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Abstract 

This thesis combines dialogic theory, intersectionality, and transfeminism in an 

interpretive case study of how four young people make sense of and negotiate their 

trans/gender embodied subjectivities. Between January and August 2014, I gathered 

data using narrative, walking, and art-based interviews, and a focus group. Using 

dialogical data analysis, I construct three layers of argument that cumulatively contend 

trans/gender sincerities – subjective realities – are multi-voiced and emergent in dialogic 

relations with others. First, I interpret the multiple ways participants’ sense their 

embodied selves, and how they negotiate processes of (mis)gendering. Second, I 

analyze the contested meanings of trans and cis within participants’ utterances, 

emphasizing the transformative potential of espousing multiple trans/gender sincerities. 

Third, I conduct an intersectional analysis of class, race, settler colonialism, sexuality 

and gender, arguing that trans/gender sincerity is ‘not enough.’ Rather, it must coincide 

with a critique of how intersecting systems of power mutually constitute trans/gender 

embodied subjectivities.  

Keywords:  transgender; young people; dialogic theory; intersectionality; 
transfeminism; sincerity 
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Preface 

I start theorizing from the feeling, because theories come from feelings, 
from things that you have a charge on, things that agitate you. Then 
comes the head stuff - the rationalizing and the objectifying. It really 
amazes me that some people start from the disembodied words and 
ideas. (Gloria Anzaldúa, in Hernádez & Anzaldúa, 1995, p. 15) 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s quote reminds me that thought is co-extensive with feeling, 

and of the particular sense of agitation that first prompted my interest in the focus of this 

thesis: the multi-voiced embodied subjectivities of young trans/gender people. Three and 

a half years before the completion of this thesis, I felt both encouraged and troubled by 

circulating narratives about trans children and youth. These narratives garnered a sense 

of hope about the growing acceptance of young trans lives within Canada and the United 

States. At the same time, I felt a personalized sense of loss when stories of acceptance 

were repeatedly grounded in the authenticity of ‘true self’ – a loss of the possibility for 

change and growth through time; of the possibility of feeling confused and unsure about 

who exactly ‘I’ am; and of the possibility of multiple and divergent trajectories for trans 

lives. Turning now to the “head stuff” of academic scholarship, these embodied feelings 

continue to silhouette the pages of this thesis. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Historically relegated to the shadows of the gay and lesbian rights movement, 

trans advocacy has been gaining momentum since the early 1990s.1 Just in the last few 

years, trans visibility has increased substantially. For instance, there has been a recent 

trend in online news media involving parents and legal guardians proclaiming support for 

their trans children as ‘who they are’ (e.g. Andrews, 2012; Garcia, 2012; Maines, 2012; 

Park, 2011; Whitford Paul, 2012). Such affirmative media coverage of trans children and 

youth are in many ways encouraging for trans recognition politics. At the same time, 

these narratives construct boundaries around ‘authentic’ trans embodied subjectivities, 

which are frequently formed through naturalized gender norms (e.g. Ford, 2015).2 

 
1 I use ‘trans’ to signify a constellation of embodied subjectivities that somehow transgress or 

trouble normative understandings of gender. Trans may include transgender, transsexual, 
bigender, pangender, agender, genderqueer, androgynous, butch, femme, etc. I recognize that 
trans is a contested category (Shotter, 1993, p. 199), and that my particular use of trans is an 
achievement and product “of an imaginary” (Valentine, 2007, p. 68). Moreover, my use of trans 
as an abbreviated umbrella term for the ways people sense themselves as different than their 
assigned gender at birth has the potential to inadvertently reproduce exclusions at its 
boundaries, be counter to alternative trans significations, and render invisible inequalities within 
the category through the erasure of difference. At times I excise ‘gender nonconforming’ from 
‘trans’ because in much research on children and youth transgender is analogized with “cross-
sex” identification, while gender identities not perceived as cross-sex identification are 
acknowledged with either the term “gender variant” or a variation of “gender nonconforming.” In 
Chapter 4, I analyze the contested and multiple meanings of trans in greater depth. 

2 Subjectivities denote the perspectives, experiences, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and desires of 
an individual. Embodiment denotes how the body is felt and experienced, how social 
discourses and practices are lived in the body, and how bodily sensations/perceptions inform a 
person’s sense of self. Typically, I use both terms in tandem, usually as embodied 
subjectivities, to avoid a mind/body dualism. 
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Gressgård (2010), informed by Wendy Brown, argues that trans people are a 

cultural ‘difference’ managed through liberal politics of tolerance (p. 541).3 That is, 

tolerance discourse within Canada and the United States regulates how trans is 

incorporated into the prevailing social order (Gressgård, 2010).4 Online news media, 

moreover, have become a central medium for reproducing knowledge about normative 

subjects and deviant others (Rigoni, 2012). I contend that online narratives about trans 

children and youth circulate as a genre of tolerance discourse, concurrently advocating 

for trans acceptance and establishing what it means to be acceptably trans (Skidmore, 

2011). Much like media representations of transsexual women in the United States 

during the 1950s, trans regularly becomes visible and acceptable through middle-

classed, heteronormative whiteness (Skidmore, 2011). 

In online narratives about trans children and youth, acceptance is routinely 

substantiated through the idea of ‘true self’ – gender identity is innate and unalterable; 

therefore, we should accept young trans people as ‘who they are.’ Justifying trans 

acceptance through the idea of ‘true self’ in many ways demands an untenable 

permanence from trans children and youth, suggesting their ‘self’ will be the same 

throughout the life course – no matter an individual’s shifting self-knowledge as they 

develop from constructed stages of infancy to adulthood, no matter the distinct and 

varying social relations individuals find themselves moving into and between, no matter 

the historical and social forces, working at once ‘within’ and ‘outside’ the individual, 

constituting their sense of self. Trans truth or ‘authenticity’ becomes characterized as a 

stubborn and heroic fixity (Bakhtin, 1963/1984; Epstein & Johnson, 2008, p. 39), an 

“inner truth” (Gressgård, 2010, p. 544) separate from a variously hostile or tolerant 

society. Rather than opening discourse to the multiple voices of trans children and youth, 

these ‘true self’ narratives restrict and normalize the meaning of trans to an 
 
3 Brown (2006) argues that tolerance discourse produces boundaries between liberal and non-

liberal subjects. The liberal subject is positioned as free, tolerant, and civilized, whereas the 
non-liberal Other, located at the limits of tolerance, is constructed as fundamentalist, intolerant, 
and barbaric. This distinction between liberal and non-liberal subjects justifies western 
imperialism, colonialism, and white supremacy. At the same time, tolerance “tames … unruly 
domestic identities” (p. 8), thereby managing the abject “Other within” (p. 27). 

4 Connell (2009) asserts that contemporary gender politics, and the development of feminist 
epistemologies, should happen on a world scale. However, due to the scope of this thesis, I 
restrict my extrapolations to the geopolitical contexts of Canada and the United States. 
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individualized and permanent gendered reality, which erases and partially negates years 

of trans/gender activism and scholarship denaturalizing the essentially autonomous 

subject and theorizing gender as a system of power.5 

A normalizing need for ‘true self’ can be traced within the interrelated histories of 

psychiatric and clinical psychological knowledge about trans children and youth, and the 

revitalization of trans advocacy in the 1990s. From 1960 until the 1990s, non-trans 

scholars in the disciplines of clinical psychology and psychiatry dominated research 

about trans and gender nonconforming children and youth (Byne et al., 2012, p. 762-

765). During this time clinical researchers primarily theorized gender nonconformity as 

an individualized pathology and something wrong with the mind – an incongruent desire 

to be what the sexed body is not. Galvanized by a rigid gender binary system, efforts to 

fix the ‘abnormal’ child culminated in the development of reparative therapies (Byne et 

al., 2012; Green, 1971; Rekers & Lovaas, 1974), psychologized interventions compelling 

gender role conformity in “the prevention of transsexualism” (Green, 1971, p. 167). 

According to this approach, such clinical intervention must coincide with the attentive 

surveillance and appropriate gender-role modeling and disciplinary techniques of the 

father and mother (Barclay & Cusumano, 1967; Davenport, 1986; Green, 1971). 

In response to the emergent trans rights movement of the last three decades, the 

dominance of this approach has waned despite some clinicians (e.g. Zucker, 2008) who 

continue to promote and practice forms of reparative therapy.6 In late 2013, after a 14-

year revision process, the diagnosis of gender identity disorder (GID) was replaced in 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) with the diagnosis of 

gender dysphoria (Lev, 2013). With this new diagnosis, deviating from gender norms is 
 
5 Informed by Travers’ (2014) concept of transformative gender justice, my use of trans/gender is 

meant to signify the simultaneous problematic of ‘gender’ for transgender studies, gender 
studies, feminism and the sites of their overlap. Furthermore, I frequently mobilize trans/gender 
to denote the possibility that the subjects I mark as trans/gender may or may not perceive 
themselves in terms of ‘trans,’ yet may still understand themselves as gendered differently than 
the normative frameworks of gender binary systems. 

6 The World Professional Association for Transgender Health’s (WPATH) Standards of Care 
(Coleman et al., 2012) asserts that reparative therapies are unethical (p. 16). They advocate for 
a flexible therapeutic approach that respects the diversity amongst transgender, transsexual, 
and gender nonconforming individuals, and individualized treatment according to the needs of 
each person. 
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no longer in itself constitutive of a mental pathology; rather, gender dysphoria describes 

the distress that can occur when one is unable to live as their affirmed gender identity.7 

Steensma, Kreukels, de Vries, and Cohen-Kettenis (2013) define gender identity – a 

term originally conceptualized by the sexologist John Money – as “the extent to which a 

person experiences oneself to be like others of one gender” (p. 289). They accentuate 

this definition by citing Stoller’s (1968) concept of ‘core gender identity’ as the 

“essentially unalterable core [emphasis added] of gender identity” (p. 289).8 So, 

contemporary clinical research and practice is moving away from the prevention of 

transsexualism towards gender identity actualization (Ehrensaft, 2012; Minter, 2012; 

Vanderburgh, 2009). Ehrensaft (2011), a main proponent of this change to clinical 

practice, argues supportive families and clinical practitioners must abandon 

pathologizing, punitive approaches and “help [children] be the most authentic people 

they can be” (p. 10). According to this approach, each child has a true gender self that 

can be nourished within the therapeutic context. An underlying presumption seems to be 

that the ‘true self’ is located in the mind/brain (Ehrensaft, 2012; Reiner & Reiner, 2012), 

emanating visually and behaviourally from the interiority of the child or youth. 

In a social context increasingly trans-positive, this conversion from the prevention 

of transsexualism to gender identity actualization ensures the endurance of psychology 

and psychiatry as scientific domains of medicalized expertise. The disciplines of 

psychology and psychiatry retain authority over diagnostic criteria and clinical practices 

used to authenticate young people’s gendered selves, and remain the regulatory 

apparatuses determining who is ‘trans enough’ to gain access to hormone treatment and 

potential surgery (Enke, 2012a, p. 64). This transfiguration of diagnostic criteria 

 
7 As ‘gender identity’ is a dominant concept in Canadian and American identity politics and is 

likewise a salient concept for participants, I correspondingly use ‘identity’ as an object of 
analysis. However, it is not one of my central theoretical concepts. Identity is a concept 
connoting ‘sameness’ with particular others (Steensma, Kreukels, de Vries, & Cohen-Kettenis, 
2013), amalgamating complex life experiences into a categorical name. The correspondence of 
the name to an inner or ‘core’ truth circulates as ‘common sense,’ producing an individualized 
account of gender that downplays the dynamics of gender as a system of power. 

8 There are a number of clinicians who problematize this form of individualism in clinical research 
and consider social dynamics in the lives of trans and gender nonconforming children and 
youth (e.g. Ehrensaft, 2011; Saketopoulou, 2011). However, the ‘psychosocial factors’ thought 
to contribute to ‘gender identity formation’ very rarely extend beyond the dynamics of the child-
mother-father triad (e.g. Steensma, Kreukels, de Vries, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2013, p. 291). 
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coincides with a change to the criteria for gendered ‘truth’ – from a bodily truth to an 

ostensibly ‘mental’ truth. In place of the sexed body, gender identity becomes the “pre-

social fixed category” (Gressgård, 2010, p. 540) operating as “the modern Western folk 

theory of essential self” (Valentine, 2014, p. 104). Thus, gender is persevered as an 

individual, self-contained reality best measured, managed, and intervened on by 

psychological and psychiatric experts. 

Trans children and youth in Canada and the United States are no longer 

exclusively conceptualized as little ‘monsters’ (Foucault, 2003) embodying the threat of 

transsexualism. A normative space is opening for young people to live socially 

recognized lives as trans-identified subjects. Alongside this increasing trans acceptance, 

the psychological institution has retained authority over the classification and 

management of trans children and youth by adopting clinical theories and practices that 

affirm ‘true self.’ As such, ‘true self’ – as an essentially unalterable core – becomes the 

authenticating and normalizing delineation of ‘trans’ among children and youth. Trans 

authenticity becomes bound to an inalienable gender identity. 

According to Brown (2006) tolerance “manages the demands of marginal groups 

in ways that incorporate them without disturbing the hegemony of the norms that 

marginalize them” (p. 36). Trans becomes tolerable to the extent that its significance is 

reduced to an autonomous and essential gender identity, “expanding the meaning and 

normative limits of ‘man’ and ‘woman’, rather than corrupting them” (Gressgård, 2010, p. 

555).9 Circulating as a genre of tolerance, the ‘true self’ narrative depoliticizes (Brown, 

2006) the meaning of trans, stifling its capacity to contest how gender norms “create 

structured insecurity and (mal)distribute life chances across populations,” with 

particularly damaging consequences for trans people of colour living in poverty (Spade, 

2011, p. 29). 

While I am critical of the ‘true self’ narrative and authenticity as facets of liberal 

political tolerance that obscure the historical emergence of gender as a system of power, 

I likewise respect and value embodied subjectivities that are enabled through these 
 
9 Brown (2006) argues that the “moral autonomy of the individual [is] at the heart of liberal 

tolerance discourse” (p. 7). 
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avenues for trans recognition. My goal is not, through theoretical abstraction, to dismiss 

the lived realities of trans people, who necessarily live in the contemporary (neo)liberal 

political landscape. Rather, informed by Jackson (2005) I use ‘sincerity’ as an alternative 

to the signifying power of authenticity (p. 9).10 Mobilizing Jackson’s analytic distinction 

between sincerity and authenticity, I aim to elaborate on a dialogic alternative to the ‘true 

self’ narrative. 

Jackson (2005) notes that authenticity and sincerity are related terms with 

converging meanings that can work together to bolster or challenge claims to realness 

(p. 10). For instance, authenticity is often assessed vis-à-vis sincerity (p. 11).11 The 

psychiatric situation is an instance where authenticity is assessed in relation to sincerity 

(in tandem with binary gender ideology). That is, the psychiatrist cannot directly 

substantiate an ‘objective’ truth about another person’s ‘mental’ gender identity. Rather, 

they must determine trans authenticity by questioning the other’s sincerity – Does this 

person genuinely feel like a woman or like a man? Any critique of the medicalization of 

trans focusing exclusively on the problematic of authenticity neglects the dynamics of 

trans people’s agency and sincerity in this exchange. 

Accordingly, Jackson (2005) does not figure sincerity and authenticity as entirely 

equivalent or mutually exclusive terms. Rather, whilst maintaining a critical attention 

towards their similarities, Jackson contends that sincerity and authenticity offer “different 

ways of imaging the real” (p. 12). Citing Appiah (1996), Jackson argues that an 

epistemology of authenticity can “make social differences appear absolute and natural” 

(p. 13). In contrast, sincerity provides a lens through which to interpret the felt realness 

of “impenetrable subjectivities” (p. 229) without dismissing ‘the real’ as essentialist or 

 
10 I wish to acknowledge that Jackson’s (2005) focus is on variously gendered, classed, religious, 

and localized African American racial sincerities. In this thesis, I elaborate on sincerity as an 
epistemology of self that can counter ‘trans’ authenticity, which is largely constituted by 
Canadian and American hegemonic whiteness (Noble, 2011). By critically analyzing whiteness 
as an enabling trans/gender racialization, I aim to counter the potentiality that my use of 
sincerity might perpetuate the subordination of trans people of colour. 

11 For example, critics of America’s ‘Iraq war’ might question George W. Bush’s authenticity as 
President and Commander-in-chief through an assessment of his sincerity in initiating 
aggression and occupation in Iraq: “Did Bush really believe Iraq had nuclear capabilities, or did 
he just need a powerful justification for preemptive strikes?” (Jackson, 2005, p. 13). 
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taking it as given. It seeks out the multiple ways people “know who they are” (Valentine, 

2007, p. 254-255). 

According to Jackson (2005), an epistemology of authenticity is objectifying and 

thingifies the person (p. 14). For instance, the medicalization of trans entails a 

‘thingification,’ the making of an ‘objective’ list of requirements necessary to be 

recognized as having gender dysphoria. With this diagnosis, psychiatric authorities 

authenticate others’ claims to gender realness. As such, the relation between medical 

authority and trans person in the determination of gender reality is asymmetrical; the 

psychiatrist acts as subject, authenticating the object of their medicalizing gaze, the 

trans person – Are they ‘trans enough’ to be diagnosed with gender dysphoria? 

In contrast, an epistemology of sincerity is concerned with “how people think and 

feel their identities [emphasis added] into palpable everyday existence, especially as 

such identities operate within a social context that includes so many causal forces 

beyond their immediate control” (Jackson, 2005, p. 11). Sincerity offers a way to 

interpret how various subject positions can “feel so obvious, natural, real, and even 

liberating” (Jackson, 2005, p. 15), without positing those subject positions as 

fundamentally natural or real. Where authenticity entails a subject-object relation, 

sincerity delimits a subject-subject relation (Jackson, 2005, p. 18). In other words, an 

epistemology of sincerity acknowledges the presence of “social interlocutors who 

presume one another’s humanity, interiority, and subjectivity” (Jackson, 2005, p. 15). 

Yet, Jackson clarifies that such interiority is non-transparent; sincerity recognizes 

paradoxes, contradictions, and uncertainties about one’s interiority.  

Jackson suggests that gender and race, among other social categories, are 

means to see into that interiority as (intersecting) “templates we use in lieu of absolute 

interpersonal transparency” (Jackson, 2005, p. 17). In Shotter’s (1993) words, gender 

and race are embodied ‘tools’ we use to ‘sense’ or make meaning of our living selves 

from within historically emergent and contested social worlds (p. 79). Hence, an 

epistemology of sincerity offers a way to interpret gender, race, and other social 

categories as lived and embodied ways of sensing the self, rather than naturalizing them 

as ‘true’ bases of self. It admits the scepticism of social constructionism, allowing for a 
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critical consideration of how intersecting systems of power work through and beyond 

embodied subjectivities. At the same time, sincerity does not “harden” social 

constructionist cynicism “into a different kind of certainty: the antiauthentic, the worst 

brands of dismissive, elitist, and hubris-filled anti-essentialism” (Jackson, 2005, p. 229). 

Even as I espouse sincerity as an alternative to authenticity in trans recognition 

politics, I acknowledge that many trans people sense themselves through narratives and 

epistemologies of authenticity.12 Rather than seeking to resolve this contradiction, I hope 

its presence might invite solidarity across difference (Hancock, 2011). I refuse to 

construct certain forms of gendered embodiments with morally superior worth (Elliot, 

2010), and hope this conviction threads throughout this thesis. In the remainder of this 

introduction, I switch literary gears and outline a framework for researching the ‘sincere’ 

embodied subjectivities of young trans/gender people. 

1.1. Research purpose and guiding questions 

In this interpretive case study, I dialogically analyze how 4 young people make 

sense of and negotiate their gendered embodied subjectivities. I focus on young people 

(between 17 and 19 years of age), which I define in the following section, and not 

children due to the limited time frame and scope of a MA Thesis. Informed by 

Shotter’s (1993) rhetorical-responsive theory, which argues that disciplined ways of 

knowing are rhetorically organized traditions of argumentation, I develop multi-layered 

arguments that leave the particular voices of research participants open to alternative 

interpretations. Each argumentation builds on, refers back to, and potentially challenges 

previous arguments. My overall goal is to open the possibilities of trans/gender within 

and beyond current power relations. My guiding research questions were: 

1) How do transgender and gender nonconforming youth explain and 
narrate their gendered sense of self, and how is this narration 

 
12 For instance, Prosser (1998) conceptualizes gender realness through authenticity, arguing that 

the “authenticating transsexual ‘rhetoric’” (p. 69) of true self/wrong body within western medical 
discourse cannot simply be reduced to power; it simultaneously “describes most effectively the 
experience of pre-transition (dis)embodiment” (p. 69). Prosser, therefore, deduces a materially 
based “authentic signature” (p. 74) behind transsexual ‘body narratives.’ 
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dialogically informed by relations with significant others (peers, family, 
educators, and others)? 

2) How do intersections of race, sexuality, and class, among others, 
mutually construct gendered subjectivities and embodiments? 

3) How do transgender and gender nonconforming youth relate to 
dominant discourses about gender, specifically about trans 
subjectivities and embodiments? 

4) What strategies do transgender and gender nonconforming youth 
employ in their everyday lives to survive or thrive within intersecting 
power relations? 

1.2.  “Seriously” researching young trans/gender people 

Not only has the growing trans rights movement produced a shift in clinical 

research and practice; it has rendered visible a minoritized population of ‘trans youth’ 

(more often than not subsumed in the LGBTQ acronym). In youth studies generally, 

‘youth’ is constructed as a dangerous category/period of “adult-in-the-making” (Foster & 

Spencer, 2011, p. 127). The ‘dangers’ of youth are marked as ‘risks’ concerning 

employment, education outcomes, criminality, drug use, and sexual behaviour and 

health (Foster & Spencer, 2011; Kelly, 2000; Schehr, 2005; Shoveller & Johnson, 2006; 

te Riele, 2006). ‘Risk’ operates as a dominant concept, wherein ‘risk’ and the appropriate 

site of intervention are located in the misbehaving individual (Shoveller & Johnson, 2006; 

te Riele, 2006). Alternatively, it is the entire study population that is ‘at-risk,’ causing 

some theorists to argue that discourses of youth-at-risk “constitute, in part, a historical 

continuity in the construction of certain youthful populations [frequently racialized and 

living in poverty] in terms of deviancy, delinquency and deficit” (Kelly, 2000, p. 465-466).  

‘Sexual minority’ research extend the discourse of ‘risk’ to LGBTQ youth as a 

homogenized ‘at-risk’ population. These studies observe and calculate ‘risks’ such as 

suicide (e.g. Duncan & Hatzenbuehler, 2014; Mustanski & Liu, 2013), self-harm (e.g. 

Nickels, Walls, Laser, & Wisneski, 2012), sexual behaviours (e.g. Garofalo et al., 2012; 
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Wilson et al., 2010), and drug use (e.g. Heck et al., 2014; Kecojevic et al., 2012).13 By 

focusing research on such ‘risks,’ the gaze of the ‘expert’ is fixated on the deficiencies of 

LGBTQ youth. This functionally defines LGBTQ youth as a ‘problem’ population in need 

of professionalized and medicalized intervention. 

The reader will notice that I do not attend to issues of suicide and self-harm, 

interpersonal violence, drug use, or any other ‘risks’ that could be identified in the lives of 

participants. That sort of research about trans youth is already being done, and I 

anticipate the number of such studies will only increase. Rather, I take “seriously” 

(Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 64) participants’ capacity to survive and thrive within a world 

marred by gender injustice, and their ability to theorize and form points of view about 

themselves that I can critically engage with in a dialogic analysis. I choose to refer to 

study participants as ‘young people,’ rather than youth, in an effort to respect their full 

personhood (Heath, Brooks, Cleaver, & Ireland, 2009). It may indeed be our proximity in 

age – I am 27 years of age – that frames my analysis and overall tendency to avoid 

reducing their utterances to ‘age.’ I view the individuals participating in this study as 

politicized subjects who are simultaneously constrained and enabled by intersecting and 

dynamic systems of power.  

1.3. Model of power 

To analyze power I mobilize Black feminist frameworks of intersectionality, which 

“view race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and age, among others, as mutually 

constructing systems of power” (Collins, 2004, p. 11). Intersectionality scholars, such as 

Collins (2000, 2004) and Hancock (2011, p. 34), reject the dichotomy between the real 

and socially constructed on the grounds that despite the constructed nature of race, “the 

effects of ‘race’ remain real for millions of people” (Collins, 2004, p. 17). My conception 

of power is particularly informed by the work of Patricia Hill Collins, who integrates 

elements of feminist theory, standpoint theory, critical theory, Afrocentrism, 

 
13 The use of the ever-expansive LGB, LGBT, LGBTTQQIIA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender, Transsexual, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Intergender, & Asexual) acronym 
poses similar issues as ‘trans.’ However, it has its uses when pointing towards collectives. 
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poststructuralism, and postmodernism to develop a model of power, termed the matrix of 

domination, that recognizes multiple domains of power, including 

the structural domain of power (institutional policies), the disciplinary 
domain of power (the rules … that regulate society), the hegemonic 
domain of power (the belief systems that defend existing power 
arrangements), and the interpersonal domain of power (patterns of 
everyday social interaction). (Collins, 2004, p. 324)  

As my unit of analysis is the ‘utterance,’ which I define in the next section, I focus 

on hegemonic and disciplinary power. Based on Collins’ (2000) use of the Gramscian 

term hegemony, I define hegemonic ideologies as authoritative groupings of ideas that 

are viewed as “natural, normal, and inevitable,” which defend and justify existing power 

relations (p. 5). The disciplinary domain of power denotes how intersecting power 

relations are regulated and managed (Collins, 2000, p. 280) through dispersed practices 

enforcing adherence to the norms of hegemonic ideologies (Spade, 2011, p. 104). 

1.4. Methodology 

As an interpretive case study, this research aims for analytic depth and to 

develop an iterative dialogue (Perri 6 & Bellamy, 2012) between data generated during 

interviews and a focus group, and a Bakhtinian inspired dialogic theory, which I more 

fully outline in Chapter 2. The goal is, therefore, not to produce a monologic and 

generalizable theory about a homogenous population of research subjects. 

The consciousness of other people cannot be perceived, analyzed, 
defined as objects or as things – one can only relate to them dialogically. 
To think about them means to talk with them; otherwise they immediately 
turn to us their objectivized side: they fall silent, close up, and congeal 
into finished, objectivized images. (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 68) 

I use Sullivan’s (2012) dialogical approach to data analysis, which uses 

‘utterances’ as the unit of analysis. Bakhtin (1979/1986) argued that the utterance, 

understood as a unit of live speech, is distinct from the word and the sentence as units 

of language. For Bakhtin speech can only exist “in the form of concrete utterances of 

individual speaking people, speech subjects. … The boundaries of each concrete 

utterance as a unit of speech communication are determined by a change of speaking 



 

12 

subjects” (p. 71). For the most part I have endeavoured to stay faithful to this definition of 

the utterance in my data analysis and in how I quote participants’ utterances; that is, 

rather than reducing a quote to its most salient or stimulating parts, the boundaries of 

participant excerpts were primarily determined by a change of speaking subjects. 

Bakhtin argues that discourse is dialogic. That is, it necessarily involves multiple 

“voices” or perspectives (Sullivan, 2012; Wertsch, 1991) taking active, responsive 

attitudes towards each other. Speakers or authors of discourse address their utterances 

towards and anticipate “actively responsive” other(s) (Bakhtin, 1979/1986, p. 69). 

Furthermore, speakers are themselves responsive to past utterances. Utterances are 

not neutral, but are evaluative, expressive, and bear the intonations of multiple voices. 

Intonations are morally laden and aesthetic, accenting the utterance with emotion and 

value (Hicks, 2000, p. 238). So, through the utterance a speaker takes “an emotionally 

evaluative attitude toward reality” (Bakhtin, 1979/1986, p. 84). Though I necessarily 

reference and interpret the voices of participants to analyze their utterances as ‘data,’ I 

maintain no pretence that my interpretive and analytic voice might fully capture 

participants’ perspectives. I encourage the reader to consider the boundaries between 

our utterances as the most discernable boundary between our voices, even as that 

boundary is itself mediated by audio recording and transcription. 

A concrete utterance in some way manifests the unique specificity of an 

embodied subject (Bakhtin, 1979/1986, p. 75). Yet, the whole of the utterance is 

constituted by three constraints (Bakhtin, 1979/1986; Holquist, 2002, p. 62): the 

exhaustiveness of its semantic content, its speech plan or authorial intent, and its 

speech genre, which are relatively stable types of utterances. So, as Bakhtin recognizes 

individuality in authorial intent, he also argues the utterance is simultaneously produced 

through socially and historically constituted generic forms of utterances (Adlam, 1997), 

which “differ depending on the situation, social position, and personal interrelations of 

the participants in the communication” (Bakhtin, 1979/1986, p. 79). Because it is 

constituted by generic speech forms, “the single utterance, with all its individuality and 

creativity, can in no way be regarded as a completely free combination of forms of 

language” (Bakhtin, 1979/1986, p. 81). The words that fill an utterance are multi-voiced, 
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meaning they are both the speaker’s and possess an alterity as the words of other(s) 

(Adlam, 1997; Bakhtin, 1963/1984; 1979/1986, p. 89). 

1.4.1. Methods 

Data generation took place January 2014 to August 2014 in a Canadian 

Metropolitan area and involved open-ended, unstructured narrative interviews, walking 

interviews, an interview during which the participant and I painted together, and a final 

focus group (Heath, Brooks, Cleaver, & Ireland, 2009). Four young people aged 17-19 

were recruited through purposive non-random sampling, which involved the circulation of 

a flyer on university campuses, and to organizations and service providers known to 

work with trans youth. I initially sought participants aged 16-18, but increased my age 

range to include people 19 years of age in response to recruitment challenges. 

Participants were asked to choose pseudonyms to represent them in publications.  

Greenwood, who was 18 years of age during data generation, was designated 

female at birth (DFAB), self-identifies as agender, and uses she/her pronouns. Ve, who 

was designated male at birth (DMAB), was 17 years of age during data generation. 

During our one-on-one interviews, Ve introduced me to the DFAB and DMAB acronyms 

as a shorthand way to reference how people were gendered at birth. Ve has thought 

about identifying as agender, but typically self-identifies as gender variant non-binary 

trans femme and uses they/them pronouns. Ve also identifies as Two-Spirit and Métis.  

The term Two-Spirit was chosen as an intertribal term to be used in 
English as a way to communicate numerous tribal traditions and social 
categories of gender outside dominant European binaries. Anguksuar 
(Richard LaFortune) explains: ‘The term two-spirit . . . originated in 
Northern Algonquin dialect and gained first currency at the third annual 
spiritual gathering of gay and lesbian Native people that took place near 
Winnipeg in 1990. What we who chose this designation understood is that 
niizh manitoag (two-spirits) indicates the presence of both a feminine and 
a masculine spirit in one person.’ (Driskill, 2010, p. 72) 

Avery was 17 years of age when we first met, and partway through data generation 

turned 18 years of age. He was DFAB, self-identifies as a female-to-male (FtM) trans 

guy and uses he/him pronouns. At the time of data generation, Avery had socially 

transitioned and was struggling through the bureaucratic steps needed to access 
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hormones and surgeries. Goka is someone who was DFAB, uses she/her pronouns and 

male descriptors, and sometimes identifies as genderqueer, butch, or agender. Goka at 

times uses he/him pronouns with intimate others. In this thesis I use she/her pronouns in 

dialogue with Goka because I believe it reflects our relationship as ‘graduate student’ 

and ‘research participant.’ Greenwood, Avery, and Goka are racially white. Based on 

information about parents’/guardians’ occupations and place of residence, Greenwood, 

Avery, and Goka appear variously middle-classed. Ve comes from what appears to be a 

working-class single parent household. 

Prior to each interview, I sought informed consent (written and verbal). I did not 

offer incentives to participate; however, the final focus group involved a meal paid for 

through funding for this project, which may have acted as an incentive. I view qualitative 

interviews as knowledge-producing activities (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 47) and 

developed interview protocols to elicit narratives thematically focused on how research 

participants understand, describe, or experience gender, especially in relations with 

others (See Appendix A for a sample interview protocol).  A dialogical approach to data 

analysis goes well with narrative interviews that elicit storytelling because, following 

Bakhtin’s analysis of ‘double-voiced’ discourse in the novel (Sullivan, 2012), stories are 

thought to be dialogic (Frank, 2012). I conducted 2 interviews with each participant, for a 

total of 8 one-on-one interviews. At the beginning of the first interviews, I asked each 

participant to “show on [a] paper how they understand their gender identity, expression, 

or whatever, at this moment in time, and then add the people, things, or places that they 

consider important to their gendered experiences.” Participants responded to this task in 

unique ways, which elicited further conversation (See Appendix B for images).14 For the 

second interview, participants were given the option of completing: 

1) A ‘walking interview’ (Heath, Brooks, Cleaver, & Ireland, 2009) 

2) A ‘memory book,’ which would be a participant-driven “collection of 
memorable material” (Thomson & Holland, 2005, p. 204) gathered 
within a one month period. After this one-month period, we would 
meet for an interview to interpret the memory book together 

 
14 For instance, Greenwood chose not to complete the task, which elicited a conversation about 

how she understands gender as a social structure and not a personal experience that could be 
depicted on a sheet of paper. 
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3) An ‘arts-based’ second interview involving a written or visual 
representation of their gender, which we would interpret together once 
complete 

These methods were intended to engage participants in creative research 

activities that might enable a different voice to emerge in data generation. Ve and Goka 

completed walking interviews. Greenwood elected to do the memory book. However, 

this was either never completed or simply not returned. Instead we met for a follow-up 

interview. Avery chose to do an ‘arts-based’ second interview, during which we both 

worked on acrylic paintings, with his focusing on how he understood and experienced 

his gender (Figure 1.1).  During second interviews, I asked questions specific to each 

participant, clarifying content from the first interview and eliciting new information in light 

of emergent themes generated from preliminary data analysis. 

Following the completion of the majority of data generation and preliminary 

analysis, I invited all participants to a focus group. I shared a summary of my initial 

findings and participants were invited to comment on them. This was an opportunity to 

further clarify how participants make sense of and negotiate their trans/gender embodied 

subjectivities, provide an opportunity for feedback about my preliminary analysis, and 

generate data on how participants interacted with each other. During the focus group, 

the participants expressed support for the questions and topics I intended to explore in 

this thesis. Due to scope, only a portion of these topics forms the content of this thesis. 

Utilizing the Weberian terms, Sullivan (2012) asserts that qualitative data 

analysis entails varying degrees of bureaucratic and charismatic features. The features 

of bureaucracy are such that “(1) authority lies in rules and procedures; (2) these can be 

verified; (3) it is systematic/exhaustive; and (4) value resides in the impersonal” 

(Sullivan, 2012, p. 64). Charismatic features include: “(1) ungrounded but provocative 

interpretations; (2) mixing the data with theory in an unpredictable way; (3) mixing the 

analysis with personal musings and reminiscence; and (4) using aesthetically pleasing 

language to give weight to an interpretation” (Sullivan, 2012, p. 65). My approach to data 

preparation and analysis has entailed both bureaucratic and charismatic features; yet, I 

tend towards charismatic features, especially in data analysis and presentation. 
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All interviews and the focus group were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

Interviews lasted between 1 hour and 2 hours. During transcription, I occasionally 

excluded minor verbal data from both the interviewer and respondent (e.g. “um,” “sort 

of,” “mm-hmm,” “like,” etc.). Double-parentheses signify additional information about 

context or delivery, empty parentheses signify inaudible talk, two-period ellipses indicate 

pauses in speech and/or broken speech, and three-period ellipses indicate places where 

I have omitted long sequences of minor verbal data (e.g. “like that’s really like,” “and stuff 

like that and yeah it’s kind of,” “so like I don’t know like,” “I was like it was more like”) or 

where I excluded identifying information. At times I underline words for emphasis. 

After transcription, I familiarized myself with the data by reading through each 

interview transcript once. Next, I did an initial round of coding transcripts by hand, 

drawing out emergent themes and writing memos to myself in page margins. After the 

focus group, I conducted a second round of coding by hand, focusing on the themes that 

I planned to explore in this thesis. I reduced the data set for in-depth interpretation and 

analysis by selecting “key moments” (Sullivan, 2012, p. 73), utterances that seemed the 

most thought provoking, appropriate, and exemplary of the thesis themes. Before data 

analysis, I organized the key moments by theme and attempted to incorporate a fairly 

even amount of key moments from each participant. 

During data analysis, I largely attended to these key moments. However, 

additional information from transcripts is used to contextualize and augment the 

analysis. To analyze each key moment, I identified speech genres, intonations, time-

space features, and context. Next, I asked of each utterance: What is the utterance 

trying to achieve? How does the utterance intone meaning? What is the (changing) 

boundary between self and other? To what voices might the utterance be responsive? 

What might be the anticipated addressee(s)? What voices emerge in the utterance? To 

interpret how utterances are multi-voiced, meaning the presence of more than one voice 

shapes the form and content of the utterance, I use Baktinian concepts elaborated upon 

by Sullivan (2012): ‘ironic agreement’ (“echoing the words of another but in a blatant 

mismatch to the original context” (p. 129)); ‘word with a sideward glance’ (how the 

anticipated voices of others seem to form the utterance); ‘word with a loophole’ (thinking 

in more than one direction at once); and ‘hidden dialogue’ (an interpreted behind-the-
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scenes dialogue between the author and their anticipated addressees). When I make 

conjectures about the content of hidden dialogues and the anticipated voices of others, I 

italicize my text. 

1.5. Thesis overview 

Thus far, I have introduced my research impetus and design. In Chapter 2, I 

outline the theoretical framework guiding this thesis. First, I elaborate on essentialism 

and constructionism as opposing ontologies in trans/gender studies. I do so by 

summarizing Jordan-Young’s (2010) critical analysis of brain organization theory, and by 

critically analyzing Butler’s (1993, 1999) theory of gender performativity. After locating 

my ontological assumptions in Fausto-Sterling’s (2000, 2012a, 2012b) dynamic 

developmental systems theory, I outline the dialogic, intersectional, and transfeminist 

framework shaping my analysis of narrative interview data.  

After data generation and analysis, I developed a threefold layering of 

argumentation, which I build upon in the remaining chapters. In Chapter 3, I dialogically 

analyze how participants make sense of and negotiate their gendered embodied 

subjectivities. Leaning heavily on Jackson’s (2005) analytic distinction between 

authenticity and sincerity, I argue that trans recognition politics can benefit from a 

relational ethics of sincerity. In Chapter 4, I explore how trans and cis variously mean, 

troubling the borders of both. I argue that there is no ‘authentic’ trans or cis subject 

position grounding embodied speech. Furthermore, I argue that keeping the meaning 

potentials of trans open to re-signification will maintain its transformative (Travers, 2014) 

and politicized potential. In Chapter 5, I conduct an intersectional analysis, with an 

overall aim to illuminate how sincerity is ‘not enough.’ That is, if trans/gender subjects 

are acknowledged as politicized subjects, then sincere articulations of ‘self’ must be in 

some way become unravelled or “unsettled” (Morgensen, 2011b) through a critical 

attentiveness to the oppressing and privileging dimensions (Hancock, 2011) of 

intersecting systems of power mutually constituting the self. Specifically, I attend to 

intersections of racism, capitalism, settler colonialism, and heterosexism. I conclude the 

thesis by bringing these arguments into a more explicit conversation with each other and 

with this introduction’s critique of the ‘true self’ narrative. 
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Chapter 2. Theory 

I begin this chapter by critically analyzing a central theoretical anxiety in 

trans/gender studies, the ontology of gender. The opposition between essentialism and 

constructionism in trans/gender studies can polarize trans people, who variously sense 

themselves through these ontologies. I view the resolution of this ontological opposition 

as one step towards building solidarity among diverse trans people. First, I define gender 

essentialism as a hegemonic ideology, and argue that gender essentialism becomes fact 

through ‘sex difference’ research. I do so primarily via Jordan-Young’s (2010) critique of 

brain organization research, which is a paradigm of ‘sex difference’ research currently 

informing contemporary trans politics.  Next, I critique a prevalent social constructionist 

theory in trans/gender studies, the theory of gender performativity (Butler, 1993, 1999). I 

argue that the logics of gender performativity ‘write off’ the role of embodied authorship. 

To end the first section of this chapter, I outline dynamic developmental systems theory 

(Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 2012a, 2012b), which offers an alternative approach to gendered 

being/becoming that refutes the reductive dualism of the real and constructed. 

In the second half of this chapter, I outline the theoretical framework guiding my 

analysis of narrative interviews. First, I outline a dialogic theory of discourse and 

subjectivity by delineating two interrelated facets of the dialogic relations between 

‘perspectives’ or ‘voices:’ one, the situated and embodied dialogic relations between self 

and other, and two, the dialogic relations between utterances as relations of 

addressivity, which signifies how discursive perspectives are ‘answers’ or responses to 

previous perspectives, and addressed towards various ‘addressees’ (Morris, 1994). To 

close this chapter, I bridge the gap between dialogic theory and trans/gender studies 

using intersectionality and what Enke (2012b) terms transfeminism. 
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2.1. Being/becoming gendered 

2.1.1. Gender essentialism and brain organization theory 

Gender essentialism is the idea that girls/women and boys/men are biologically, 

innately, or naturally distinct (Beasley, 2005; Messner, 2011). The conviction that 

humanity is divided into two dichotomously sexed bodies, females and males, who 

develop into fundamentally different (and presumably heterosexual) women and men is 

a ‘naturalized’ and widely accepted ‘fact’ (Connell, 2009; Davies, 2003; Fausto-Sterling, 

2000). Circulating as fact, gender essentialism operates as a hegemonic ideology in 

Canada and the United States. Hegemonic gender ideology and heteronormativity 

mutually constitute each other; men and women are constructed as ‘naturally’ 

heterosexual, and heterosexual practices are produced through ‘naturalized’ gender 

norms (Collins, 2004). Sexuality is always gendered, and gender is always sexualized. 

Moreover, sexuality and gender are concurrently racialized and classed.  

Gender essentialism becomes fact through a loosely connected network of ‘sex 

difference’ research empirically studying the difference between girls and boys, and 

women and men. Yet despite decades of work in psychology, for instance, to 

substantiate the essential difference between men and women across measures such 

as cognition, communication, personality, and behaviour, the most generalizable finding 

turns out to be psychological similarity (Connell, 2009, p. 62-65; Hyde, 2005, 2007, 

2014). Exceptions to psychological similarity may be throwing velocity, which develops in 

segregated sporting and recreational settings for boys and girls, self-reported attitudes 

about and frequency of sexual behaviour, which are subject to socially constituted 

reporting biases, and physical aggression, which is mediated by situational gender 

norms (Hyde, 2005, 2014). A tendency to over-report findings of sex difference, even if 

they are small or close to zero (78% of reported findings of difference), and discard 

findings of similarity falsely augments the ‘reality’ of gender essentialism (Hyde, 2005).  

Reviewing the numerous feminist critiques of ‘sex difference’ research is beyond 

the scope of this thesis. Here, I focus on Jordan-Young’s (2010) critique of brain 

organization theory, as it is an example of ‘sex difference’ research relevant to 
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contemporary trans politics. Despite unresolved methodological issues plaguing all brain 

organization research, it is increasingly invoked to essentialize trans ‘gender identities’ 

by locating them in the brain. 

To generate hypotheses, brain organization researchers depend, firstly, on the 

sexing of steroid hormones. Testosterone and oestrogen, the most well known of these 

hormones, are “multi-site chemical growth regulators” that exist in all bodies, in variable 

proportions producing multiple effects (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 147). For instance, men 

require oestrogen for bone growth and fertility, as do women. While granting that steroid 

hormones do indeed regulate sexual development, Fausto-Sterling (2000) also argues 

that they are best understood as hormones directing cellular development and organic 

growth throughout all bodies (p. 193). Yet, scientific knowledge throughout the twentieth 

century, including brain organization theory, has almost exclusively focused on their 

sexual functions, rendering unknowable their roles in non-reproductive development. 

Consequently, testosterone has become definitively male, and oestrogen female. 

Brain organization theory states that prenatal hormone exposure permanently 

hardwires ‘male’ and ‘female’ brains, causing men and women to “‘naturally’ think and 

act differently” (Jordan-Young, 2010, p. 3). After critically analyzing over three hundred 

quasi-experiments supporting brain organization theory, Jordan-Young (2010) argues 

that the findings of these studies lack necessary ‘symmetry.’ Pertinent to broader 

critiques of gender essentialism, there is a lack of symmetry across studies regarding 

the definition and measurement of gendered constructs such as masculinity, femininity, 

homosexuality and heterosexuality. In other words, historically and across study designs 

scientists lack shared definitions of what constitutes sexuality and gender, rendering the 

operationalization of these concepts inconsistent. Furthermore, there is a lack of 

symmetry in input (e.g. measurement of hormone exposure, type of hormone) and 

output (e.g. effects on ‘gendered brain’). When researchers’ operationalization of 

gendered constructs do align, study results do not indicate consistent effects of 

hormones ‘feminizing’ or ‘masculinizing’ the brain. Steensma et al. (2013) arrive at a 

similar conclusion stating, “the current evidence makes clear that there is no simple 

relationship between brain development and function on the one hand, and gender 

identity development on the other” (p. 294). Despite the lack of ‘symmetry’ in brain 
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organization research, selective over-reporting of ‘positive’ results produce an 

authoritative discourse about the prenatal determination of ‘male’ and ‘female’ brains. 

Brain organization researchers have started claiming that trans people have 

‘differently’ organized brains (Jordan-Young, 2010, p. 5).15 The general hypothesis is that 

‘atypical’ prenatal hormones masculinize and de-feminize transsexual men’s brains, and 

feminize and de-masculinize transsexual women’s brains (Fernandez et al., 2014; 

Govier, Diamond, Wolowiec, & Slade, 2010; Kranz et al., 2014; Simon et al., 2013; 

Zubiaurre-Elorza et al., 2013). Swaab and Garcia-Falgueras (2009) define this process 

as “opposite sexual differentiation” (p. 24). They claim, “there is no proof that the social 

environment after birth has an effect on the development of gender or sexual orientation” 

(p. 24). This definitive assertion that the ‘transsexual’ brain is permanent and fixed from 

birth ignores and downplays the significance of brain plasticity (Brynie, 2009; Fausto-

Sterling, 2000, 2012a, 2012b; Hyde, 2007; Jordan-Young, 2010; Lane, 2009). 

Brain organization and other types of ‘sex difference’ research obscure a self-

fulfilling prophecy: belief in the essential difference between men and women (and now 

trans men and trans women) frames and seeks out difference as categorical and 

permanent, rather than variable and dynamic.16 Jordan-Young (2010) calls scientific 

techniques of classification “assumption containers,” potential carriers of ‘common-

sense’ understandings of gender (p. 54-60). The common-sense framework or 

“incorrigible proposition” (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 19) of gender essentialism produces 
 
15 Brain organization research about trans women far outnumbers research about trans men. 

Valentine (2007), citing the work of Halberstam and Hale, argues that the category 
‘transgender’ has been “formed implicitly on a male-to-female model” (p. 34). For instance, 
Valentine notes how Namaste’s (2000) definition of transgender seems to “unintentionally 
reassert the MTF experience” (p. 39). According to Valentine, this is largely a consequence of 
the repudiation of ‘femininity’ within mainstream gay men’s politics (and likely also the 
repudiation of ‘femininity’ across the spectrum of masculinities), in some sense necessitating 
the politicization of DMAB femininities through an ‘other’ category. Valentine adds that gender 
has historically been theorized within feminisms through a notion of power and with an 
emphasis on gender inequality, and not simply as ‘social difference.’ Moreover, queer 
feminisms have historically theorized gender ‘difference’ through alternative categories, such as 
‘butch.’ An outcome of this trend is that DFAB masculinities are often relegated to the margins 
or ‘border zones’ of the category ‘trans,’ evident in the butch/FtM ‘border wars.’ 

16 Jordan-Young (2010), citing Thomas’s dictum, which states that things perceived as real 
produce real effects, argues that socially mediated representations of gender are self-fulfilling; 
that is, “naturalized gender becomes embodied gender” (p. 263). 
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research measuring between-group difference while ignoring distributed variance, and 

seeking a deterministic relationship between biology and behaviour that disregards 

evidence of iterative and temporal dynamics of development in ‘environmental’ context 

(Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 2012b; Hyde, 2005, 2014; Jordan-Young, 2010).17 When 

attention is given to distributed variance, one finds significant overlap between genders, 

which indicates that gender difference is non-categorical (Hyde, 2014). Average 

difference is usually minimal and certainly not dichotomous, large, or immutable as 

gender essentialism predicts (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 2012b; Hyde, 2005, 2014). 

I have argued that gender essentialism is a hegemonic gender ideology that 

becomes fact through scientific practices that already assume it is fact. The scientific 

choice of ‘measure’ – labeling bodies as ‘male’ or ‘female,’ and labeling traits, 

behaviours, hormones, interests, and sexualities as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ – is a social 

decision based on assumptions of gender essentialism (Fausto-Sterling, 2000). A critical 

consideration of the science, such as brain organization research, producing ‘facts’ 

about gender essentialism shows that ‘male’ and ‘female’ are not dichotomous 

categories; “there is no either/or. Rather, there are shades of difference” (Fausto-

Sterling, 2000, p. 3). Brains and hormones, for instance, are vastly variable components 

of extensive and dynamic bodily networks (Fausto-Sterling, 2000).  

What meaning, then, can be made of the body, the site of gendered 

being/becoming? Social constructionist critiques of gender essentialism contend that 

gender is socially inscribed on the body. In the following section, I critically summarize a 

dominant social constructionist theory in trans/gender studies, the theory of gender 

performativity, to demonstrate how social constructionist approaches are susceptible to 

‘writing off’ both the materiality of the body and an individual’s ‘sensed’ gender realness.  

 
17 Fausto-Sterling (2000) defines incorrigible propositions as “invented categories” that emerge 

from the researcher’s “own unquestioned axioms of life” (p. 19). 
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2.1.2. Gender performativity and the displacement of the body   

Judith Butler is conceivably the most well-known gender theorist to critique 

gender essentialism and postulate the body as a social effect. Using Foucault’s 

conception of power/knowledge, Butler (1999) argues that both sex and gender are 

effects of a regulatory heterosexual hegemony; there is no subject, no identity, which 

exists prior to the regulative discourse of compulsory heterosexuality. In other words, 

there is no pre-discursive, innate sex that biologically determines culturally signified 

gender. Rather, an essentialized sex/gender schema is the productive effect of the 

repetition of heteronormative signifying practices (Butler, 1997, 1999; Jagger, 2008).  

In Bodies that Matter Butler reformulates the theory of gender performativity and 

responds to criticisms of Gender Trouble that she did not fully account for the materiality 

of the body, and reduced gender to a cultural fantasy and style of dress (Jagger, 2008). 

Still opposing essentialist notions of the body, Butler (1993) similarly aims to avoid a 

form of deterministic constructivism that negates bodily corporeality. Using the term 

“materialization,” Butler argues that the matter of the body can only become intelligible 

within regulatory discourses. Any ‘knowing’ relation to the body is discursively mediated 

within the matrix of hegemonic heterosexuality, wherein only certain bodies attain 

ontological status (Butler, 2004; Jagger, 2008). Furthermore, using Derrida’s concept of 

citationality, Butler (1993) highlights how gender performativity is a reiteration of norms, 

rather than a singular act. It is not the norm itself, it is only a citation of the norm, an 

interpretation of the norm and as such, an instance in which the very idealization of the 

norm may be called into question (Butler, 1993, p. 108). If the intelligible is articulated 

through the act of citation, it is through the act of citation that a “radical resignification of 

the symbolic domain” (p. 22) is possible. 

To explain how subject formation is a discursive effect, Butler (1997) uses 

psychoanalysis and theorizes a “pre-emptive loss” (p. 23) constituting heteronormative 

subjectivity. A cultural taboo against homosexuality acts as a constitutive prohibition that 

produces melancholia, which signifies the loss of an ‘unintelligible’ object. This loss is 

psychically incorporated as an identification with the lost object, which in the case of the 

prohibition against homosexuality is an identification as the same sex (Butler, 1999). 

Thus, the incorporation of the desire for ‘same-sex’ produces the interiority of sex/gender 
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identification; the desired object becomes one’s own identity. Butler (1997) theorizes the 

unconscious as the “psychic remainder [that] signifies the limits of normalization” (p. 88). 

Located at the limits of conscious reflexivity, the excesses of heteronormativity 

(melancholia) are unthinkable. The formulation of pre-emptive loss, therefore, negates 

the possibility of conscious self-reflection ‘outside’ regimes of power; hence, our 

“passionate attachments” to the categories of our subordination (Butler, 1997, p. 6). 

Butler has fielded a number of criticisms from feminist and trans writers. For one, 

Butler’s denaturalization of categories can be perceived as an outright dismissal of 

identities and identity politics (Alsop, Fitzsimons, & Lennon, 2002, p. 106; Bryson, 2002). 

Bryson (2002), for instance, argues that gender performativity’s emphasis on 

destabilizing ontological categories like ‘lesbian’ obfuscates and minimizes the material 

struggles entailed in claiming a gay or lesbian identity within heterosexist institutions. 

Second, the political possibilities of gender performativity are often taken up as 

individualized subversion, which circumvent a critique and imaginative reformulation of 

structural gender inequality (Fraser, 1995; McNay, 1999). Third, the valorization of 

individualized re-signification often equates DFAB femininities and transsexual 

embodiments with conformity and ‘negative’ fixity, whereas queer transgressions are 

valued as ‘positive’ undoings of gender (Martin, 1994; Prosser, 1998). 

More recently, Butler has stated that she does not believe identities in 

themselves are detrimental to activism and notes that identities can mark “something 

about my position in my travels” (Sönser Breen & Blumenfeld, 2005, p. 23). Yet, 

identities still have the regulatory effect of inscribing certain bodies with (un)intelligibility. 

In Undoing Gender Butler (2004) argues that queer politics, while conventionally 

understood to emphasize the tossing aside of all identity categories, is more importantly 

an opposition to the “unwanted legislation of identity” (p. 7). Thus, there is a way in 

which the theory of gender performativity can work with identities and identity politics as 

an invocation to be alert to the exclusions or ‘disavowals’ attendant to coherence. Yet, 

the logics of gender performativity culminate in another contentious deduction regarding 

the role of embodied authorship in dynamics of gendered being/becoming. 
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The most common iteration of the theory of gender performativity, especially as it 

was outlined in Gender Trouble, argues that the sexed body is an effect of discourse. 

According to Kaufman-Osborn (1997), this formulation posits discourse as a mechanical 

and linear cause of naturalized categories. A mechanical causal idiom bifurcates an 

antecedent “externally imposed design” (Kaufman-Osborn, 1997, p. 651) from its 

‘constructed’ matter. The result is a ‘swapping’ of cause-effect poles (rather than a 

‘modern’ subject producing referential discourse, discourse produces the ‘postmodern’ 

subject) that does little to deconstruct the mechanical causal idiom instituting the 

autonomous subject of western individualism (Kaufman-Osborn, 1997). ‘Discourse’ 

merely takes the place of antecedent cause and subjectivity its effect. 

The concept of materialization can “affirm that form and matter are dynamically 

interwoven in the constitution of things that matter” (Kaufman-Osborn, 1997, p. 667). 

However, Butler does not provide an adequate account of how this process of dynamic 

constitution might occur, and remains steadfast in her position that embodied subjectivity 

is always immanent to discourse/power (Butler, 1993, 1995, 1997). This reasoning 

precludes any theorization of a pre-discursive bodily reality (Jagger, 2008). Thus, to 

remain logically consistent Butler ineluctably persists in writing off the role of the body in 

subject formation such that discourse remains the favoured constitutive force of 

materialization (Jagger, 2008). The idea that embodied subjectivity is necessarily 

immanent to discourse, moreover, can culminate in another troubling and tenacious 

deduction; if subjectivity is always immanent to discourse, discourse becomes an 

absolute totality. The universal power of hegemonic heterosexuality, even if no longer 

masquerading as essential biological foundation, is still figured as a “uniform realm of 

constraint” (McNay, 1999, p. 187), which contradicts Butler’s main theoretical project to 

deconstruct the heterosexual given (Hood-Williams & Harrison, 1998; Martin, 1994). 

Butler’s discursive totality coincides with the expulsion or ‘death’ of the 

author/subject (Adlam, 1997; Benhabib, 1995; Freise, 1997). According to Butler, the 

speaking/writing ‘I’ is an illusory product of the grammatical structures of discourse 

(Jagger, 2008). Butler (1995) asserts, “to the extent that a performative appears to 

‘express’ a prior intention, a doer behind the deed, that prior agency is only legible as the 

effect of that utterance” (p. 134). Textual networks envelop the author with absolute 
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constitutive power (Freise, 1997). How does Butler account for what might be called her 

‘passionate attachment’ to a theory, which compels its materialization? Butler’s notion of 

discourse itself would be ‘unintelligible’ if not for a body (somebody) tap-tap-taping away 

at a keyboard, keen to communicate something. Without the embodied labour producing 

speech/text, there would be no ‘materialization’ of discourse.  

Butler’s refutation of authorial ‘will’ or ‘intention’ is inconsistent with Derrida’s use 

of citationality to deconstruct speech act theory (Hood-Williams & Harrison, 1998). It 

does not follow that because certain speech acts are performative, or produce that which 

they name, intention is illusory. Rather, citationality indicates, “the putative intention 

behind a performative speech act may not successfully govern that which it supposes 

itself to govern” (Hood-Williams & Harrison, 1998, p. 82). If I allow that an author might 

have a specific intention by articulating an utterance, I can still hold that the utterance is 

formed by much more than that intention, and further, that the effects of the utterance 

will extend beyond the author’s will, in some cases as a performative. In this case, 

‘authorship’ does not presuppose a linear causal relation between an authentic self and 

their utterances. Rather, authorship holds “no guarantee of authenticity” (Grosz, 1995, p. 

13). 

Prosser (1998), critical of queer theory generally and Butler in particular, 

responds to the theory of gender performativity by re-centering the transsexual subject 

as an embodied author with a particular story of bodily, psychic, and social transition. By 

foregrounding transsexual ‘body narratives,’ texts that both refer to the feeling of and 

enable somatic changes to embodiment, Prosser repositions the body as an “essential 

base to subjectivity” (p. 7). While I agree with the analytic centering of the embodied 

author, Prosser accomplishes the task by falsely distinguishing between 

sensation/sentience and perception, which reproduces an Enlightenment dualism 

between feeling and reason/discourse. Prosser understands the “sentient feeling of 

disembodiment” (p. 78) as a distinct experience of the ‘skin’, claiming the skin to be both 

a psychic and material border between self and other (p. 65). Bodily sensations of the 

skin as one’s own (or not) constitute the feeling of (dis)embodied self. Prosser’s 

emphasis on the sensation of ‘touch’ is meant to contrast the poststructuralist emphasis 

on an outside-in perception/discourse of bodily surface – the social ‘illumination’ of the 
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body. However, the dichotomization of internal sentience/feeling/sensation and external 

vision/discourse/perception is false. Our ‘body images’ are not entirely our own. As I 

elaborate in the next section, vision and touch, the eyes and the skin, the living organism 

and social discourse are all entwined in sensory and perceptual networks. 

2.1.3. The dynamic development of ‘sincere’ embodiments 

 Fausto-Sterling’s (2000, 2012a, 2012b) dynamic developmental systems 

framework attends to multiple interrelated layers of reality, taking neither the 

individualized body nor the body of social discourse as absolute cause. Rather, bodies 

and the power-laden ways we make sense of bodies – genes, cells, hormones, the 

central nervous system, sensation/perception, behaviour, social interaction, historically 

contingent social ideologies – simultaneously work upon and transform each other in the 

dynamic development of gender systems (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 229; Grosz, 1995, p. 

21; Kaufman-Osborn, 1997, p. 668). The diverse ways people come to embody gender 

are understood as emergent, developing and changing over time as biological systems, 

such as the central nervous system, and ‘global order’ systems, such as the gender 

binary system, dynamically interact. Gender systems do not run parallel to each other, 

nor do they exist as antecedent cause and consequent effect, but interrelate as 

interacting networks simultaneously constituting gender, race, and sexuality. 

Dynamic developmental systems theory rejects Prosser’s (1998) posited dualism 

between sensation and perception. Sensation typically signifies the stimulation of sense 

organs invoking basic experiences such as loudness (Mather, 2011). Perception 

denotes the complex interpretation of sensations as meaningful phenomena such as 

music. Despite their semantic use to distinguish between two levels of sentience, 

sensation and perception are fundamentally intertwined processes in the transformation 

of one form of energy into another (Goldstein, 2007). Sensory/perceptual processes 

involve sensory receptors that detect stimuli, and a nervous system and chemical 

messengers that transduce energy into a signal carried to the brain. They also involve 

situational person-to-person social interaction, and historically developing systems of 

knowledge and material relations producing patterned “ways of sensing” (Howes & 
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Classen, 2014) stimuli as meaningful phenomena, which reproduce socially 

recognizable action in response to sensations/perceptions.  

Because individuals cannot attend to every stimulus in their environment and 

because stimuli are often ‘ambiguous,’ prior knowledge, both somatic and symbolic, 

delimits how sensations become perceptions (Mather, 2011). The prior knowledge 

constituting sensation/perception is both personal and social, both corporeal and socially 

constructed as patterned neural connections are reproduced, and as cultural 

significance is variously “ascribed to different sensations and sensory practices” (Howes 

& Classen, 2014, p. 4). From the cellular to the socio-historical, perceptual processes 

are constantly developing; each instance of sensation/perception is simultaneously 

shaped by preceding sensory/perceptual events and becomes somehow completely 

novel (Fausto-Sterling, 2012a; Brynie, 2009, p. xi).  

As an example, I reiterate Fausto-Sterling’s (2012b) explanation of the dynamic 

development of colour preference. Instead of asking if pink or blue colour preference is 

an effect of ‘brain sex,’ or if it is an effect of a relatively recent Anglo-centric discourse 

about masculinity and femininity, Fausto-Sterling approaches the question by asking 

how this preference develops over time in a dynamic body (p. 113). First, the body must 

have the capacity to see. Early infants’ (younger than two years) seem to have “poor 

colour detection” (p. 115). As such, boys and girls in this age range seem to similarly 

prefer bold colours (red or strong blue) to colours with lower saturation (pink or light 

blue). The early development of gendered colour preference appears to take shape 

between age two and three, when the visual sensory system has more refined colour 

differentiation capacities. By this age, social interaction has been mediating gender 

knowledge acquisition, which the developing individual actively uses to form self-

knowledge. How a child sees is just as important as how a child is seen. 

Everything from the color of the nursery wallpaper, the rods and cones in 
the retina, color processing in the brain, the behaviors of parents and 
others, the timing of gender knowledge and identity development, and 
individual differences in the molecules important in the dopamine systems 
contributes to a little girl’s delight in or a little boy’s aversion to the color 
pink. (Fausto-Sterling, 2012b, p. 118) 



 

29 

While the above example sketches a stereotypical development of colour preference, 

Fausto-Sterling (2012a, 2012b) asserts that the changing and dynamic interaction of 

multiple gender systems results in immense individual variation.  

A dynamic developmental account of perceptual processes, and corresponding 

attachments and associations with ‘self,’ sustains a type of gender realness. When 

Connell (2012) describes the process of recognizing oneself as a transsexual woman as 

“a matter of recognizing a fact about oneself” (p. 868), the ‘fact’ refers to embodied 

associations between one’s bodily sensations/perceptions, the socially and historically 

constituted ‘environment,’ interactions and relationships with others, and in turn one’s 

emergent sense of self. Associations between particular colours and the gendered self 

are indeed embodied realities. Nonetheless, this reality dynamically develops and 

changes over time; subjective embodiment is not static. An adult woman will likely not 

have the same zealous passion for pink as a 3 year old might. Variability at all levels of 

bodily and social gender systems engenders possibilities for diverse, and certainly not 

dichotomous, developmental trajectories (Lane, 2009). Embodiment, then, is not the 

basis of an autonomous reality. Rather, it is an aspect of a dynamic, multi-system reality. 

As such, a dynamic developmental systems approach to gender embodiment 

necessitates a move away from authenticating narratives of the self, which take as given 

a foundational ‘true self.’ 

So far in this chapter, I have critiqued gender essentialism and gender 

performativity, a prevalent social constructionist theory, as duelling theories of gendered 

being/becoming. Fausto-Sterling’s (2000, 2012b) dynamic developmental systems 

theory offers an approach to gender realness that does away with this dualism by 

emphasizing the dynamic development of interrelated gender systems. Dynamic 

developmental systems theory complements Jackson’s (2005) epistemology of sincerity 

as both acknowledge the embodied and felt (sensed) realness of gender without 

reducing that reality wholly to either an individuated or social basis. Next, I outline the 

dialogic theory, based on the scholarship of Mikhail Bakhtin, framing my interpretation of 

narrative interviews. To conclude this chapter, I outline key facets of intersectionality and 

transfeminism (Enke, 2012b), which I use in conjunction with dialogic theory in the 

analyses of subsequent chapters. 
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2.2. Dialogic theory as analytic framework 

2.2.1. A dialogic theory of discourse and subjectivity 

Anglo-American scholars mediate my theoretical relation to Bakhtin’s texts, most 

profoundly by their English translations but also as a result of Anglo-American scholars’ 

frequent merging of Bakhtian thought with that of American and European intellectuals 

such as Mead, Wittgenstein, and Merleau-Ponty. To explicate a clear and consistent 

dialogic theory, I rely on the critical summations and elaborations of these Anglo-

American Bakhtinian scholars, who have invested years in this pursuit. Dialogic theory 

conceives of discourse and subjectivity “in terms of dialogues between different (real and 

imagined) perspectives” (Gillespie & Cornish, 2010, p. 33). There are two interrelated 

ways that I understand the dialogic relation between perspectives or ‘voices;’ first, that 

perspectives are situated and embodied in dialogic relations between self and other, and 

second, that discourse is dialogic and constituted by addressivity. 

Dialogic theory is, firstly, a counter argument to constructions of the individual as 

finalized, isolated, and self-enclosed, as well as to the monologic or totalizing thought of 

European idealism and rationalism, which theorize a transcendental or absolute 

truth/consciousness/spirit (Bakhtin, 1963/1984; Wertsch, 1991). In response to the latter 

trend towards abstract objectivism, Bakhtin held that linguistic phenomena – such as 

discourse, ideology, knowledge, or the idea – should not be studied as abstract truths 

existing in themselves (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 31). Rather, they must be analyzed as 

living events (Hicks, 2000; Shotter, 1997). Moreover, Bakhtin rejected the notion that 

discourse could ‘live’ in an isolated consciousness (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 87). 

Discourse is generated in the dialogic relations between living people who embody a 

plurality of ‘voices,’ understood as speaking consciousnesses, perceptual perspectives 

or points of view. ‘Voice’ should not simply be reduced to vocal or written mediums, but 

can be inclusive of any “mediated action” signifying reality (Wertsch, 1991). The concept 

of ‘voice’ is distinct from other linguistic units in that ‘voice’ emphasizes the lived 

situatedness of perspectives  (Bakhtin, 1963/1984; Dufva, 2004; Holquist, 2002). 
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  A concrete body is uniquely situated in relation to others temporally and 

spatially (Adlam, 1997; Holquist, 2002). Because of the spatial-temporal distribution of 

bodies, there is a non-coincidence of bodies (Holquist, 2002, p. 16). Rather, they exist in 

“a relation of simultaneity” within specific frames of reference (Holquist, 2002, p. 18). 

Individuals use words, as living utterances, to sense the perspectives and orient their 

actions towards others in relations of simultaneity with the individual (Kögler, 2012; 

Morris, 1994; Shotter, 1993). Being, therefore, is at once centralized in the specificity of 

the body and socially distributed as being with others (Holquist, 2002, p. 24). Within 

specific temporal and spatial frames of simultaneity, the non-coincidence of embodied 

subjectivities occasions a polyphonic plurality of multiple perspectives coming into being 

as value-laden ‘counter-positions’ towards each other (Bakhtin, 1963/1984).  

Dialogic theory complements dynamic developmental systems theory by viewing 

the self as emergent within historically and socially constituted relations with others 

(Shotter, 1993). For an individual to develop their ‘own’ embodied subjectivity and sense 

of self, they must first take up the discursively mediated perspectives of others, whose 

active constitution of the situation precedes the entrance of the developing individual into 

dialogic discourse (Kögler, 2012). ‘I’ can only become “an object for my own perception” 

by entering into a dialogic situation that precedes my becoming (Holquist, 2002, p. 27). 

Accordingly, self-consciousness develops within a relation of inequality, where the 

perspectives of others dominate the dialogic formation of self (Adlam, 1997; Sullivan, 

2012). The emergence of self-consciousness, in other words, involves processes of 

subjection, whereby power relations constituting the interaction between self and other 

shape how an individual makes sense of their embodied self (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 79; 

Morris, 1994; Spade, 2011, p. 25).18 

Yet, dialogic theory likewise presumes the active and creative participation of the 

individuated body (Morris, 1994, p. 4). ‘I’ do not have unmediated access to the ‘voices’ 

of others. I can only take the perspective of the other through my own uniquely situated 

 
18 Spade (2011) defines subjection as the way “power relations impact how we know ourselves as 

subjects through [intersecting] systems of meaning and control” (Spade, 2011, pg. 25). 
Subjection impacts how we make sense of our bodies, ourselves, and our relationships with 
other people and institutions. 



 

32 

and embodied consciousness. Therefore, voices uttered by the other are mediated by 

my projected refraction of the other’s point of view (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 53; Kögler, 

2012, p. 59). At the same time as the perspectives of others constitute an individual’s 

self-consciousness, that individual’s embodied and responsive creativity has likewise 

“always already been involved” (Kögler, 2012, p. 59). According to Kögler (2012), “in the 

dialogical exchange in which a self comes to understand itself through symbolic means, 

the self adopts or reconstructs the views of the other – the symbolico-social perspectives 

– as pertaining to itself or not” (p. 58). The individual’s ‘own’ sensory/perceptual 

perspective actively and creatively contributes to the dialogic construction of self. 

Bakhtin uses literary theory to conceptualize how we ‘sense’ each other and 

ourselves as events of authorship. In everyday life, “we try to author our own identities” 

(Sullivan, 2012, p. 3) while simultaneously anticipating and reacting to how others have, 

are currently, or may in the future author us. Because one is part of a multiplicity of 

relations, each individual engages in numerous relational dialogues within which various 

versions of self are actively being negotiated (Nielsen, 2000). The emergence of self, 

then, can be understood as an on-going process of perspective taking in which an 

embodied and situated consciousness creatively negotiates tensions between multiple 

voices to produce a voice they can attribute to themselves (Adlam, 1997; Kögler, 2012; 

Morris, 1994). Cresswell (2011) argues that such processes of self-authorship can 

involve “an experientially compelling dimension” (p. 474), which he calls faithfulness to 

oneself. This should not be reduced to an essentialist core self. Rather, faithfulness to 

oneself acknowledges the ways in which a particular self ‘project’ (Connell, 2009) retains 

a felt realness: 

It feels impossible that the state of things could be any other way and it 
would feel irreducibly wrong to act in a manner that is unfaithful to what 
one sees as obviously being the case. Self is lived with deeply 
experienced verisimilar objectivity that compels faithfulness to it as it 
comes to play in relational interchange or discourse. (Cresswell, 2011, p. 
480) 

Because the negotiation of authorship between multiple voices is ‘open-ended,’ 

the self is never finalized. Subjectivity is perpetually “produced on the ‘borderline’ where 

inner experience and social world meet” (Morris, 1994, pg. 12).  Just as self-other 
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relations are dialogic, embodied subjectivities are internally dialogic, imbued with the 

intonations of others (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 32; Hicks, 2000, p. 238). So, while self may 

be “lived with deeply experienced verisimilar objectivity,” it nevertheless is constantly 

emerging through unfinalized and open-ended dialogic negotiations of voice (Holquist, 

2002, p. 34; Shotter, 1993). As Bakhtin (1963/1984) states, “truth is not born nor is it to 

be found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people collectively 

searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (p. 110). 

The second dimension of dialogic theory framing this study is the dialogic relation 

of utterances, which is significantly implicated in and mutually interdependent with the 

dimension of self-other relations. In partial agreement with Butler (1993), Bakhtin 

(1979/1986) argues “any utterance is a link in a very complexly organized chain of other 

utterances” (p. 69); yet, Bakhtin emphasizes the addressivity of utterances over their 

iterability. An utterance entails a turn towards other(s), an anticipation of responsive 

addressees contextually proximate, imagined, or “temporally, spatially, and socially 

distant” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 53). The utterance is simultaneously a response to previous 

utterances. This ‘addressivity’ of the utterance constitutes its content and form. Bakhtin’s 

chain of utterances is, therefore, not a citational chain, but a dialogic chain, which 

presumes a subject-subject relation. Similar to Jackson (2005), Bakhtin (1963/1984) 

resists the thingification of people as quantifiable, measurable, predetermined and 

predefined objects of authorship (p. 58). That is, both Bakhtin and Jackson refute the 

definition of social subjects as “mere objects of our own social discourses” (Jackson, 

2005, p. 15), or “mere things” of monologic authorship (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 68). The 

subject, while certainly not attaining fixity, nevertheless embodies a spatial and temporal 

specificity, which offers enough particularity to frame the subject’s position as 

“addressee” and answerable for their perceptual perspective (Freise, 1997; Holquist, 

2002). Thus, within the framework of dialogic theory, 

‘subject’ does not imply a consciousness in itself, for it is always stratified 
by the other. Nor does ‘intention’ signify a direct correlation between inner 
plan and outer act directed toward a specific telos: for all deeds are 
connected to the deeds of others, so their meanings can never be 
grasped in themselves or from the point of view of a suprasituational end. 
In dialogism, ‘subject’ and ‘intention’ … are positional or interlocative 
terms. (Holquist, 2002, p. 152) 
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Still, perspectives inevitably become consolidated, as a shared ‘sense’ (however 

tenuous) is necessary for relations between subjects (Holquist, 2002; Morris, 1994; 

Wertsch, 1991). In terms of my previous discussion of sensation/perception, shared 

ways of sensing/perceiving ambiguous stimuli are necessary for social beings to ‘co-

exist’ in a common situation (Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 28; Dufva, 2004; Holquist, 2002). 

So, there is an aspect of iterability in discourse, which Bakhtin (1963/1984) terms the 

centripetal force in discourse. However, the multi-voiced plurality of living utterances 

leaves any meaning of the shared situation unfinalized and open to contestation 

(Bakhtin, 1963/1984, p. 30; Shotter, 1993, 1997). The simultaneity of divergent 

perspectives on the profound ambiguity of lived reality operates as a centrifugal force 

constituting the dynamic potential of discourse for “multiplicity, flexibility, vagueness, and 

negotiability” (Bakhtin, 1963/1984; Lähteenmäki, 2004, p. 95). 

The utterance is therefore produced through the tension of centripetal and 
centrifugal forces. … ‘Queer,’ for example, is created through the dialogic 
relations of bodies where its meaning changes depending on the 
contextualized negotiations at play: the dialogical process creates new 
ways to conceptualize the meaning of queer. (Ruffolo, 2012, p. 300)  

While hegemonic ideology signifies a centripetal force of dominant perspectives 

historically and socially wrought, there is an outside, and that outside is figured in the 

plurality of perspectives to which hegemonic ideology is addressed. Dialogic theory 

refutes the possibility that the reifying power of hegemonic ideology and regulatory 

norms could achieve constitutive totality; “the responses of individuated subjects are 

flexible and answerable in ways that can embrace, resist, or redefine what is ‘given’ 

historically or culturally” (Hicks, 2000, p. 231).19 The word of discourse is never final.20  

 
19 While individual responses are ‘flexible,’ that flexibility is still constrained by the structural 

domain of power (Collins, 2000, 2004). That is, material constraint, such as differential access 
to education, and material enablement, such as the ‘luxury of time’ and access to ‘public 
forums’ engendered by wealth, shape whose voices can be ‘loudest’ and most forcefully ‘heard’ 
in the dialogic negotiation of meaning. Regarding contemporary trans politics, hegemonic 
whiteness seems to operate as a centripetal force constituting a monologic voice of ‘the trans 
community’ and their subsequent ‘political needs,’ likely due to upper-middle class white 
people’s access to and sway with activist lobby groups. In contrast, trans people of colour and 
trans people with disabilities encounter heightened “conditions of exacerbated poverty, 
criminalization, and violence” (Spade, 2011, p.150), which may actively prevent their voices 
from being heard in the negotiation of ‘recognizable’ trans perspectives. 
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Dialogic theory and intersectionality can act as complementary theoretical 

frameworks, as shown in the work of Yuval-Davis (2011, 2012), who argues that 

dialogically analyzing ‘identity construction’ is one way in which an identity politics can 

avoid assumptions of group homogeneity. In the following section, I outline a dialogically 

informed theory of intersectionality, and conclude by asserting a transfeminist 

perspective (Enke, 2012b).  

2.2.2. Intersectionality and transfeminism 

Crenshaw (1989) first conceptualized the term ‘intersectionality,’ using it as a 

Black feminist theoretical framework to study the ways in which multiple forms of 

oppression interact in the lives of African American women. Though Crenshaw was the 

first to use the term ‘intersectionality,’ Collins’ (2000) meticulously documents how Black 

feminist thought has encompassed the theoretical nuances of and foundations for 

intersectionality since the nineteenth century.21 As intersectionality was developing in the 

United States, similar notions such as ‘triple oppression’ were being established globally 

among European and postcolonial feminists (Hancock, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Now, 

intersectionality has become a far-reaching and vital method and analytic framework for 

Black feminism, trans/gender studies, and social justice oriented scholarship (Carbado, 

Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013; Hancock, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2011).  

Collins (2000) was pivotal in bringing intersectionality to North American 

sociology. Collins’ work elaborates on Dorothy Smith’s (1987) feminist standpoint theory, 

which claims that knowledge emerges from one’s material situatedness in the “local 

historicity and particularities of our lived worlds” (p. 8). Collins (2000) stresses how 

standpoints emerge at particular intersections of privilege and oppression. In addition, 

she develops the concept of standpoint epistemology. According to Collins, certain 

 
20 Nevertheless, still a forceful dynamic of power. 
21 To clarify, intersectionality, as a mode of thought, did not ‘begin’ with Kimberlé Crenshaw or 

Patricia Hill Collins. Collins (2000) argues that the roots of intersectional thought extend 
throughout the history of African American women’s oppression in the United States, and can 
be found, for example, in the artistic and scholarly work of Sojourner Truth, Bessie Smith, Billie 
Holiday, the Combahee River Collective, Alice Walker, Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, and bell 
hooks. 
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privileged groups, particularly elite white men, define dominant knowledge validation 

processes (p. 253). By controlling what counts as truth, elite white men define 

hegemonic ideologies, which justify and reproduce the matrix of domination. Collins 

argues that groups who have shared experiences of oppression, such as African 

American women, develop subjugated/oppositional knowledges grounded in the group’s 

collective historicity. 

A common critique of standpoint theory is that by theorizing a shared women’s or 

Black women’s standpoint, scholars such as Dorothy Smith and Collins essentialize 

social categories and seem to ‘speak on behalf of’ those homogenized groups. However, 

Yuval-Davis argues that Collins’ conceptualization of standpoint epistemology, as well as 

her own, presumes within-group difference and views subjugated knowledges as having 

been arrived at dialogically rather than emanating from a naturalized essence (Collins, 

2000, p. 261-262; Yuval-Davis, 2012, p. 47).22 When applied beyond historicized 

necessities of legitimation, intersectional frameworks benefit from a “dialogical 

standpoint epistemology” (Yuval-Davis, 2012, p. 51), which incorporates as many 

different perspectives as possible in its approximation of socially shared standpoints.23 

Avoiding the “paralyzing question of what we must have in common before we can 

speak” (Hancock, 2011, p. 46), a dialogic standpoint epistemology does not ground its 

 
22 I would add that Dorothy Smith’s (1987) standpoint theory also assumes within-group 

difference, and is decidedly materialist and not essentialist. Her central claim is that a sociology 
dominated by elite men universalizes their perspectives as ‘objective truth’ through the material 
exclusion of women. Thus, a ‘male standpoint’ emerges not from a biological or fundamental 
gender basis, but from the privileging and centering of men’s embodied subjectivities as 
authoritative in processes of knowledge production. Women, as a consequence, have been 
denied such an opportunity to create their own ‘sociologies.’ A feminist standpoint theory works 
to create the possibility for privileging women’s materially situated perspectives within 
academia. 

23 In the preface to the first edition of Black feminist thought, Collins (2000) writes, “most theories 
are characterized by internal instability, are contested, and are divided by competing emphases 
and interests. When I considered that Black feminist thought is currently embedded in a larger 
political and intellectual context that challenges its very right to exist, I decided not to stress the 
contradictions, frictions, and inconsistencies of Black feminist thought. Instead I present Black 
feminist thought as overly coherent, but I do so because I suspect that this approach is more 
appropriate for this historical moment” (p. viii). Authoring Black feminist thought as a coherent 
whole was a historicized and politicised authenticating strategy. Collins, however, did recognize 
differences within Black feminist thought, and furthermore, articulated a desire for an eventual 
focus on its disjunctures by Black feminist writers. 
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knowledge claims in a homogenized identity. It engages, instead, with and across 

difference. 

In this thesis, I conduct both intra-categorical analyses of the meanings and 

boundaries of social categories, and inter-categorical analyses of the intersections of 

gender, race, class, and sexuality (Yuval-Davis, 2011, p. 6). Because no one articulation 

of intersectionality finalizes its analytic potentials, the intersectional analysis of this thesis 

is “necessarily particularized … provisional and incomplete” (Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, 

& Tomlinson, 2013, p. 304). As such, I view this thesis as just one part of a collective 

effort to mobilize the analytic framework of intersectionality in social justice scholarship. 

My analyses in Chapters 3 and 4 are primarily intra-categorical, dialogically 

analyzing the multi-voiced dynamics of gender, trans, and cis. In Chapter 4, I base my 

view of trans and cis as contested categories of belonging on Yuval-Davis’ (2011) theory 

of belonging. According to Yuval-Davis, belonging is constructed via three analytic 

facets, which cannot be reduced to each other: social location, group identifications, and 

ethical and political value systems (p. 12). Social location refers to a person’s position 

within a shifting matrix of domination. Although social location is often embodied, such 

as skin tone, dialect, style of dress, etc., it should not be equated with a person’s 

individualized or group identifications. That is, one’s social location does not necessarily 

correspond with how they subjectively make sense of the world and their belonging in 

the world. Furthermore, one’s ethical or political value systems may differ from both their 

social location and group identifications. It bears repeating that while the three analytic 

facets of belonging are interrelated, they cannot be treated as the same.  

Responding to debates within trans studies regarding personal and political 

relations to gender binary systems, and the promises and pitfalls of embracing either 

intelligibility or unintelligibility, Elliot (2010) proposes that the distinctiveness of non-trans, 

transgender and transsexual experiences must be emphasized. Here, I focus on Elliot’s 

initial definition of trans/transgender/transsexual to challenge the apparent boundaries 

between these categories of belonging. Elliot uses, 

‘trans’ or ‘transgendered’ to refer to anyone whose expression of gender 
disrupts conventional assumptions of the gender order and who identifies 
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as such. … [and refers] to transsexuals as those who usually seek 
hormones and/or surgery to live as men and women, and who identify as 
such. (2010, p. 1, n. 2)  

Elliot links together ‘trans’ and ‘transgendered’ with the conjunction ‘or,’ separating them 

as distinct embodiments from ‘transsexuals.’ However, the semantic distinction between 

trans/transgender and transsexual is not straightforward. Whether the shorthand 

category ‘trans’ belongs to transgender, transsexual, or both is contested. Some social 

service providers, and trans activists and writers use both ‘trans’ and ‘transgender’ to 

signify a diverse collective of gender non-normative embodied subjectivities inclusive of 

transsexual embodiments (Feinberg, 1996; Lane, 2009). Some trans theorists use ‘trans’ 

as a verb, as a practice of boundary ‘transing’ or crossing, which would figure 

transgender and transsexual as similar yet distinct boundary movements (Enke, 2012b; 

Stryker, Currah, & Moore, 2008). In everyday life, while many people use trans and 

transgender in their expansive, coalitional sense, many trans-identified people and their 

self-identified allies use both trans and transgender to signify the particular embodiments 

of people who access hormones and/or surgery to live as men and women, which 

confines the boundaries of trans/transgender to embodiments typically referred to as 

transsexual in the literature (Elliot, 2010; Enke, 2012b; Namaste, 2000; Prosser, 1998). 

Furthermore, many trans-identified people reject the adjective ‘transsexual’ altogether, 

and would especially critique Elliot’s use of ‘transsexuals’ as a plural noun because it is 

objectifying, dehumanizing, and rooted in medical discourse.  

The distinctions between trans, transgender, and transsexual embodied 

subjectivities are, therefore, not easily determined; “no standard lexicon exists” (Enke, 

2012b, p. 4). Furthermore, the distinctiveness of ‘non-trans’ is simultaneously 

questionable. Alongside ‘gay,’ ‘cisgender’ has increasingly operated as transgender’s 

other.24 ‘Cis’ is a prefix for phenomena that possess stasis or fixity; thus, cisgender 

denotes “staying with birth-assigned sex, or congruence between birth-assigned sex and 

gender identity” (Enke, 2012a, p. 61).25 Depending on people’s embodied stasis or 
 
24 See Valentine (2007) for an ethnographic analysis of how ‘homosexual’ historically became 

transgender’s Other. 
25 Enke (2012a) clarifies that cisgender is mobile, its salience among social activist groups and 

trans people across Canada and the United States uneven. 
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transition, they “are either transgender or cisgender” (Enke, 2012a, p. 65). One of the 

politicized potentials of cisgender is its ability to describe how sex/gender coherence and 

intelligibility garner privilege within gender binary systems (Serano, 2007). However, 

alongside cisgender’s ability to name privilege, it simultaneously normalizes mind/body 

congruence, stabilizing cis- ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as essentialized identity categories 

grounded in biological sex. Unless a person names or makes visible their embodiment 

as trans, they are by definition reduced to cis stasis, which consolidates a ‘self-evident’ 

overlay of gendered subjectivity with sexed biology and perpetuates the disciplinary 

demand that to be trans, people must ‘come out’ though authenticating narratives. 

Difference is dichotomized, and within-group variability for both cis and trans categories 

obscured. Yet, what exactly is the distinction between cis- stasis and trans- movement? 

Is it quantifiably determined by typified body modifications, the (non)normative direction 

of technologies of the flesh, or by qualitatively different ‘body narratives’ of returning 

home or always already being at home? Because utterances of ‘cis’ usually take its 

meaning as self-evident, ‘cis’ inevitably undermines the work of trans/gender (Travers, 

2014) scholarship and activism to question how for everyone “becoming any gender is a 

socially constructed process that is ongoing, contingent, non-foundational, and self-

producing” (Noble, 2006, p. 23). 

By announcing its own sex/gender consistency, cis makes the across (n.) 
that trans crosses over refer to the ‘line’ between ‘male’ and ‘female,’ as 
though we agree upon what and where that line may be as well as on 
what constitutes male and female. Doing so effectively asserts the 
naturalness of medico-juridical determinations of and control over trans 
existence. At the same time, cis further distances from trans by 
establishing its own relative normativity. (Enke, 2012a, p. 73) 

By pointing out these sites of contention I aim to highlight how the meaning of  

‘trans’ is double-voiced, a micro-dialogue in itself. Every utterance of ‘trans’ has multiple 

meaning potentials and is contested along all three of Yuval-Davis’ (2011) analytic facets 

of belonging. First, there is a tension between trans- as critical movement, and the living 

usage of trans as a personal identifier that is the “exclusive property of a tiny class of 

marginalized individuals” (Stryker, Currah, & Moore, 2008, p. 11). The political meaning 

potential of trans is contested between dissident transgressive politics of incoherence 

and denaturalization informed by queer theory (Butler, 1999, 2004; Enke, 2012b; 

Halberstam, 2012; Noble, 2006; Stryker, 2006) and a human rights politics of recognition 
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and institutional reform informed by transsexual scholars and activists (Prosser, 1998; 

Namaste, 2000). Second, the boundaries of ‘trans’ as a group identifier are contested. Is 

‘trans’ inclusive of a coalition of non-normatively gendered embodied subjectivities, 

including both those “whose expression of gender disrupts conventional assumptions of 

the gender order” and “those who usually seek hormones and/or surgery to live as men 

and women,” or does it refer exclusively to one group as distinct from the other? Does 

trans signify the unintelligible space between or beyond essentialized gender(s), or does 

it mark a temporary phase of transition towards a coherent gender as either a man or 

woman? Does trans mean performative expression, or permanent embodiment? That 

there is no clear answer to these questions reveals the multi-voiced dynamics of trans. 

Finally, trans marks multiple social locations. Configurations of enablement and 

constraint in the lives of trans-identified people are non-identical, contingent on the 

shifting administration of gender classification, sex-segregation of institutions, and 

access to gender-confirming health care (Enke, 2012a; Spade, 2011); ever-changing 

gender ideologies of intersecting racial, gendered, classed, and national categories of 

belonging; the various disciplinary tactics employed by self and other(s) to reproduce 

hegemonic gender ideologies; and each person’s particular interpersonal relationships 

and social milieus, which may be characterized by violence at one extreme or support 

and respect at the other. Whether gender is a constraining or enabling force in the lives 

of trans people has much to do with intersecting systems of race, class, and sexuality. 

In Chapter 5, I conduct two ‘inter-categorical’ intersectional analyses. First, 

informed by critiques of hegemonic middle-class whiteness in trans studies (Noble, 

2006, 2012), and queer Indigenous (Driskill, 2010; Driskill, Finley, Gilley, & Morgensen, 

2011; Smith A., 2010) and non-Indigenous queer (Morgensen, 2011a, 2011b) critiques 

of settler colonialism, I analyse how class, whiteness, and settler colonialism constitute 

participants’ utterances. Second, I analyze a focus group discussion about relations 

between lesbian/queer women and trans men, attending to the intersections of sexuality 

and gender in trans/queer politics of belonging.26 

 
26 For readability, and more so than in other sections of this thesis, in Chapter 5 I integrate 

theories concerned with the intersection of sexuality and gender with data analysis. 
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As Noble (2011) argues, authoritative trans discourse is largely shaped by and 

for Canadian and American hegemonic whiteness. Through a critical Foucauldian 

ethnographic analysis of the category ‘transgender,’ Valentine (2007) likewise shows 

how the terms transgender and transsexual, and their offshoot trans, have emerged 

within a classed white Anglo-American history of knowledge production. Yet, for the 

most part whiteness functions through its silence within trans scholarship – through a 

repeated failure to locate the origin of authoritative trans perspectives in whiteness 

(Ahmed, 2004; Noble, 2012).  

Moreover Andrea Smith, among others, has argued that dominant queer and trans 

perspectives are formed through white supremacist settler colonialism (Hunt, 2007; 

Morgensen, 2011a, 2011b; Smith A., 2010).27 For instance, Canadian and American 

queer/trans politics of recognition presuppose the futurity of colonial state regimes, 

which can and should institutionalize and secure claims to non-normative 

gendered/sexualized embodied subjectivities (Morgensen, 2011a). Accordingly, 

recognizable (post)modern queer and trans subject positions situated within either the 

Canadian or American context are contingent on the historically on-going elimination or 

disappearance of Indigenous bodies and their relation to the land. While being formed 

through the elimination of Indigenous bodies, and the corresponding naturalization of 

colonial systems, white hegemonic queer and trans perspectives have simultaneously 

emerged through a desire for Indigenous ‘authenticity’ – a desire for a cross-cultural and 

therefore, unifying queer/trans rootedness in idealized historical or ‘traditional’ social 

systems – exemplified by the anthropological imaginary of berdache and generalized in 

the concept of “third gender” (Driskill, 2010; Morgensen, 2011a, 2011b). This non-Native 

desire for Indigeneity works to construct Indigenous authenticity as a thing of the past, 

static, and ‘primitive,’ likewise presupposing the disappearance of Indigenous bodies as 

a condition of the futurity of (post)modern embodied subjectivities (Smith A., 2010). 

White critics of whiteness have often theorized it as an unmarked and invisible 

racialization masquerading as universal subject (Ahmed, 2004; Garner, 2007). However, 
 
27 According to Tuck and Yang (2012), settler colonialism is distinct from other forms of 

colonialism “in that settlers [colonize] with the intention of making a new home on the land, a 
homemaking that insists on settler sovereignty over all things in their new domain” (p. 5). 
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critical race scholars and Black feminists highlight the absurdity of this claim (Ahmed, 

2004; Lorde, 1984). White is only an unmarked category for those who effortlessly 

embody it. For everyone else, whiteness saturates the field of vision as the hegemonic 

definition of normality, as white supremacy and colonialism, as dominance and terror, as 

racial privilege (Ahmed, 2004; Collins, 2000; Garner, 2007; Razack, 2002). Though 

whiteness differentially privileges gendered, sexualized, and classed bodies, a 

subjugated position within these social categories does not negate or ‘cancel out’ white 

racial privilege (Garner, 2007). Whiteness is a systematic power that adheres to the 

body; even for those who desire the ‘undoing’ of their own white privilege, it proves 

impossible to shake (Probyn, 2004). Thus, as white trans/gender people variously author 

their selves, moving between and within different embodied subjectivities, they 

simultaneously stay in/move into white and classed embodied subjectivities (Noble, 

2012). 

By way of conclusion, I acknowledge the need to position my theoretical 

framework within the contested sites of queer, feminist, and trans theory (Elliot, 2010). I 

recognize that most people, including queer theorists, in some way desire to do/be 

gender/ed (Enke, 2012b; Wiegman, 2006). Thus, rather than aiming to undo gender 

(Butler, 2004) or degender (Lorber, 2005), this thesis aspires towards democratizing 

gender possibilities (Connell, 2009, p. 146). I take on a transfeminist perspective that 

values pluralistic meaning potentials for trans, critiques the current matrix of domination, 

aspires towards a vision of social transformation, and most importantly, believes that 

trans issues are feminist issues, and that feminist issues are trans issues (Connell, 

2009; Enke, 2012b, p. 6; Noble; 2011; Stryker & Aren, 2013). 
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Chapter 3. Gender Sincerities 

In this chapter, I dialogically analyze how participants make sense of and 

negotiate their gendered embodied subjectivities. I attend to three aspects of this 

process: how participants use ‘exploration’ as a speech genre for self-narration, how 

participants negotiate the materiality of their bodies, and how participants conceive of 

processes of (mis)gendering. To conclude, I suggest an ethical response to relational 

gender ‘failure’ based in an epistemology of sincerity. 

3.1. Exploring gender 

Deriving their terms from Erickson (1950, 1982) and Marcia (1966, 1980), many 

developmental psychologists consider ‘exploration’ a central component of adolescent 

identity formation (Bartoszuk & Pittman, 2010a, 2010b; Berman, Schwartz, Kurtines, & 

Berman, 2001). Pittman, Kerpelman, Soto, and Adler-Baeder (2012) define exploration 

as “a process by which identity alternatives are examined as one seeks to find out about 

oneself in the context of an environment” (p. 1486). Exploration, signifying a temporal-

spatial dimension of travel and movement, is based in constructivism. At the same time, 

framed as a ‘voluntary’ process, exploration retains the individualism structuring much of 

contemporary psychology; one ‘discovers’ a truth about their self. According to this 

developmental perspective, commitment to an identity functions as a sign of maturation, 

giving identity consolidation normative value as the goal of exploration (Berman, 

Schwartz, Kurtines, & Berman, 2001; Dunkel, 2000; Steensma et al., 2013). 

The four participants of this study used this ‘exploration genre’ to narrate their 

gendered selves, describing processes of searching for and testing out different 

identities for a rightness of fit. They did so without a prompt from me; that is, I did not 

use the verb ‘explore’ in any of its forms to ask questions about participants’ ‘identity 

formation.’ However, I did match their word choice in follow-up questions. All four 
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participants contextualize self-exploration in situated relations with others. For instance, 

both Avery and Ve describe salient self-exploration processes at LGBTQ youth camps 

where they explored sexuality and gender with others. When I asked Greenwood to tell 

me about when she first started using the term agender, she replied, 

I changed schools in grade eleven and I met a group of friends who 
were really into discussing sexuality and gender and exploring their 
own identities and some of my friends came out as genderqueer and 
things like that and started using different pronouns. So then that 
made me start thinking about my own identity and.. I was sort of 
confused about it at first because I didn’t want to, it just seemed like I 
was just jumping on a bandwagon like, ‘oh, because they’re identifying 
that way, I want to just be cool too and have a cool, quirky identity’ 
but … I tried to make sure that’s not what I was feeling and that it was 
legitimate and something that I actually was experiencing. Eventually, 
I was like, yah, you know what, I don’t identify as a girl in the same 
way that every other girl seems to () And I felt like it was helpful for 
me to come up with another term to describe how I thought about 
gender in a way.  (Greenwood) 

Moving to a different high school enabled Greenwood to become friends with 

others “who like to discuss gender and sexuality,” and created a situational context 

within which agender or a related identity like genderqueer became not only possible but 

also desirable. In dialogic relations with her new friends, Greenwood became 

answerable for her own sexual and gender ‘explorations.’ Greenwood notes how her 

new friend group may have constructed alternative sexual and gender identities as “cool” 

or “quirky,” and seems to anticipate the authenticating response of others, who might 

accuse her of simply “jumping on a bandwagon.” She narrates an internal dialogue 

intoned with confusion – is this my voice, my identity, or am I just mimicking my friends? 

Greenwood’s statement that she wanted to “make sure” any identity she asserted was 

“legitimate” seems addressed in response to a perspective that identities discovered 

through self-exploration must be unaffected by relationships with others and inherently 

true; any voiced identity ought to represent something she “actually was experiencing,” 

and not be a derivative identity she simply assumes for popularity or status among her 

friends. Otherwise, she risks being accused of falsity. So, Greenwood’s utterance 

appears in some ways responsive to the ‘true self’ narrative. Greenwood seems to 

respond to the perceived need to be “legitimate” by firstly, asserting a sensed difference 

from “every other girl,” and secondly, asserting creative authorial ownership of agender 
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as a term she “came up with” to describe how she thinks about and experiences gender 

as a non-experience. 

Greenwood’s concern with legitimacy in the above quote is in tension with her 

oft-repeated conviction, 

I just feel like gender is a power structure. It’s about.. it was created 
to enforce this power structure and it’s.. not a thing that people have, 
it’s just the way that people have been sort of treated in the past and.. 
how we’ve created a way to divide the population based on their 
genitals and that has become gender. What gender is. And that 
doesn’t seem to be a.. thing that people have within themselves, it’s 
just an external power structure.  (Greenwood) 

Agender is a helpful term as it signifies “not having a gender” (Greenwood), alleviating 

some of the tension between the individualism of self-exploration and Greenwood’s 

conviction that gender is a social structure that has historically divided the population 

based on “genitals,” and not something she experiences “as a thing within” 

(Greenwood). With agender, Greenwood can author herself as different than “every 

other girl” who takes it as given that certain “genitals” correspond with certain genders. 

As a double-voiced label, agender both names an individualized identity (‘I’ am 

agender), and repudiates a subjective embodiment of gender (‘I’ do not have a gender).  

The exploration genre entails developmental change across time and space. 

While participants often conceived of change as a voluntary selection of alternative 

identities as new information was discovered about the self, participants’ conceptions of 

change also employed the poststructuralist metaphor of fluidity. During our second 

interview, Avery created a painting (Figure 1.1) featuring a metaphor of fluidity. 
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Figure 1   Avery's painting 
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Avery: Well, I kind of wanted to incorporate the different elements 
of my gender, in the little colours, but I didn’t want to be 
like, ‘blue and pink,’ ((said in a deeper tone)) because that’s 
boring. And so I also used kind of water themes.. like 
developing. I just put the flowers there, because I like 
flowers. () And so yeah I’ve got little colours on me so it’s 
like everything comes together and makes different parts of 
me and it’s magical and yeah, I kind of just tried to focus on 
the fluidity of gender. I mean, I’m not gender fluid, but 
definitely my gender has been fluid as I’ve recognized what 
it is and kind of developed into it. And I think it’s something 
that changes, my identity … () I put lily pads on to make 
sure that everyone understood it was water. And stars 
because I like stars and I’m a star. Do you have any 
questions, you can ask me? But that’s all I can basically say 
are my thoughts on it. 

Meagan: So that theme of.. even though your identity, current 
identity, is not gender fluid, you see how you got to that 
point being fluid? 

Avery: Yeah, and I think being open to change is a big part of my 
life, and … I do think that I’ll probably always identify as 
male but there are certain aspects of that which will always 
be changing, I think, and so.. I think I’ve come to terms 
with that and so I wanted to make that a big part of it. 

Avery avoids a conventional or “boring” use of the gendered colours pink and 

blue, and surrounds an image of himself with swirling shades of orange, yellow, pink, 

red, green, blue, purple and black to represent different elements of his gender.  With 

this stylistic choice, Avery seems to signify a mystic integration of diverse and potentially 

contradictory parts into a coherent whole. Avery seems to emphasize the ‘feminine’ 

aspects of his identity with images of flowers, perhaps as a way to resist authoritative 

outside-in constructions of his male identify through hegemonic masculinity.28 

Additionally, Avery seems to use water as a symbol of developmental change and 

gender fluidity. The clarification, “I’m not gender fluid, but definitely my gender has been 
 
28 Connell (2009), among others, has made a distinction between hegemonic masculinity and 

other subordinated masculinities. Hegemonic masculinity adapts the Gramscian term 
‘hegemony’ to signify how an “active struggle for dominance” constitutes normative and 
idealized configurations of masculine practices (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). 
Hegemonic masculinity is distinct from other masculinities to the extent that it represents the 
historically and spatially dynamic and changing normative patterns of practice ensuring and 
legitimating local and global dominance of men over women. Hegemonic masculinity is 
simultaneously constituted through white supremacy, heteronormativity, and capitalism, among 
other systems of power, and justifies and assures intersecting power relations. 
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fluid,” anticipates a conflation of gender fluidity with identity. For Avery, gender fluidity 

signifies change across time. Avery expects his male identity to remain stable; however, 

he does not retrospectively narrate an identity that has been fixed from birth. Rather, he 

seems to conceive of his gender as a result of exploratory processes of “recognition and 

development,” entailing both a look inward and a movement “into” his gender. Avery 

later clarified that his body image is in the fetal position to signify formation. Furthermore, 

he described his male identity as a stable albeit changing aspect of himself; in this way, 

‘male’ does not mark a fixed category of being, but a dynamic and changing identity. 

Goka’s conception of change seems to take on a similar temporal dimension; 

identity changes across the life course. 

I’ve realized that identity is an ever shifting, ever changing thing, and 
that I can like all the things, and also none of them if I feel like, and I 
don’t have to like all of them all the time, or like none of them all the 
time. But I can sort of pick and choose, and be who I want to be in the 
moment. And so I got a pedicure with my sister and my mom when I 
was in Hawaii, you know, and I let people paint my toenails rainbow 
and painted my own fingernails purple one day, just because I felt like 
it. And can wear a dress, and not really.. I would.. I probably wouldn’t 
wear it just because it isn’t how I am in the world, but I’ve been.. 
thinking a lot about whether the reason I don’t wear things like that is 
because I see them as inherently feminine or inherently for female 
identifying people, and whether they were.. whether they would be a 
thing for me if I didn’t have that idea. And so I guess just.. I’m able to 
take things that I like, and say that they match my gender identity and 
leave behind the fact that other people tie them to other identities … 
even just the way I talk. When I was younger I tried to make my voice 
as deep as possible and I avoided singing and dancing because those 
were two things that I didn’t really feel like I could make my body or 
my voice seem like how I wanted it to seem, and now being able to 
sing and dance in any way I want.  (Goka) 

Goka initially authors herself as a voluntary subject who can “pick and choose” moment 

by moment, and adds a situational dimension to change; depending on who she is with 

or her feelings in the moment, she can shift her gendered attachments, preferences, 

desires, practices, and embodiments. However, later in the utterance Goka hesitates to 

assert that she “can wear a dress,” which seems to mark the limit of her ability to choose 

femininity. Goka voices a dialogue intoned with uncertainty – do I avoid dresses because 
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they do not represent “how I am in the world,” or do I avoid dresses because I have 

internalized the idea that dresses signify inherent femininity?  

Goka’s conception of change seems to be a way for her to resist disciplinary calls 

to conform to gender norms; she asserts the possibility of doing stereotypically feminine 

things without such action meaning one is innately a girl. Renouncing her own past 

efforts to censor feminine vocal embodiments in order to achieve recognizable 

masculinity, Goka authors an identity that incorporates diverse embodiments and 

practices within its signifying grasp. She anticipates and seems to accept that others will 

author her various embodied subjectivities through “other identities.” Yet, she seems to 

do so in ironic agreement, creating an inner truth that embraces shifting plurality; Goka 

emphasizes that she can like whatever she likes, and say that it is an aspect of her 

gender identity, whether other people agree with this interpretation or not.  

While Avery’s and Goka’s conceptions of change seem to spread over a long 

period of time – throughout life – for Ve change can be radically abrupt. When Ve was 

describing how they had previously identified with the labels “gender fluid,” “genderfuck,” 

and briefly “gender transient” before determining it was “classist,” they explained, 

My gender at the time was fluctuating violently … I went from femme. 
I was never male. But I went from femme, to more masculine, to 
femme again and sometimes it would change within a day and I 
couldn’t have time to change myself.  (Ve) 

I struggled to interpret Ve’s conception of gender’s violent fluctuations. Gender seems to 

take on a power external to subjectivity; Ve’s gender fluctuates violently “from femme, to 

more masculine,” while Ve, the subject, does not have “time” to change in response. So, 

gender becomes a dis-identified force external to a subject trying to ‘catch up’ to gender; 

yet, not an external social structure, but an externality within. This utterance troubles the 

voluntary agency embedded in the exploration genre. 

During our second interview, I asked Ve to clarify what they meant when they 

described their gender fluctuating violently, and they responded, 

It’s like I mentioned with the Two-Spirit, where I can physically change 
it and I can change it by my subconscious actions and my conscious 
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actions. But other times it’s 100% subconscious and I can’t change it 
at all. So I’ll be like, ‘These clothes () make me feel really good, I’m 
going to go out in them,’ and then ten minutes later I’m like, ‘Fuck, 
why am I wearing this shirt, why am I wearing these pants? Why am I 
wearing this clothing? It’s making me feel really dysphoric.  (Ve) 

Ve divides embodied subjectivity between the conscious and the subconscious. 

Consciousness seems to signify the agency of self-exploration, and the subconscious an 

unpredictable force producing gender fluctuations. Ve’s emotions shift from feeling really 

good to dysphoria in an instant, and they attribute that change to the subconscious 

power of gender, which violently changes Ve’s perceptual relation to their clothing and 

embodiment. Ve later described their sense of control over ‘performative’ aspects of 

gender – walking style, how they hold their body, and vocal intonations. However, Ve’s 

subconscious sensations/perceptions of their gender embodiments are figured as 

violent, rapidly changing, and out of their control. At another point in the interview, Ve 

described their Two-Spirit identity as an ability to “draw from” masculine, feminine, and 

gender neutral spirits to change how they interact with their world. The degree to which 

Ve feels they can ‘voluntarily’ draw from these forces is unresolved in their utterances; 

moment-by-moment, Ve seems to differently sense control and a lack of control over 

their masculine and feminine spirits. In Chapter 5, I elaborate in greater depth on Ve’s 

relation to their Two-Spirit identity. 

In this section, I analyzed how participants’ utterances about their ‘gender 

identities’ were formed through an ‘exploration’ speech genre, which shares the 

authenticating assumption of the ‘true self’ narrative: that gender identities are innate 

truths, which are ‘discovered’ by a voluntary subject through ‘exploration.’ An analysis of 

Greenwood’s, Avery’s, Goka’s, and Ve’s utterances trouble this assumption. Next, I 

analyse how participants’ negotiate the materiality of their bodies, again challenging the 

idea that a ‘fixed’ gender identity is, through exploration, transparently ‘found.’ 
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3.2. Negotiating the materiality of the body 

Each participant understood their gender embodiment in different ways. Avery, 

Ve, and Goka have all considered hormone treatment and/or surgery; yet, at the time of 

data generation had different answers to the question of bodily transition. 

Ve used the term “body dysphoria,” as distinct from the medicalized term ‘gender 

dysphoria,’ to describe their sense of (dis)embodiment.  

I experience dysphoria. Chest area. Body. It also heavily involves 
other body issues. Because I’m a very thin person. My body isn’t the 
strongest. Not just muscle mass wise. I’m not sure if I’m brittle or 
what, but I’m very.. you can see my ribs without my shirt on. You can 
easily figure out where to punch and where to break me. And so that 
also heavily is involved with my body dysphoria because it becomes 
more of a thing where it’s like, ‘I wish I could not be so weak and 
possibly have breasts but maybe not. But not the ones with 
mammaries in them because I don’t want any of that stuff.’ … It’s a 
weird thing. My ideal bod.. a friend of mine put it really well. Their 
ideal body is a Ken doll. Mine is also a Ken doll.  (Ve) 

Throughout our interviews, Ve described vehemently resisting pressures from others to 

“assign [themself] a binary identity.” Ve does not aspire to embody ‘man’ or ‘woman.’ 

Rather, Ve’s description of body dysphoria entails a disjointed combination of gender 

signifiers. Ve authors their body as not strong, fragile, and vulnerable to violence from 

others, which are stereotypically ‘feminine’ bodily qualities. However, Ve’s wish to “not 

be so weak” does not correspond with an articulated desire for the binary opposite, 

masculine strength. Rather, Ve’s desire for a stronger body coincides with a desire for 

“breasts” – typically associated with ‘soft’ bodies – with a clarification, “but not the ones 

with mammaries.” Ve later clarified that they do not desire functional breasts, but bodily 

contours that “swoop” like breasts, “things that look like it’s breast tissue, but it’s not. It’s 

just fat or other things.” When Ve stated that their ideal body would be a Ken doll, my 

initial response was to assume it was because of Ken’s muscular strength. However, Ve 

clarified that it is because of the doll’s lack of genitalia. Ve expresses a desire for a 

biologically neutral body with a ‘swoop,’ curvaceous but not ‘female.’  

I was discussing this with a doctor, an Endocrinologist, because I met 
one one day … I have no idea how, and I’m like, ‘I would die without 
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any hormones,’ and they were like, ‘Yeah.’ And so ideally I would.. be 
happy to be on hormone blockers and then not deal with hormones 
ever again, but I can’t do that and so.. I’m permanently going to be 
like this and I’m kind of content with it.  (Ve) 

Ve seems to imagine idealized body neutrality through the sexing of steroid 

hormones, anticipating living happily without masculinizing androgens or feminizing 

oestrogens. A body without hormones becomes a body that is neither male nor female. 

The voice of the Endocrinologist establishes the biological limits to this imaginary. Ve’s 

desire to “not deal with hormones ever again” is forestalled by biological necessity, a 

physical constraint to which Ve expresses acquiescence. At other points in the interview, 

Ve added that hormone therapy would be too expensive, would constrain occupational 

success, and would require Ve to narrate a sense of and desire for ‘female’ embodiment. 

The authoritative and institutionalized definition of gender dysphoria presumes a uniform 

relation between gender identity and anticipated embodiment - a trans femme person 

will aspire towards a ‘female’ body, and a trans masculine person a ‘male’ body. 

However, Ve’s description of their body dysphoria does not align with this narrative.  

Ve’s decision not to pursue hormone therapy is articulated in reference to 

biological, institutionalized, and economic constraints. Goka, however, articulates a 

different decision-making process regarding hormone therapy and surgery. 

I’m a really big believer that.. for myself.. I find.. it’s hard to frame 
this because I can hear society in my head, and thinking about 
whether these ideas are legitimate or not or whether they actually 
come from me, but.. I really want to be able to.. embody who I am as 
I am and how I was born and.. I would love to be able to do that. I’m 
not 100% sure if I am fully capable of doing that, and I can’t decide 
whether.. it’s worth it.. I think that it would be more beneficial to me 
in the long run, if I could.. accept who I am and accept how my body 
is and accept my voice or those things about myself and learn how to.. 
see those parts of me as.. being a part of my gender identity, I guess. 
And so.. the idea of.. taking hormones and relying on something 
external and.. changing how my body is rather than trying to.. trying 
to change how my body is in order to fit my gender identity versus 
accepting how my body is as something that can be a part of my 
gender identity. I would love to be able to do the accepting of my body 
more than relying on something external to my body, in order to be 
happy with it fully. And I just know how I am with taking medication, 
and I know that I don’t really like the feeling of.. having to.. I like my 
body’s natural chemistry and I love.. I love how my thoughts work. (Goka) 
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This utterance is imbued with opposing voices, between an affirmation of ‘body 

modification’ and an affirmation of ‘body acceptance.’ However, by stating that she is a 

“big believer,” Goka asserts a strong opinion about the value of body acceptance: finding 

a way to incorporate her body-as-is as an intelligible component of her gendered sense 

of self. Goka initially hesitates, and seems to anticipate an accusatory voice – potentially 

an accusation that she is being transphobic by disavowing body modifications. By 

stating, “for myself,” Goka clarifies that her point of view does not involve a normative 

prescription for all people considering hormone treatment or surgery. In addition, Goka 

seems to anticipate a response that would reduce her perspective to the voice of 

society, expressing a concern that society is speaking through her. Perhaps, Goka 

imagines that the generalized voice of society values the naturalized body as sacred; 

however, society’s voice is not clearly explicated in the utterance. Alternatively, the 

‘voice of society’ may be a humanist and liberal voice valuing the ‘integrity’ and 

‘wholeness’ of the white and gender normative body (Gressgård, 2010, p. 541). Stating 

that she “can hear society” in her head, and questioning if her ideas “actually come from” 

her, Goka expresses uncertainty about whether her desire to accept her body is ‘society’ 

talking or her “legitimate” perspective. Similar to Greenwood, Goka evaluates 

“legitimate” perspectives about her body as ones that “actually come from me.” In other 

words, a legitimate relation to her body is truly, really, or essentially her own, and not 

determined by ‘society.’ As such, Goka seems, like Greenwood, to be responding to the 

‘true self’ narrative and a dichotomy between ‘authentic self-knowledge’ and ‘false 

societal-knowledge.’ At the same time, because the boundary between ‘my ideas’ and 

‘societal ideas’ is unclear, the implicit ‘interiority’ of self-knowledge is contested.  

Goka perceives hormones as an “external” fix to (dis)embodiment. Later in the 

interview, Goka described how testosterone shots would produce a desired 

masculinization of muscle structure, facial hair, and voice; yet, Goka also anticipates 

unwanted effects, including acne and potential baldness. Furthermore, Goka expects 

hormone treatment to change the way she thinks, for instance, how she processes 

anger. While she recognizes the masculinizing effects of testosterone, Goka 

concurrently identifies how its effects will extend throughout the bodily system, changing 

her “body’s natural chemistry.” The broad-based effects of hormone treatment partly 

constitute her decision to work towards body-acceptance. 
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Avery, at the time of data generation, was the only participant who was in the 

process of social transition, and aimed to begin hormone treatment and have his first 

surgery as soon as possible. 

It’s weird now, because now I’ve transitioned … well, I’m in the 
process of transitioning and I’m a lot more comfortable wearing 
women’s clothes now … I’m really excited to eventually go on hormone 
therapy because then I can wear a dress and people won’t think I am 
a girl, which is the main problem .... The clothes don’t bother me as 
much anymore. They did back then, a lot.  (Avery) 

Avery perceives an unconventional disjuncture between his shifting comfort with 

gendered clothing, and his transitioning gender embodiment. In the past, ‘feminine’ 

clothing bothered him. Now that he excitedly anticipates the effects of hormones, he 

looks forward to wearing dresses. Avery seems to constitute hormone therapy as a 

technique to negotiate how others author his body, in addition to being indispensable for 

his male embodiment. Avery previously explained that in the past he “enjoyed wearing 

men’s clothes more than girl’s.” The pleasure in wearing stereotypically masculine 

clothing may have emerged partly because ‘men’s clothing’ prevented conventional 

outside-in authorship of his embodied self as a girl, which for Avery is “the main 

problem.” The problem seems not to be the clothing in essence; although, Avery 

previously described avoiding feminized underwear that gave him wedgies, indicating 

that symbolic and tactile comfort were concurrently significant.29 Yet, how clothing 

mediates others’ perception of his gender embodiment seems most salient; hormones 

will ‘cancel out’ the signifying power of gendered clothing. Contemporary trans rights 

activism and poststructuralist practices of genderfucking (deliberately mixing gender 

signifiers) may be enabling Avery to imagine a future where he could become, and be 

recognized by others as, a FtM trans man who enjoys wearing dresses. However, Avery 

does not perceive his immediate situation as enabling. 

I want to be seen as male, but I also want to wear whatever I want, so 
it’s not really something I feel like I can do now. The other day I was 
looking at this dress, that’s really nice, that I have and () ‘Oh, I want 
to wear it and I don’t really have any pants washed, but I don’t want 

 
29 That is, his ‘psychic’ sense of discomfort with feminized clothing could have accentuated his 

‘physical’ discomfort, and vice versa, in an interrelated development of his sense of discomfort. 
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to go to school and have people be like..’ it’s again with the.. some 
people might ask questions.. it’s not questions I think I’m ready to 
deal with.  (Avery) 

Avery narrates how he recently considered wearing a dress to school. However, 

Avery anticipates questions that he is “not ready to deal with.” Others might question his 

male identity – if you truly are a ‘boy,’ why are you wearing a dress? If you like wearing 

dresses, why do you need to transition in the first place? Such questions derive from an 

epistemology of authenticity based in binary gender essentialism. Avery’s self-

authorship, however, asserts that I am male and I enjoy wearing dresses. Anticipating 

the questioning response of others, Avery disciplines his behaviour to conform to 

masculine gender norms. When he begins hormone treatment, Avery may indeed have 

a self-consciously easier time wearing dresses because he will no longer fear others will 

perceive him as a girl; yet, socially, he is likely to face disciplinary scrutiny. 

Greenwood conveyed that she is happy with her body, indicating that she does 

not experience gender dysphoria or desire hormone treatment or surgery. Yet, how 

Greenwood describes negotiating embodiment provides a productive juxtaposition to 

utterances focused on hormone treatment and/or surgery. 

I was in a music group … for most of high school and we would go on 
trips and stuff, and the Directors would be like, ‘Hey boys, let’s carry 
the equipment,’ and the group was mostly girls actually so.. I would be 
like, ‘Um just the guys, okay’.. I would still help them but then they 
would tease me about it and be like, ‘Ah, Greenwood’s just trying to be 
one of the guys! Ooh,’ … They’d be like, ‘Why are you so mad about 
this?  (Greenwood) 

Greenwood narrates how the Directors and members of her music group reiterated 

hegemonic gender ideology, constructing boys/men as physically strong. The boys in the 

group were called to “carry the equipment,” while the girls were implicitly rendered docile 

and helpless, which are historically middle/upper-class white femininities (Collins, 2000). 

Greenwood conveys a sense of exasperation that only the guys were asked to carry 

equipment, when the music group comprised mostly girls. The disciplinary voice of 

others derides Greenwood for “trying to be one of the guys,” and by questioning her 
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anger, minimizes and undercuts her resistance to the gendering of boys as strong and 

girls as weak.  

I was always perceived as weaker because I was a girl. I couldn’t lift 
heavy things. Yeah, I was always just.. people would think I was.. I 
was also very skinny and kind of scrawny when I was younger and 
people would equate that with weakness and being feminine and 
slender and tiny. I just didn’t like being perceived as weak. I guess in 
a way that is, in recent years I’ve started being a lot more active and 
working on my own physical strength and I can definitely see a direct 
relationship between how I felt when I was younger about being 
perceived as weak and now I’m trying to not.. I see myself as a 
physically strong person and that is directly because of that. (Greenwood) 

Greenwood narrates a temporal transition from when she was “younger” and the 

voices of others – evaluating her “skinny” and “scrawny” body as “weak,” and feminizing 

her body as “slender” and “tiny” – dominate, to “recent years,” when her voice takes 

greater authorial power. Describing a different sort of body modification, Greenwood 

conceives of being “active” and working on her “physical strength” as a direct response 

to how others have authored her as inherently weak. Through the utterance, Greenwood 

resists the construction of her body as weak, and asserts: I am strong.30 Yet, before she 

asserts, “I see myself as a physically strong person,” it seems as though Greenwood 

was about to say she is “trying to not” perceive herself as weak. So, there is a sense in 

which Greenwood’s relation to her embodied weakness/strength is multi-voiced, wherein 

she simultaneously adopts/resists the disciplinary perception of her body as weak and 

questions/asserts her own physical strength.  

Ve, Goka, Avery, and Greenwood all have different ways of negotiating the 

materiality of their bodies, which trouble the idea that one trans narrative applies to all 

young trans/gender people. In the next section, I delve in greater depth into how 

participants negotiated the authorship of their embodied selves in relations with others. 

 
30 While it may not be clear in this utterance, Greenwood does not construct strength and 

femininity as mutually exclusive, and had at other points during our interviews stated that she 
enjoyed femininity, even as she was uncertain whether she was doing it – presenting as 
feminine – for her own or others benefits. 
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3.3. Negotiating self-authorship and (mis)gendering  

All four participants share the values of trans recognition politics, which assert 

the centrality of “recognition of group and individual identity” (Valentine, 2007, p. 177). 

Interpersonally, this is achieved through proper pronoun use and naming practices.  

It’s always a little bit weird with my parents around and they always.. 
they still use one name and then they use the other name, and it gets 
confusing for me even. And I’m like, ‘Who am I?’ ((laughter)) … There 
was a month or so where I didn’t even really identify with a name. Just 
because I was so confused with people calling me different things all 
the time, so I wouldn’t answer right away to certain names. Someone 
would be like, ‘Avery!’ and I was like ((ignoring)). ‘Avery!’ ‘Oh, is that 
me? Hello.’ So yeah, I was like, ‘I’m a person. And I’m in this space 
and I don’t.. you’re trying to get my attention.’ So yeah, that was kind 
of how it went for a while, but now I’m.. getting better with it and 
some of my family is getting better with it.  (Avery) 

Avery jokingly narrates an existential crisis resulting from inconsistent naming 

practices, which undermine his ability to maintain a consistent sense of self. Avery was 

‘out’ as a trans guy to some people, and not others. For instance, throughout grade 12 

some teachers knew about his social transition and referred to him as Avery, while other 

teachers did not and referred to him with his birth name. Furthermore, his parents and 

siblings struggled to consistently refer to Avery with proper male pronouns and name, 

often using his birth name and female pronouns. This utterance, while intoned with 

joking nonchalance, indicates how important naming is to establishing a stable sense of 

self. Having others author him with the proper name is figured as crucial for Avery to 

‘sense’ himself as a unique person and to answer the question, “Who am I?” 

Naming is a social act that personifies the individual and labels their place within 

social networks (Finch, 2008). In western nation states with Anglo-Saxon roots, personal 

names performatively produce and administer citizenship, ground the individual in 

kinship networks, and often mark gender, religious, ethnic, and racial social locations, 

group identifications, or ethical and political value systems. When parents or guardians 

name a newborn, they actively constitute both the personhood of their child and their 

own identities as parents (Finch, 2008, p. 718). Names are multi-voiced, simultaneously 
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marking the personalized narrative of the individual and symbolizing for others their own 

identities in relation to the individual.  

For Avery and many other trans people, choosing a new name is a key 

component of gender transition. Avery’s utterance demonstrates how his emergent 

sense of self as FtM trans guy ‘Avery’ depends on both he and his family “getting better” 

at using and responding to his chosen name. To achieve a coherent sense of himself as 

Avery, significant others must actively relinquish their own symbolic and gendered 

investments in his previous name. Avery’s narrative indicates that practices of social 

recognition can be crucial for gendered self-authorship. At the same time, it is 

suggestive of the fragility of social recognition, and the difficulties of creating a ‘shared 

sense’ of the self. 

I’m part of a group … it’s mainly a gay men group. There’s two people 
who are non-binary, including me. I’m the only one who is like, ‘Use 
they.’ … Recently I’ve been getting more and more like, ‘You need to 
fucking respect my pronouns.’ I’ve been nice about it. The last 
meeting was Sunday and I stopped everyone … and I was like, ‘These 
are my pronouns. Use them.’ And it got really quiet … and no one says 
anything. And then they move on. Some people apologize. Mostly no 
one does. In a group chat on Facebook, someone brought up that it 
doesn’t.. feel natural, in their vernacular, as they said, so they wanted 
to … use Ve instead in the meantime. And in which case, another 
person agreed and was like, ‘it doesn’t feel right for me,’ and I’m like, 
‘You need to try and work this into your vernacular.’ And if it was in 
real life it would be really pointed. Me saying that. More like.. it’d be 
less like, ‘You should try to work this into your vernacular,’ and it’d be 
more like, ‘Work this into your vernacular. Fucking start it.’ That’s 
typically the reaction.. People are hesitant about it. They usually 
mention that it’s not natural to them, because it’s not the way they 
were taught.  (Ve) 

Out of the four participants, Ve most forcefully asserted the imperative that others 

should respect personal pronouns. Clarifying, “I’ve been nice about it,” Ve seems to 

anticipate a response that they are being too ‘aggressive,’ or not giving their companions 

enough time to adjust. As the narrative progresses, Ve’s voice becomes increasingly 

demanding. Throughout data generation, Ve consistently figured gay men as 

oppositional others refusing to respect their non-binary identity. In the utterance, the 

voice of gay men reiterates gender essentialism, arguing they/them pronouns do not 

“feel natural” or “right.” Furthermore, the constitutive force of gender socialization is 
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cited, as others explain they were not “taught” to use they/them pronouns. Because Ve’s 

trans femme identity is not immediately apparent, others will likely not ‘recognize’ their 

non-binary identity without being called to do so by Ve.31 The dialogic use of they/them 

pronouns seems to be an integral means for Ve to mark the boundary between their 

non-binary trans femme identity and the homonormative identity, ‘cis gay boy.’  

During our first interview, I clarified with Goka if it would be okay to say she 

“sometimes” identifies as genderqueer. After she replied, “Yes, that would be good. I like 

the sometimes,” I asked her if “there are other sometimes things that you sometimes will 

throw out there for people?” Goka replied, 

I sometimes. Sometimes I’ll just go by female. Normally I just go by 
female and female pronouns because it’s easy and people know.. 
people recognize me as that and people.. that’s just the easy thing to 
do. And then with people I know really well, then female pronouns, 
male descriptors. And then, the people I know really, really well, 
they’ll know the specific times where male pronouns are maybe.. for 
instance, in anything that anybody wri.. if I were to write a song or 
poetry or anything about myself or my relation to myself I use male 
pronouns. So I don’t know what that means. ((laughter))  (Goka) 

Goka describes using different gendered identifiers, pronouns, and descriptors 

depending on her level of intimacy and shared knowledge with others. With generalized 

others, she uses female signifiers because it is “easy” and others “recognize” her as 

that. With intimate others, she uses female pronouns and male descriptors, such as 

handsome. Goka leaves unfinalized the statement that people she knows “really, really 

well” would know when to use male pronouns, and finishes the utterance by asserting 

that when she textually authors herself she uses male pronouns. Goka’s use of 

gendered signifiers seems to shift depending on how she anticipates others ‘know’ and 

‘recognize’ her. Goka’s situational tactic to ‘be female’ and use female pronouns in her 

everyday life seems formed by how she anticipates others will author her self; Goka 

seems to hold no expectation that those others will seamlessly share her own sense of 

self. However, intimate others are narrated as those who can recognize parts of her 

 
31 Ve’s embodied subjectivity is not ‘intelligible’ within (homo)normative (Duggan, 2002) gendering 

practices. The same discursive work of feminism and queer theory to expand the possibilities of 
DFAB masculinities has not been done for DMAB femininities (Valentine, 2007). 
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dynamically gendered self. Writing songs or poetry may be ways to temporarily silence 

the voices of others, and creatively assert authorial power over her self-project. Goka 

seems to use gender signifiers in ironic agreement with hegemonic gender ideology, 

creating a more ‘sincere’ articulation of self in relations with herself and intimate others, 

and agreeing to ‘be a girl’ in generalized situations wherein gender binary systems have 

consistently disciplined her embodied subjectivity as ‘female.’ 

At other points during our interviews, Goka described using different identifiers, 

including girl, butch, genderqueer, and gay, depending on the social situation. Yet, 

regardless of the meaning potentials created through these labels, for Goka “there’s no 

category that works or that fits.” No ‘true self’ can be encapsulated in a category, and 

uncomplicatedly recognized by others. Her situational use of identifiers may both be a 

way to anticipate the gendering practices of others, and express an inevitable 

incongruity between shifting and dynamic embodied subjectivities, and the rigid 

meanings established through gender categories.  

At the beginning of our first interview, Goka seemed to be saying that she 

actively defends her right to use female pronouns or to be female, and stated, “I’ve spent 

a lot of time trying to assert my female identity.” I subsequently became confused about 

how much ‘ownership’ she sensed in the female identity. When I asked her to elaborate 

on what she meant by asserting her female identity she explained, 

I appeared masculine from a very young age. I can remember kids 
and stuff asking me when I was a kid, ‘Are you are girl or a boy?’ And 
I feel like I spent a lot of my time asserting the fact that I was a girl. 
And having people encourage me to assert that fact. And explaining 
how it was really important for me to really show people who I am and 
make sure they knew, because otherwise people wouldn’t know how to 
describe me and it would create lots of awkward scenarios for my 
friends, where someone would be like, ‘He,’ and then every single 
person in the circle would just be like, ‘Ugh…’  (Goka) 

Goka describes the dialogic work done by her and others to “assert,” “show,” “explain,” 

and “make sure” everyone “knew” she was female. This utterance demonstrates how 

gender as a dichotomizing system of categorization is achieved through social 

interaction (West & Zimmerman, 1987). The question, “Are you a boy or a girl?” is voiced 

by the kids she went to school with, but simultaneously seems to be the voice of 
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hegemonic gender ideology, which assumes an individual is one or the other, a boy or a 

girl. Goka takes on the responsibility and task of rendering intelligible – defending, 

justifying, and explaining – her situated embodiment within the gender binary system as 

a ‘girl’; yet, it remains questionable how ‘willingly’ she does ‘female.’ During our second 

interview, Goka stated that she has “stopped describing myself through gender,” and 

explained how her efforts to achieve gender recognition as either a male or female have 

been a losing battle. She denunciates gender as a “volatile and unsafe” system that 

does not benefit her, which only seems to function as a means “for other people to be 

able to figure out what to call me.” In contrast, the quoted utterance, through stylized 

repetition, emphasizes the almost totalizing authoritative power of the gender binary 

system to discipline Goka’s embodiment. Goka acknowledges that her refusal to author 

herself through gender does not extend to the authorial gaze of others stating,  

Other people can see me the way that they want to see me and I’m 
just going to be who I am and however they want to see me I don’t 
really have a whole lot of control over.   

… 

You get misgendered by people who have been told by you that you 
are a specific gender but they don’t get the full nuance of what it 
means for you.  (Goka) 

(Mis)recognition is constructed as an inevitable consequence of (mis)gendering, 

as any outside-in act of authorship by the other will fail to sense the “full nuances” of 

self-authorship. Greenwood professes a similar approach to the problematic of 

(mis)gendering stating, “I just sort of pretend that I’m a girl.” Greenwood does not think 

of gender as innate, and positions herself in ironic agreement with gendering practices, 

pretending along with everyone else that she is a ‘girl.’ 

I just find it very annoying that I am treated a certain way or in subtle 
ways because of how I’m read in terms of my gender, and I just find 
that very frustrating at times. Because I don’t.. I wish that I could 
pass as male for a day or something, and see how differently my 
interactions would be. I think that would be really interesting but.. I 
just don’t know how bad it actually is or if it’s not even that bad. I 
can’t tell.  (Greenwood) 
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Gender is “annoying” and “frustrating” because it structures Greenwood’s 

interactions. For Greenwood, gender does not mark an identity that requires recognition; 

rather, gender shapes interactions by constituting how others “read” her embodied 

subjectivity. By expressing the wish to “pass as male for a day,” Greenwood seems to 

take it as given that others will inevitably view her as female. Further, she constructs 

gender crossing as a change of social interaction; she anticipates being treated 

differently if people perceived her as male. While an ideal addressee would agree with 

her assessment of the gender binary system, she escapes from a definitive statement by 

leaving unanswered the question of “how badly” being gendered as a girl negatively 

structures her life.  

While Greenwood and Goka ironically (and perhaps bitterly or reluctantly) agree 

to go along with (mis)gendering, Ve draws a different conclusion, 

Labels are fine if you choose them, but not if someone … if someone 
assigns me a label and most likely I’ll be like, ‘No, not unless it 
actually fits.’ In which case, I’ll be like, ‘Why the fuck do you know 
something that fits about me? And why are you making that 
assumption about me?’ So it’s not that labels are bad, it’s intent of 
labels.  (Ve) 

Ve constructs all acts of outside-in authorship as presumptuous. Even when the other 

‘gets it right,’ they do so by making “assumptions” about the self. Thus, the only way for 

others to author the self correctly is to reiterate significations originating from the self. 

3.4. Gender sincerities and relational responsibilities 

‘Exploration’ is a shared speech genre amongst participants. Furthermore, 

‘authenticity’ seems to greatly shape exploration narratives, wherein a voluntary subject 

ought to discover identities that are “legitimate;” in other words, through exploration one 

should discover their ‘true self,’ unaffected by others or ‘society.’ Even though the 

exploration genre seems organized by an assumed dichotomy between ‘authentic’ self-

knowledge and ‘false’ social-knowledge, narrated uncertainty about legitimacy and 

hesitant efforts to construct boundaries between one’s own voice and the voice of others 

or ‘society’ indicate the fragility of this binary assumption. Participants situate 
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‘exploration’ in dialogic events with others, figuring self-knowledge as socially 

constituted. 

In contrast to the idea of a ‘true self’ fixed from birth, participants describe 

dynamics of developmental, bodily, and situational change. Change can be embraced as 

a slow ‘fluid’ movement extending across the life course, or understood as aggressively 

rapid. Furthermore, the ‘true self’ narrative in many ways anticipates an innate or 

instinctual sense of the self, which determines how gender identities (currently or should 

in the future) align with bodies. Yet, Ve, Goka, and Avery describe complex 

considerations of biology, the medicalization of gender dysphoria, future life chances, 

and how bodies mediate others’ perceptions of the self when contemplating hormone 

treatment or surgery. Participants’ trans/gender subjective embodiments emerge as they 

actively ‘mediate’ (Wertsch, 1991) their sense of embodied self. The perspectives of 

others – including the historically formed perspective of biomedical discourse sexing 

steroid hormones (Fausto-Sterling, 2000), the perspective of music Directors gendering 

the ‘feminine’ body as weak, the perspective of ‘society’ valuing the integrity of the body, 

or the perspectives of generalized others who perceive ‘dresses’ as girl clothes – 

simultaneously constitute how participants make sense of and negotiate their embodied 

selves. Dialogic theory provides a framework to interpret how multiple perspectives or 

‘voices’ actively form trans/gender subjective embodiments, without concluding that 

those subjective embodiments are somehow ‘illegitimate’ because they do not 

exclusively emerge from the ‘interiority’ of the self. Instead, dialogically negotiated 

trans/gender subjective embodiments can be viewed as ‘sincere’ ways of sensing the 

embodied self within historically emergent and contested social worlds (Shotter, 1993, p. 

79). 

Avery’s utterance about his ‘existential crisis’ when others used inconsistent 

names to refer to him, and Ve’s utterance about the importance of personal pronouns 

highlight how one’s sense of embodied self can be greatly affected by whether others 

agree to sense the self through names and pronouns asserted by (and recognizing) the 

self. Yet, Goka and Greenwood are not primarily concerned with recognition. They 

perceive most gendering processes as disciplinary. Goka additionally notes that even 

when others get her “specific gender” right, and refer to her in ways that Goka has asked 
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them to, they still likely will not “get the full nuance of what it means” for Goka, in which 

case even ‘proper’ gendering is simultaneously (mis)gendering. In terms of dialogic 

theory, because there is a non-coincidence of bodies (Holquist, 2002, p. 16), no two 

people can share exactly the same situated sense of the embodied self. 

According to Jackson’s (2005) epistemology of sincerity, fully transparent 

recognition between self and others is impossible. Jackson (2005) contends that one’s 

own interiority and the interiority of others are non-transparent. Gender identities and 

signifiers are ‘templates’ or ‘tools’ we use to sense each other and ourselves “in lieu of 

absolute interpersonal transparency” (Jackson, 2005, p. 17). Furthermore, dialogic 

theory argues that the simultaneity of polyphonic perspectives precludes perfectly 

consolidated meaning; people in situated dialogic relations with each other can only 

approach a shared sense of each other’s embodied subjectivities through the centripetal 

force of discourse. Individuals remain partly dependent on/disciplined by such (socially 

and historically constituted) approximations of shared meaning to author the self, which 

sets “up the threat of being held epistemological hostage to the other” (Adlam, 1997, p. 

147).  

In terms of trans recognition politics, the asymmetrical dialogic position of the 

other in processes of self-authorship coincides with an ethical responsibility to author 

‘correctly.’ However, in light of the irreconcilable problematic of (mis)gendering, and the 

substantial likelihood of ‘failing’ to sense/author the other in exactly the same way that 

they sense/author themselves, how can we act on this responsibility? Greenwood has 

an answer, which I believe is consistent with an epistemology of sincerity. Describing 

situations when her friends have changed their names, pronouns, and gender identities, 

Greenwood explains, 

It made me really check myself and be like, ‘okay, well why do I have 
to think of this person as being the gender that they used to say they 
identified as?’ Or something like, ‘Why is that a part of how I think of 
them? Why is that important?’ Just to drop that out of how I think of 
them.  (Greenwood) 
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Chapter 4. Trans / cis politics of belonging 

In this chapter, I analyze how trans is contested as a category of belonging 

(Yuval-Davis, 2011), and how cis is imagined as its normative other. I explore how 

standpoint epistemology, as a ‘living’ ideology (Shotter, 1993), seems to organize 

participants’ utterances. Yet, the contested boundaries of trans and cis as social 

locations, and group and self identifiers suggest there is no singularly reliable or 

‘authentic’ trans or cis subject position from which to ground trans-knowledge. Informed 

by Yuval-Davis’s (2012) ‘dialogical standpoint epistemology,’ I conclude by proposing 

that ‘trans’ should maintain as many multi-voiced meanings as possible as a means to 

preserve its trans/formative (Travers, 2014) social justice potentials. 

4.1. Trans: a contested category of belonging 

During our first interview, Goka mentioned she had frequently been asked, “Are 

you trans?” by well-meaning “liberal” types within the last six months. When I asked her 

how she felt about the question she replied, 

I feel like it sort of has the same issue as asking, ‘Are you a boy or a 
girl?’ in the sense that it doesn’t tell you anything about anyone’s 
identity and it’s more contributing to a sense of otherness for people 
that maybe don’t fit that. I mean if the options now are, you’re either 
a girl/boy or trans, well that doesn’t work. That’s not a solution to the 
problem. And asking the kind of questions where it’s like, ‘Are you this 
box?’ rather than like, ‘Who are you?’ It’s very.. I’m just not a fan of 
those questions because I know that they don’t usually result in the 
kind of emotions or conversations that I want to have with people. (Goka) 

Goka critically evaluates the question, “Are you trans?” by comparing it to the question, 

“Are you a boy or a girl?” Both questions configure answers as either/or, yes/no. 

Throughout the interview Goka had given the question, “Are you a boy or a girl?” weighty 

significance as a disciplinary invocation to be intelligible as either male or female. The 

questioning voice, “Are you trans?” similarly summons Goka to be “either a girl/boy or 
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trans.” Goka does not use the word ‘cis;’ its absence may be a way for Goka to avoid 

reiterating directly the cis/trans binary she seems to be critiquing, or it may reflect Goka’s 

awareness (discussed in the next section) that some trans people self-identify as cis.32 

Goka’s assertion that these questions do not “tell you anything about anyone’s identity” 

suggests that the ‘nuances’ of individualized identities cannot be categorically 

represented as simply ‘girl,’ ‘boy,’ or ‘trans.’ For Goka, trans has become another 

categorical “box” in which to place people. When she notes the “sense of otherness for 

people that maybe don’t fit that,” Goka escapes from a definitive statement about what 

‘fitting’ in the trans box would entail. When I asked Goka to clarify what she meant by 

othering, Goka described how she “never really knew for sure if I was this one thing that 

they wanted me to be.” In other words – how do I know if I am the girl, or if I am the boy 

that you want me to be? “I’m a girl, but probably not in the way that they’re perceiving 

me to be” (Goka). Questions asking, “Are you this box?” presume semantic agreement 

between the one asking the question and their addressee. However, Goka asserts that 

such perspectival agreement is unlikely.  

The question, “Are you trans?” is a closed and leading question, requiring a 

response that is singular, definitive, and contained. The voice of the enquiring other 

largely governs the response. As an alternative, Goka voices an open question, “Who 

are you?” which gives the addressee more narrative creativity to author their self with 

their ‘own’ words in a non-dichotomized, open manner. Furthermore, asking, “who are 

you?” may engender greater opportunity for emotional intimacy and ‘nuanced’ 

conversations about gender. When I asked Goka how she tends to answer the question, 

“Are you trans?” she replied, 

I just say, ‘No, I’m just being me.’ Because even though I identify.. to 
an extent as.. I’m still trying to explore that identity and figuring out I 
guess.. whether it’s an identity that works for me or describes who I 
am. And it’s such a big word that it’s very difficult to figure out where I 
would fit in there and I know that there’s a lot of flexibility too, so I 
think I usually just answer, ‘No,’ just because I know that I’m not 
trans in the way that they are asking.  (Goka) 

 
32 Trans people also identify as unqualified (i.e. without using ‘trans’ as an adjective, verb, or 

noun) girls/women and boys/men. 
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Goka’s halting voice conveys uncertainty. The reply, “I’m just being me,” reiterates 

Goka’s view that the dynamics of an individual cannot be subsumed in categorical 

signification. She hesitates to definitely assert the extent to which she identifies with 

‘trans,’ and uses the exploration genre to suggest that she is “figuring out” if trans works 

as a description of who she is as an individuated subject. The temporal-spatial 

dimension of exploration enables the question of her trans-ness to remain unanswered. 

Goka asserts that trans is a “big word,” giving it multiple and “flexible” meaning 

potentials, and suggests that the process of deciding where she “fits” amongst the 

flexible meaning potentials of trans is a challenge. 

Earlier in the interview, Goka had voiced another answer to the question, “Well 

yeah, but what does that mean.” This reply suggests that the meaning of trans has yet to 

be conclusively established, reflecting the instability of all gender categories despite the 

centripetal forces of hegemonic gender ideology. Goka’s affirmative answer may largely 

depend on how she anticipates trans means for others. In the above quoted utterance, 

Goka voices an expectation that the people asking her the question intone trans with a 

particular meaning, which engenders the reply, “No.” When I asked Goka to clarify what 

she meant by, “the way they are asking,” Goka replied, “whether I’m transitioning from 

female to male … The people that ask me if I’m trans, that’s what they mean.” Thus, 

while Goka perceives trans as a “big” and “flexible” category, she anticipates that most 

others will understand trans as identifying people who transition from one gender to 

another. Goka explained that she does not “identify with a switch” from female to male. 

So, whether Goka authors herself as trans or not seems to depend in large part on how 

she anticipates situated others will make meaning of trans; she seems to expect others 

will makes sense of trans as transition from one gender to the other, and suggests that 

she might identify as trans in dialogic relations with others who likewise perceive trans 

as a “big” and “flexible” category of belonging. 

Contrasting Goka’s expectation of ‘semantic disagreement’ between herself and 

most others, Avery, re-narrating how he ‘came out’ as trans on Facebook, seems to 

anticipate ‘semantic agreement’ with certain addressees. 

It was a really casual thing. I was like, ‘you guys have probably 
already guessed, but I’m trans. If you have a problem with it, 
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whatever, but if you have questions talk to me, but don’t be mean 
about it.’ Everyone was supportive and it was one of my most liked 
Facebook posts. It was really cool.  (Avery) 

Avery anticipates that his addressees have “already guessed” he is trans. He suspects 

some people may have a “problem” with this identity, and dismisses their hostile voices 

with, “whatever.” Additionally, Avery anticipates questions, noting that he is open to them 

as long as they are not “mean.” However, he does not anticipate that his addressees will 

fail to recognize him as trans. There seems to be an implicit assumption that others have 

already sensed his embodied subjectivity through the category ‘trans’ and as such, have 

been expecting him to ‘come out.’ Thus, Avery, who identifies as an FtM trans guy, 

seems to anticipate, like Goka, that most others will perceive trans as an identity for 

people who transition from one gender to another.  

Within the parameters of the utterance, ‘coming out’ as a trans guy is a “casual 

thing,” and trans becomes something to publicly proclaim, celebrate and “like.” Avery 

describes the actual responses to his Facebook status as supportive. Interpreting 

“everyone” as a generalized other, there is a sense in which Avery anticipates a degree 

of social acceptance, support, and recognition. However, “everyone” may actually be a 

stand-in for Avery’s close friends, who have been Avery’s main support people 

throughout his social transition. Whether Avery anticipates others will recognize him as 

trans appears situational. 

I’ve always been a little bit nervous about it ((seeing a psychiatrist)), 
honestly, because there’s that whole thing of ‘you’re not trans 
enough,’ especially with.. I was worried if I mentioned that I like 
wearing dresses they’d be like, ‘Uh, no. You just think this. Good bye.’ 
I’m always worried about that. I’m worried I’m going to go to the 
psychiatrist, after all this waiting, blah, blah, blah, and I’m going to tell 
him about how I feel, and then he’s going to be like, ‘Eh... Come back 
later and we’ll see how you still feel,’ and I’ll be like, ‘No. Stop that.’ (Avery) 

On Facebook, Avery ‘came out’ as trans to a social network determined by whom 

he accepted as friends and his privacy settings. The imagined institutionalised meeting 

with a psychiatrist, as a necessary step for medicalized recognition as trans, constitutes 

an entirely different situation. Avery does not anticipate a “casual” exchange. Rather, this 

utterance is intoned with anxiety. Avery fears he may not appear “trans enough” 
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according to the perspective of the psychiatrist. The psychiatric situation puts Avery’s 

trans-ness under examination. Avery worries that if he mentions he likes wearing 

dresses, he will be turned away, his emotions minimized and dismissed as fleeting. The 

‘if clause’ – “if I mentioned” – indicates that in theory, Avery could reference enjoying 

wearing dresses. However, as Avery predicts the psychiatrist will respond by declaring, 

“you just think this” and turning him away, it seems unlikely. The voice of the psychiatrist 

dismisses Avery’s self-authorship, and asserts that he knows Avery is not truly trans. 

The tone and content of the utterance suggest that Avery expects psychiatric authorities 

to authenticate his trans identity through hegemonic gender ideology, and say “good 

bye” to his gender transition if he does not ‘binarize’ his embodied subjectivity. The 

requirement to construct a ‘binary’ gender identity in order to receive approval for 

hormone treatment or surgery is a key issue in trans literature (Noble, 2012, p. 145).  

Throughout data generation, Ve expressed anger in response to the ways others 

had pressured them to transition fully into a female identity. Ve identified cis/trans men 

as significant others “demanding” transition. At one point during our first interview, Ve 

explained that when they attended an LGBTQ youth camp, they were out as a ‘gay boy’ 

but “exploring gender identity.” While narrating their experience at camp, Ve mentioned, 

“In my mind I was getting some blow back and I was like, ‘No, I’m not a guy!’” When I 

asked if something had happened, Ve replied, 

Ve: It was the final night and of course, it’s a queer event. It 
has to be a dance party. And so we did dance party and at 
one point someone yelled, ‘Take off your shirts!’ And so I 
took off my shirt. And then a person.. a counsellor came up 
to me and they were like, ‘Maybe not because we’re trying 
to respect people’s comfort levels,’ and I was like, ‘Oh shit,’ 
and put it back on. And they were like, ‘You’re a great ally.’ 
And I’m like, ((breathes in deeply)) ‘Mmm.. ally.’ 

Meagan: Ally? In a situation.. okay. 

Ve: Yeah, I was an ally to trans men I guess. That’s what they 
were saying. 

Ve cites, intoned with a hint of mockery, a common motif engendering a queer 

community imaginary, the “dance party,” and positions themselves as an active, 

responsive collaborator. Someone yells, “Take off your shirts,” and Ve responds by 

doing just that. However, the voice of the counsellor requests that Ve put their shirt back 
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on out of respect for others’ comfort levels.33 Ve complies, with an apologetic, “Oh shit!’” 

Whose comfort Ve is securing remains ambiguous. Yet, the counsellor authors Ve as an 

“ally,” positioning Ve as an auxiliary other to those whose comfort is secured. Ve resists 

the label “ally” with an embittered, “Mmm.. ally.” When I question the practice of labeling 

Ve an ally in a situation where all participants are marked as LGBTQ subjects, Ve 

clarifies that the counsellor was likely authoring Ve as an ally to trans men.  

  This narrative suggests that the process of trans/gender “exploration” may 

figure the “explorer” unknowable through the category trans; one becomes knowable as 

trans by fully cohering to certain subjective embodiments of trans. By seeming to 

prioritize the comfort of trans boys, and othering Ve as an “ally,” the voice of the 

counsellor renders invisible and unintelligible Ve’s potentiality to likewise be/come trans. 

A perceived situational privileging of trans boys’ embodiments seems to inform Ve’s 

angry evaluation of trans politics of belonging; throughout data generation, Ve 

repeatedly asserted that the trans/queer community is “transmisogynistic” (Serano, 

2007), and that white DFAB trans masculine people, especially “binary trans men,” 

receive unequal privilege within overlapping trans and queer communities. One such 

privilege may be that trans men’s embodiments are more likely to be valued and 

buttressed as ‘trans’ in LGBTQ space, whereas “non-binary trans folk” are often 

excluded and othered as not-actually-trans – as “allies.” 

Ve’s narrative contradicts and challenges Valentine’s (2007) conclusion that 

trans men are situated at the margins of the category ‘trans.’ One interpretation of the 

divergence between Ve’s and Valentine’s conclusions is that trans men’s marginality or 

absence in literature about trans subjects may be less reflective of a structural 

marginality, and more reflective of certain privileges engendered by not becoming 

‘visibly’ trans in the eyes of others, or rather, becoming differentially visible. While trans 

women frequently become visible as sexualized and racialized ‘others’ living in poverty 

 
33 After our interview, I clarified with Ve what they thought was the counsellor’s motivation. Ve 

believes the counsellor’s action was centrally about trans boys feeling uncomfortable seeing 
others they perceive to be ‘cis boys’ exposing flat chests. However, the exact ‘motive’ of the 
counsellor is unclear. I am inclined to ask, why was ‘taking off one’s shirt’ prohibited in a space 
organized as an LGBTQ youth space? What does this suggest about the sexualization and 
disciplining of young bodies within ‘homonormative space’ (Duggan, 2002)? 



 

71 

and subject to violence, trans men more often achieve visibility as white and middle-

classed ‘liberal’ subjects.  

Goka, Avery, and Ve all encounter ‘trans’ as a contested category of belonging. 

During our focus group discussion about ‘trans,’ the participants and I seemed in 

agreement that, within our shared social milieus, ‘trans’ predominantly means 

transitioning from one gender to another. Yet, even as Avery seems to gain “casual” 

recognition from others as a ‘binary’ trans guy, he still senses that his trans-ness may be 

called into question within certain situations, for instance meetings with a psychiatrist, 

because he does not fully conform to masculine gender norms. Ve’s utterance suggests 

that unless an individual ‘comes out,’ or renders themselves visible and knowable as 

‘trans,’ they will likely be perceived by others as not-trans. In the next section, I focus on 

what it variously means to be authored as not-trans or ‘cis.’  

4.2. Cis: privilege, body, identity? 

When Greenwood would explain how she understood gender as an oppressive 

structure and not an innate experience, she often clarified that while she identified as 

agender, she was usually perceived by others as cisgender. 

I just think of gender more as a thing that has been thrust upon me 
and obviously, yeah I receive privilege based.. because I’m mostly 
identified as cisgender and stuff, I receive privilege from that but I 
don’t … It’s more something inconvenient to think about, I’m just like, 
‘Ugh, gender, ugh, that’s a thing.. that I have to deal with.’ (Greenwood) 

During our first interview, these disclaimers persistently confused me. Because 

Greenwood consistently brought up being “identified as cisgender,” I misguidedly heard 

that Greenwood herself identified as cisgender. However, Greenwood is making a clear 

distinction between how she perceives herself, as agender, and how she expects others 

will typically view her, as a taken-for-granted ‘cis’ girl. The authorial voices of others 

perpetually wedge their way into her utterances. This suggests that Greenwood 

anticipates accusatory addressees who question, you may identify as agender, but are 

you aware that you still receive cis privilege? Seeming to respond to a hidden dialogue 
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with such addressees, “obviously, yeah, I receive privilege,” Greenwood acknowledges 

that while she identifies as agender and is critical of gender as a “thing that has been 

thrust upon” her, most others will consistently perceive her as an innate ‘girl,’ which 

garners privilege compared to those whose bodies are perceived as non-normatively 

gendered.34 Even as Greenwood expresses annoyance at gender as an inconvenient 

“thing that [she has] to deal with,” she simultaneously agrees that gender benefits her in 

some way. Greenwood’s use of words like “inconvenient” and “annoying” seem to be a 

way to soften her condemnation of gender as an oppressive force of sexism. Frequently, 

when Greenwood would narrate moments in her life when she felt constrained by 

sexism, she would clarify, 

I wouldn’t say that I’ve been terribly oppressed for my whole life. I’ve 
been pretty lucky. I haven’t had any awful, very awful experiences of 
sexism. So it’s been okay.  (Greenwood) 

At the same time, a feminist critique of sexism seems central to Greenwood’s 

sense of herself. Greenwood notes how she most strongly identifies with ‘girl’ in 

response to sexism. 

I only really identify or I only feel a connection to girl.. when it comes 
to sexism. And that’s when I’m like, ‘Yah! Feminism! Let’s be girls 
together! Wah!’  (Greenwood) 

For Greenwood, ‘girl’ is multi-voiced, simultaneously marking her ‘cis’ privilege, 

her biographical history of – not so terrible or not “very awful” – oppression, and her 

solidarity with girls as a feminist strategy to combat sexism and misogyny. The everyday 

ways Greenwood is perceived and treated as a ‘girl’ are at once figured as privileging 

and disciplinary. Greenwood’s use of cis does not signify her embodied subjectivity, 

which she authors as agender, but rather, marks contradictory enabling and constraining 

effects of normative gendering practices. 

Near the end of our first interview, Greenwood recounted her initial reaction when 

she first heard about this study: 

 
34 Yet, ‘girl’ remains a globally subjugated position within heterosexist gender binary systems. 
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At first when you came to my [university class] () I was like, ‘That’s 
really cool. I identify as agender and … I think it would be cool to 
participate in that.’ And then I was kind of unsure because I’ve always, 
I guess when I started talking to my group of friends about stuff, it 
was like.. I didn’t really know what my identity was but I was sort of 
straight and cis I guess, I don’t know. I was like, ‘Am I not queer 
enough?’ struggling with that whole struggle ... ‘Cause I’m not a trans 
man or a trans woman or anything or something () sort of gender in 
society is like, ‘Yeah, that’s trans.’ I don’t usually use the word trans to 
describe myself, but just because I don’t feel like.. it doesn’t quite 
belong to me, but I guess technically it applies.  (Greenwood) 

Initially, the utterance is intoned with excited anticipation. Greenwood thought it would be 

cool to participate in research about ‘trans* and gender nonconforming youth,’ which is 

how I labeled the study population during recruitment. Greenwood initially seems to 

identify with the group as someone who identifies as agender. However, the utterance 

becomes a reiterated dialogue questioning whether Greenwood does in fact belong. 

Greenwood explains that because her past self did not know what her identity was, she 

was “sort of straight and cis.” In other words, prior to sexual and gender ‘exploration,’ 

Greenwood deduces that by default she was, to a degree, straight and cis. Presumed 

(cis)heterosexuality seems to constitute this conclusion – if one does not ‘come out’ 

vocally or visibly as something to the contrary, one is presumed cis/straight. 

Visibility and one’s capacity to ‘come out’ as queer or trans can be sensed as a 

privilege, disadvantage, or barrier. For people who can embody homonormative ideals 

(Duggan, 2002) – white, thin, and able-bodied liberal subjects – visibility and one’s 

‘coming out’ narrative can be points of pride. In contrast, visibility as a gender 

nonconforming individual can engender varying degrees of harassment and violence, 

conditioned by intersecting systems of race, class, and age, when navigating sex-

segregated institutions. Femme queer/lesbian women are often rendered invisible within 

queer space because they do not conform to homonormative expectations of what a 

DFAB queer person ‘looks like’ (androgynous or masculine-of-centre). Greenwood, who 

does not embody ‘homonormative’ parameters for either a ‘queer’ or ‘trans’ identity, 

questions, “Am I not queer enough?” and articulates a hesitancy to author her self 

through these categories of belonging.  
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That Greenwood questions, “Am I not queer enough?” and not, “Am I not trans 

enough?” suggests that for Greenwood, sexuality is a more salient category than gender 

when questioning whether she meets constitutive requirements, and that a trans identity 

may not be figured as a tangible possibility. It is likewise suggestive of the overlapping 

composition of queer and trans embodied subjectivities and ‘communities.’ One of the 

reasons Greenwood gives for her hesitation is that she is “not a trans man or a trans 

woman.” Greenwood seems to suggest that she would need to be something more 

queer/trans than ‘agender.’ Within the utterance, the generalized voice of ‘society’ views 

trans men and trans women as unequivocally trans, definitively stating, “Yeah, that’s 

trans.” During our second interview, Greenwood stated, “most people … think that 

transgender just means somebody who was once a man and is now a woman, or vice 

versa.”35 So, Greenwood’s hesitancy to affirm ‘trans’ belonging seems formed by an 

anticipated rebuttal – you are not a trans man or a trans woman, therefore, you are not 

trans. In what could be interpreted as a response to this hidden dialogue, Green states 

she does not use trans to describe herself because it does not “belong” to her. Yet, with 

a sideward glance to a voice asserting the ‘big and ‘flexible’ meaning of trans, 

Greenwood admits, “I guess technically it applies.” Greenwood reiterated in our second 

interview that she is “technically trans” if it “means you identify as a gender that’s 

different than what you were assigned” (Greenwood). However, intoned as a “technical” 

definition, Greenwood depersonalizes this meaning of trans, softening any assertion that 

she belongs. As such, Greenwood escapes from a definitive answer to the question, 

“Am I queer enough?” 

While Ve assertively affirms their trans femme identity, they are likewise acutely 

aware of the possibility that others will perceive them as cis. When Ve narrated the 

incident at the queer dance party, I was reminded that they had previously mentioned 

 
35 Participants rarely used the term ‘transgender,’ and never used the term ‘transsexual.’ When 

Avery, Goka, and Greenwood did use ‘transgender,’ they were referring to people who 
transition from male to female, or from female to male.  For these participants, transgender 
seems to have fully coalesced as a term for people who gender transition, discursively 
replacing the signifying scope of transsexual, which for participants seems obsolete. To make a 
distinction between people who gender transition and ‘other’ trans/gender people, participants 
were more likely to use “binary trans” for the first group and “non-binary trans” for the latter. 
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they are a part of a trans swimming group. When I asked Ve if the group had any rules 

about swim attire, they said the only rule is that it is not a nude event, and elaborated, 

I don’t ever go shirtless swimming ... just because of comfort level 
with other people as well as myself. Because without a shirt on, I pass 
as a cis man. Yay. ((said in sarcastic tone))  (Ve) 

Ve anticipates that if they did go swimming shirtless, others would perceive their 

embodiment as “cis.” Through sarcasm, Ve emphasizes that “passing” as cis is 

undesirable. Ve notes that the comfort level of others as well as their own comfort 

informs their decision. While wearing a shirt seems to primarily be in response to Ve’s 

own body dysphoria, Ve may also feel more comfortable in a ‘trans space’ if they 

anticipate that other trans people will perceive them as trans, and appears to actively 

mediate others perceptions by wearing a shirt. That is, Ve’s utterance suggests that they 

expect other trans-identified people to associate their sexed body with cis subjectivity. 

Thus, within the utterance cis does not operate as a prefix for privilege. Rather, ‘cis’ 

threatens to author a body not formed with hormone therapy or surgery as ‘not-trans.’36  

During the focus group, we discussed conflict between people who have 

completely transitioned, live as men and women, and do not self-identify as trans, and 

“non-binary” trans folk, who presumably embody gender as either/neither 

feminine/female or masculine/male.37 At one point, Goka mentioned how some people 

identify as cisgender when “transitioning is over with,” and Avery added, 

 
36 One can ask, how does Ve’s choice to wear shirts at trans swimming events relate to their 

previous experience of taking off their shirt, and being disciplined to put it back on, at the 
LGBTQ youth camp? Was Ve’s experience at the LGBTQ youth camp a turning point, or rather, 
does this shift reflect Ve’s shifting sense of embodied self? Does Ve feel differently about taking 
their shirt off in differently organized spaces? Whose comfort, in addition to Ve’s own comfort, is 
being secured vis-à-vis their shirt? 

37 The distinction between binary and non-binary trans ratifies the significance of identity – if you 
assert a fixed identity as a boy/man or a girl/woman, you are binary, and if you assert an 
identity as both/neither, you are non-binary. Rather than functioning as a way to critique the 
binary organization of gender, non-binary has become an identity. The discursive emphasis on 
identity, then, reiterates gender essentialism and hegemonic gender ideology, and obscures 
and de-emphasizes how the complex interweaving of various self-producing attachments, 
preferences, desires, practices, and utterances produce ‘non-binary’ or non-dichotomous 
embodied subjectivities for us all. 



 

76 

There’s this idea apparently that some trans people have and I think 
some cis people have as well that when you are trans and you’re 
binary the objective is to become cisgendered, rather than it being a 
constant state of identity. It’s something you only identify as whilst 
transitioning. So I never really understood that because I’ve always 
felt like I would.. well not always, but you know.. from my trans 
awakening.. I figured that trans was part of my life and it was never 
something that I would really.. I would never really identify as 
cisgendered because I’m not..  (Avery) 

Avery notes how some cis and trans people conceive of trans as a temporary phase of 

transition to what one always already was, a ‘cisgender’ boy/man or girl/woman.  Trans 

becomes a transitory identity, signifying a subject en route to cisgender embodiment, as 

opposed to a “constant” identity. Avery questions and disagrees with the practice of 

temporarily identifying with trans, and asserts that he would never identify as 

“cisgendered because [he] is not.” Curiously, he stops himself from completing the 

statement, “I’ve always felt like..” and clarifies, not always, but since “my trans 

awakening,” preventing himself from narrating a fixed trans identity from birth. Rather, 

Avery narrates his trans identity as emergent from a moment of epiphany. Thus, 

according to the perspective of “some people,” ‘cis’ no longer marks non-trans stasis. 

Rather, trans people may become cis when they achieve gender identity and sexed 

body coherence; one is trans only so long as one is in a state of movement towards 

coherent embodiment. As soon as embodiment matches identity, one becomes cis.  

In participants’ utterances, ‘cis’ variously marked the privileges of being 

coherently gendered in the eyes of others, a ‘normatively’ sexed body, and the goal state 

of gender transition. In the next section, I adjust my focus slightly and analyze how 

participants’ utterances seemed formed through a ‘living’ standpoint epistemology. 

During our focus group dialogue, this ‘living’ standpoint epistemology seemed to produce 

hierarchies between trans/gender social interlocutors, which disciplined participants’ 

embodied speech. 

4.3. Speaking from and for a social category 

Intersectionality actually isn’t a term that white people can use.  (Ve) 
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Ve and I were conducting a walking interview along downtown streets. With the 

audio recorder in one hand and a hot chocolate in the other, I struggled to actively listen 

to Ve while anticipating my next line of questioning. I was barely aware of how I 

sidestepped around a seemingly homeless person resting on the sidewalk, and 

apologetically turned down a request from a blonde, blue-eyed white girl to speak with 

her about a girls’ charity. Ve had just been explaining to me what they thought it meant 

to take up space. I had positively appraised their approach as intersectional, and 

explained that I aimed to conduct an intersectional analysis with this thesis. Ve’s 

response was to inform me that white people cannot use the term ‘intersectionality.’ 

This moment stuck with me, and partly redirected the analytic focus of this thesis. 

I questioned my ‘right to’ intersectionality as a theoretical approach, and consulted 

others – mentors, peers, texts authored by Black feminist and intersectionality scholars – 

to clarify if I should retain or abandon the term. Reminding myself of Collins’ invitation to 

non-African American readers of Black sexual politics (2004) to use intersectionality’s 

critical insights for their own social justice projects (pg. 10), and agreeing with Yuval-

Davis (2011) that “the boundaries of intersectional analysis should encompass all 

members of society” (p. 8), I decided to keep intersectionality as an analytic framework, 

while making sure to acknowledge its formative roots in Black feminist thought. I began 

asking myself another question, ‘What informed Ve’s assertion that white people cannot 

use the term intersectionality?’ 

Many of the participants voiced ‘social science’ concepts such as ‘structure,’ 

‘intersectionality,’ and ‘neoliberal’ during interviews, which speaks to their class 

backgrounds and education. The question I ask is not whether social theories and 

concepts permeate participants’ everyday vernacular, but rather, how these theories and 

concepts ‘live’ as ideologies outside the ivory walls of academia. Particularly, how does 

standpoint epistemology – the idea that groups who have shared experiences of 

privilege/oppression, such as African American women, develop knowledges grounded 

in the group’s collective historicity (Collins, 2000) – constitute participants’ utterances? 

For it is ironically standpoint epistemology, as a mobile, elastic, multi-voiced and 

contested ideology, which seems to constitute Ve’s conviction that white people cannot 

use intersectionality.  
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As intersectionality permeates divergent disciplinary fields, and suffuses Left-

leaning Anglo-American vernacular as a nonhegemonic albeit ‘living’ social justice 

ideology (Shotter, 1993), it can be mobilized in ways that reduce ‘points of view’ wholly 

to social location, dichotomize between-group difference while homogenizing with-in 

group membership, represent multiple categories of oppression as additive (Hancock, 

2011), and endow the ‘most oppressed’ with a “privileged access to truth” (Yuval-Davis, 

2012, p. 47). Yuval-Davis (2012) argues that the version of standpoint epistemology 

underlying such living usages of intersectionality – a standpoint epistemology that 

reduces “knowledge to a simple reflection of its social basis” (p. 47) – has been largely 

rejected within intersectionality scholarship. Yet, it is this version of standpoint 

epistemology that seems to ‘live’ in participants’ utterances.  

When I asked Ve to clarify their statement, they identified intersectionality as a 

term “coined by Black feminists” to describe their struggles. Ve asserted that because 

intersectionality is a knowledge developed by Black feminists to describe how 

intersecting oppressions constrain their lives, the term belongs to Black women. Thus, 

within participants’ utterances, standpoint epistemology seems to ‘live’ as a categorical 

imperative: speak from and for your own social location(s). 

During the focus group, when I introduced the topic of trans as a contested 

category of belonging, I blundered, intoning my explanation with my own evaluation, and 

insinuated that ‘binary’ trans men and women may sense the most “authority” to use 

trans as a category of belonging. I may have inadvertently constructed a hierarchy of 

oppression between ‘binary’ trans men and women and ‘non-binary’ trans people, setting 

the tone of the subsequent discussion.38 Avery, as the only ‘binary’ trans person directly 

situated as an addressee of my utterance, seems to figure his ‘authority’ to speak in 

response to this hierarchy of oppression. 
 
38 Depending on the situation, the politicized distinction between binary and non-binary trans can 

create different hierarchies of oppression. For instance, if ‘binary’ trans people’s ability to live 
socially recognized lives as men and women is emphasized, then ‘binary’ trans people may be 
positioned as ‘less oppressed’ than ‘non-binary’ trans people who may encounter greater 
stigma, harassment, or violence navigating sex-segregated institutions. If barriers to gender-
confirming health care and legal recognition are emphasised, then ‘binary’ trans people may be 
positioned as ‘more oppressed’ than ‘non-binary’ trans people who do not have to negotiate the 
medicalization of gender dysphoria and judicial administration of new identification cards.  
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Yeah, I don’t really feel like I am at really any authority to talk about it 
because I am binary, so I don’t really have that much.. if people want 
to identify as trans, I’m not going to stop them. And if they don’t, then 
I’m not going to stop them either because it doesn’t affect me. But I 
hope that people can figure it out somehow, but I don’t know how 
because I don’t know.  (Avery) 

In response to my authoritative utterance as ‘graduate student,’ Avery seems to 

invalidate his own authority to speak about trans as a contested category of belonging 

because he is “binary.” The repetition of “really” emphasizes the facticity of the assertion 

that he is not at any “authority to talk about it,” which may be one way in which he 

anticipates the response of another, potentially my own situated voice, to accuse him of 

unwarranted entitlement: If you say anything that limits access to the trans category, I 

am going to say you are doing so because of your privilege as a binary trans person. His 

response is to clarify: No, I do not think trans is mine. It is really not mine. Stating that 

whether people want to identify as trans or not, he will not be the one to stop them, 

Avery simultaneously disavows disciplinary authority over the category, and conceives of 

an individualized freedom for anyone to self-identify as trans, or not. In response to the 

question of to whom trans belongs, Avery expresses hope that other “people can figure it 

out,” but through the repetition of “I don’t know,” reiterates his lack of “authority” to voice 

the answer. 

 Thus, Avery, responding to the way I intoned a hierarchy of oppression, seems 

to invoke a ‘living’ standpoint epistemology endowing the ‘most oppressed’ with a 

privileged perspective on ‘trans.’ Responding to the way I inadvertently positioned him 

as a ‘less oppressed’ binary trans person, Avery claims less access to truth than other, 

presumably ‘non-binary’ trans people. 

Right after Avery’s remark, I indirectly attempted to undo the hierarchy we were 

co-constructing by asserting, “We all can have input on this.” However, after the focus 

group I felt responsible for creating a dialogic situation where some participants felt more 

or less ‘authority’ to speak. During the focus group, I had noticed that Greenwood was 

not talking as much as the other participants. After transcribing the interviews, I counted 
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how many times each participant spoke. While Goka, Avery, and Ve voiced forty or more 

utterances, Greenwood spoke a total of five times during ‘official’ focus group dialogue.39  

Greenwood voiced two of those utterances in response to a claim I made that the 

cis/trans binary leaves a “bunch of middle people” whose “voices aren’t actually being 

acknowledged.” She addressed the challenge in knowing “where your voice belongs.” 

Greenwood: Sometimes it’s hard to figure out also where your voice 
belongs in certain situations. I feel like that’s something 
that I am unsure about in a lot of ways. I don’t know what 
category I could speak for and what I can’t (). That’s my 
thought. 

Meagan: Totally, and there’s definitely politics around that too. 

Greenwood: Yeah, because you don’t want to upset anybody and 
speak over people that you shouldn’t speak over but then 
again you don’t want to silence yourself when there’s an 
experience that you can speak for (). 

Greenwood speaks in the figurative, rather than the concrete. So, instead of using the 

possessive pronoun for the first person singular ‘I’ – it’s hard to figure out where my 

voice belongs in this situation – Greenwood uses the possessive pronoun for the 

second-person singular ‘you,’ asserting that in “certain” situations it is hard to figure out 

where “your” voice belongs. However, because it is uttered in response to my claim 

about the voices of “middle people” unacknowledged by the emergent cis/trans binary, it 

may well be that Greenwood is referencing an uncertainty about where her voice 

belonged in this focus group discussion about ‘trans.’ Greenwood expresses an 

uncertainty about which categories she can and cannot “speak for.” At the end of 

Greenwood’s initial utterance, she switches to the first person singular – “that’s my 

thought.” This could be a way to frame her assessment as ‘one perspective among 

many,’ and minimize the potentiality that others would interpret her utterance as 

‘prescriptive’ in the context of our conversation. 

 
39 It is possible that Greenwood is typically quiet in social interaction, or simply in social situations 

where she is meeting others for the first time. Yet, her silence during ‘official’ focus group 
discussion was not matched when our conversation ‘digressed’ to energetic conversations 
about which high schools participants attended, their neighborhoods, and stories about 
potential mutual acquaintances – ‘identifying information’ that I left out of my transcripts. 
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In Greenwood’s second utterance, she explains that she would not want to 

“upset” or “speak over people that you shouldn’t speak over,” and expounds an internal 

dialogue – should I speak or should I stay silent? She cites two arguments for avoiding 

speaking. First, she does not want to emotionally upset people by speaking out of place. 

Second, she invokes a normative imperative that there are certain people you should not 

speak over. Both claims are again made using the generalized second person singular 

pronoun, ‘you.’ Greenwood’s utterance leaves whom she is referencing ambiguous, 

likely as a way to keep the utterance in the abstract rather than the concrete. She cites 

one reason why you would assertively speak from a category, to avoid silencing 

“yourself when there’s an experience that you can speak for.” 

If I ask the question, in what category should Greenwood position her voice 

during a conversation about ‘trans,’ what might be the best answer? Does Greenwood’s 

identity as agender take on salience, and how does this position her speech? Identifying 

as agender, does she meet the constitutive requirements of trans belonging? Can 

agender even position Greenwood’s speech in a recognizable social location? Or, do the 

perspectives of others determine her social location as a ‘cis’ girl? According to our co-

constructed hierarchy of oppression, positioning Greenwood as ‘cis’ would correspond 

with an imperative to take a step back during a conversation about ‘trans.’ She would 

have no recognized/privileged access to ‘trans’ truth. What if Greenwood is positioned 

as feminism’s ‘girl,’ who has been socially and historically disciplined to silence her own 

voice (Smith D., 1987, p. 34)? In this case, should she speak up?  

Because Greenwood did remain silent through much of the focus group, and 

keeping in mind that during our one-on-one interviews Greenwood expressed an 

expectation that most others will perceive her as cis, she may have anticipated that the 

perspectives of those of us taking part in the focus group may have already positioned 

her as a ‘cis’ girl. As such, Greenwood seems to have self-disciplined her speech as a 

‘cis’ subject, who according to the ‘living’ standpoint epistemology of our utterances, is in 

no position to speak about ‘trans.’ 

One of the consequences of disciplining speech through this ‘living’ articulation of 

standpoint epistemology is that it ends up reifying social categories as real and fixed 
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grounds from which one’s perspective is derived. To be fair, ‘insider’ researchers often 

invoke standpoint epistemology in a similar way to argue that scholars should only speak 

from and for their own social locations. However, applying this form of standpoint 

epistemology to trans/gender belonging and perspective taking ends up ‘ontologizing’ 

the categories ‘trans’ and ‘cis’ as foundational grounds of subjectivity (Valentine, 2007, 

p. 233), which disciplines trans/gender embodiment and transformative trans/gender 

speech. Speaking from and for your own social category, consequently, becomes a 

categorical imperative buttressing the dominance of ‘identity’ within trans politics 

(Valentine, 2007, p. 254). 

4.4. Trans/gender meaning potentials and transformative 
speech 

In the first section of this chapter, I analysed how ‘trans’ is multi-voiced. ‘Trans’ 

can mean a flexible collective of non-normative gendered embodied subjectivities, as 

well as a minoritized identity for men and women who aim to, are in the process of, or 

have already undergone hormone therapy and surgery to embody their gender identities. 

In Goka’s utterances, these two meanings were in tension, with the latter seeming to 

represent the generalized voice of prevailing ‘liberal’ discourse. As Valentine (2007) has 

argued about the category ‘transgender,’ trans women and men appear to be the 

“implicit center” of trans (p. 74). Yet, Avery’s utterances suggest that even for 

‘centralized’ binary trans people, one’s recognition as ‘trans’ is contingent on the 

situation. The psychiatric situation may be one place wherein ‘trans’ is highly disciplined 

through gender norms. Furthermore, Ve’s utterances suggest that (white) ‘binary’ trans 

boys/men may receive more recognition as ‘trans’ than non-binary trans femme people. 

In participants’ utterances, how trans means seems to shift depending on whose 

perspective gains greatest salience/power in the situation, which subsequently 

conditions whether participants author themselves or expect others to author them as 

‘trans’ or as ‘not-trans.’ 

‘Cis’ or ‘not-trans’ also has a shifting meaning – from the absence of gender 

transition, to the absence of gender transgression, to the presence of gender 

intelligibility/coherence, from stasis to gender transition telos, and back again to stasis. 
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While cis can productively mark a distinct form of privilege, for participants it often 

figured as an anticipated outside-in reduction of the sexed body – through dichotomous 

gender essentialism – as a ‘cis’ body; Greenwood and Ve do not identify as cis, yet 

expect others will perceive them as cis because of their situated embodiments. Thus, a 

presumed (cis)normativity seems to constitute who becomes cis in dialogic relations, 

perpetuating a disciplinary demand that to be ‘other than’ an innate ‘girl’ or ‘boy,’ people 

must ‘come out’ as trans though authenticating narratives (Enke, 2012a). Accordingly, a 

requirement to mean through the emergent cis/trans binary can function as yet another 

disciplinary call to fit into essentialized gender ‘boxes,’ rendering invisible and 

unknowable alternatives: such as Greenwood’s agender, which functions simultaneously 

as an identity and a critique of gender as a social system of power; Goka’s shifting and 

‘nuanced’ situational embodied subjectivities; Ve’s ‘non-apparent’ non-binary trans 

femme identity; and Avery’s sense of himself as a trans guy who enjoys wearing 

dresses.  

Cis and trans have become mobile identifiers, which do not unequivocally 

correspond with distinct social locations. Both people who have and have not 

transitioned can use cis to mark a coherently gendered body. While they may author 

themselves through the same gender category, they do not share the same historicised 

developmental trajectory nor will they benefit and be disadvantaged in the same way 

from intersecting systems of power. Although there may be ways in which a DFAB ‘cis’ 

man could benefit from cis privilege, formed through intersecting systems of power such 

as racism, nationalism, and capitalism (Noble, 2006, 2012), the contours of that privilege 

will likely be different than the cis privilege enjoyed by a DMAB ‘cis’ man. A person may 

dis-identify with their assigned gender at birth and the gendering practices that discipline 

their body and conduct, yet benefit in some way from ‘cis’ privilege. Another person may 

identify with their assigned gender at birth, yet perpetually fail to gain unequivocal 

recognition by others as that gender, thereby not the receiving the ‘cis’ privilege of 

sex/gender coherence and intelligibility. It would be a mistake to exclusively use cis and 

trans identities to mark dichotomous social locations within a matrix of domination. 

For the concept of standpoint epistemology and the cis/trans binary to function 

properly together, cis/trans must mark distinctly opposing social locations within the 
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matrix of domination.40 They do not. Disciplining trans/gender speech through a ‘living’ 

and reductive version of standpoint epistemology ends up disciplining embodied 

subjectivities, potentially silencing people who deserve to be heard and forestalling 

critical dialogue. To speak from a perspective other than presumed (cis)normativity, one 

must render themselves visibility or vocally trans, and the ‘most oppressed’ trans within 

the dialogic situation. If one does not, their body is reduced to cis-stasis. Applying a 

standpoint epistemology that garners the ‘most oppressed’ trans subject a greater claim 

to ‘trans’ truth (Yuval-Davis, 2012, p. 48), all ‘other’ subjects are given no place to 

engender transformative speech. This can reduce “critical interventions to the limits of 

embodiment instead of critical practice” (Noble, 2012, p. 144), wherein ‘visible’ trans 

people are charged with exclusive responsibility to transform (Travers, 2014) gender 

systems. To avoid the risk of reifying and disciplining social groups through an 

“overdetermined indictment” to coherently belong (Noble, 2011, p. 256), any application 

of standpoint epistemology amongst trans/gender subjects must be dialogic and 

embrace the value of multiple perspectives (Collins, 2000; Yuval-Davis, 2012). As Yuval-

Davis (2012) argues, the way to approach a collective truth is “by dialogue between 

people of differential positionings, and the wider the better” (p. 51).  

There is no one ‘authentic’ trans subject position to ground trans ‘truth.’ Rather, 

there are many distinctive ‘sincere’ subjective embodiments of trans. If ‘cis’ and ‘trans’ 

were to acquire stable meanings, they would do so through the structuring prism of 

hegemonic gender ideology: if cis unequivocally corresponds with identifying as the 

gender one was assigned at birth, it stabilizes ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as essentialized 

identity categories grounded in biological sex. If trans fully coheres as an identity for 

‘binary’ trans men and women, it stabilizes ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as essentialized identity 

categories grounded in (unconventionally achieved) biological sex. Reducing either to 

their more salient meanings will preclude the expansive potentials of ‘trans’ to transform 

gender binary systems. At the same time, it would “constrict trans itself by requiring 

certain conformities of people who would take up the name” (Enke, 2012b, p. 6). While 

resisting the reduction of trans to any single meaning, I simultaneously acknowledge that 

encouraging an absolutely free-floating use of trans, and resultant claims to a trans 
 
40 As standpoint epistemology is based in a materialist standpoint theory (Smith, D., 1987). 
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‘voice,’ would undermine its politicized potential to critique and resist gendered truth 

regimes (Noble, 2011, p. 262) as well as its ability to speak to the specificity of certain 

trans/gender embodiments (Elliot, 2010). Trans should achieve socially specific 

meaning(s), while simultaneously being open to re-signification/re-imagination (Noble, 

2011; Stryker, Currah, & Moore, 2008). The formation of those specific meanings will 

continue to be an ongoing dialogic labour of transformative trans/gender thinkers 

(Travers, 2014). 

Greenwood’s multi-voiced ‘girl’ hints at how gender can simultaneously constrain 

and enable an individual. Whether gender is a constraining or enabling force has much 

to do with mutually constitutive intersecting systems of power, such as race, class, and 

sexuality; any effort to locate and subvert power cannot be based on a gender analytic 

framework alone. Attending to the meaning of trans- as critical movement (Stryker, 

Currah, & Moore, 2008), in the next section I consider how trans can mean doing and 

thinking ‘self-authorship’ critically – resisting the ways intersecting power systems 

entreat the embodied subject to not think, just be (Noble, 2006). To trans- gender can 

mean to think critically about how processes of gendered self-authorship are constituted 

through racism, capitalism, heterosexism, and colonialism. 
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Chapter 5. Critical sincerities 

In this chapter, I conduct an intersectional analysis with an overarching aim to 

highlight how sincerity is ‘not enough’ in itself. That is, if a dialogic analysis of self-

authorship is said to be part of a transfeminist perspective, then sincerities must in some 

way become unravelled or ‘unsettled’ (Morgensen, 2011b) through an analysis of 

intersecting systems of power. The tone of my analysis is not meant to be accusatory. 

Rather, I aim to expound how the participants and I are mutually imbricated within power 

systems working beyond and through our embodied subjectivities (Noble, 2012). 

In the first section, I elaborate on how class, whiteness, and settler colonialism 

condition the utterances and speech genres of participants, as well as their dialogic 

relation with me. Afterwards, I highlight and analyze how race was voiced and 

understood during interviews with Goka, Greenwood, and Avery, who all perceive their 

own race as white. Ve has a more complicated relation to race, which I highlight in the 

subsection, “Embodiment of the colonizer/colonized.” I focus on how Ve negotiates their 

“mixed” white and Indigenous embodiment. In the second half of this chapter, I analyze a 

dialogue the participants and I had during the focus group about a practice whereby 

trans men assume female identities to engage in sex acts with lesbian/queer women. My 

aim is to untangle and expand on issues of trans inclusion/exclusion in queer space, the 

sexualisation of genders and the gendering of sexualities, the potentiality of trans 

masculinities to enact hegemonic masculinity, and what consent might look like between 

trans/gender subjects. To conclude, I consider what it might mean to enact ‘critical’ 

trans/gender sincerities. 

5.1. Class, whiteness and settler colonialism 

A self-conscious subject is one that turns its gaze towards itself, and that 
might manage itself, or reflect upon itself, or even turn itself into a project 
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(Rose 1999). Such a self-conscious subject is classically a bourgeois 
subject, one who has the time and resources to be a self, as a subject 
that has depth which one can be conscious about, in the first place 
(Skeggs 2004). (Ahmed, 2004, para. 39) 

This thesis can be viewed as a self-project co-constructed by differentially 

positioned “bourgeois” subjects.  I (the white, middle-upper class graduate student 

writing this thesis) asked participants questions instigating and encouraging self-

consciousness. Participants, in turn, were able to seize the opportunity to come forward 

as young “trans* and gender nonconforming” people, who could answer such questions 

through remembered and recreated self-conscious utterances. 

When I conducted this study, Goka, Greenwood, Avery and I were all at different 

junctures of university education – myself in graduate school, Greenwood just finishing 

her first year as an undergraduate student, Goka concluding a year at community 

college and anticipating transferring to a university, and Avery planning for his first year 

at university. Based on information about Goka’s, Greenwood’s, and Avery’s parents’ 

occupations, they appear variously ‘middle-classed.’ These factors, along with our 

shared access to the Internet (where trans/gender politics are increasingly articulated 

and negotiated), worked as centripetal forces shaping our discourse. As Goka 

acknowledged, the utterances we generated during interviews were classed, taking their 

final form in this thesis through my own university educated perspective, 

I think there’s a lot of inherent class privilege in the amount of 
education that people have, especially about gender identity. Who has 
access to academia and who only has access to a high school level of 
education? (Goka) 

Who was able to participate and voice their self in this thesis was determined, in 

the first place, by my recruitment strategy and the words I used for recruitment – by the 

geographical and institutional spaces through which my recruitment flyer circulated, by 

who could recognize “trans* and gender nonconforming” as their own words, and by who 

felt encouraged to come forward as a representative of this population. As I stated in 

Chapter 4, it became apparent during interviews that the words I used as a graduate 

student infused the vernacular of participants, albeit in different ways; we in some sense 

share in the speech genres of interrelated urban and online queer and trans networks. If 
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participants had been mainly young people living in shelters, young people who had 

recently immigrated to Canada, or criminalized young people in addictions programs, for 

example, responses to questions, the words mediating our conversations, and the tone 

of interviews would have been different. I anticipate I would have had less of an initial 

rapport with participants, because the rapport I did have seemed highly constituted by 

the forces of our convergent whiteness and class; participants and I would likely have 

encountered different moments of disjuncture and confusion, and our dialogic labour to 

approximate shared meanings would have generated different themes. This thesis, then, 

can be viewed as a ‘bourgeois’ self-project highly conditioned by whiteness.41  

Moreover, the ‘self-exploration’ genre can be interpreted as a settler colonial 

genre. The exploration genre has been formed within the discipline of developmental 

psychology, and subsequently, emerges from the prevailing perspectives of white 

middle/upper-classed ‘experts.’ Narratives of gender and sexual exploration ‘authorized’ 

within the discipline of developmental psychology refigure the self-determining subject of 

western white supremacist individualism, a subject implicitly differentiated from the 

“affectable,” racialized and colonized Other, as a queer/trans subject (Morgensen, 

2011a; Razack, 2002; Smith A., 2010). The trans/gender ‘explorer’ moves into and 

through gendered territory looking to discover the self, presupposing an implicit 

entitlement to lay claim to and control their discoveries as one’s own; this is mine, this is 

me. There is a sense of privilege in the process of exploration. Not that there are no 

barriers to sensing the self through ‘exploration,’ as the analyses of this thesis can attest. 

Rather, it is that those barriers are not conceived as state sanctioned genocide 

 
41 I use this self-conscious awareness of ‘bourgeois’ whiteness as an impetus to critically analyze 

our embodiments of class and race as intersecting privileges that “are not undone” by simply 
becoming known (Ahmed, 2004, para. 58). Additionally, I do not cite privilege as a reason to 
not listen to the perspectives of others (or to avoid articulating my own). Gay (2014) questions 
current dynamics of ‘Oppression Olympics’ characterized by a silencing tactic whereby naming 
another’s privilege functions to dismiss their point of view and writes, “too many people have 
become self-appointed privilege police, patrolling the halls of discourse, ready to remind people 
of their privilege whether those people have denied that privilege or not. … When someone 
writes from experience, there is often someone else, at the ready, pointing a trembling finger, 
accusing that writer of having various kinds of privilege. How dare someone speak to a 
personal experience without accounting for every possible configuration of privilege or the lack 
thereof? We would live in a world of silence if the only people who were allowed to write or 
speak from experience or about difference were those absolutely without privilege” (p. 18). 
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(Lawrence, 2004). The ‘explorer’ takes as given their social location as an inheritor of 

colonization, and therefore, senses an implicit entitlement to situate trans/gender 

embodied subjectivities on colonized land (Hunt, 2014; Morgensen, 2011b). In this way, 

the trans/gender subject constituted through the ‘exploration’ genre can be marked a 

“settler subject” (Smith A., 2010, p. 51). Consider, for instance, how Avery narrates their 

time at an LGBTQ youth camp. 

At camp they have a big costume trunk and its got all this stuff in it 
and weird costumes. It was great. We put on latex kind of.. latex, and 
then () hair kind of thing, and it was just like really big mutton chops 
because we couldn’t do the whole thing in the time that we had, but … 
the beard just felt right … For a while, when I first came out, when I 
first found that out and I was looking around and I was exploring, I 
thought I might be genderqueer, or I might be.. maybe I wanted to do 
drag or something, and I was just exploring that to begin with and 
then I just eventually settled into this. Yeah, I’m definitely male. 
(Avery) 

‘Coming out,’ ‘exploration,’ and ‘settlement’ function as different stages in this 

narration. While attending the LGBTQ youth camp, Avery participated in a workshop that 

involved the application of fake beards. Avery discovered that the “beard just felt right,” a 

self-discovery later portrayed as his “trans awakening,” which engendered a ‘coming out’ 

process. Next, he “explored” the possibilities that he might be genderqueer or desire 

doing drag. Finally, he “settled” into a male identity. Here, Avery’s individualized 

narrative – of discovery, exploration, and settlement – reproduces the narrative of the 

settler colonial state. “Settlement” becomes not only the on-going ambition of colonial 

regimes, but also the developmental telos of the “settler subject” exercising a ‘sovereign’ 

entitlement to discover and explore their self on colonized land.  

Avery’s utterance provides an illustration of how investments in the ‘voluntary’ 

subject undergirding the exploration genre are simultaneously investments in a 

‘sovereign’ (white) subject implicitly differentiated from the ‘affectability’ of racialized and 

colonized Others (Morgensen, 2011a; Razack, 2002; Smith A., 2010). In other words, 

investments in ‘gender sovereignty’ – the freedom to discover, explore, and ‘settle into’ 

socially recognized gender identities – “reinforce [self-consciously or not] non-Native 

investments in settlement” (Morgensen, 2011b, p. 132). According to Morgensen 

(2011a), “whether erasing or performing indigeneity, omitting or celebrating it, settlers 
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practice settlement by turning Native land and culture into an inheritance granting them 

knowledge and ownership of themselves” (p. 18). Therefore, the exploration speech 

genre simultaneously shapes gendered and racialized ‘settler’ embodied subjectivities. 

At the end of every interview, I planned to ask participants, “Are there other 

aspects of who you are, or the communities that you belong to, that influence how you 

express, identify, or describe your gender?” It was my attempt to open the discussion to 

avenues other than gender, and give participants an opportunity to express which sense 

of ‘belonging’ was most relevant for them. Avery was the first person I interviewed. 

When I asked Avery the question, his reply was, “Could you explain?” So, I asked a 

more leading question, “More bluntly, how you identify racially, and your sexual 

orientation. Do you think that influences things at all?”  

Avery’s first response to my heavy handed attempt at an ‘intersectional’ line of 

questioning was to explain how he felt a sense of belonging within queer communities, 

and that it was nice to be welcomed into queer youth spaces. When Avery came around 

to the ‘race question,’ he admitted that most of his friends were white, and then gave a 

lengthy elaboration on the racialization of his classmates and friends, and how racial 

segregation seemed to be institutionalized in his school. Avery concluded his utterance 

with, “So I guess that influences how I talk to people a lot, because we’re just very white 

bread.” Avery primarily answered the question about his racial belonging through the 

racialization of Others (Ahmed, 2004). That is, in response to a question about his ‘racial 

identity,’ most of his utterance discusses racialized Others – the behaviour of exchange 

students who “stick to themselves,” the perspective of a Black friend who often remarks 

that their school is “the whitest school ever,” and a joke made by an Asian Canadian 

friend about “forgetting” she is white (which, through irony, may signify a racial belonging 

entailing forgetting/remembering that one is not-white). As such, whiteness is 

constructed as an absence; how Avery and his close friends (the “we” of his utterance) 

are “just very white bread” becomes an absence of foreign-ness, an absence of minority 

status, and an absence of diasporic and contested racial and national belongingness. 

Whiteness for the majority of ‘white’ people is so unmarked that in their 
eyes, it does not actually function as a racial or ethnic identity, at least 
outside of particular contexts when they might perceive themselves to be 
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in a minority. Whiteness is rendered invisible under the weight of 
accumulated privileges. (Garner, 2007, p. 34-35) 

My own white privilege/‘inexperience’ in talking about race is clear in my 

wavering and at times strained line of questioning – between a vaguely open question 

about communities that participants belong to, and the question, “How do you identify 

racially?” which misguidedly uses the language of ‘identity’ to prompt conversations 

about race between presumably white subjects. During our second interview, Goka 

remarked on the peculiarity of asking a perceptibly white person how they identify 

racially.  

Goka: I identify as white. Not sure what that means, because 
white is a weird socially constructed thing that.. I think in 
some ways exists and some ways.. 

Meagan: Some ways what? 

Goka: Some ways exists and some ways has changed so much 
over time that it’s hard to know what that means. Because 
so many different identities were excluded from white, 
initially. But yeah, white.  

Meagan: Have you thought about this at all, because it seems like 
from what you’ve just said, that you’ve thought about it a 
little bit? 

Goka: Yeah, I’ve thought about it a decent amount. 

Meagan: A decent amount. 

Goka: Yeah. Not in a way where like, ‘Do I identify as white or 
not?’ It’s more of what that means, but yeah. 

Meagan: What do you think it means? 

Goka: I have a hard time explaining that. I think what it means is 
I have a specific set of.. it’s hard to say anything about any 
particular race, because ethnically speaking.. experience of 
race is really different and yeah.. Ask me that question 
again. 

Meagan: I forget what I asked you. 

Goka: What does that mean. 

Meagan: Yeah, what does that mean? 

Goka: How I always see.. being white is.. usually in terms of 
access to privilege, actually. And I would say in that case I 
am 100% white. 
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Goka begins by explaining how race is a social construct that is both real and not 

real. When I prompt for clarification, she notes that whiteness has through history 

variously included and excluded different bodies. She clarifies that it is not as though she 

self-identifies as white – as though ‘white’ were an ‘identity’ like ‘female,’ to assert or 

repudiate in everyday life – but that she has thought about what it means to be white. 

She struggles at first to explain what it might mean, but then finds the words to mark 

whiteness as a racial privilege, in which case she is “100% white.” Goka later noted that 

her whiteness was something that she was working to “explore” more, but found it 

difficult “because it’s so not discussed.” The supposed social interlocutors who do not 

discuss race are left unmarked. However, as Black feminists and critical race scholars 

have pointed out, those who do not discuss race are typically those who benefit from 

racial privilege. Rather than as an identity, our whiteness is sensed as institutionalized 

flexibility, as an “absence of obstacles” (Garner, 2007, p. 46) or an “invisible package of 

unearned assets” (McIntosh, 1989). So, one of the things white privilege means is not 

thinking about how whiteness enables our everyday lives.  

When I asked Greenwood how she identifies racially she responded, 

Greenwood: Racially, white. ((laughter)) 

Meagan: I don’t want to assume anything. Now do you think that has 
influenced anything at all? 

Grennwood: Not really, I mean. Yeah, I guess just, I receive privilege 
from being white and stuff and that’s.. there’s no.. what’s 
that word again? Intersectionality kind of stuff going on.. 
it’s just.. white. ((laughter)) 

Greenwood’s apparently anxious laughter suggests that Greenwood perceived 

my question as somehow redundant, the answer self-evident. My response, “I don’t want 

to assume anything,” implies that I had perceived Greenwood as white, but at the same 

time anxiously anticipated the possibility that I might have (mis)recognized her racial 

embodiment. Like Goka, Greenwood notes that she receives privilege from being white 

and goes on to assert there is no intersectionality “going on.” Perhaps Greenwood, like 

Ve, conceptualizes intersectionality as a term that only applies to the experiences of 

Black women. Within the parameters of the utterance, intersectionality becomes the 

opposite of white privilege. That is, Greenwood seems to understand intersectionality as 

exclusively meaning intersecting oppressions, and not applicable to the privileging 
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dimensions of race or gender. Similar to how Avery concluded his utterance by 

acknowledging that he is “just very white bread,” Greenwood finalizes her utterance by 

stating she is just white. That is all. Finalizing their utterances with “just white” signals 

there is nothing to say about ‘white.’ Because Greenwood and I had spoken at great 

length about sexism and how gender functioned as a structural power, I asked 

Greenwood if she and her friends correspondingly discussed racism. 

I have one friend who’s Korean and she’s talked to me about her 
internalized racism and stuff like that and.. how that’s affected her 
identity and stuff like that.. Yeah, she’s one of the only people that 
I’ve talked to about that. But yeah, otherwise everybody is mostly 
white and we don’t want to have conversations that we’re not really 
informed about by our experiences. We understand that that happens 
but we don’t have the experience to discuss it really.  (Greenwood) 

According to this utterance, conversations about racism are to be had with 

racialized Others. Greenwood has talked with her Korean friend about internalized 

racism. However, she does not talk about racism with her mostly white friends because it 

is not something that they “experience.” In this utterance, the version of standpoint 

epistemology discussed in Chapter 4 (wherein speakers must speak from and for highly 

disciplined social location(s)) seems to be at play in Greenwood’s conception of 

intersectionality; because Greenwood is not oppressed through race, she is not in a 

position to speak about race. Here again, whiteness is constituted as an absence. So, 

though Greenwood marks white privilege, she does not in the end constitute it as 

something that she and her white friends experience. Racism becomes a system of 

power that only affects oppressed Others. Such a construction of whiteness is itself an 

exercise of white privilege (Ahmed, 2004), stalling dialogue about how whiteness is an 

enabling racialization (Noble, 2012). 

During interviews with Avery, Goka, and Greenwood, whiteness for the most part 

functioned as a silence. When I attempted to center race within our interviews, our 

conversation seemed to stall. These moments of suspension enabled an analysis of how 

whiteness is sensed as an absence by white subjects, and point towards the need to 

refigure whiteness as an enabling racialization within trans/gender discourse. 

Furthermore, a critical analysis of the ‘exploration’ genre suggests that investments in 
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gender exploration may simultaneously be investments in settler colonialism. In the next 

subsection, I focus on how Ve makes sense of and negotiates their “mixed” race. 

5.1.1. Embodiment of the colonizer/colonized 

About two years ago, Ve learned through family oral history that they have mixed 

European and Native ancestry. Ve has tried to research their lineage, but has not been 

able to definitively map it; their heritage is partly Danish, and based on the historical 

location of their homestead Ve deduces that they also have either a Plains Cree or 

Blackfoot ancestry. Since learning about their mixed heritage, Ve has identified as Métis 

and Two-Spirit. 

Within contemporary Indigenous politics of belonging, the meaning of Métis is 

contested. In 2002 the Métis National Council, for instance, “restricted membership in 

the Métis Nation solely to individuals who could claim descent from the historic Red 

River community” within what is now known as Manitoba (Lawrence, 2004, p. 85). Yet, 

Lawrence (2004) notes that self-defined Métis collectives have diverse histories beyond 

the Red River community as urbanized, semi-migratory and migratory, and farming 

communities. Moreover, Métis now often refers to individuals who are the children of 

contemporary unions between non-Native and (status) Native parents, with no direct 

linkage to historical mixed heritage communities (Lawrence, 2004). The meaning of 

Métis is multiple and currently being negotiated amongst people with mixed European 

and Indigenous ancestry (Lawrence, 2004). 

Furthermore, Lawrence (2004) demonstrates how the boundaries between Métis 

and ‘status-Indian’ identities are contested and largely shaped by colonial regulation. 

The administration of the Indian Act and the numbered treaties within Canada, 

regardless of how people historically authored themselves or sensed their belonging 

within distinct Indigenous Nations, has forcibly excluded in apparently arbitrary and 

highly gendered ways people constructed as “half-breeds” from ‘Indian status’ and 

corresponding entitlements, while others with mixed European and Indigenous origins 

have been granted Indian status. For this reason, Lawrence argues that the historical 

emergence of status-Indian and Métis identities for people who are similarly “mixed-
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blood” must be conceived as “distinct branches of the same root” (p. 101) within the 

history of white settler colonialism.  

Two-Spirit likewise has multiple and contested meanings; informed by Driskill 

(2010), Driskill, Finley, Gilley, and Morgensen (2011), and Morgensen (2011b), I outline 

some of these meanings below. First, Two-Spirit was created by and for Indigenous 

people who may simultaneously author themselves using Two-Spirit, the language of the 

LGBTQ acronym, or tribally/nationally specific terms. As such, Two-Spirit centers 

Indigenous voices and self-knowledge, and is not an ‘Indigenized’ sexual category 

available to non-Native people. Rather, Two-Spirit is flexibly used by Indigenous people 

to author their own sense of sexuality and/or gender. Second, Two-Spirit has historically 

and continues to be a “politically positioned identity” in resistance to colonial 

heteropatriarchy and non-Native (mostly white) queer and trans perspectives concerning 

Indigenous ‘authenticity’ (Driskill, Finley, Gilley, & Morgensen, 2011, p. 17). Two-Spirit 

productively forms connections between traditional and tribally specific understandings 

of gender, sexuality, and spirituality, and contemporary intertribal understandings of 

sexual and gender identity, politics, and community. Third, Two-Spirit is not simply an 

additional ‘sexual minority status’ to tack onto the LGBTQ acronym (Morgensen, 2011b). 

It is not a marginalized social location in hierarchical opposition to a majority; whereas 

white queer and trans perspectives are frequently positioned in opposition and 

resistance to the status quo of hegemonic white culture, Two-Spirit people position 

themselves in a valued place within traditional Indigenous communities. For instance, 

While radical white-dominated queer movements often attempt to reject 
religion because of institutionalized homophobia and heterosexism or — 
on the other hand — create spiritual movements and communities that 
often appropriate Native practices, Native Two-Spirit/GLBTQ people insist 
that we already have a place within traditional religious and spiritual life. 
(Driskill, 2010, p. 86) 
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While Ve authors themself as Métis and Two-Spirit, they “don’t actively admit that 

because white privilege is something [they] benefit from.”42 Throughout our one-on-one 

interviews, I sensed that Ve struggles with what it means to be racially “mixed” (Ve). 

When Native and non-Native are categories of belonging constituted in oppositional 

relation to each other (Hunt, 2007; Morgensen, 2011a), what does it mean to 

subjectively embody whiteness and Indigeneity simultaneously? How can one figure and 

negotiate the boundary between a potential white queer/trans desire for Indigeneity, and 

an Indigenous desire for belonging? 

Near the beginning of our second interview, Ve described how they had recently 

begun learning more about Islam. To explain the draw they felt towards Islam, Ve 

compared it to the connection they feel to their Native heritage. 

Yeah, I don’t.. I don’t necessarily know.. I have this weird.. I don’t 
even know. Before I knew I was Native. Before I found out my mom 
had Native blood and I have Native blood. () I was drawn to it 
spiritually. There is an event where it was.. and this sounds like 
bullshit, I know. It kind of sounds like I’m a white person doing this 
shit, but it’s weird when there’s a non-corporeal connection you have 
with your mixed heritage, and it’s hard to explain. We were doing a 
circle dance at a really shitty conference and it just kind of.. it felt 
right. So I’m just wondering if this is a situation where either the 
philosophy or the actual religion itself feels right.  (Ve) 

In contrast to Ve’s typically assertive tone, this utterance is vacillating. Ve begins by 

repeating “I don’t know” and presages their perspective as “weird,” a word which works 

as a loophole; Ve seems to hope for an ideal/imagined addressee who will corroborate 

Ve’s expressed racial and religious belongingness, while simultaneously anticipating an 

 
42 While it might be argued that Ve ‘passes’ as white, they repeatedly authored their whiteness as 

a socially granted privilege and not as ‘passing.’ Jackson (2005) argues that the concept of 
‘passing’ is “founded on a certain privileging of authentification. The categories are fixed, and 
successful passers simply use one part of the social script to perform an identity that they (and 
others, given enough pertinent biographical information) would imagine themselves not to truly 
embody” (p. 21). In contrast, ‘sincerity’ privileges how an individual authors their embodied 
subjectivity, attending to aspects of “intention, faith, belief, inclination, and commitment” 
(Jackson, 2005, p. 21). When Ve authors themself as white, they seem to do so in order to 
acknowledge and potentially counter a sensed lived experience of white privilege. When Ve 
does use the word ‘passing,’ they seem to generally mean ‘how one’s embodied self is read by 
others,’ regardless of whether that ‘reading’ matches one’s own sense of themself or not. 
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accusatory/imagined addressee who would normatively assess their utterance as 

strange. Ve goes on to articulate their Native belonging through both epistemologies of 

authenticity and sincerity. When recounting how they learned of their Native heritage Ve 

associates knowing they are Native with finding matrilineal “Native blood,” voicing an 

allusion to authenticating and ostensive blood-quantum definitions of ‘Indian status’ such 

as it is defined in Canada’s 1985 Indian Act (Lawrence, 2004; Morgensen, 2011a; 

Naumann, 2008).43 Ve’s reference to “Native blood” establishes knowing oneself as 

Native as knowing a genetic and biological truth. Ve follows by explaining they were 

“drawn to it spiritually” even before learning of their Native heritage. Here, a spiritual 

sincerity appears to augment authenticity; supplanting a biological relation to Indigeneity, 

Ve narrates a “non-corporeal” connection that “feels right.” Through comparison, Ve 

relates how their draw towards Islamic philosophy or religion similarly feels right. 

Before narrating the event at the conference when Ve felt connected to Native 

culture through the “circle dance,” Ve voices a sideward glance towards an imagined 

addressee, “and this sounds like bullshit, I know.” Ve appears to anticipate a response 

criticizing them for desiring Indigeneity as a “white person” and as such, appropriating a 

culture that is not their own. It is after Ve addresses the possibility of “doing this” as a 

white person that they qualify their Native belonging as a “mixed heritage.” That is, in the 

utterance Ve previously marked their embodiment as “Native,” not mixed. So, Ve’s 

clarification that they have “mixed heritage” seems to be a response to a hidden 

dialogue with an accusatory addressee: Are you desiring Indigeneity as a Native person, 

or as a white non-Native person? Ve’s answer appears to be both/neither. 

 
43 Between 1876 and the passing of Bill C-31 in 1985, matrilineal descent as Native was 

delegitimized and not recognized within the Indian Act, which functioned as a colonial 
elimination technique forcing Indigenous women’s enfranchisement, assimilation, and 
disappearance within Canadian settler society (Hunt, 2007; Lawrence, 2004; Morgensen, 
2011a; Naumann, 2008). Bill C-31 purports to remove gender discrimination in the Indian Act, 
restore status and corresponding rights to eligible applicants, and recognize the control of First 
Nations bands over their membership (Lawrence, 2004, p. 64). However, the Indian Act 
continues to administer the elimination of Indigeneity through, for instance, a second generation 
cut-off rule: in a family lineage, if two successive generations of individuals with ‘Indian status’ 
parent children with someone without ‘Indian status,’ all of their successive descendants will be 
barred from treaty rights, (potential) band membership, and the legitimized individual and 
communal Native identities garnered from institutionally recognized ‘Indian status’ (Palmater, 
2011). Canada’s colonial restrictions on ‘Indian status’ based on miscegenation, therefore, 
regulate Nativeness “without reference to actual blood quantum” (Lawrence, 2004, p. 73). 
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The elimination and subjugation of Indigenous people within Canada and the 

United States has entailed historical and on-going practices of genocide. Alongside 

practices of eradication, including sexual violence, eugenics, introduced diseases, 

deliberate starvation, land expropriation, dispossession, mass murder, and residential 

schools, genocide strategies have also been life-producing (Lawrence, 2004; 

Morgensen, 2011a; Razack, 2002). That is, Indigenous subjects have been produced as 

(racialized) non-Native ‘Canadian citizens’ (Lawrence, 2004). In Canada, ‘life-producing’ 

colonial tactics of assimilation have comprised the residential school system (both life 

eradicating and life producing), the restrictive legal administration of ‘Indian status’ and 

consequent dismemberment of collective Indigenous Nations, and forced adoption 

(Lawrence, 2004; Palmater, 2011). The consequence is the “narrowing or erasure of 

claims on Native nationality” (Morgensen, 2011a, p. 16). Furthermore, the colonial 

regulation of what it means to be authentically Native – a primordial and developmentally 

static “state of existence in contradistinction to modernity” (Lawrence, 2004, p. 1) – 

legitimizes Native elimination as integral to the modernizing development of the colonial 

nation-state. According to colonial definitions of Nativeness, therefore, to be in any way 

‘modern’ is to be non-Native. Through such life-producing practices of Indigenous 

elimination, people who are “mixed-blood” have historically been and are currently 

disciplined to be/come non-Native (Lawrence, 2004; Morgensen, 2011a, p. 20). That Ve 

just recently “found out” they have Native ancestry is testament to these historical 

processes of Native elimination. Refusing to fit into binary ‘boxes’ of white/Indigenous 

may be one way in which Métis people resist being “written out of history” through the 

elimination logic of settler colonialism (Scudeler, 2011, p. 192). 

Refusing to disappear within white settler society by embracing an Indigenous 

heritage may be an anti-colonial or decolonization strategy; at the same time, a claim to 

Indigeneity by a person with mixed heritage may be conditioned through whiteness – 

through an unknowing of lived white settler privilege and an unknowing of lived distance 

from localized, heterogenous, and historically changing Native communities of 

belonging. Through a narration of her own ‘dual identity’ as someone with European and 

Native heritage, Naumann (2008) questions whether she, as someone of mixed origin 

who has lived apart from Indigenous communities, should author herself through an 

expansive definition of what it means to be Native. Noting the social construction of race 
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and ethnicity, Naumann contends that biology alone should not determine racial 

belonging when one’s everyday life may be far removed from one’s ostensibly 

biologically ‘inherited’ Native community.  

Lawrence (2004) likewise recognizes a dangerous trend wherein people whose 

embodied subjectivities are “virtually” (p. 13) white  

resurrect an extremely distant Native ancestor whose existence has no 
other tangible implications for an otherwise white family than to enable 
that individual to ‘boundary cross’ in the name of that ancestor and 
therefore have access to otherwise forbidden Native spaces, usually for 
some form of personal gratification – including claiming (with dominant 
culture authority) the right to speak with a Native voice. (p. 13) 

Despite acknowledging this ‘danger,’ Lawrence (2004) stresses the importance of 

framing the invisibility, place-less-ness, and “loss of relationship to … communities of 

origin” (p. xvi) sensed by ‘mixed-blood Native people’ in Canadian urban areas as a 

distinct historicity of white settler colonialism and genocide. Spatial, discursive, and 

subjectively embodied distance from Native communities of belonging may be 

conditioned by familial histories of silence, due in part to internalized racism and 

assimilation into hegemonic whiteness as a survival strategy (Lawrence, 2004). 

Moreover, the gendered and colonial regulation of ‘Indian status’ through the Indian Act 

continues to condition how Native identity and belonging are contested amongst and 

between Native people situated on reserves and those living in urban areas (Lawrence, 

2004; Palmater, 2011). That is, efforts to maintain Native land, sovereignty, and 

communal boundaries have been formed in relation/resistance to the colonial 

administration of ‘Indian status’ (Lawrence, 2004; Morgensen, 2011a). Accordingly, 

spatial and dialogic distance from Indigenous communities of belonging can be painfully 

sensed by people with mixed European and Indigenous heritage as on-going historical 

effects of white settler colonialism (Hunt, 2007). 

For the majority of Ve’s life, they have not been aware of their mixed heritage 

and have been perceived as white by others, their family members, and by themself. 

According to Ve, their mother is “still a white woman” who “acts like a white woman” 

regardless of the recent discovery of her mixed heritage. Ve’s perception of their mother 

as “still” white echoes Ve’s own self-knowledge as “a white person who is Native.” Living 
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in a Canadian metropolitan area far removed from Métis communities, Ve has not 

encountered “facilitated connection” (Ve) with Métis people, which whom Ve could learn 

“place-specific” (Hunt, 2014) knowledge of what it means to embody Métis subjectivity. 

Because Ve is unsure of their exact lineage, they “don’t really know what part of the 

culture” they could seek to gain a sense of belonging. For Ve, belonging to their Native 

heritage is “always going to be that thing missing” (Ve). When I summarized my 

impression of how Ve’s Métis and Two-Spirit identities seemed important to them, but 

that there also seem to be barriers to “exploring” that, Ve responded, 

I try my best. I get involved with Idle No More when it’s down here, 
but I really.. I don’t want to take up too much space because I’m still a 
white mixed person. And there’s always that thing where it’s like, I 
don’t want to take up space because then I’m taking it away from () 
non-white mixed people.  (Ve) 

In response to my utterance about “exploring” their Métis and Two-Spirit identities, Ve 

references getting involved with Idle No More, a contemporary social movement working 

to build Indigenous resurgence and sovereignty, cultivate environmental sustainability, 

and form grassroots alliances reframing nation to nation relationships.44 As such, being 

Métis and Two-Spirit becomes being involved with “intertribal” (Driskill, 2010) Indigenous 

social movement. Again, Ve is hesitant to assert an absolute entitlement to belong. Ve 

authors themselves as a “white mixed person” in relation to “non-white mixed people,” 

and creates a spatial boundary between the embodiment of whiteness and darkness. 

Noting how they do not want to take space away from non-white mixed people, Ve 

seems to assert that non-white mixed people are more entitled to Idle No More “space” 

than white mixed people. In the utterance, the boundary of Indigenous belonging can 

become salient through the racialization of the surface of bodies as non-white or white. 

Alternatively, Ve’s distinction between white and non-white mixed people may be 

interpreted as a distinction between socially lived white privilege, and socially lived racial 

subjugation.  

For someone who has mixed European and Indigenous ancestry, whose life has 

been situated apart from Indigenous communities of belonging, and who wants to 
 
44 Visit http://www.idlenomore.ca/ for more information. 
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subjectively embody social justice ideals (for instance, not “taking space” from colonized 

Others), self-authorship through the white/Indigenous binary can become an impossible 

disciplinary demand. Emphasizing situated social relations over biology may 

simultaneously mark lived white privilege and inadvertently reproduce the elimination 

logic of settler colonialism. Emphasizing biological inheritance over social reality may 

simultaneously mark an embodied subjectivity that refuses to be “written out of history” 

(Scudeler, 2011, p. 192), and erase how Indigenous subjectivities are constituted within 

place-specific relational practices of heterogeneous Indigenous communities (Hunt, 

2014). Despite and in response to a disciplinary demand to be either Indigenous or 

white, Ve appears to do their best to embody a mixed subjectivity that neither unknows 

white privilege nor reproduces the colonial erasure of Indigeneity. Rather, Ve appears to 

desire Native belongingness while simultaneously questioning the conditioning of that 

desire through white settler colonialism, living in the tension of their mixed embodiment. 

Overall, in the first part of this chapter I have endeavoured to analyze class, 

whiteness, and settler colonialism as mutually constituting forces forming the utterances 

and embodied subjectivities of participants. How Ve makes sense of and negotiates their 

mixed heritage is suggestive of how an individual may perceive their embodied 

subjectivity as simultaneously privileged and oppressed. In the next section, I analyze a 

dialogue we had during the focus group, which figured ‘trans men’ as subjects who may 

be simultaneously privileged and oppressed within ‘queer space.’ The dialogue 

engenders an opportunity to critically analyze the intersection of sexuality and gender, 

and demonstrates how a group of politicized subjects may discuss the enabling and 

constraining dimensions of these systems of power. 

5.2. Trans/queer belonging, (counter)hegemonic 
masculinities, and sincere sexualities 

Avery: And, this makes me feel really gross but.. a lot of trans men 
are.. go to.. they’re.. I’ve heard of this happening. I’ve 
never seen it happen, but apparently they’ll go into the 
lesbian community and be like, I’m going to date these 
people and.. it’s.. it’s weird because they’re identifying as 
female.. not identifying but pretending to be female or 
something.  
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Ve: I’ve seen that happen. 

Avery: I don’t really know much about it. 

Goka: Wait, can you explain that again? 

Avery: It’s a trans man.. identifies as female, and then goes into 
lesbian communities and is like, I want to date these people 
and then.. I don’t know how that.. or have sex with them 
basically because I don’t think that would be really good for 
a healthy relationship is that you.. 

Goka: So trans men identify as.. 

Ve: It’s more like a binary trans man goes into a space and 
they’re like, ‘hot chicks. I’m going to pick them up and let 
them identify me as a female.’ 

Meagan: Oh really? 

Avery: Yeah, there you go … 

Goka: I feel like that’s never.. 

Ve: I’ve witnessed that. 

Goka: No, I mean I’ve witnessed it, but I feel like I’ve never 
thought of that as an issue before. 

Ve: It’s just an interesting situation to arise. 

Goka: It’s definitely interesting. I’ve seen.. I don’t want to say that 
trans people have to come out every single time that they 
want to hook up with someone. I mean.. 

Avery: Yeah, but just in general if you are a trans man identifying 
as a butch lesbian in a lesbian community, then that is 
being deceptive and I don’t think.. 

Ve: It’s really fucked up.. 

Goka: .. you can’t mandate for people.. not every space is safe to 
come out as trans 

Avery: I know. I know that. I’m just saying that if you’re attracted 
to women then maybe don’t lie to women who are attracted 
to women and say you are a woman. 

Ve: This is a situation also where a trans man is actively using 
their male privilege and also their privilege as a trans man. 
If a trans man, especially one who doesn’t pass very well, 
goes into a space that’s specifically laid out for lesbians, a 
lesbian space, and being like, ‘Hey, you should fuck me,’ 
and then they fuck them and then they later get.. the 
person’s upset because the person identifies as a man. 
They’re not okay with having sex with a man. That’s a 
situation where they’ve actively deceived their partner and 
can be considered sexual assault.  

Meagan: Yeah, I think it is the question of deception. 
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Avery: And I.. it’s kind of weird within trans movements because 
there’s always men being like, ‘Oh, trans women are 
deceiving me into thinking that they’re women,’ but they’re 
actually women and.. but I think that’s a different situation 
because it is what they identify as and it’s not they’re 
biological.. 

At this point of the focus group, Avery, Ve, and Goka had seemed at ease and 

consequently, our conversation moved rapidly. Minutes before, we had discussed the 

possibility that a trans man might receive ‘cis’ privilege depending on whether others 

take his male identity as ‘given,’ and whether trans men could potentially enact 

misogynistic attitudes and behaviours. We had additionally discussed how some people 

might change from identifying as gay to identifying as trans, and as a result maintain 

connections to ‘the queer community.’ With his utterance about the “gross” behaviour of 

trans men assuming female identities to engage in sex acts with “lesbian” women, Avery 

initiates a discussion that interweaves issues of inclusion/exclusion, the sexualisation of 

genders and the gendering of sexualities, hegemonic masculinity, and sexual violence. 

Here, I attempt to untangle and interpret these issues. 

Trans inclusion in communities/spaces socially constituted as queer, lesbian, or 

women’s-only has been an ongoing concern of trans activism and scholarship (Elliot, 

2010; Noble, 2006; Serano, 2007; Stone, 2013; Travers, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011). 

Epitomized by Raymond’s (1979) The transsexual empire, some feminist writers and 

groups have supported the exclusion of trans women from lesbian and women’s only 

events and organizations on the basis that trans women are ‘enemies’ of the feminist 

movement (Elliot, 2010). Furthermore, trans men have often been excluded from lesbian 

feminist groups on the basis that they are ‘traitors’ to the movement (Noble, 2006). In 

either case, both trans women and trans men are conceived as accomplices to ‘the 

patriarchy’ due to their presumed ‘biological permanence as’, or movement into a male 

body. In the first instance, the logic of trans exclusionary feminism is that because trans 

women are ‘really’ biological men, they are conduits of patriarchal violence. However, 

the causes and effects of heterosexist violence are not contained in the biological body, 
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but differentially distributed between social bodies.45 Serano (2007) demonstrates that 

trans women contend with heterosexist devaluations of femininity and disciplining of 

women’s bodies in ways both similar to and different than DFAB women. For instance, 

trans women are subjected to intersecting systems of racism and sexism, among others, 

which increase the likelihood they will live in poverty or be targets of sexual and physical 

violence (Spade, 2011; Valentine, 2007). In the case of trans men’s exclusion from 

lesbian feminist communities/spaces, the logic of exclusionary lesbian feminists is that 

trans men ‘chose to’ embody male identities to benefit from male privilege, and that they 

could have chosen otherwise, perhaps a ‘queered’ female masculinity (Noble, 2006; 

Travers & Deri, 2011). However, as Noble (2006; 2012) argues, racism and capitalism 

largely shape any privilege a trans man attains. Furthermore, Noble highlights how trans 

men can be the ‘sons’ of the lesbian feminist movement through counter-hegemonic 

masculinities. As Elliot (2010) argues, the issue of inclusion/exclusion is largely about 

whom gets to belong within gendered, sexualized, and politicized categories (p. 18). 

Who gets to be a woman? Who gets to be a lesbian? Who gets to be a feminist? 

Questions about trans inclusion in LGBQ spaces are often premised on the 

distinction between sexuality and gender. However, as Valentine (2007) has shown, 

there is no clear boundary between ‘gay’ communities and ‘trans’ communities, and 

between gay bodies and trans bodies; the distinction is an effect of knowledge 

production. Indeed, Valentine argues that trans inclusion in gay and lesbian space has 

been “a central site for the production of meanings around transgender” (p. 176). The 

logic of trans inclusion in ‘gay’ spaces presupposes that certain embodied subjectivities 

can be put in the ‘trans’ box and certain embodied subjectivities in the ‘gay’ box; the 

gendered beings go over here, and the sexual beings over there. How the ‘trans’ and 

‘gay’ boxes are regulated depends on whether they are framed through a queer versus 

trans, or ‘gay and lesbian’ versus trans distinction. In the first case, you are either a 

gender transgressive queer or an essentialized ‘binary’ trans man or woman. In the 

latter, you are either a subjugated sexual being or a subjugated gendered being, wherein 

 
45 As Ahmed (2015) pointed out in a recent blog post, trans exclusionary feminist arguments that 

locate the cause/origin of heterosexist violence in the ‘biological male body’ provide an 
essentialist rationale for male violence as ‘natural’ and ‘inevitable,’ which is in actuality counter 
to the work of various feminism(s) to denaturalize and destabilize structures of heterosexism.  
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gay becomes a de-gendered or gender-normative ‘cis’ subjectivity. Who becomes an 

insider and an outsider depends on how bodies are made to mean in the space. Both 

framings of the distinction render unknowable embodied subjectivities that do not 

seamlessly map onto one or the other category of belonging, which in the previous 

section were shown to be formed through middle-classed hegemonic whiteness and 

settler colonialism.  

Working within the problematic of trans inclusion/exclusion, there have been 

localized efforts to ‘soften’ the boundaries of lesbian and queer spaces in order to make 

them transinclusive (Stone, 2013; Travers, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011). For example, 

Travers and Deri (2011) advocate for “inclusion on the basis of cultural affinity” as 

opposed to inclusion/exclusion practices that reify sexed, gendered, or sexualized 

categories of difference (p. 501). Within the Canadian Metropolitan area where this 

research took place, for instance, there are a number of lesbian/queer women’s events 

that are deliberately transinclusive.46 ‘Trans inclusion,’ however, does not appear to be a 

central problematic for Avery, Goka, and Ve, who seem to take it as given that trans men 

belong in spaces socially organized as queer/lesbian women’s spaces. This may be 

reflective of how the four participants of this study author themselves; they do not author 

themselves as either trans/gender or queer. Rather, they all affirm either queer or 

pansexual sexualities along with their specific trans/gender embodied subjectivities. The 

most salient question is whether it is wrong for a male-identified person to ‘pass’ as 

female within such spaces in order to engage in a sexual act with a lesbian or queer 

identified woman. 

Avery initially evaluates the practice as “gross.” Before describing the “gross” 

behaviour, he hesitates, and clarifies that he has heard of it happening, but has not 

personally seen it transpire. This may be Avery’s way of anticipating and countering an 

accusatory question: If you have seen this happening, why did you not stop it? Or, he 

may anticipate the argumentative question: Have you seen this happen yourself? How 
 
46 Just how inclusive these spaces/events are, and what exactly entails inclusion, is questionable. 

For instance, Travers and Deri (2011) found that trans men experience variously welcoming, 
neutral, chilly or hostile sentiments from others in response to their inclusion in North American 
lesbian softball leagues. Both DMAB women and DFAB women questioned whether trans guys 
should be included within a lesbian softball league due to their male embodiments. 
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can you be sure it is really an issue? Avery seems to anticipate addressees that agree it 

is a disturbing practice, and addressees that may minimize or dismiss its relevance. 

Through the utterance, Avery constructs a clear boundary between himself and the trans 

men who engage in this behaviour. 

Ve is the first to respond and corroborates the relevance of the practice as 

something that they have seen happen. Avery highlights that it is not something he 

knows much about, again emphasizing the distance between himself and the “gross” 

behaviour of some other trans men. Goka expresses confusion about what the issue is, 

and later I indicate that I was likewise confused. With my utterance, “Oh really?” I 

intimate surprise that this is something that happens. When Avery attempts to explain 

again, he intones his own confusion about how this might actually transpire – how could 

a trans man develop a “healthy relationship” with a lesbian-identified woman if that 

relationship was formed through his supposed female identity? He rebuts the possibility 

that assuming a female identity could be a means to “date” lesbian women, and clarifies 

for himself that it must be about “sex.” Through this utterance, the sense that Avery is 

‘inexperienced’ in the matter becomes more apparent.  

Goka begins to ask for more clarification, at which point Ve expounds a scenario 

where they intone the voice of the trans men who engage in this practice, “‘hot chicks. 

I’m going to pick them up and let them identify me as a female.” Through the use of “hot 

chicks” and “pick them up” Ve seems to constitute these trans men as ‘misogynistic’ 

trans men, whom Ve had referenced throughout their one-on-one interviews and in the 

focus group. The practice of “picking up” women is typically figured as a 

(cis)heterosexual practice of manipulating women (who may or may not be complicit in 

constituting the practice of ‘picking up’ as a sexual norm) to engage in sexual acts.47 The 

pick-up artist, as an exemplar of a certain configuration of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), often has a playbook of seduction tricks that he may 

or may not share with other men within a homosocial male heterosexual economy 

wherein the sexualized manipulation of women’s bodies operates as a sign of racialized 
 
47 Consider, for instance, this ‘how to’ written from a women’s perspective: 

http://www.thefrisky.com/2013-04-16/8-lessons-from-pickup-artists-that-guys-should-actually-
use/ 
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masculine dominance (Pascoe, 2007; Simpson, 1994).48 Ve’s use of “hot chicks” and 

“pick them up” seems to evaluate the practices of trans men “letting” potential sexual 

partners identify them as female as a (hetero)sexist act of deception by omission.  

At this point in the focus group dialogue, Goka and I seem to have finally 

understood the “situation.” Yet, Goka expresses doubt about whether it is an issue. 

Before she can finish her utterance, “I feel like that’s never,” Ve interrupts and reiterates 

that they have “witnessed” it happening. Goka confirms that she too has “witnessed it,” 

solidifying within the dialogic event that this “pick up” practice does indeed happen. The 

question is whether it is a “gross” heterosexist behaviour of trans men, or whether it is an 

issue of the safety and rights of trans men in queer/lesbian spaces. Must trans men 

‘come out’ every time they want to engage in sexual acts with others? If so, that may be 

a disciplinary demand to continuously qualify and destabilize their embodied 

subjectivities, which may compromise their safety in certain situations.  

Avery and Ve seem to agree that it is a “fucked up” deception. Ve argues that it is 

about male privilege. They clarify that these trans men are going into a space 

“specifically laid out for lesbians.” Ve seems to be suggesting that the space has been 

created for lesbians. A trans man may be there by invitation, if the space is authored as 

trans inclusive, but the space is not for him; the trans man is therefore, in no way entitled 

to unconstrained action within the space. Furthermore, Ve seems to suggest that within 

a space constituted as a “lesbian space,” there will likely be an expectation that the 

people who inhabit that space identify as women. If it is a specific lesbian/queer 

women’s event that expresses aspirations to be trans inclusive, participants may 

acknowledge or value the presence of trans men while still perceptually anticipating 

‘women’s’ bodies in the space. Ve suggests that if a trans man does not “pass very well,” 

does not appear unequivocally male, then others within the lesbian/queer women’s 

space will likely author his body as a lesbian body because of how the space is 

 
48 Barney Stinson, a main character of the television show How I met your mother, is a 

contemporary exemplar of the pick-up artist. This fictional character has become iconized in the 
popular imaginary as a hero of white heterosexual masculinity, so much so that he has his own 
blog, and it is actually possible to buy books ‘written’ by Stinson (and Matt Kuhn, a writer for 
How I met your mother), one of which is titled, The Playbook: Suit up. Score chicks. Be 
awesome. 
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organized. Ve seems to be arguing that a trans man can actively use the likelihood they 

will be authored by others as a (masculine) queer woman in a space marked as 

lesbian/queer women’s to gain access to women’s bodies, women who may not be okay 

with engaging in sexual acts with people who identify as men. As such, Ve concludes 

their utterance by defining the practice as an “active deception” and therefore, sexual 

assault. I subsequently express an implicit agreement with this assessment of the 

situation as an issue of “deception.” 

Avery anticipates how accusing trans people of deception may be perceived as 

anti-transgender discrimination. He notes the history of trans women being accused of 

deception by heterosexual men. However, he clarifies that this is based on an 

epistemology of authenticity and gender essentialism. Who are they ‘truly,’ who are they 

biologically? People who accuse trans women of ‘deception’ (such as trans exclusionary 

feminists) do not perceive trans women as ‘truly’ women because they were DMAB. 

According to Avery, heterosexual men should recognize trans women as women 

because that is how they “identify.” However, within our dialogue the question of 

deception appears framed through an epistemology of sincerity and trans politics of 

recognition. How do they author their embodied self? Trans men are not being accused 

of deceiving others into thinking they are men when they are “biologically” women. 

Rather, Avery, Ve, and I seem to be in agreement that trans men are being deceptive 

when they “let” lesbian/queer women perceive them as masculine women in order to 

pursue sex, when in everyday life they author themselves and expect recognition as 

men. Allowing others to perceive them as women becomes a situational tactic to gain 

sexual access to the bodies of queer/lesbian women. 

I believe an important distinction can be drawn between a sense of belonging in 

lesbian/queer women’s space, and a sense of entitlement to lesbian/queer women’s 

bodies. Issues of belonging are about whom gets to be materially present in a 

lesbian/queer women’s space. Who gets to share a sense of community? What sorts of 

disclosures are demanded to be a part of the community? Which bodies are strongly 

regulated within that space? I contend that trans men should be included within 

lesbian/queer women’s space. A trans man may have an “embodied history” of 

belonging within intersecting gender and sexual categories that they should not have to 



 

109 

repudiate in order to be recognized as a man (Noble, 2006; Noble, 2011, p. 256). 

Furthermore, regulatory demands to ‘come out’ as trans within such a space would 

function as an exclusionary practice marking trans embodiments as gay/queer’s Other. 

However, sexual acts with others entail a relational responsibility to ensure 

mutual consent.49 When sexuality is constituted through trans/gender embodiment, the 

question of consent becomes a question of gender relational self-other authorship. That 

 
49 The Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2, 

hereafter TCPS) defines consent as “an indication of agreement by an individual to become a 
participant in a research project,” and highlights that consent is “free (also referred to as 
voluntary), informed and ongoing” (p. 190). The Criminal Code of Canada (current to April 27, 
2015) defines consent as “the voluntary agreement of the complainant to engage in the sexual 
activity in question” (p. 174). These two definitions of consent, while referring to distinct acts 
and contexts, both use the words voluntary and agreement. These are the primary aspects of 
consent, along with informed, on which I base the following discussion. The online Merriam-
Webster dictionary defines voluntary as, firstly, “done or given because you want to and not 
because you are forced to,” and add a full definition including: 1) “proceeding from the will or 
from one's own choice or consent”; 2) “unconstrained by interference”; 3) “done by design or 
intention”; 4) “of, relating to, subject to, or regulated by the will”; 5) “having power of free 
choice”; 6) “provided or supported by voluntary action”; 7) “acting or done of one's own free will 
without valuable consideration or legal obligation.” To simplify, voluntary can be understood to 
mean consent is both intentional and not given in response to coercion. As such, intention is 
not sufficient in itself for consent: an individual can intend to (choose to) engage in an act 
because their situated options are somehow forced or determined by the coercive actions of 
other(s). That is, if coercion determined the individual’s choice, that individual did not consent 
(Pitagora, 2013). My conception of voluntary, here, is distinct from the ‘voluntary’ subject of the 
exploration speech genre. Dialogic theory argues that intention is “interlocative” (Holquist, 
2002, p. 152), formed in response/anticipation of what one senses are the perspectives of 
situated other(s). So, my conception of voluntary assumes that intention is formed via the 
perspective(s) of others, whether those others are acting coercively or not. It is not simply the 
influence of the other that undermines consent, therefore, but the coercive influence of the 
other. My definition of coercion is broad, where to coerce is to “to compel to an act or choice” 
(Merriam-Webster). The online Merriam-Webster dictionary defines the verb, to agree, as 1) “to 
have the same opinion”; 2) “to say that you will do, accept, or allow something that is suggested 
or requested by another person”; and 3) “of two or more people or groups: to decide to accept 
something after discussing what should or might be done.” Agreement is defined as “the act of 
agreeing” (Merriam-Webster). Thus, in terms of agreement, two things can be assumed: the 1) 
active participation of two or more subjects (as agreement is the act of agreeing) 2) 
communicating with each other about a specified opinion or action. If agreement has been 
reached through active communication, the subjects will share a point of view or intention ‘to 
do’ regarding a specified action. Finally, to define informed I refer back to the TCPS, which 
states that “an informed choice is one that is based on as complete an understanding as is 
reasonably possible” (p. 9) of the research details. Applied to sexual acts, informed consent 
would entail “as complete an understanding as is reasonably possible” of what constitutes the 
sexual act in question. 
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is, it is possible to see how mutual consent can entail a relational responsibility to 

endeavour to author the other the way they author their embodied self. 

Within heteronormative sexual encounters between DFAB women and DMAB 

men, ‘proper’ relational gendering is implicitly assumed. The woman “knows” the man is 

a man, and the man “knows” the woman is a woman; this implicit knowledge sediments 

their sexual relation as heterosexual. Alternatively, it is the (hetero)sexual relation 

between them that constitutes their genders as dichotomously female and male (Butler, 

1999). Either way, the consensual heteronormative sexual act is implicitly constituted 

through relational self-other authorship: the “man” agrees that his sexual partner is a 

“woman,” which partly forms his desire to engage in sexual acts with her; the “woman” 

agrees that her sexual partner is a “man,” which partly forms her desire to engage in 

sexual acts with him. 

Non-normative embodied subjectivities render the implicit presumption of 

heteronormative self-other authorship problematic. One cannot simply assume they are 

the desired ‘sexual object’ of the other.50 Informed by an epistemology of sincerity and 

dialogic theory, a relational response to this problematic could be to ask, ‘How is the 

other person sensing or authoring themselves?’ and to endeavour to respect that self-

authorship, just as one may anticipate that the other person respects and values how 

one authors their self. In Chapter 3, I argued that trans recognition politics involve an 

ethical responsibility to endeavour to sense or author trans/gender people in accordance 

with how they author themselves. That ‘ethical responsibility’ extends to relations with 

lesbian/queer women, who likewise should have their sense of self valued and 
 
50 This statement holds true for gender normative and ‘heterosexual’ subjects. Since 

voluntariness and agreement are necessary components of consensual sexual activity, and 
since active communication is a necessary component of agreement, active communication 
about each other’s desires is a necessary component of consensual sexual activity. To 
ascertain if ‘I’ am indeed the desired sexual object of the other, ‘I’ need to have a sense of the 
other’s intention in a specific situation, in regards to specific sexual activities, and in relation to 
my embodied self. Thus, an individual (no matter their gender or sexual ‘identity’) can never 
simply assume they are the desired sexual object of other(s). This assertion – that active 
communication regarding intentions and desires is necessary for consent – goes against sexual 
and gender norms wherein “tacit consent” is assumed (Pitagora, 2013). Practitioners of BDSM 
are exemplary in consistently voicing a shared a commitment to “explicit consent,” which entails 
“explicit communication and a mutual understanding of the context and activities involved” in a 
specified sexual interaction (Pitagora, 2013, p. 33).  
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respected by others. Concerning sexual relations with lesbian or queer women, this 

would entail a responsibility to respect their ability to make informed choices about with 

whom they engage in sexual acts.51 Asking, ‘Are you open to having sex with trans 

men?’ might be one way to provide a woman the opportunity to author herself as a 

lesbian or queer woman who has sex with men, or alternatively, as one who does not 

have sex with men.52 The lesbian/queer woman is in a position to actively agree (or 

disagree) to sexual acts that may or may not contradict or undermine her sense of self. 

I don’t know why trans men are doing this but maybe it’s some 
connection to the lesbian community that they were in before. If a 
lesbian is.. identifies as a lesbian and they know you are a trans man, 
and they’re still interested in dating you, I think that’s fine. And it 
doesn’t make them less of a lesbian. It just means they’re a lesbian 
who happens to be dating a man.  (Avery) 

 
51 One can ask how a lesbian/queer women’s potential desire to exclusively engage in sexual 

acts with women, for instance, may be constituted through a homonormative transphobia. Yet, 
asking this question would still not entail an imperative for concrete individuals to become 
sexually available to concrete trans/gender others. A lesbian/queer woman does not have the 
responsibility to be sexually available to trans men, just as she has no such responsibility 
towards any other person. That is, even if an individual’s sexual preferences are deemed 
exclusive or transphobic, the ‘cure’ for such transphobic sexualities is not forced sexual acts 
with trans people, just as the ‘cure’ for lesbianism is not forced sexual acts with heterosexual 
men. 

52 Such a reading of consent and relational gendered authorship may suggest a comparison with 
miscegenation laws, and the disciplining of racialized bodies; must one divulge their racial 
identity prior to all sexual relations with others? However, I contend that regarding consent, 
gender and race are non-analogous mutually constituting forces. The increasing proliferation of 
trans/gender identities (participants in Beemyn and Rankin’s (2011) national survey in the 
United States report more than 100 different gender identities), and the normalization of gender 
transition within contemporary liberal politics of tolerance cannot be analogized with similar 
racial identity projects; one cannot assert an identity, nor gain recognition from others, as 
transrace and decide to undergo medial, judicial, and social steps necessary to transition from 
a white identity to a Black identity. There is likewise no speech genre for ‘coming out’ as a race 
other than what one was designated at birth. Such genres of ‘coming out’ and processes of 
gender transition are based in distinct notions of gender and sexual identities that while related 
and mutually imbricated with, are distinct from the workings of race – for instance, the ways 
White supremacy has engendered a beauty industry marketing ‘whitening’ products such as 
skin bleaching, and has formed white desires to embody ‘exotic’ Indigenous and racialized 
cultures. Furthermore, the constitution of sexual desire through gender is not analogous with 
the constitution of sexual desire through race. For instance, the concept of ‘sexual orientation’ 
is predicated on a concept of gendered differentiation, not racial differentiation. One cannot 
declare a sexual orientation defined through race, again, even as sexual desires are 
concurrently constituted through race as evident in assertions of exclusive racial attractions. 
Gender and race mutually constitute sexuality; yet, they do so in distinct ways (Hancock, 2011). 
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Avery, while still questioning the practice under discussion, acknowledges how a 

trans man may feel a sense of “connection to the lesbian community,” potentially 

because they identified as a lesbian, queer, or butch woman “before” transition. 

Historically, many trans men have transitioned while immersed within ‘lesbian 

communities’ (Noble, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011). Ve later noted that some trans men 

might identify as “political lesbians.” Bobby Noble, for instance, has openly written about 

how he is a “guy who is a half-lesbian” (2006, p. 9; 2011, p. 256). Espousing a post-

queer politics of incoherence, Noble (2006) rejects the disciplinary demand that he must 

be either a trans guy or a butch lesbian. For Noble, identifying as a guy who is half-

lesbian is a politicalized means to embody a counter-hegemonic masculinity; it is a 

productive failure, a categorical refusal to be fully manned according to hegemonic 

masculinity (2006, p. 29). Figured as such, a trans man’s politicized identification as a 

lesbian is an openly vocal or visible refusal to engage in a “hegemonic bargain” for male 

privilege (Noble, 2012). “Political lesbianism” is not a pick up strategy to ensure sexual 

relations with lesbian/queer women; rather, it is quite the opposite – a transfeminist 

masculinity that repudiates the entitlements of hegemonic masculinity. 

In the utterance quoted above, Avery seems to be imaging a way in which a 

trans man and a lesbian woman could be in a “healthy relationship.” A lesbian woman 

and a trans man could “date” as long as the lesbian identified person “knows” that their 

sexual/romantic partner is a trans man, and is “still interested in dating” him. Similarly, 

the trans man would have to “know” that his sexual/romantic partner is a lesbian, and 

still be interested in dating her. Each person can be sincere about who they are, and 

mutually respect and recognize how the other authors their self. The lesbian is still a 

lesbian – one who just so “happens to be dating a man.” Furthermore, the trans man is 

still a man within the relation, potentially as a “political lesbian,” or as a man who just so 

happens to be dating a lesbian/queer woman. Both people have their sense of embodied 

self recognized and valued by the other. 

In this section, I analyzed our focus group dialogue to highlight how the 

intersection of sexuality and gender in queer/trans spaces creates complex dynamics of 

power. Interpreting our discussion, I suggested that an epistemology of sincerity and 

dialogic theory could inform a relational responsibility, as an aspect of consent to sexual 
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activity, to author the other as they author themselves. Our dialogue demonstrates how 

trans/gender sincerities can be ‘critical’ of privilege/enablement and 

oppression/constraint within spaces or situations constituted as queer/trans. 

5.3. Critical trans/gender sincerities 

For any ‘self-project’ – such as this thesis – claiming to be transfeminist, it is ‘not 

enough’ to merely open the possibilities of trans/gender embodied subjectivities. To 

counter the individualism of such an ideal, one must at the same time critically analyze 

how systems of power, including gender, race, class, and sexuality, mutually constitute 

embodied subjectivity. In this vein, the primary aim of this chapter has been to apply the 

analytic potentials of intersectionality (Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013, p. 

304) to ‘unsettle’ (Morgensen, 2011b) trans/gender projects of self-authorship. 

In the first part of this chapter, I considered how Avery, Goka, Greenwood, and I 

are contemporaneously and similarly (though not equally) situated regarding class, 

whiteness, and settler colonialism. Informed by the queer Indigenous scholarship of 

Andrea Smith, Qwo-Li Driskill, and Sarah Hunt, and Scott Morgensen’s non-Native 

critique of settler colonialism, I marked the ‘self-exploration’ genre as conditioned by and 

complicit with settler colonialism. This has implications for politicized trans/gender 

sincerities; we must question how the individualism of our self-authorship is formed 

through an implicit commitment to settler colonialism, and begin the work of troubling our 

taken-for-granted claims to trans/gender ‘exploration.’ Furthermore, an analysis of how 

whiteness became a topic of discussion during our interviews demonstrated how racial 

silence conditions our embodied subjectivities, and points towards the need within 

trans/gender dialogue to question how whiteness operates as an enabling racialization in 

our everyday lives. Ve’s emotive negotiation of their racially mixed embodiment 

illuminates the challenges of authoring a self that cannot be framed through the 

Native/non-Native binary. Ve’s utterances moreover demonstrate how one might 

critically consider how their embodied subjectivity is both constrained and enabled within 

intersecting systems of power, regardless of and potentially in contradistinction to how 

one authors their embodied self. 
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 In the second part of this chapter, I analyzed a dialogue the participants and I 

had during the focus group about a practice whereby trans men assume female 

identities to engage in sex acts with lesbian/queer women. Our conversation centered 

issues of trans inclusion/exclusion in queer space, the sexualisation of genders and the 

gendering of sexualities, the potentiality of trans masculinities to enact hegemonic 

masculinity, and what consent might look like between trans/gender subjects. My aim 

was to analyze how particular transfeminist issues are negotiated dialogically, and to 

point towards situated solutions that do not vilify or render heroic social actors on the 

basis of social category alone. That is, I endeavoured to show how, within dynamic and 

shifting communities of belonging, systems of power operate in complex and 

unpredictable ways. How those systems of power inform the dynamics of trans/queer 

interpersonal relations and communities must be an on-going conversation in 

transfeminist activism and writing. 

If we are committed to social justice ideals, being sincere about ‘who we are’ is 

not enough. We must also critically engage with how ‘who we are’ is conditioned by the 

privileging and constraining dimensions of intersecting systems of power (Hancock, 

2011) working beyond and through our embodied subjectivities. This chapter has been 

one step in that direction. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

I have written this thesis, in part, as a response to the dominance of the ‘true self’ 

narrative in media representations of, and in clinical psychological and psychiatric 

discourse about trans children and youth. Operating as a centripetal force in trans 

recognition politics, ‘true self’ re-establishes the centrality of western individualism’s 

essential self, which has become a ‘mental truth’ supplanting the biologically determinist 

‘truth’ of the sexed body. That is, the authoritative circulation of the ‘true self’ narrative 

normalizes trans ‘authenticity’ as an innate, fixed, and permanent ‘gender identity’ 

separate from a variously hostile or ‘tolerant’ society. Thus, trans acceptability and 

recognition is achieved, authenticated and disciplined through hegemonic notions of 

gender as a self-contained truth, obscuring gender as a dichotomizing system of power.  

One of the effects of the ‘true self’ narrative, as a genre of tolerance discourse, 

has been the reification of the boundary between ‘tolerant’ cis subjects and ‘tolerated’ 

trans people. Consequently, ‘cis’ becomes an absolutely distinct embodied subjectivity 

from ‘trans.’ The cis/trans binary is achieved, paradoxically, through the equation of trans 

‘gender identities’ with cis ‘gender identities.’ In an online article summarizing a recent 

psychological study about trans children and youth “who assert a gender different from 

what was assigned at birth,” Ford (2015) writes, “transgender girls liked to have girls as 

friends and liked the same toys and foods that other girls liked — just like cisgender 

girls.” Hence, trans authenticity is established by normalizing trans ‘gender identities’ as 

“just like” the innate gender identities of young ‘cis’ people. They eat the same food! 

Trans ‘difference’ is managed and ‘tolerated’ so long as it conforms to hegemonic 

gender ideology, which dichotomizes and naturalizes the ‘innateness’ of ‘girl/woman’ and 

‘boy/man.’ The ‘true self’ narrative, then, leaves no room for uncertainties, 

contradictions, or differences that might undermine gender binary systems. 
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A dialogic analysis of how Goka, Avery, Ve, and Greenwood make sense of 

‘trans’ and ‘cis’ illustrates how ‘trans’ and ‘cis’ are multi-voiced, shifting meanings 

depending on the dialogic situation. Yet, within participants’ utterances hegemonic 

gender ideology seems to highly discipline what ‘cis’ and ‘trans’ can mean. For Goka, 

‘trans’ has become another ‘box’ for other people to dichotomize her embodied 

subjectivity as either/or, rather than opening dialogue to the possibilities of her gendered 

self as nuanced, non-dichotomous, adaptive to the situation, and ever changing. Despite 

Ve’s assertive commitment to their non-binary trans femme identity, they are aware that 

because they have not subjectively embodied a ‘binary’ identity as a trans woman, 

others will often perceive them as ‘cis.’ Greenwood’s efforts to disrupt the gender binary 

system through an ‘agender’ identity are subverted by her own self-disciplining 

acknowledgements of ‘cis’ privilege. Even for ‘binary’ trans people like Avery, the 

authentication and disciplining of ‘trans’ through hegemonic gender ideology constrain 

potential non-normative embodiments of a male identity, such as wearing a dress.  

By analyzing how a ‘living’ standpoint epistemology seemed to discipline our 

focus group discussion about ‘trans,’ I aimed to show how identity politics concerning 

who is and is not ‘trans,’ and who is the ‘most’ or ‘least’ oppressed trans (as determined 

in the dialogic situation), discipline who can and cannot speak for or about trans; this 

disciplinary process can actively silence, and forestall dialogue across difference and 

between non-dichotomously positioned speakers. Transformative trans/gender justice 

(Travers, 2014) depends on ‘trans’ and ‘cis’ not achieving singular meanings based in a 

dichotomizing hegemonic gender ideology. As Gay (2014) argues, “We should be able 

to say, ‘This is my truth,’ and have that truth stand without a hundred clamouring voices 

shouting, giving the impression that multiple truths cannot co-exist” (p. 19).  

As an alternative and counter argument to the dominance of the ‘true self’ 

narrative and correspondent constructions of ‘authenticity’ in trans recognition politics, I 

mobilized Jackson’s (2005) concept of sincerity to analyze how participants ‘sense’ or 

‘author’ themselves in dialogic relations with others. An epistemology of sincerity attends 

to the various ways people ‘sense’ – in the emotive sense of ‘feel,’ but also in the 

discursive sense of ‘think,’ which in Chapter 2 I demonstrated are intertwined embodied 

and socially shared “ways of sensing” – their self through concepts of gender and race, 
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among other (intersecting) social categories. Dialogic theory emphasizes how this 

embodied process of ‘self-authorship’ is both socially constituted and profoundly 

particular to the individual. Greenwood, Avery, Goka, and Ve author their embodied 

subjectivities in different and unpredictable ways that contravene normative expectations 

of trans/gender and the ‘true self’ narrative. While formed through a shared ‘exploration’ 

speech genre, the participants’ utterances diverge in terms of how they author 

developmental and situational change, their bodies, and processes of (mis)gendering. 

Furthermore, participants’ utterances indicate how shaky and uncertain the boundary is 

between ‘self’ and ‘society,’ as processes of self-authorship are formed through and 

negotiated in situated relations with others. An epistemology of sincerity paired with 

dialogic theory can provide a basis for a ‘relational responsibility’ towards others not 

grounded in a prescription to recognize another’s ‘authentic’ or ‘true’ self, which seems 

to correspond with an imperative to assert ‘legitimate’ identities, but rather, to endeavour 

to author others as they author themselves; thus, if an individual changes how they 

author themselves, this responsibility would entail, paraphrasing Greenwood, a 

responsibility to ‘let go’ of previous notions of ‘who they are.’ This may include ‘letting go’ 

of the disciplinary trend within trans recognition and identity politics to mark oneself and 

others as either ‘cis’ or ‘trans,’ thereby allowing for multiple trajectories for trans/gender 

lives and enabling transfeminist critiques of gender as a system of power. 

Rather than framing my skewed sampling of middle-classed white participants as 

a limitation of this study, I marked these intersections of class and race as enabling 

dynamics of power constituting the utterances of participants as well as my own. My 

analysis of the exploration genre as settler colonial genre was meant to highlight how 

historical and on-going processes of settler colonialism and white supremacy in Canada 

and the United States shape what can feel like very personal processes of self-

authorship. Investments in the ‘voluntary’ subject undergirding the exploration genre are 

simultaneously investments in on-going settler colonialism and white supremacy. In this 

vein, while sincerity can provide an ethics of authorship informing interpersonal 

relationships – for instance, as an aspect of consent between sexualized trans/gender 

subjects – sincerity is ‘not enough.’ We must question and think through how our 

embodied subjectivities are conditioned by both constraining and enabling dynamics of 

power, an active questioning that Ve seems to do as they make sense of and negotiate 
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their Métis and Two-Spirit identities. For trans/gender people who benefit from white and 

class privilege, a commitment to social justice projects necessitates conversations about 

how whiteness and class enable and condition our self-projects, and may in the end, call 

for a collective ‘letting go’ or “giving up” of our attachments to and complicities with on-

going settler colonialism, white supremacy, hegemonic masculinity, and capitalism, even 

as “‘giving up power’ becomes the very thing that is impossible to do and the very thing 

that must be achieved” (Probyn, 2004, para. 41). 

In light of my contradictory conclusions – that at once advocate for multi-voiced 

potentials for trans/gender embodied subjectivities, and a collective ‘letting go’ of 

investments in intersecting systems of power that enable those multi-voiced embodied 

subjectivities – where do we go from here? Over the last few years, I have vacillated 

from feeling sad, angry, helpless, and hopeless under the weight of this question. Only 

recently have I ‘let go’ of the sense that it is my responsibility to come up with an answer, 

and singularly imagine an equitable ‘beyond,’ a sense of ‘saviour’ responsibility that may 

itself be conditioned by white and class privilege. Instead, I turn to Sara Ahmed (2004), 

who provides an answer likewise imbued with a sense of uncertain commitment to a 

‘beyond’ as yet uninhabited and unimagined. 

It is important that I do not rush to ‘inhabit’ a ‘beyond’ to the work of 
exposing racism, as that which structures the present that we differently 
inhabit. At the same time, it is always tempting to end one’s work with an 
expression of political hope. Such hope is what makes the work of critique 
possible, in the sense that without hope, the future would be decided, and 
there would be nothing left to do. Perhaps its time to ‘return’ to the ‘turn’ 
of whiteness studies, by asking where else we might turn. If ‘whiteness 
studies’ turns towards white privilege, as that which enables and endures 
declarations of whiteness, then this does not simply involve turning 
towards the white subject, which would amount to the narcissism of a 
perpetual return. Rather, whiteness studies should involve at least a 
double turn: to turn towards whiteness is to turn towards and away from 
those bodies who have been afforded agency and mobility by such 
privilege. In other words, the task for white subjects would be to stay 
implicated in what they critique, but in turning towards their role and 
responsibility in these histories of racism, as histories of this present, to 
turn away from themselves, and towards others. This ‘double turn’ is not 
sufficient, but it clears some ground, upon which the work of exposing 
racism might provide the conditions for another kind of work. We don’t 
know, as yet, what such conditions might be, or whether we are even up 
to the task of recognizing them. (para. 59) 
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Appendix A.  
 
Sample Interview Protocol 

Please note: Interview questions were highly variable. Questions asked encouraged 
participants to narrate the story of their emergence as trans with a focus on how they 
make sense of and negotiate their gendered selves. Questions emerged within specific 
interview contexts, and were developed as the research progressed. All interviews 
began with introductions, a discussion of the research project and the establishment of 
informed consent (both verbally and in writing). 

Introduce researcher and research project details 

Project description: “As we have already discussed, you are being invited to participate 
in an interview about your experiences as a trans youth. Before we begin, I wanted to go 
over some of the details of the project…” 

Interview 

“I just want to let you know that there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers. Whatever you 
have to say about a topic, I want to hear it. I’m here to learn from you. Also, remember 
that you have a right to pass on answering any question. 

“First things first. What pronouns do you use?” 

Self-portrait: 

Provide participant paper and felt pens, and ask them to show on the paper how they 
understand their gender identity, expression, or whatever, at this moment in time, and 
then add the people, things, or places that they consider important to their gendered 
experiences. 

Discuss with the participant the self-portrait – What do the images mean? What do the 
colour choices signify? How come certain people were included? How come certain 
things or places were included? Did they draw themselves, and if so, what 
characteristics are important to the participant? Is the way the images are organized 
significant? 

Narrative prompts for subsequent interview: 

• Can you tell me about how you express, identify, or describe your 
gender? 

• Can you tell me about the first time, or your first memory, of when you 
felt… 

• What was it like when you were growing up… 

• Can you tell me more about wanting to… 
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• Can you tell me more about not liking… 

• Can you tell me more about how you thought… 

• What was it like when you… 

• What happened when you decided to… 

• When you were (little/in elementary or secondary school) how did 
your friends react to… 

• How did your parents/guardians react to… 

• How did people at your school react to… 

• How did you manage when… 

• How did you feel when… 

• When did you first start considering yourself… 

• What do you think were the things that / people who influenced you 
growing up… 

• Do you know other trans people? What are your relationships with 
them like? 

• Can you tell me about your relationships with your friends now? How 
do they respond to… 

• Can you tell me about your current relationship with your 
parents/guardians? How do they respond to… 

• How do people at your school treat you now? 

• What do you do when… 

• Are there other aspects of who you are, or the communities you 
belong to, that influence how you express, identify, or describe your 
gender? 

• Is there anything else you think I should have asked you about? 

Thanks for your time! 

Please feel free to contact me or the SFU Research Ethics Board if you have any 
concerns about this interview or research. All of our contact information is on the 
consent form you have 
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Appendix B.  
 
Drawings generated during first interviews 

Figure 2 Ve's Drawing 

 



 

136 

Figure 3 Goka's Drawing 
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Figure 4 Avery's Drawing 

 


