferation of homosexuals readily turning up 
on television: “Gays are appearing nonchalantly on television, with no prob-
lem.” 3 Ishihara’s comments coincided with his support for the Revised Youth 
Ordinance Bill (hijitsuzai seishōnen kisei), a piece of legislation that would 
give various authorities the power to ban manga perceived to be harmful 
to youth.4 Although the proposed bill seeks to confront the proliferation of 
X-rated sexuality—gay or straight—featured in manga, Ishihara directed his 
consternation at the increasing level of social acceptance within Japanese 
society for the GLBT community. This movement has acquired growing rec-
ognition, in part aided through popular (and educational) art forms such as 
music, television dramas, and manga. A particularly poignant moment of 
such visibility occurred during the 2007 kōhaku uta gassen (Japan’s annual 
New Year Eve’s singing contest). Prior to her performance of “Tomodachi no 
uta” (“A friendship song”), the transgender performer Nakamura Ataru—
singing for the women’s team—listened to a letter, written by her mother, 
read by one of the program’s hosts. The letter briefly related an account of her 
mother’s difficulties in understanding her son’s—now daughter’s—gender 
identity and eventual transition. The mother’s sentiments concluded with 
a note of love, congratulations, and acceptance. Such a moment, through 
art and music, calls out for greater acknowledgment for all GLBT people in 
Japan. Given that the audience for kōhaku runs in the millions (being the 
premier annual time slot of Japanese television), the monumental level of 
awareness enabled through such personal and public witnessing cannot be 
ignored. Nakamura Ataru is not alone among transgender individuals across 
East Asia who speak openly about their transitions. Actresses such as Kawai 
Ikko in Japan and Harisu in Korea have undertaken a prominent form of 
activism by being out, active, and outspoken through their professional ca-
pacities. Harisu (Lee Kyung-eun), in fact, is one of a relatively few Koreans 
to have had their gender legally changed.
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Scholarship has at the same time provided additional attention to the 
particular social and political aspects to gay identities in East Asian cultures.5 
Wim Lunsing analyzes how, during the 1990s in Japan, an intensified interest 
in popular media circles brought about a “gay boom” in terms of appeal.6 That 
transsexual issues have also received attention, both popular and scholarly, 
owes much to the advent of gay rights activism, particularly in Japan and Ko-
rea. Vera Mackie has provided a study of the emerging discourses surrounding 
transgender individuals in Japan, which include the legal, political, medical, 
and autobiographical.7 Describing the enlarged mainstream interest for de-
pictions of gender-variant experiences, Mackie explains, “Bringing transgen-
dered narratives into the relatively mainstream spheres of mass market book 
publication and television has an important function in contributing to the 
recognition and of the belonging and citizenship of such individuals.” 8 But 
Mackie’s examples—most notably from a popular novel that was adapted for 
television: Watashi ga watashi de aru tame ni (2006, Because I am me)—have 
decidedly realistic and medicalistic approaches. While also deeply personal, 
such texts, written from a transgender perspective, focus on the practical 
implications of sex-reassignment: hormones, counseling, and other psycho-
medical processes for transition. Although there is much educational benefit 
to such portrayals, as Mackie insightfully documents, there seems to be an 
elaborate fixation on surgical procedures in such portrayals of male-to-female 
transitioning, particularly in the West. Mainstream audiences are most curi-
ous about the external acts of transformation: the professional diagnosis and 
the becoming-procedures such as purchasing of gender-specific clothing or 
applying make-up, and the climactic hospital visit. Such presentations build 
a somatic narrative that ultimately requires pharmaceutical intervention to 
rationalize difficult journeys and painful adjustments. But transgender rights 
proponents have assessed that such prolonged attention to biomedical mat-
ters, in a way, can take on a somewhat lurid form of voyeurism. The narrative 
tends to become repetitious, as a curious public wants a surgeon’s glance at 
the scientifically engineered resexing of a patient. Such a form of enquiry can 
shift attention away from the more difficult-to-quantify internal aspects of 
sex, self, identity, and subjectivity.

Ōshima’s story, however, eschews the medicalization of gender reassign-
ment by pursuing a more psycho-spiritual perspective. In this, she follows 
precedents from classical East Asian literature that at times invokes magi-
cal narratives that involve the changing of genders. Perhaps most famous 
of these is Torikaebaya monogatari (ca. twelfth century, The Changelings), in 
which two children—who both exhibit a preference for the social identities of 
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the opposite sex—are permitted to transition into the gender of their choos-
ing.9 In kabuki, the play Sakura-hime azuma bunshō (1817, The Cherry Blossom 
Princess of Edo) depicts homosexual eroticism as linked to a sequence of re-
incarnated spirits. Reminiscent of this play, a contemporary film about gay 
love and reincarnation recently premiered in Korea: Bungee Jumping of Their 
Own (2002, Beonjijeompeureul hada). From a manga perspective, TS examines 
a similar correlation between gender identity and reincarnation. Ōshima’s 
illustrations do not dwell on the surgical aspects of gender transition, which 
is somewhat typical of most presentations of transindividuals, but rather ex-
plore the internal psychological profile of alternative gender identity acquisi-
tion in the constitution of physical transformation. Rather than fixate on the 
hormonal aspects of syringes or the cosmetics of electrolysis, TS develops—
through the aesthetic possibilities for fantasia in manga—an ontology of re-
incarnation as enabling multiple selves, a pluralism that therefore effectively 
dismantles a fixed sense of binary gender formation. Tsugio’s story of becom-
ing Tayoko entails the confluence of old selves, new halves, in an interrelated 
process. Varying subjectivities, within the multilateral layers of conscious-
ness, construct personal identities through a variegated sense of gender(s). 
Ōshima utilizes the illustrative power of manga to illustrate the internal and 
the external, thus documenting the increasing congruency between internal 
ideation and its interrelationship to physical presentation.

TS’s metaphysical framework of reincarnation as circulating a network of 
multiple selves contrasts with the claims typical of a Cartesian singularity in 
the formation of personal identity. Emphasizing the indivisibility of the mind 
as an inherent unity, Descartes pursues a sense of self-conscious knowingness 
that lends itself to the art of autobiography in the singular. In terms of mind–
body interaction, the subject animates its body, and in this relationship Des-
cartes does not seem to permit any allowances for multiple personalities—as 
multiple subjects—that are capable of effecting different modes of control. 
From a perspective typical of European Enlightenment thinking, John Locke’s 
analysis of the mind/body problem carefully distinguishes between person 
and body. With such distinctions in place, Locke assesses the intersections 
of mind and form as the mental and physical correlates in the performance 
of personhood. For Locke, importantly, memory engages reflexively with the 
field of consciousness in encountering those aggregates of thoughts and feel-
ings to derive a sense of subject(s): “Nothing but consciousness can unite 
remote existences into the same person.” 10 Yet, despite these mereological 
variables, Locke asserts that the body, as a static visual identifier, for the most 
part regulates not how an individual constructs an awareness of his or her 
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own person but how others iden-
tify said person through his or her 
body. In regard to his parable about 
a prince and cobbler swapping bod-
ies, Locke acknowledges, after the 
transformation, “he would be the 
same cobbler to every one besides 
himself.” 11 In the social world of ap-

pearances, as Locke claims, the body does much to make the man (or woman) 
as the prima facie marker. This is so much so, it seems, that consciousness 
goes along in regulated identification with the physical form: “Thus everyone 
finds that, whilst comprehended under that consciousness, the little finger is 
as much a part of himself as what is most so.” 12 In his considerations, Locke 
even alludes to the possibility of reincarnation and multiple memories as po-
tential modes for such a composition of personal identity out of the many. In 
referring to a man who claimed to be Socrates in a past life, Locke questions 
how, if a man claimed to have been Socrates previously, why then can he not 
recall Socrates’ thoughts and actions? So, although appreciative of the diverg-
ing elements within consciousness, Locke tends to prefer a sense of mind/
body that conforms to singularity: “But yet it is hard to conceive of Socrates, 
the same individual man, should be two persons.” 13 Locke therefore concludes 
that it is “a contradiction that two or more should be one.” 14

Conversely, TS—through a phenomenology of reincarnation—argues for 
an irreducibility of the multiple senses that have the potential to form varying 
identities within consciousness; Ōshima explores this situation as a schema 
of gender fluidity and variety as experienced by some in the transgender com-
munity. Conventional gender, as an embodied discursivity enabled by carrot-
and-stick social forces of recognition, bases itself on static parameters and 
on a dependability of set visual cues. But TS, with an anti-Delphic philosophy 
of know thyselves, dramatizes, through illustrations of the mental space as 
word and image of different voices, the complexity of gender identification as 
a dynamic, multiple process of selves-awareness. Tsugio/Tayoko depends on 
his/her own internal dimensions for an authoritative discourse that guides 
them through a process of gender crossing; in this case, s/he believes Tayoko 
to be his previous incarnation, and therefore a pre-presentation of a woman 
he still wishes to be in his current life. By illustratively sketching the plane 
of memory as including embodied experiences of (possibly) previous incar-
nations, Ōshima’s manga diverges from more hyperrealistic depictions of 
gender-reassignment surgery by exposing the metaphysical dimensions of 
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multiplicity in the exploration of gender crossing. Tsugio seeks to become 
Tayoko, not only in thought and memory, as he first finds identification with 
her, but also in face and body. This need not lead to a unity of selves, a perfect 
changeover of one subject being erased to promote another. Rather, Tsugio/
Tayoko must learn to trust in an intuitive sense of multiple persons within 
being, rather than seek psychological or medical authorization to diagnose 
some condition. TS employs the visual and textual lens of manga to peer into 
the transgender phenomena as subject (the preferential terms of gender self-
reference), object (the necessary procedures for forming this transition in the 
body), and abject (the inevitable marginalization resulting from pursuing this 
transition).15

TS begins with a conversation between a very young Tsugio, perhaps only 
four years old, with his mother, who is involved in a typically domestic chore 
of hanging up the washing. Already keenly aware of a multigendered sense 
of himself, Tsugio describes to his mother a sequences of dreams he has in 
which, as a woman, he is also performing tasks around a house. The house, 
he understands, is a residual memory of an incarnated existence from before. 
Indirectly, Tsugio is also announcing to himself that he is in a kind of gen-
dered stasis: although physically a boy, he has constant recall of a previous 
female embodiment, which seems to his mind as real as his current situation. 
Ōshima illustrates these impressions as floating images that enter into the 
frames of the physical world. Being so young, Tsugio is not constrained in 
his thinking by the biological and physiological realities of chromosomes, the 
rational realm of adulthood and its thoroughly entrenched semiotics of gen-
der identities in which one, through binary dependency, must automatically 
exclude the other.

In portraying Tsugio’s growth from this phase of blissful acceptance into 
the tribulations of puberty, Ōshima emphasizes that Tsugio, inherently, finds 
nothing wrong about his sense of gender in the plural. Only after he enters 
into the symbolic order of the great act of gender segregation—the Japanese 
school system—do his intuitive identities become a source of shame and then 
suicidal despair. On this point, Ōshima provides very blunt depictions of ho-
mophobic bullying (ijime) in Japan. In one particular instance, a group of boys 
leaves in Tsugio’s shoe box (getabako) a second-hand girl’s school uniform set: 
bra, socks, wig, and seeraa-fuku (girl’s sailor-style uniform) (Figure 1). Rather 
than ignoring the clothes, Tsugio readily dons the skirt and middy blouse 
and attends classes that day, self-identifying as female with a look of both 
relief and complete comfort: as he tells himself, “Once I tried it on, it looked 
good on me.” 16 Tsugio’s classmates’ varied response, emphasized through a 
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hallway sketch of faceless taunts, builds into a chorus: “Don’t run away! You’re 
human like us! New half! New half!” 17 They have suspected that Tsugio is gay. 
But even more scandalous to them now is that he is potentially a transsexual 
(nyūhaafu) who, given the first opportunity, would prefer to go through life 
presenting as a girl. In this case, being nyūhaafu is the more perverse breach 
of social norms. 

Thomas J. Harper asks, in regards to the general level of tolerance for 
gender-variant behavior in contemporary Japan, “Where but in Japan would 
a weekly contest between respectable middle-class amateur transvestites, 
judged by professional transvestites, be broadcast on prime Saturday night 
family viewing time?” 18 However, as Judith Butler cautions, there has always 
been a general acceptance of counternormative gender behavior, so long as 
it is performed within a contextual framework that provides a legitimizing 
imprimatur: “Indeed, the sight of a transvestite onstage can compel pleasure 
and applause while the sight of the same transvestite on the seat next to us 
on the bus can compel fear, rage, even violence.” 19 In this case, what might 
have been amusing if staged as a game show is a real-life example of gender 
variance that leads to bullying. Tsugio is not playacting; he’s attempting to 
carve out a new gendered space as a girl in a Japanese high school. In popular 
Japanese argot, nyūhaafu describes a transitional space from one gender to 
the next, of a new half being fashioned as a counterpart to the old. The term 
can be empowering or derogatory, depending on its context. Tsugio insists 
that his transgender sense of himself is more than cosplay or josōshumi (a 
cross-dressing hobby). He wants to attend school as a girl, dressed as a girl, 
and be accepted as a girl, because he identifies as she. Only others insist on 
assigning an incorrect gender identity to him.20 

Troubled by her son’s intensifying inclinations, Tsugio’s mother attempts 
to discredit Tsugio’s transgender identification, as based on a sense of past 
lives and multiple selves, as a kind of neurotic defense mechanism. She tells 
Tsugio that his sense of being Tayoko, as derived from being a previous incar-
nation of Tayoko, is a diversion fantasy to avoid dealing with the psychosexual 
problem of his homosexuality. Put bluntly, she invalidates the Tsugio/Tayoko 
multiplicity by labeling this sense of multiple selves and past-life memories as 
an escapist way of legitimizing his homosexual orientation. Reminiscent of 
a moment explored in the Belgian film Ma Vie en Rose (1997, My Life in Pink), 
Tsugio’s mother often wonders what is going on in her gender-variant child’s 
mind. Tsugio identifies himself as having an internalized female identity, one 
that he seeks to embody; yet before his gender transition, he expresses same-
sex attraction as his preference. Thus Mark McLelland notes accurately that, 

fig 1
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figure 1. Tsugio asserts her gender identity, from Tsurubara-tsurubara. Copyright Hakusensha 
and Ōshima Yumiko.
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although Japanese contains various terms for homosexuality and homosex-
ual acts, “they all tend to conflate same-sex desire with transgenderism and 
transsexuality.” 21

The lack of understanding and acceptance, from within the home and 
without, proves to be emotionally unsustainable for Tsugio. Unable to con-
tinue comfortably presenting as male, but denying her wish to identify as 
female, Tsugio attempts suicide—a troubling incident that occurs frequently 
for transgender individuals. In a harrowing scene in which each box is inked 
in pure black, representing his efforts to erase his male body, Tsugio, as a 
teenager, tries to take his own life. As the manga’s boxes shrink in a represen-
tation of a loss of consciousness, only an oxygen tube slowly penetrates the 
utter darkness of the page which lacks any illustration whatsoever, signifying 
that Tsugio’s body is being resuscitated back into the symbolic world of rules 
and appearances (Figure 2).

Thus rescued, Tsugio spends a period of convalescence in hospital, but his/
her problem has intensified, not diminished. Although sympathetic, Tsugio’s 
mother attempts to analyze her child. Referring to Tsugio’s sense of herself 
as Tayoko, through a previous incarnation, his mother most forcefully reiter-
ates the claim that Tayoko is a psychosexual crutch: “It’s your fantasy, I think. 
In order to justify your homosexuality, you’ve come up with this delusion in 
your head.” 22 Emotionally vulnerable, this discrediting of his instinctual cross-
identification with amateur psychologizing will insert continual self-doubt in 
Tsugio’s mind, a doubt that will later resurface to threaten the completion of 
her transition as Tayoko. 

But from the very beginning, Tsugio is emphatic about Tayoko’s exis-
tence. In regard to his/her own self of multiple subjectivities in one body, the 
young Tsugio frequently describes the personalized presence of Tayoko as 
one of his halves whom he first encountered through forms of past-life recall 
(zensei) in dreams and memories. Most of Tsugio’s initial encounters wherein 
he becomes Tayoko occur in the imaginative realms: by recollecting memories 
experientially produced in a previous incarnation as Tayoko, Tsugio recalls 
and reconstitutes a former subjectivity through dreams, recurrent hunches, 
and lingering postsentiments (kako no shōjō) of that lifetime. Gradually, Tsu-
gio comes to identify more fully with Tayoko, at least in the sense that an 
approximation of Tayoko must be physically realized, embodied. 

Although a paradigm of reincarnation—especially as Tsugio/Tayoko un-
derstands it—enables more than one sense of self to inhabit a single body, TS 
eschews any direct reference to Buddhist doctrines in order to situate its sense 
of reincarnation within a broader religious justification. On the contrary, TS 

fig 2
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figure 2. Tsugio attempts suicide, from Tsurubara-tsurubara. Copyright Hakusensha and 
Ōshima Yumiko.
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emphasizes that Tsugio’s intimations of having lived a previous existence as 
a woman and that a powerful remnant of that subjectivity is perpetuated 
into his current existence, occur through intense forms of intuition. Tsugio’s 
transition to Tayoko is suggested to be from a catalyst of reincarnation, but 
Ōshima relates this possibility to Buddhist ontology in a very general way. 
Therefore, Ōshima resists employing religion as another form of discursive 
resolution—just as she eschews diagnostic psychology—in typecasting trans-
gender phenomena. Ōshima, however, can rely on her Japanese readership to 
some sympathy, or least understanding, of reincarnation as a metaphysical 
possibility in interpreting Tsugio/Tayoko’s condition. And eventually, rather 
than press for a rational explication, Tsugio’s mother accepts that Tayoko’s 
existence may well be a result of past-life regression. She does not require 
proof in order to see that this is Tsugio’s interpretation of his condition, as 
a means of self-exploration of gender fluidity. His mother thus suggests that 
hypnotic treatment (saimin ryōhō) might uncover factors that, at that stage, 
more mainstream medication treatments had not accessed. Overall, neither 
mother or father act deliberately cruel to Tsugio. Rather, Ōshima’s portrayal 
exposes the intrinsic difficulty in variant-gender performance and gender ac-
ceptance, between the individual experiencing the inclination as natural and 
automatic, and his or her friends who perceive the behavior as unnatural and 
disordered.

Only in his late teenage years does Tsugio encounter a form of nonjudg-
mental understanding that ultimately enables him to find the confidence to 
turn mental images into corporeal identities. Kanisawa, a young woman with 
whom Tsugio has a chaste friendship, augments Tsugio’s desire to become 
Tayoko through her practice of unconditional acceptance of Tsugio’s multiple 
selves. TS explores how, despite the intensely interior nature of alternative 
gender acquisition, at some stage the subject must either repress the instinc-
tual desire for transition or else begin a difficult process of manifesting the 
desired gender identity in a performative, interpersonal way. Performance 
requires an audience, a receptive other who reads or accepts the new half as 
a force for validation and encouragement. This is very much what Kanisawa 
provides for Tsugio, relaying to him a therapeutic friendship as counterpoint 
to the horrors of his high school bullying. Kanisawa, in terms of feminine ap-
pearance, has many of the stock characteristics of a shōjo heroine. In some 
ways, she is, as Toku Masami describes of shōjo portrayals, a “cute, innocent, 
and patient” girl in a conventional way.23 Yet Kanisawa is revealed, emotion-
ally, to be the most open-minded and accommodating individual in regard to 
Tsugio’s sense of gender ambiguity and queer identity. Although references 
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to Tayoko never explicitly appears in their dialogue, the manga examines how 
their relationship—which involves frequent retreats for sky gazing—allows for 
an adjustment period in Tsugio’s life in which he discovers the positive aspects 
in being honest and uncloseted. Their conversations are based on a purity of 
shared confidence and trust, as reciprocal acts of shinrai (confidence). Their 
mutual trust develops for each other a life-altering sense of openness and the 
possibility of unconditional acceptance. Rather than perceiving it as a source 
of shame, Kanisawa assumes Tsugio’s unconventional identity to be entirely 
natural. Reflexively, this enables Tsugio to come to positive terms with his own 
internal sense of female authenticity. Thus, perhaps the most crucial moment 
in their brief companionship and the moment at which Tsugio determines to 
become Tayoko in body as well as spirit is when he tells Kanisawa, “So, at that 
very moment, I become neither Tsugio nor Tayoko.” 24 In recognizing that nei-
ther fully exists, Tsugio realizes that both have the potential to exist, without 
one necessarily eliminating the other. With Kanisawa, he has the freedom to 
be variable. But through that freedom, he recognizes the particular subjec-
tive form as female-identified that he wishes to actualize. Tsugio has been out 
about his transgender identity since a young age, but through Kanisawa he 
finds the external confirmation necessary to make the exterior commitment 
to cross over, to transition, to make Tayoko physically apparent.

As many queer teens in the UK have discovered, London allows opportu-
nities for coming out and being proud that provincial intimidation had pre-
cluded. Likewise, Tsugio departs for Tokyo from his hometown to begin his 
university studies. Once there, he quickly settles in Ginza, in its gay district, 
where he takes up employment at a bar—dressing as a woman and identifying 
as a woman, and eventually taking up a romance with a man. The narrative 
and illustrative atmosphere of TS notably opens up at this point—in image as 
well as word—as Tsugio now lives fulltime as Tayoko, which is the beginning 
of her formal, bodily transition. 

The gay bar provides Tsugio/Tayoko a broader sympathetic audience 
through which he begins to encode his performance in terms of a sociocultural 
new-half, as marked feminine. This requires a kind of practice—or perfor-
mative rehearsing, to use Butler’s sense—of Japanese femininity. Given the 
critique that scholars have presented about woman’s language and ideologi-
cal performance in Japanese language usage, Tsugio’s exploration—even as 
a rehearsal of the prescriptivist norms of feminine identity—would seem to 
require experimentation with the typical forms of woman’s words for the pur-
poses of presenting her authentic sense of herself.25 Having adopted female 
clothing and other normative cultural signs of feminine gender, she begins 
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cognitively presenting herself through transgender self-reference by pronouns 
such as atashi. But rather than merely adopting a form of verbal drag, Tayoko’s 
speech patterns function as sensitivity, as behaving according to the form of 
what is expected (sekentei). In this case, the oneesan style of speech she begins 
employing both suits the countercultural world of gay nightlife and the reaf-
firmation of her own process of committed transition. In Tsugio’s transition 
into female subjectivity, in the new half of Tayoko, one would assume s/he 
would begin engaging in imitative presentations of socially normative female 
behavior. And thus, in terms of practical social engagements with the bar’s pa-
trons, Tayoko adjusts her language in accordance with whom she is speaking. 
Semiotic adjustments help to smooth over the crossing, as well as establish 
her own self-confidence: clothes, words, and make-up augment—rather than 
define—trans identity.

In describing the importance of Tayoko’s use of atashi for the purposes of 
self-identifying, I do not mean to overlook the critiques of gender construc-
tion and discursive regulations of joseigo (woman’s speech). Inoue Miyako, 
in particular, has emphasized how the assumption that joseigo is a natural 
element of the Japanese language is erroneous. Instead, such feminized lin-
guistic patterns are “a mode of social formation and of the constitution of the 
subject”: in this case, an imaginary subject conjured up for the purposes of 
consumer persuasion and national sentiment.26 This is particularly so in the 
creation of cultural capital; magazines and television provide ample mani-
festations of the invented episteme of contemporary Japanese femininity. 
Mindful of Inoue’s corrective analysis as to how woman’s speech came to be 
instituted as a mode of discourse, gendered language nonetheless facilitates 
Tsugio’s transformation into Tayoko. The illustrations reflect a process of gen-
der transition that is gradual, as mind and body interact to form a sense of 
congruence. But Tsugio never engages in a kind of shallow mimesis, of imi-
tating heroines from J-dramas. Clearly, Tayoko finds psychological relief and 
comfort in being read as female, and her friends in the night town of Ginza 
offer her receptive feedback and support. Embodying socially determined fe-
male signifiers—such as clothing and linguistic markers—helps to reaffirm a 
chosen transition despite the obvious potential for abuse and rejection from 
broader Japanese society, as her body retains characteristics of being born 
male. So, to assert the power of self-definition, in one of her most deliberate 
employments of feminized speech, Tayoko appears briefly on a local television 
program to discuss her real name (honmyō). Staring directly into the camera, 
she announces: “I’m Tayoko! I’m here! I died once, but I’m here!” 27 Through 
such stylized female speech, some might argue that Tsugio—as indicative of a 
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transsexual conundrum in general—merely reinforces the categorical impera-
tive of normative gender by assimilating as much as possible the conventions 
of the other. Yet Tayoko’s facial characteristics, although generically feminine, 
still retain a certain degree of the masculine (Figure 3).28 The effect of atashi, 
self-identified through the speech as a trans person on television, emphasizes 
her right to gender identity and expression within the public space.29 In such 
a combination of spoken word and physical appearance, Tayoko finds another 
element in bringing congruency between mind, body, and presentation. She 
has taken a publicized step of coming out, of breaching the discursive cordon-
ing off of gays and transsexuals, ghettoized into the gay district of Ginza, into 
the realm of social visibility.

Ōshima is careful to remind the reader that being transgender entails a 
more complex process than simply switching from one standardized self to 
another. Much of the graphical layout of this manga, with its figurative boxes 
that narrow or broaden according to Tayoko’s comfort level, emphasizes the 
problematic nature of conforming to reductive patterns of gendered subjec-
tivity. Tayoko/Tsugio continually struggles with a need for personal satisfac-
tion balanced against the necessary sacrifices to somewhat meet discursive 
expectations of cultural norms. The visual content of Ōshima’s manga var-
ies considerably in width, directly corresponding to the sense of freedom or 
constraint that Tsugio/Tayoko’s experiences in terms of mental and bodily 
congruency. When Tsugio sets out for Tokyo, the bottom of the page opens up 
into a series of lateral pathways, forming a maze-like structure with many po-
tential roads and no obvious exit. Such visual cues reiterate the psychological 
patterns that occur for a trans person, whose quest for identification includes 
the uncertainty in the changeover from one gender to another, of the spaces 
in between, and of the ultimate unreliability for any single path to encapsulate 
the multiplicity of identities within and transitions without.

Tellingly, Tayoko’s appearance on television was immediately preceded by 
an encounter with her parents, who failed initially to recognize their daughter 
after her transition. Only when Tayoko readily readopts the stereotypically 
male pronoun boku, which suggests a former subjectivity of being Tsugio, 
do her parents register the confluence of identities in the transformed body. 
A similar moment also occurs later in the story. Tsugio’s father—now with 
dimmed eyesight—does not notice Tayoko when she passes him in the street. 
In order to verify identity and establish familiarity, Tayoko invokes the dis-
course of her previously assigned male subjectivity. She acquiesces to—but 
also reassures—her father by saying, “OK, you always say so. Yes, indeed, I’m 
Tsugio.” 30 Thus, only when Tayoko partially restores Tsugio through boku does 

fig 3
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figure 3. Tsugio, now fully transitioned as Tayoko, appears on television, from Tsurubara- 
tsurubara. Copyright Hakusensha and Ōshima Yumiko.
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the father perceive the subject he previously distinguished as Tsugio. Tsugio 
continues to exist, in a fashion, although in a different physical form. 

But Tsugio/Tayoko is not angry about having to retreat into a former 
module of identity in order to restore acquaintance with her father. Rather, 
Tayoko encourages her father not to dwell on terms of Cartesian singularity, 
of thinking of one mind interjecting through one body, of singular gender 
norms, but in terms of multiplicity and variability. She consoles him by insist-
ing that her transition, and sense of multiple selves, does not fragment the 
shared continuity that is the history of their relationship. Instead of rebuke 
or confrontation or asserting that one subjectivity has erased another, Tayoko 
acknowledges that, in both her and her father’s calculations, an ongoing rem-
nant of Tsugio remains. In this remnant, Tayoko remembers her own past, 
and her father retains an ongoing presence of his son that allows him to accept 
the emergence of his daughter.

Nonetheless, this awkward encounter with her father causes Tayoko, 
shortly afterward, to experience something of a panic attack. Worried about 
her increasing age and generally fatigued from the emotional exhaustion of 
her adjustments, Tayoko briefly faints among the crowds of a humid Japan 
city. The strain in her body coincides with moments of internal self-reproach 
and self-doubt about the authenticity of transitioning, as well as the validity 
of her identification as a woman. Tayoko, repeating the accusation she heard 
from her mother as a child, critiques her own mental health as well as the 
legitimacy of Tayoko: “It’s just like my mom told me before: it’s probably only 
a crutch I just made up for myself.” 31 In this instance, Tayoko/Tsugio reverts 
to boku as a way of retreating into a conventional norm of Tsugio, who is 
biologically, socially, and inescapably assigned as male at birth. And, rather 
than use a pronoun to refer to his feminine sense of subjectivity, tsue (crutch) 
here demotes Tayoko to the status of nonentity. Tsue had previously been 
his mother’s term to pathologize Tsugio’s sense of being a woman as being a 
fantasy, a kind of prop. Therefore, this climatic scene presents the most com-
pelling moment of self-interrogation, self-authorship, and self-confirmation 
in the story. Tsugio now most directly asks his/herself not what Tayoko means 
but who she is: is the name of a former self of a past life, a psychical gimmick, 
or a vain delusion to satisfy his aberrant tendencies; or is it a name for who s/
he truly is? In response to these questions, rather than seeking some kind of 
resolving rationalization, Tayoko/Tsugio allows the field of consciousness to 
be filled with dreams, reflections, and impressions of both lives. The manga’s 
imagery depicts a vista of selves operating in different places, at different 
times. Reflecting on this multitemporal and multispatial panorama of desire 
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and fulfillment, being and identity, Tayoko/Tsugio accepts selfhood as a con-
stellation of impressions that present themselves in various ways, rather than 
as a static, permanent self; the panic and dysphoria are overcome. 

She reflects on the indeterminate nature of singular subjectivity by ob-
serving the various faces she (and he) has worn and been known by, saying 
to them all, “This and that, this and that . . .” 32 In this moment, Ōshima il-
lustrates the osmosis of consciousness by positioning diversity and chance 
within floating forms of blended manga frames. 

Indeed, much of this manga provides examples of what Itō Gō analyzes 
as the indeterminacy of the frame.33 Ōshima allows mental impressions of 
gender identity to pass through the gaps between the frames, evidencing in a 
visual way the multilayering of selves, memories, and presentations. In this 
moment of self-authorship, in which images cross over from frame to frame, 
Tayoko/Tsugio realizes that the imaginative possibilities contained within the 
field of consciousness need not be categorized rationally or reified into a sin-
gle subject or label. Ōshima’s selfhood, rather than being a singular Cartesian 
cogito (Latin, “I think”), operates through variable identifications that consti-
tute cogitamus (“we think”), a plurality. The premonitory dreams Tsugio had 
of previously being Tayoko have enabled him to visualize the form through 
which he could become Tayoko. And, therefore, the visions produced by his 
own creative imagination, whatever they might actually be ontologically, are 
nonetheless as real and valid as the generalized conventions conjured up by 
broader society that pressured the creation of Tsugio. Ōshima’s metaphysi-
cal depiction, abetted through the visual dynamic of manga, enacts Sartre’s 
analysis that “we may therefore conclude that the imagination is not an em-
pirical power added to consciousness, but it is the whole of consciousness as it 
realizes its freedom.” 34 Through the visual variability of manga, its transitions 
from internal to external figurations, Ōshima can enacts what Sartre implies. 

Reincarnation, as a philosophical possibility, enables a sense of indetermi-
nate framing of subjectivity, gender, and identity. But much of TS’s narrative 
deliberately leaves open the possibility as to whether Tayoko really emerges 
as some life-essence carried on from one incarnation to the next. There is 
no ultimate proof provided. Perhaps she is a psychological mechanism that 
Tsugio develops in order to name a new subjectivity for him, as a means to 
actualize his genderqueer identification. In the conclusion of the story, shortly 
after the panic attack in Tokyo, Tayoko fortuitously discovers the stone steps 
and rambling roses of the homestead that Tsugio had long since anticipated in 
childhood dreams. At this moment, the visual cues that had been illustrated 
as internal memories become realized, in a physical way, as external events, 
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just as Tsugio’s notion of Tayoko has also become a social reality. However, the 
man who lives there, whom Tayoko presumes to be her husband from a previ-
ous incarnation, does not offer any specific confirmation, and thus the theory 
of reincarnation remains unresolved. Through discussion with Tayoko, the 
man reveals that Tsugio was born on the day he lost his wife, and that Tsugio’s 
favorite food—honey tea and waffles—had also been enjoyed by his spouse. 
But there is no absolute resolution as to where Tayoko originates. The extent 
to which Tsugio’s dreams of Tayoko had been either pre-presentations of his 
own gender transition or specters of past-life regression remain unknown. In 
this way, the text leaves open the question as to whether the reincarnation 
model somehow solves the reasons for the transgender phenomena. Impor-
tantly, the concept enables Tayoko to first address and understand her situ-
ation, but, ultimately, it is not required to somehow justify her transgender 
existence. The most important confirmation exhibited here is not whether 
Tayoko actually existed but that the Tayoko who must exist—Tsugio as female 
identified—does exist.

Therefore, Tayoko, in the final line of the story, employs boku one final 
time: “And I decided to perform in the next act.” 35 Boku, at this instance, seems 
both natural and understandable, but at the same time illogical, since Tayoko 
seems most fully comfortable being herself. Boku implies that Tsugio remains 
a constitutive element of Tayoko, that he is still inside of her, and that they, in 
a fashion, dwell in physical form together in continuum. Ōshima is implying 
that, at least at the level of personal identity, gender is not a singularity in 
the scheme of genderqueering reincarnation. As the theatrical metaphor maku 
implies—of a curtain rising and closing on a stage—subjects are reborn many 
times, again and again. Ōshima illustrates how they do not need to be reduced 
to a single integration. Many identities exist within, and consciousness directs 
which version of identity should be articulated and made apparent; this pro-
cess of formulation can be versatile, changing, and indeterminate.

Tayoko/Tsugio engages in the conscious selection of a female identity, 
augmented by gendered patterns, as a way of authentic and preferred self-
presentation as the non-birth sex. However, this is not meant to delegitimize 
Tayoko as some form of cosplay fancy. On the contrary, the text demonstrates 
throughout the existential freedom to create one’s own honmyō (true name) 
out of the varied schemata that fill consciousness. But TS also addresses the 
problematic gap between internal sensibilities and the manifestations of 
those feelings through the discursivities of words and bodies in the social 
world. In presenting Tsugio/Tayoko as inseparably linked in the production of 
queer identity, Ōshima illustrates how such attached labels of masculine and 
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feminine are, as Jacques Derrida describes in regards to the act of naming, 
“the trace of this wounded writing that bears the stigmata of its own proper 
inadequation.” 36 Tsugio and Tayoko, as written in kanji, both contain mark-
ers that specifically denote a male (o) or female (ko) subject, and therefore are 
representative of orthodox masculinities and femininities determined by so-
cialized biology and affirmed through conventionalized linguistics. Names like 
Tsugio or Tayoko in this way may be reductionistic for the sake of consistency. 
But they fail to provide a gestalt of the plural identities that TS portrays, a 
process of multitemporal and multilateral subject formation. 

The title Tsurubara (rambling rose) provides a more dynamic account of 
the nonstatic variability that is Ōshima’s philosophy of personal identity. 
As well as referring to the emblematic rose that bedecked the household of 
Tayoko’s former life, the rambling rose suggests the process of crossing both 
in terms of gender and time. Tsurubara, a word not easily recognizable to 
Japanese readers, is actually a coinage (zōgo) of Tsugio’s father. As a joke, he 
combines the words tsuru (crane) with kame (turtle), both traditional sym-
bols of good luck and longevity. He crosses and interpolates these into the 
portmanteau phrase tsurukame, linked to the Shinto mantra kuwabara ku-
wabara (knock on wood), thus producing tsurubara-tsurubara. This blending 
of different creatures and magical words of power more suggestively alludes 
to Tsugio/Tayoko’s multiplicity of blended identities.

TS confirms that, at the functional level, society predicates itself on fixed 
protocols for the assigned gender binary. Tsugio/Tayoko constantly strug-
gles with intuitive sensations, of terrifying impressions of being assigned 
an inappropriate body (male) but having memories of being in the suitable 
one (female). In engaging in transgender identification and male-to-female 
transition, Tsugio shows awareness for the possibility that he, in becoming 
she, is repeating encoded illusions of a socially constructed femaleness. Like 
Gertie MacDowell in James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), the format of feminine 
subjectivity to some extent derives from advertisements, female novels, and 
so forth, in constructing a consumer demographic of woman. Women’s speech 
and women’s identities in Japan indeed result from such pressures, much as 
Joyce saw in Ireland. It is not easy to rest with the assumption that transfor-
mation automatically leads to empowerment. But, especially in terms of the 
GLBT community, it is equally discomfiting to dismiss Tsugio (and transgen-
der people in general) as fantasists infatuated with a nationalized anima or 
animus of a pseudo-essentialist man or woman with whom they falsely attach 
themselves. This kind of dismissal resembles the rhetorical claim that homo-
sexuals were mis-imprinted during puberty and can be fixed or changed with 
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the right form of cognitive therapy. Ōshima’s portrayals of Tsugio’s suicide 
attempts, as well as his rejection by various social realms, are reminders of the 
painful consequences of transgender lives. Although TS does not explore the 
enormous financial and physical costs of gender transition, its psychological 
intensity suggests that transgender folk often make enormous sacrifices at 
the personal and professional level, and surely these must be made for some-
thing other than a delusion or—in Tsugio’s mother’s terms—a crutch.

TS’s unique contribution to queer writing is its combination of a some-
what linear timeframe—Tsugio’s maturation into Tayoko—with the conver-
gent frames of illustration that show the relationship of multiple identities. 
Genderqueering takes place in a dimension of something outside of time. In 
examining transgender identity formation through the paraphysical platform 
of reincarnation, Ōshima suggests that singular labels for gender will never 
really be accurate, since memories and ideas are reborn many times, again and 
again, and they do not necessarily integrate into a singular entity. TS, there-
fore, examines how an individual body may, in fact, have variable identities 
within, as a natural consequence of consciousness. The illustrated framework 
of this manga shifts from internal portraits of Tsugio’s self-identification 
to external presentation, as new corporeal characteristics emerge through 
transition. This shift demonstrates how fluid and varied is the intuitive 
self-consciousness that determines which identity—and how much of that 
identity—is imagined, materialized, and individualized. The challenge for 
Tsugio/Tayoko is in the actualization of his/her life as a personally authentic 
exploration of these multiple possibilities, as arising from and enabled by the 
old selves and new halves.
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