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Preface

Embarking on the journey of gender studies for my thesis was driven by an avid
curiosity to delve into the intricacies of gender identity beyond conventional narratives.
Initially captivated by autobiographies as my primary source, a transformative moment arose
when my guide Dr. C.G. Shyamala encouraged me to explore additional dimensions beyond
the life stories of individuals who diverge from traditional gender norms. This led me to the
captivating works of Kate Bornstein, a figure who transcends the boundaries of traditional
gender norms and exemplifies a truly unique experience within the transgender community.

Bornstein’s life story unfolds as an exploration of gender identity, traversing the
spectrum in ways that challenge societal norms and expectations. The narrative begins with a
conventional male upbringing, marked by three marriages and fatherhood. The journey
unfolds as an ongoing process of self-discovery and acceptance, transcending the confines of
a binary understanding of gender.

The unique perspective of Bornstein emerges from the realisation that gender is not a
fixed construct but rather a fluid, ever-evolving aspect of a person’s identity. The exploration
of the fluidity extends beyond gender into the realm of sexual identity, as Bornstein navigates
relationships that span the spectrum from heterosexual to homosexual. Bornstein’s courage in
embracing the fluidity challenges preconceived notions about identity, prompting a re-
evaluation of how people perceive and categorise individuals within the framework of gender
and sexuality.

The narrative encapsulates a transcendent journey through various gender and sexual
identities, defying societal expectations and challenging the conventional norms that often
confine individuals. Bornstein’s experiences serve as a lens through which I aim to examine
and understand the broader landscape of gender studies. By weaving together, the intricate

threads of Bornstein’s life, my thesis seeks to unravel the complexities of gender identity,



shedding light on the spectrum of possibilities that exist beyond the confines of binary
classifications.

In crafting this preface, Bornstein’s narrative emerges as a beacon guiding my
exploration of gender studies. Bornstein’s life story is not just a biography but a testament to
the resilience of the human spirit in navigating the complexities of identity. As | embark on
this academic journey, I am inspired by Bornstein’s courage to challenge norms, and I aim to
contribute to the ongoing discourse surrounding gender identity by delving into the
multifaceted nature of human experience. Through the lens of Bornstein’s life, my thesis
seeks to push the boundaries of understanding, inviting readers to reconsider the intricacies of

gender and sexuality in the diverse and ever-evolving world.

Sneha Sebastian
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Chapter 1
Evolving Dynamics of Gender: Transformative Perceptions

The exploration of gender unfolds as a complex study of a paradigm in flux,
which involves probing into the complexities and variations of how gender roles,
identities, and expectations transform. Within the purview of gender studies, the
study extends to include individuals across the gender spectrum, which consists of
women, men, and transgender individuals (Jones et al. 43). The term gender is
contested, which encompasses a spectrum of interpretations and possibilities for
exploration. The etymological origins can be traced to the Middle English term
“gendre,” which, in turn, derives from the Old French term “gendre.” The roots of
this linguistic evolution extend further to the Latin word “genus” and, ultimately, the
Proto-Indo-European root “gen-" (“Gender”).

Sex and gender ambiguity exist, that is to say, that all identity is not coherent,
and gender identity does not necessarily correspond to the genitals a person has, and
that gender identity and sexuality are constantly fluid (Nataf 18). While sex is
usually linked to biological and physical traits, gender relates to the performance of
roles, identities, and ideas of masculine, feminine, or neutral traits. Gender is a social
construct that shapes various aspects of human life, including clothing, appearance,
jobs, socialisation, and even bathroom usage.

“The term ‘gender’ is used to signal the complexities of those ‘tremendous
areas of behaviour, feelings, thoughts, and fantasies’ that are related to the sexes and
yet do not have primarily biological connotations” (Stoller ix). This delves into the
intricate dimensions of gender and unlike sex, which pertains to biological attributes

such as male and female, gender extends beyond the confines of biology to culture
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and society. Gender navigates the expansive terrain of human existence that
acknowledges and encompasses a spectrum of behaviours that include how
individuals conduct themselves in society, engage emotionally, traverse cognitive
processes, and explore the realm of imagination.

Gender becomes a linguistic vessel to articulate the numerous ways in which
people express themselves within the context of their gender identity that draws
attention to the absence of primarily biological connotations in gender. While sex is
tied to biological markers, gender transcend these boundaries and invites
consideration of the social, cultural, and psychological influences that shape an
individual’s gender identity. Gender becomes a nuanced and expansive concept, a
linguistic tool that allows for the articulation of the dissimilar and intricate sides of
human behaviour, thoughts, and fantasies, all while emphasising the departure from
strict biological determinants

Gender and sex identity employ diverse related labels like cisgender,
transgender, and intersex. According to the historian and transgender theorist Susan
Stryker, the term transgender refers to “all identities or practices that cross over, cut
across, move between, or otherwise queer socially constructed sex/gender
boundaries”, including, but not limited to, “transsexuality, heterosexual transvestism,
gay drag, butch lesbianism, and such non-European identities as the Native American
“berdache” or the Indian “Hijra” (89).

Transgender is an umbrella term that describes a wide range of identities and
experiences that encompass pre-operative, post-operative, and non-operative
transsexual people, transvestites, drag queens or drag kings, and intersexed

individuals, regardless of sexual orientation, whose appearance or characteristics are
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perceived to be gender atypical. The term “trans”, often used as a reduced term for
transgender refers to individuals whose gender identity differs from their assigned
sex at birth, which emphasises the diversity within the transgender community. In its
broadest sense, transgender includes anyone whose identity or behaviour falls outside
of stereotypical gender norms. Other variations include transperson, transpeople,
transwoman, and transman (Stryker 78).

Pre-operative transsexual people are those who intend to undergo gender-
affirming surgeries such as hormone therapy, chest or breast augmentation, or genital
reconstruction. Post-operative transsexual people are those who have undergone
these surgeries to associate their physical characteristics with their gender identity.
Non-operative transsexual people identify as transgenders but choose not to undergo
gender-affirming surgeries (“Guidelines for Psychological Practice”). The inclusive
terms transperson or transpeople acknowledge the myriad of identities and
expressions within this community. A transwoman is an individual assigned male at
birth but identifies and lives as a woman, while a transman is assigned female at birth
but lives as a man.

Transvestites, drag queens, and drag kings represent distinct expressions of
gender variance. Transvestites derive pleasure from dressing in clothing associated
with the opposite gender, though they may not necessarily identify as a different
gender. Transvestites can be replaced with the considerate label crossdresser.
Meanwhile, drag queens or drag kings are individuals who are performers that adopt
exaggerated characteristics traditionally associated with the opposite gender for
entertainment purposes. Drag is about performance and expression and does not

necessarily reflect a person’s underlying gender identity (“Guidelines for
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Psychological Practice”). These labels demonstrate the complexity and richness of
gender diversity that emphasises the importance of understanding and respecting
each individual’s identity.

Cisgender individuals identify with the gender assigned to them at birth that
corresponds with societal expectations. In contrast, transgender individuals have a
gender identity that does not align with their assigned sex and encompasses a range
of various gender expressions. Bigender individuals identify with two genders, either
simultaneously or at different times, which challenges the binary understanding of
gender. Gender-fluid individuals experience a fluidity of gender, moving between or
across genders. Agender individuals reject or lack a specific gender identity, which
explains the diversity of gender experiences beyond traditional categories
(“Guidelines for Psychological Practice”).

When a person begins to unwind the binary notion of sex, there are more than
two categories of sex, which include female, male, and intersex. “Intersex is a
general term used for a variety of conditions in which a person is born with a
reproductive or sexual anatomy that doesn’t seem to fit the typical definitions of
female or male” (“Guidelines for Psychological Practice). This implies that the
word intersex encompasses numerous conditions where individuals are born with
reproductive or sexual anatomy that deviates from typical male or female definitions.

Sexual identity is the understanding of an individual’s self, influenced by
biological, psychological, and sociocultural factors in shaping sexual orientation and
desires, whereas sexual orientation refers to whom the person is sexually attracted to.
“Sexual orientation is the predominant erotic thoughts, feelings, and fantasies an

individual has for members of a particular sex, both sexes, or neither sex” (Savin-
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Williams 7). Sexual orientation relates to the genders to which a person is
romantically, emotionally, or sexually attracted. Indeed, everyone has a sex, a gender
identity, a gender expression, and a sexual orientation. Terms like cisgender,
transgender, bigender, gender fluid, and agender have been developed to describe
individuals who identify with different sexual identities. Sexual orientation includes
heterosexual, homosexual, asexual, bisexual, and pansexual, which together refer to
individuals who exhibit sexual attraction beyond the conventional gender framework.

Sexual orientation terms describe individuals based on their emotional,
romantic, or sexual attractions. Heterosexual individuals are attracted to the opposite
gender, while homosexual individuals are attracted to the same gender. Bisexual
individuals are attracted to people of more than one gender and pansexual individuals
are attracted to people regardless of gender therefore, the spectrum of attraction is as
wide as the range of potential partners. Asexual individuals do not experience sexual
attraction, and asexuality is a spectrum that includes various levels of interest in
romantic or emotional connections (“Guidelines for Psychological Practice”).

These gender positions contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the
diversity within gender identity and sexual orientation and acknowledge the
complexity and fluidity of human experiences. Common notions of gender are
informed by a concept called gender essentialism. Gender essentialism refers to the
perspective that there are two genders, woman and man that correspond exactly with
biological sex, female and male, and that the terms gender and sex also correspond
(Mann 20).

The modern academic understanding of gender, social roles, and identities of

individuals dates back to 1955 when the sexologist John Money introduced the



Sebastian 6
concept of gender role, which refers to societal expectations and norms about the
behaviours, roles, and characteristics deemed appropriate for individuals based on
their perceived gender. Money posited that social values and influences are relevant
parts in the development of an individual’s gender identity, where he asserts that a
child, regardless of their biological sex, would assume a female identity if raised as
such (55).

The role of a male or female in society is known as the gender role, and an
individual concept of oneself is known as gender identity. The crucial distinction
between gender identity and gender role is that “gender identity is the private
experience of gender role, and gender role is the public expression of gender
identity” (Money and Ehrhardt 301). Gender identity pertains to an individual’s
subjective and complex self-perception regarding individual assigned or perceived
sex that encompasses psychological, social, and cultural influences whereas, sex is
the biological and physiological part of who one is at birth. Gender roles are based
on societal expectations of a person’s sex, and gender expression refers to how a
person chooses to dress and present the individual self in a society or within a
culture.

Gender expression is a person’s behaviour, mannerisms, interests, and
appearance that are associated with gender in a particular cultural context,
specifically within the categories of femininity or masculinity. The transgender
theorist Kate Bornstein mentions: “Gender expression is how we put our identity into
playout in the world- and like gender identity, how we express our gender(s) is for us
alone to decide (GO 31). However, there can or cannot be any connection between a

person’s gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation. For example, a
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man who would rather wear pink shirts than blue or black would not necessarily be
transgender or transsexual, but just a man who would rather wear the colour he likes
rather than what society expects him to. The fact that a person is transsexual does not
reveal anything about his or her sexual orientation as some transsexuals are lesbian,
gay, or bisexual, and others are heterosexual.

The conversation about gender identity and expression becomes complicated,
especially when it comes to a society that constantly asks for identity verification.
“Gender attribution depends on cues given by the attribute and cues perceived by the
attributer” (Bornstein 32). Gender attribution is the act where a specific gender is
assigned to someone based on their appearance, which is a common aspect of gender
that leads to the need for identity verification. However, gender is often too complex
to be defined in a concise answer, which makes it difficult for non-binary individuals
to exist in a world that insists on knowing their gender. The need for gender
verification stems from compulsory heterosexuality, where sexual orientation is
defined by the gender of another person. Overall, the conversation about gender
identity and expression is constant and complex, but it is important to question the
need for gender verification and give individuals the option to define themselves
beyond the binary.

The entrenched binary framework of gender within societal structures
presents challenges for individuals whose gender identities surpass the conventional
male-female dichotomy. The visual of a circle with two binary points, representing
male and female, is often used to explain the gender binary (“Gender Symbol”). This
depiction neglects the nuanced spectrum of gender identities that extends beyond the

traditional binary paradigm. The pervasive societal indoctrination into the binary
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model poses a formidable inhibition for individuals who struggle with non-binary
identities. The process by which an individual gets detangled from the ingrained
binary constructs demands a considerable cognitive effort that necessitates a re-
evaluation of established beliefs to acknowledge and affirm the legitimacy of non-
binary gender identities.

Cross-culturally, gender studies conduct analyses to explore the influence of
cultural factors on societal expectations, behaviours, and opportunities related to
gender. This field of study strives not only to challenge stereotypes but also to foster
cultural sensitivity and inclusivity. These analyses explore the different cultural
practices, historical contexts, and belief systems to identify how gender roles are
constructed and maintained. Cross-cultural studies show how cultural narratives,
religious beliefs, and social institutions promote the development of gender norms.

Additionally, cross-cultural studies help show the intersections between
gender and other identity dimensions, such as race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality,
which describe the complex interplay of various factors that shape individuals’
experiences. This interplay, known as intersectionality, recognises that individuals
hold multiple social identities simultaneously that influence and shape each other in
complex ways. This field of inquiry delves into how gender influences the
construction of individual identities and shapes social interactions (Smith 15).

The exploration of the complex interactions between gender and race shows
how diverse constructs intersect to form individuals’ experiences. The analysis
considers how racial identities and socially constructed entities, intersect with gender
impacted facets such as privilege, discrimination, and societal expectations. This

intersectionality shows the unique challenges faced by individuals who navigate both



Sebastian 9
gendered and racialised systems and emphasises the necessity of an inclusive and
nuanced approach to address these inequalities. The investigation of the complex
interplay between gender and ethnicity acknowledges that cultural and ethnic
backgrounds influence individual expectations based on their gender. Moreover, the
analysis considers how traditional cultural norms and practices intersect with gender
roles that influence the lived experiences of individuals within specific ethnic
communities.

The exploration of gender and sexual orientation in gender studies involves
the investigation of how societal norms and expectations that surround gender
intersect with various sexual identities. This intersectionality recognises that
experiences of gender are intricately linked to one’s sexual orientation, which
influences issues such as acceptance, visibility, and discrimination. Understanding
the intersection of gender and sexual orientation is crucial to recognise the mixed
experiences of individuals within the LGBTQ+ community and address the specific
challenges the deviants face.

The analysis of the intersection between gender and nationality involves
understanding the influence of cultural and national contexts in the perceptions and
expectations related to gender roles. Different societies have distinct norms about
masculinity and femininity, and gender studies seek to resolve how these norms
impact individuals based on their nationality. This intersectional approach is vital to
acknowledge the varied ways in which gender is constructed and experienced
globally and recognises the influence of cultural and national contexts on gender
identity and expression. Within the intricate web of identities that intersect, and

where gender converges with factors such as race, ethnicity, sexuality, and
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socioeconomic status, a complex array of challenges and privileges unfolds. This
intricate interplay influences the non-uniform impact of gender norms within crucial
social institutions like education and the workplace. These institutions not only
dictate but also fortify distinct expectations and behaviours tethered to traditional
gender roles.

In education, gender norms manifest in curricular materials, teaching
methods, and expectations for student behaviour (Weis and Fine 8). Textbooks,
literature, and other educational resources often portray certain occupations as being
associated with a particular gender. This not only reflects societal stereotypes but
also accentuates them within the educational sphere by limiting the diversity of role
models and potential career paths presented to students. In addition, teaching
methods within educational settings are not immune to the subtle reinforcement of
gender stereotypes. The deliberate or unconscious interaction between educators and
students can have an impact on gendered outlooks and can influence students’
perceptions of their capabilities and potential.

Teaching methods are vulnerable to the subtle reinforcement of gender
biases. Whether conscious or not, the ways teachers interact with students can
influence gendered perceptions about capabilities and potential. Implicit biases lead
to differential expectations based on gender that impact students’ classroom
experiences and opportunities. For instance, stereotypes dictate that assertiveness or
strong academic performance are more valued in boys than girls, which forces
students to adhere to prevalent gender norms and this attitude could create disparities

in the learning environment.
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Subject choices and language use are other areas where gender stereotyping is
evident. Views about masculine and feminine traits in society significantly impact
what courses and careers students feel encouraged to pursue. Furthermore, gendered
language and standards affect student confidence, class participation, and the sense
of belonging, especially for those with non-conforming gender identities. Through
these avenues, educational institutions disseminate existing gender inequalities.

Similarly, workplace cultures and practices reflect restrictive gender norms
through leadership expectations, hiring decisions, and career mobility pathways
(Shevinsky 78). Assertiveness and leadership abilities are implicitly associated with
men while communal traits are linked to women. Consequently, gender biases and
stereotypes influence recruitment, often leading to hiring disparities based on gender
perceptions rather than actual qualifications. Promotion criteria and career
advancement opportunities are also affected with gender frequently determining the
type of positions men and women are considered eligible for and not the actual
credentials. These norms collectively contribute to gender inequities in professional
organizational contexts.

Media portrayals influence and mirror the complex interplay of gender norms
within key institutions like schools and workplaces. The ways in which men and
women are depicted in television, movies, and advertising shape public views about
masculine and feminine roles and behaviours. Different societies and cultures
internalise and reinforce stereotyped expectations in men and women. Those holding
influential positions within organizational and societal hierarchies possess decision-

making authority that shapes policies, cultures, and practices. As a result, systems
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and structures often perpetuate challenges rooted in restrictive stereotypes inclosing
gender roles and identities.

Portrayals of leadership, occupation roles, language use, and social
relationships carry underlying assumptions about appropriate behaviours and traits
for men, women, and non-binary individuals. The importance of dismantling these
stereotypes is exemplified by the implications that extend beyond individual self-
worth, which influences career choices and opportunities. The necessity for positive
gender representation in media and education encourages dialogue on gender roles
and identities. In addition, the observation of transgender narratives from a global
dimension posits the dynamics of gender roles.

Diverse cultural norms intersect with global perspectives, which necessitate
nuanced approaches to address and challenge ingrained stereotypes. The pursuit of
an inclusive society mandates a concerted effort to disassemble gender stereotypes
across various dimensions. This encompasses the promotion of different
representations in media, the cultivation of inclusive workplace cultures, and the
reconsideration of educational frameworks to encourage analysis of gender. Such
endeavours promote comprehensive representations in media that help cultivate
inclusive workplace cultures and reconsider educational frameworks, which support
the evolution of an encompassing understanding of gender that allow individuals to
express themselves genuinely, irrespective of traditional norms and expectations.

According to the author and journalist Michael A Singer, the “authentic self”
refers to an individual’s genuine identity, reflective of their deepest values and
feelings, often discovered through self-reflection and acceptance (7). In the context

of gender and the “authentic self”, “there is nothing more important to true growth
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than realising that you are not the voice of the mind; you are the one who hears it.
Only you can take inner freedom away from yourself or give it to yourself” (7). True
personal growth involves recognising that an individual’s gender identity is not
solely defined by societal expectations or internalised but realising that the gender
identity of an individual is separate from assumptions ingrained in society. Those
who embrace their authentic gender self are aware of their true feelings about their
gender identity, which is distinct from external influences, and they are granted the
inner freedom to express and live authentically.

The theoretical perspectives in anthropology, sociology, and psychology
examine the notion of gender and these perspectives converge to advocate for a
comprehensive understanding that transcends binary constructions. Emphasising the
significance of acknowledging and respecting personal and subjective dimensions
within the realm of gender identity, these perspectives facilitate a discussion within
these theoretical frameworks. In the “Cultural Constructionist Perspective”,
anthropologists accentuate that gender is a social and cultural construct. The
Canadian anthropologist Anne Bolin describes gender transition in an
anthropological model: “the individual withdraws from culture, its rules and its
company, to effect loss of one identity and taking on of another” (qtd. in Bornstein
151).

Bolin proposes an anthropological model for understanding gender transition.
According to this model, when an individual undergoes gender transition the person
withdraws from the rules, norms, and social ties associated with their assigned
gender identity and expression. During this period of withdrawal from their familiar

cultural background, the individual relinquishes aspects of their old gender identity
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and starts to embrace their new affirmed gender. This separation allows the
individual to shed the persona, roles, appearance, and social ties that come in conflict
with their internal sense of gender. These individuals adopt new ways of enactment,
self-presentation, and relationships that align with their gender identity. Through this
process of separation and incorporation, their sense of self and social belonging is
transformed.

Bolin discusses about the theoretical aspects of the cultural constructionist
perspective within the field of gender studies that include cultural constructionism,
rites of passage theory, identity formation, fluidity of gender, and cultural relativism.
Her perspective contests essentialist views on gender and emphasises the role of
cultural contexts that prompts the understanding and experiences of gender,
particularly for transgender individuals. Bolin integrates the anthropological concept
of “rites of passage” drawing from theories of initiation rituals, to describe and
analyse the experiences of transsexual individuals (78). Transgender individuals
undergo a transformative journey marked by cultural rituals and norms that
symbolise a transition from one gender role to another. The theoretical lens provides
a cultural context for understanding the complexities of transgender identities.

Bolin’s contributes to the theoretical understanding of identity formation,
particularly within the transgender experience. Through her exploration of how
cultural factors influence the acceptance or rejection of transgender identities, she
elaborates on how individuals navigate and negotiate their gender identity within
societal frameworks. Her work incorporates the principle of cultural relativism,
which recognises that the understanding and acceptance of transgender identities

vary across different cultural contexts.
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Bolin states:

I came to realize that there are multiple ways of expressing gender...I do

think that as a complex society, we have the option of having complex layers

and layers, complex identities that people can come into. And they’re out
there. It’s not so clean. I really believe that we see these identities being much
more of a continuum than | ever expected. For some, the option is definitely
going to be surgery. Other people may not be so firmly committed. And the
gender centres can help these people become who they are-help them to
negotiate society-it’s very important to do that. (Denny “Interview with Anne

Bolin”)

She realises that gender expression can take many forms as a society embrace
complex, multidimensional gender identities that people can adopt. For some,
undergoing a transition process, surgery is crucial in affirming their identity but for
others, they disregard surgical options and resist adhering to the conventional notions
of gender. Rather than forcing people into fixed binaries people should be allowed to
follow their path to express their identity. She emphasises the need to recognise and
challenge the constructed norms to foster gender equality and inclusivity.

The anthropologist Aihwa Ong explains the notion of trans because it relates
to transgender identity. She writes: “Trans denotes both moving through space or
across lines, as well as changing the nature of something” (44). The definition
emphasises the transformative nature of transgender experiences and shows how
individuals navigate not only physical spaces but also the boundaries of conventional

gender norms. On the one hand, trans conveys the idea of movement through space
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or across lines, which implies a literal or metaphorical journey that refers to the
physical act that moves across spaces or boundaries.

Additionally, the statement encompasses the idea that transpeople traverse or
transcend various aspects of life, such as societal norms, expectations, or personal
boundaries. On the other hand, she exemplifies the notion of trans also signifies
changing the nature of something. In this context, a transformative aspect is
suggested, which indicates a shift or alteration in the fundamental qualities or
characteristics of a given entity. This pertains to personal transformations, changes in
identity, or shifts in perspectives. The definition encapsulates the versatility of the
term trans which encompasses both the notions of movement and transformation
across various contexts.

Ong’s work explains the concept of “transcendence” within the prefix “trans”
(8). She notes that trans implies going beyond what is established within a specific
culture. Individuals asserting their authentic selves in a society confined by binary
gender constructs are central to understanding transgender identities and the idea of
transcending societal norms is integral to such an understanding. She asserts that the
prefix trans- alludes to how both behaviour and imagination are driven and regulated
by cultural and political forces. Transgender individuals often engage in acts of self-
discovery, self-expression, and self-assertion that challenge existing norms, and
Ong’s work describes the significance of these actions.

Queer theory emerged in the early 1990s with the writings of Judith Butler,
Teresa de Lauretis and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick among others. The term queer theory
is attributed to the Italian author and transgender theorist Teresa de Lauretis who

foregrounds three key components within queer theory. Firstly, her theory challenges
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the dominance of heterosexuality as the norm for understanding sexual relationships.
Secondly, she questions the unified perception of lesbian and gay studies as a
singular entity. Thirdly, De Lauretis describes the theory’s focus on exploring how
race influences biases in sexuality (296). She suggests that queer theory can integrate
these diverse critiques and open up possibilities for a comprehensive re-evaluation of
various aspects related to sexuality.

Queer theory explicates how societal norms limit the recognition of diverse
identities and make clear the connection between an inclusive perspective and the
critique of heteronormativity. Heteronormativity asserts that people fall into distinct
and complementary roles within their natural roles in life, and sexual and marital
relations are most compatible between people of opposite sexes. This belief system is
based on cultural assumptions and ideological constraints. Queer theory helps break
down cultural assumptions and ideological constructions that reinforce
heteronormativity and disrupts and questions the conventional categories of gender.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, the transgender theorist, defines “queer” as “the
open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances, resonances, lapses, and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s
sexuality, aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically” (8). According to
Sedgwick, “queer” represents spaces where meanings are not easily confined to
singular or monolithic interpretations. Instead, queer encompasses the gaps, overlaps,
dissonances, resonances, lapses, and excesses of meaning that arise when traditional
and fixed categories fail to fully capture the richness and diversity of individual

experiences. The statement reflects a commitment to embrace the fluidity and
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multiplicity inherent in human identities and challenge normative and binary
constructions of gender and sexuality.

Judith Butler’s performativity theory supplements the discourse on
transgender, which posits that gender is not a fixed essence but a continual
performance. The theory of performative gender, posits that individuals “perform”
their gender roles through actions, language, and behaviours, and this performance
helps shape their identities (Butler 6). The theory challenges conventional notions of
gender identity which suggests that gender is not something a person fundamentally
is but rather something a person continually does or performs. Butler states: “When
we say gender is performed, we usually mean that we’ve taken on a role or we’re
acting in some way and that our acting or our role playing is crucial to the gender
that we are and the gender that we present to the world” (8). The conventional
notions of gender identity, suggest that gender is not something a person
fundamentally is but rather something a person continually does or performs.

At the core of performativity theory is the idea that gender is not a fixed or
essential identity but is instead a social construct that individuals perform through
their actions, behaviours, and expressions. In other words, rather than being born
with a specific gender, individuals perform their gender roles in society. Butler’s
theory rejects the traditional binary understanding of gender as solely male or female.
Instead, it posits that gender is a complex and extensive spectrum with various
expressions and identities that go beyond the binary.

Butler emphasises the role of social norms and expectations that shape and
enforce gender identity. Society imposes certain norms and expectations for how

individuals should behave based on their perceived gender. These norms are
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reinforced through language, culture, and institutions. According to her, individuals
enact their gender identity through repetitive actions and behaviours that conform to
societal norms. These actions, in turn, reinforce and reproduce the social constructs
of gender. For example, the way one dresses, speaks, or behaves is a performance of
gender. Performativity theory also states the potential for subversion and resistance.
As gender is performative, individuals challenge and disrupt traditional gender norms
by performing their gender in non-conforming ways which question and reshape
societal expectations.

The philosopher Paul Ricoeur explores the theory of identity and selfhood
which helps elucidate the intricate nature of gender identity. His theory provides a
nuanced framework to understand the complex interplay of personal narratives and
societal constructs. Ricoeur’s theory posits that “identity is not a fixed essence but a
narrative that individuals construct over time” (7). It could be inferred that rather
than view identity as something inherent or predetermined, he emphasises the
evolving nature of identity formation through personal narratives. Individuals make
sense of their lives and experiences through narratives that give coherence and
meaning to their sense of self. These narratives include elements such as personal
history, values, beliefs, and aspirations.

Ricoeur formulates that identity is a product of constant reflection and
interpretation, which is not a fixed and unchangeable entity but rather a continuous
story that individuals narrate to themselves and others, which shapes and reshapes
their understanding of who they are. This emphasis on narrative identity aligns with
the idea that individuals engage in the construction and interpretation of their own

life stories as they travel through the complexities of existence. This narrative
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prompts an exploration of how individuals pass through and articulate their gender
identities within the expansive social, cultural, and political contexts.

Ricoeur’s emphasis on the interpretive nature of identity aligns with the
subtle ways by which transgender individuals make sense of their experiences. He
mentions: “If it is true that there is always more than one way of construing a text, it
is not true that all interpretations are equal” (56). His assertion that there are multiple
ways of interpreting a text, while not implying the equality of all interpretations can
be linked to gender identity and selfhood theory. While he acknowledges the
plurality of gender expressions and identities, the statement exemplifies the
importance of the evaluation of interpretations and recognises that not all
perspectives hold equal validity. In identity and selfhood theory, the perspective of
plurality encourages a nuanced understanding that respects the diversity of individual
experiences and makes an astute interconnection with the societal and cultural
influences that impinge on these interpretations.

Ricoeur’s concept of the social dimension of identity complements the
interdisciplinary nature of transgender studies. He emphasises that an individual’s
sense of self is intricately connected to the broader social context. His perspective,
which is relevant to transgender studies, emphasises the social dimensions of
identity. This entails how cultural and societal norms, historical context, power
dynamics, intersectionality, and social interactions intersect with and influence
transgender identities within the framework of social structures, cultural norms, and
political dynamics.

When applied to transgender studies, Ricoeur’s theory allows for an

exploration of how transgender narratives challenge or conform to prevailing cultural
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scripts and norms related to gender. This analysis gives an understanding of the lived
experiences of transgender individuals and elucidates the social and cultural changes
that impact their sense of self. His identity and selfhood theory encourages a
thorough exploration of the extensive narratives within the transgender community
and prompts consideration of the widespread societal context, in which the narratives
unfold.

The sociologist Raewyn Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity
highlights the influence of social structures on individuals’ self-perceptions.
Connell’s inspection of the impact of hegemonic masculinity on societal norms
explains a comprehensive understanding of how individuals perceive themselves and
others within the intricate interplay of social contexts. The notion that transgender
individuals need not conform to traditional or hegemonic expressions of masculinity
or femininity to validate their gender identity has evolved. His conception of
“hegemonic masculinity” in the early 1980s elucidates the culturally idealised and
dominant form of masculinity within a given societal context. Hegemonic
masculinity is characterised by traits such as power, dominance, and control, which
embody the cultural ideals of what it means to be a man. Connell emphasises that
this notion is subject to negotiation, and varies according to race, class, and sexuality.
Connell reinforces the understanding of the socially constructed and fluid nature of
gender roles through the conceptualisation of hegemonic masculinity (89).

The social psychologist John C. Turner’s theory of self-categorisation
emphasises the changing nature of an individual’s identity. The theory suggests that
individuals can shift between personal and social identities, where personal identity

refers to an individual’s distinct characteristics, experiences, and self-perceptions that
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distinguish them from others. Social identity involves the identification with and
belonging to a specific social group, influencing how individuals define themselves
about others within that group.

Transgender individuals often find themselves struggling between personal
and social identities. For a transgender personal identity, which is closely tied to an
individual’s internal understanding and acknowledgment of their gender identity
differs from the sex assigned at birth and plays a significant role in shaping an
individual’s self-perception and overall well-being. Simultaneously, social identity
becomes a crucial aspect in the life of a transgender because of complex interactions
built within the societal context. For transgender individuals, societal attitudes,
norms, and acceptance play an important role in shaping their social identity.

Psychological theories on gender include Gender Schema Theory by the
American psychologist Sandra Bem and Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) by the
American clinical psychologist Laura Brown. Bem argues that individuals develop
mental schemas or frameworks for understanding gender. These schemas influence
how people process information about themselves and others in terms of gender.
Relational Cultural Theory influences the development of gender-related schemas by
departing from individualistic models and emphasises that growth and resilience
occur within the context of relationships.

These perspectives subsidise a nuanced understanding of how individuals
form and direct gender-related mental frameworks within the relational connections.
Rooted in the cognitive processes of individuals, these theoretical frameworks
encourage the exploration of gender identity and acknowledge the fluidity and

flexibility inherent in the development of gender schemas. They challenge the
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embedded binary gender norms in Western culture, which opens avenues for an
inclusive understanding of gender.

Various cultures have expressed gender fluidity in different forms and people
identify their gender orientation beyond the binary framework, which is a Western
notion. Jacob et al mention that the Native acceptance of gender deviants in the
native American varies with culture and time. In the majority of time and culture,
those people who deviated from the assigned gender at birth to a different one was
not considered to be women or men. Native Americans believed in the traditional
binary gender norms but did incorporate gender deviants into the society though the
deviants were called by various names. Native American groups developed terms
that are used to describe these gender deviants. Some of the commonly used terms
were, ‘Cheyenne’, ‘Ojibwa’, and ‘Yuki’ to those individuals who were born as male
but preferred to take up female roles. These words translate themselves as ‘half men,
half-women’ or ‘men-women’. Similarly, a female assigned who took on male roles
was called a ‘katsotse’ or boy-girl (67).

Daniels observes that in ancient Mesopotamia, within the religious movement
dedicated to the goddess Inanna, gender was not confined to a rigid binary system of
male and female. Inanna, also known as Ishtar, held a revered status as the Queen of
Heaven and was worshipped as the goddess of sex, war, and justice. Intriguingly,
Inanna was believed to possess the transformative ability to change an individual’s
gender. The Inanna cult, which flourished in ancient Mesopotamia, was characterised
by a departure from the conventional gender binary. Devotees and priests within the

Inanna cult were recognised for their androgyny, which blurred or even transcended
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traditional gender distinctions. These individuals lived outside the gender binary and
were prominently associated with the goddess Inanna

In the religious context of the Inanna cult, terms like hermaphrodite were
used to describe those who defied the traditional binary system of gender. The cultic
and complexity of gender roles within this cultural and religious milieu. The
historical example from ancient Mesopotamia challenges contemporary notions of a
fixed gender binary, which emphasises that the concept of gender has indeed evolved
and has been understood in different ways across cultures (Daniels “Ancient
Mesopotamian Transgender and Non-Binary Identities™).

The Inanna cult stands as a significant testament to the existence of people
living outside the gender binary for centuries, which demonstrates the shifting nature
of gender throughout history. The exploration of transgender experiences in ancient
Mesopotamia reveals that gender identities extend beyond traditional binaries. The
resilience demonstrated by transgender individuals who choose to challenge
entrenched gender norms finds its origins in these ancient depictions.

Transitioning from the ancient to recent historical chapters, a transformative
shift in the understanding of gender and sexuality emerged in 1952, when Christine
Jorgensen’s sex reassignment surgery spotlighted gender, which prompted inquiries
into the determinants of an individual’s gender. The subsequent periods saw the
conceptual opening of transgenderism, which extends beyond the rigid definitions of
male or female (Schwartz and Rutter 9). The narrative of the LGBTQ+ rights
movement interweaved through historical epochs and found a significant inflection

point in the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969. This moment catalysed the Pride
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movement, which was rooted in the commemoration of the riots and evolved into a
vital force for visibility and change.

In 2016, the designation of the Stonewall Inn as a national monument by
President Obama marked the formal recognition of LGBTQ+ history. The violent
riots constituted a momentous turning point that garnered mainstream visibility and
momentum and propelled the LGBTQ+ rights movement forward. Pride, from its
inception as a commemoration of an important historical moment, has transformed
into a global movement that advocates for equality, acceptance, and justice for all.
Pride stands as a testament to the resilience, strength, and unity of the LGBTQ+
community and its allies across the ages.

Transgender is a complex label that has evolved to encompass a wide range
of experiences related to gender identity and expression. The complexity of the term
transgender arises from its evolution to encompass an array of experiences related to
gender identity and expression. Beyond the traditional binary framework,
transgender people include individuals whose gender identity does not align with
their assigned sex at birth, as well as those who challenge societal norms about
gender roles. Cultural variations, the intersectionality of gender with other aspects of
identity, and the growing legal setting support the subtle nature of transgender
experiences. Additionally, the fluidity and evolution of language that discusses
transgender identities reflect the ongoing efforts to capture the richness and diversity
of these experiences within the complexity of human identity.

Transgender individuals embark on a journey of self-discovery, a process
marked by introspection and the recognition of a misalignment between their

assigned gender at birth and their internal sense of self. This self-reflection often
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serves as the foundation for subsequent steps in their gender identity journey.
Coming out is an act of self-assertion, where individuals courageously share their
authentic gender identity with friends, family, and peers. This vulnerable disclosure
is a significant milestone that helps affirm their true selves, seeks understanding, and
fosters a supportive environment.

Societal norms attempt to categorise transgender strictly as male or female, a
categorisation that could be unacceptable within cultures. Although there is no
universally prescribed method for transitioning genders, these changes necessitate
aligning a person’s physical appearance with the preferred gender, altering the name
to reflect gender identity, and making modifications to the body for aligning with
their authentic self. The experience of transgender identity differs among individuals,
with some grappling with shame or confusion along their journey. This diversity in
experiences becomes particularly salient during adolescence when individuals
undergo a phenomenon known as “gender intensification” (Hill and Lynch 208).

The concept of “gender intensification” leads to the pressure to conform to
the gender norms associated with the assigned gender and biological sex.
Additionally, adolescents experience significant physiological changes, which
include increased hormone production and the maturation of their reproductive
systems (Steensma et al. 649). For non-binary individuals, adolescents face
challenges as they navigate the intricacies of gender identity development during a
phase of heightened self-exploration. Peer pressure further compounds these
challenges, as individuals feel deterred from pursuing certain activities or interests
due to the fear of peer ridicule when they deviate from established gender norms

(Perry and Pauletti 67). The fear of peer judgement and ridicule demonstrates the
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significance of how transgenderism and transsexualism challenge the essentialist
ideas of gender identity as individuals assert their authentic gender identities despite
the burden to conform to rigid, binary gender norms.

A significant aspect of the transgender experience is social transition, which
involves changes in external presentation such as clothing, name, and pronouns. The
social transition is a personal aspect of the transgender experience that represents an
alignment between a person’s internal gender identity and their external presentation.
A fundamental dimension of this process is the adaptation of clothing to reflect the
gender with which individuals identify. For many transgender people, this shift in
wardrobe signifies more than a change in style rather, it becomes a powerful means
that help them express their genuine selves and reclaim agency over their identity.
The choice of clothing becomes a form of liberation that allows individuals to break
away from common expectations linked to their assigned sex at birth.

The social transition involves the adoption of a name that parallels an
individual’s affirmed gender identity, where choosing a name is a personal and
empowering decision that enables transgender individuals for asserting their true
selves within spheres of social influence. The significance of this phase extends
beyond linguistic changes and becomes a declaration of identity, which reinforces a
sense of belonging. The adoption of a chosen name is a tangible and meaningful way
for individuals to embrace and communicate their gender identity to the world.

Additionally, the social transition encompasses the use of gender-affirming
pronouns, which is another aspect that aligns external presentation with internal
identity. Appropriate usage of a pronoun is not merely a linguistic formality rather, it

is an essential means that validates and respects individual gender identity. Whether
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preferring using pronouns such as she or her, he or him, or they or their, transgender
individuals undertake transition with the expectation of being addressed in a manner
consistent with their affirmed gender. This linguistic affirmation fosters an inclusive
and respectful environment.

Social transition is an expression of self-determination and a testament to the
resilience and courage of transgender individuals who navigate their paths towards
greater visibility and acceptance. Some individuals also opt for medical
interventions, such as hormone therapy or gender-affirming surgeries to align their
physical characteristics with their felt gender identity. These medical and social
interventions are acts of self-assertion that reflect a commitment to personal
authenticity. Engaging with LGBTQ+ and transgender communities becomes a
source of strength and support during this journey. Connecting with others who share
similar experiences provides a sense of belonging and solidarity, contributing to the
ongoing process of self-discovery.

For many transgender individuals, advocacy and activism play a crucial role
in self-expression. By speaking out against discrimination and working towards
increased visibility and acceptance, they assert not only their own identities but also
support change within social structures. The acts of self-discovery, self-expression,
and self-assertion are integral components of the transgender experience. Such
processes reflect the diversity of individual journeys, which show the courage and
resilience of transgender individuals as they circumnavigate the complexities of
gender identity.

Cressida J. Heyes, the Professor of Political Science and Philosophy at the

University of Alberta exemplifies how transgenderism and transsexualism challenge
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and disrupt the essentialist ideas of gender identity. Heyes elaborates that these
experiences contest the belief in fixed and inherent characteristics associated with
gender. Transgender and transsexual individuals advocate a progressing gender
identity that dispels the notion that gender is exclusively dictated by biological sex.
Their experiences emphasise the fluidity of social constructs, and personal agency
that is integral to shaping gender identities. In this way, essentialist perspectives that
oversimplify gender as a binary is disputed.

Transgender people reject the idea that they need to overdo gender
stereotypes to affirm their identities. Butler’s notions of performativity and gender
identity challenge need to adhere to traditional gender norms. She states: “The fact
that one becomes a gender through a series of acts that are renewed, revised, and
consolidated through time means that one becomes, to some extent, a figure never
quite settled, something of a fiction” (56). Here, she argues that gender is not an
inherent or fixed identity but is rather something that individuals must continually
construct and perform. Gender is not in a static state of being but an ongoing process.
She suggests that because gender is performative and subject to ongoing acts and
revisions, it is never entirely fixed or settled.

Gender identity is not a concrete or unchanging essence but a fluid and
changing aspect of a person’s identity. When Butler refers to gender as a partial or
questionable truth with elements of fabrication, she challenges the notion that gender
is an objective, pre-existing reality (56). However, she argues that gender is a
socially constructed concept, which is a set of norms and expectations that

individuals internalise and perform. She stresses the idea that gender is not a stable,
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natural, or innate attribute, but a product of a person’s actions, behaviours, and
societal norms.

Gender identity is performative, which means that gender is something a
person must continually enact and revise throughout their lives. This perspective has
made an impact on gender studies and LGBTQ+ studies because it challenges
traditional understandings of gender and endorses to a comprehensive and fluid
understanding of gender identity. The rejection of rigid gender norms and
expectations paves the way for a greater acceptance of gender fluidity, which is the
ability to move between different genders or to exist in a state that is neither male nor
female.

Gender fluidity is a concept that has given rise to the recognition and use of
gender-neutral pronouns. Gender fluidity refers to a non-binary gender identity
characterised by a fluid or flexible experience of gender (Bornstein 22). Individuals
who identify as gender fluid accept new gender expressions that challenge the
conventional binary understanding of male and female. This fluidity extends to the
use of pronouns, where some individuals, often associated with the term “neo
pronouns”, choose pronouns outside of the traditional binary. Neo pronouns, such as
“ze, hir, xe, xyr,” reflect a nuanced approach to gender expression and recognition
that allows individuals to communicate their gender identity.

These pronouns postulate a comprehensive and respectful discourse
surrounding gender-diverse languages. Using these pronouns allows gender deviants
to exist in a world that adheres to the gender binary, which also helps validate their
experiences and challenges the notion that a person’s assigned or presumed sex

determines gender at birth. However, the acceptance and understanding of
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neopronouns vary across cultures and communities. Some people struggle to grasp
the concept, while others resist change due to entrenched beliefs about gender.

The emergence of neo pronouns represents a shift towards a better
understanding of gender. Neo pronouns signify a growing willingness to
acknowledge and respect the multiplicity of gender identities, which ultimately
promotes greater acceptance and support for individuals who do not fit within the
traditional binary. In this advancement of gender expression, neo-pronouns play a
vital role in affirming the identities of those who use them to challenge the
limitations of traditional language and societal norms.

Both gender fluidity and the use of neo-pronouns explain the multitude of
ways, in which people experience and express their gender beyond the constraints of
traditional norms, and promulgate an inclusive understanding of gender identity. The
use of neo-pronouns such as “zie,” “zi,” “hir,” “yo,” “them,” “they,” “it,” and “one”
within the LGBTQ+ community and beyond shows the growing recognition of non-
binary and gender diverse identities (Baron 16). The importance of incorporating
gender-neutral language into everyday speech lies in the capacity to promote the
encompassing of a wide range of genders.

Bornstein played a crucial role in mainstreaming the use of gender-neutral
pronouns by employing them in the description of a character named Scratch in the
novel Nearly Roadkill, co-authored by Caitlin Sullivan. This marked one of the
initial instances of their application: “It is here that Scratch has found hirself, bored
out of hir mind but unable to sleep” (Bornstein and Sullivan 13). The neo-pronouns
“ze” and “hir,” subsequently became Bornstein’s chosen pronouns for articulating

her gender-fluid identity.
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By using “hirself” and “hir” in the novel Nearly Roadkill, Bornstein
introduced these neo-pronouns to a broader audience, which marked one of the early
instances of their application. This demonstrates Bornstein’s commitment to
representing gender diversity and rejecting traditional gender norms within
mainstream literature. The relevance of this usage lies in its role as a historical
marker in the context of the LGBTQ+ movement that describes the ongoing efforts
to expand gender-neutral language and recognition for gender-fluid individuals.

Non-binary individuals, in particular do not conform exclusively to the
categories of man or woman, and the use of gendered language inadvertently makes
them feel excluded or invalidated. For instance, when a person chooses to employ
gender-neutral language to address a group as honoured guests or welcome everyone
instead of ladies and gentlemen, use siblings instead of brothers and sisters, or
address a person as server instead of waiter or waitress, the commitment to
acknowledge and respect individuals of all gender identities is demonstrated. These
examples show how inclusive language can encompass and honour people across the
gender spectrum.

Similarly, when a person has to address strangers or individuals whose
gender identity is unknown, it is beneficial to utilise gender-neutral terms such as
excuse me or hello instead of gender-specific titles such as madam or sir. This
practice not only avoids potential misgendering but also suggests creating a
respectful environment for everyone. The adoption of gender-neutral language in
everyday interaction is a way to express respect and consideration for the diverse
range of gender identities that exist. The use of gender-neutral pronouns helps create

an accepting society where individuals of all genders feel seen and valued.
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Despite the growing visibility of transgender people, when individuals “come
out of the closet”, it is crucial to recognise that trans individuals continue to confront
discrimination, pervasive stigma, and systemic inequality. With the acceptance of
gender-neutral language, individuals can assist in creating an environment where
transgenders have a sense of validation and acknowledgement, which challenge the
barriers encountered in their pursuit of equality and acceptance. The first awareness
of transsexuality came through figures like Christine Jorgensen in 1952 and activists
like Virginia Prince, who facilitated support groups for cross-dressers. These early
efforts were met with concerns about potential police infiltration, as cross-dressing
was illegal then (Docter 7).

However, the experience of young trans individuals is different, because of
the advent of social media and the internet which has made it easier for them to
connect with others who share similar experiences, thereby sparing them the
isolation that previous generations endured. Popular culture scrutinises several
aspects related to gender with TEDx talks that delve into the nuances of gender
identity and representation. TEDx talks are a series of independently organised
events that feature short, impactful presentations on a wide range of topics. These
talks not only challenge the status quo but also offer a platform for individuals to
share their experiences which adds to an inclusive understanding of gender in the
cultural background.

TEDx talks delve into the theme of gender fluidity. Geena Rocero, a
transgender model and activist deliver the “Why I Must Come Out” talk, which
shares her journey of coming out as a transgender and emphasises the importance of

self-identification within the context of gender fluidity. In her talk, she discusses her
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positive and negative experiences in the modelling industry about the need for the
acceptance of transgender individuals (Rocero 01:08-08:10). Author and storyteller
Ivan Coyote presents “Why We Need Gender-Neutral Bathrooms,” which explores
the significance of gender-neutral restroom facilities in public spaces. He addresses
the challenges that gender-diverse individuals often encounter in restrooms and
promotes the creation of safe and inclusive facilities accessible to individuals of
diverse gender orientations (Coyote 00:25- 11:31).

TEDx talks examine the comprehensive experiences of gender fluidity,
which expose the challenges and triumphs of individuals who navigate gender
beyond the binary. Similar to such talks, transsexual writers have also recognised the
need for greater understanding and empathy, leading them to author books that
expose the living conditions and experiences of the transgender community. TEDX
talks serve as platforms for dialogue and awareness, literary works reveal the
necessity to break down stereotypes and promote an inclusive society where gender
identities are respected and accepted.

Creative outlets, similar to TEDx talks facilitate individual expression in the
context of gender diversity. These platforms, spanning various art forms such as
visual arts, literature, and performance, allow individuals to explore and articulate
their unique gender identities. Through artistic expression, individuals embark on a
journey of self-discovery, utilising their creativity to convey personal experiences,
challenges, and triumphs on issues related to gender identity. This process not only
serves as a form of introspection but also invites the audience to engage with and

empathise with the narratives centred on gender diversity and its implications.
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The contribution of creative outlets to the cultural dialogue on gender
diversity lies in the ability to challenge and deconstruct traditional stereotypes and
norms. Artists employ subversion, satire, and confrontation to question preconceived
notions of masculinity, femininity, and the binary nature of gender. By subverting
these norms, creators inspire audiences to scrutinise societal expectations, paving the
way for an inclusive and nuanced understanding of gender diversity. Moreover,
creative works act as potent tools for building empathy and understanding within
societies.

Through literature, film, and other artistic expressions, narratives portraying
the lived experiences of transgender and gender-diverse individuals humanise their
stories. This humanisation dispels myths and promotes a cultural awareness that
transcends stereotypes and misconceptions. Creative outlets thus become vehicles for
sharing personal stories, breaking down barriers, and creating a deeper connection
among individuals from different gender backgrounds.

Creative outlets support cultural representation and visibility where
underrepresented voices find a platform in the arts to share their unique perspectives,
which contributes to the various portrayals of the human experience. With the
inclusion of a broad gender identity spectrum through literature, film, and the visual
arts, creative expressions question the existing norms, contributing to a broader
cultural shift that recognises and celebrates the richness of gender diversity. These
outlets serve as spaces for holding dialogue and conversation around gender
diversity.

Aurtistic works, whether through exhibitions, film screenings, or literary

discussions act as catalysts for communities to engage in meaningful conversations.
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These dialogues help dispel stigmas, break down misconceptions, and nurture an
informed and open-minded societal discourse on gender diversity. Creative outlets
emerge as potent catalysts in the ongoing cultural discourse on gender diversity.
Within this transformative setting, literature emerges as the driving force, providing a
platform for the essential conversations on gender to thrive and initiate change.
Literature possesses a unique capability to bring about shifts in the lives of
transgender individuals that transcend, the mere portrayal of human actions rather, it
acts as a transformative mirror, reflecting and recalibrating societal perceptions as it
circulates and corresponds within a societal context.

Literature catalyses the transformation of individuals with gender deviance by
offering a platform for vital conversations to flourish and inspire change, thereby the
medium possesses the ability to enact changes in the lives of transgender individuals,
both through fictional and non-fictional texts. Literature goes beyond the mere
depiction of human actions rather because it serves as a transformative mirror that
reflects and amends narrow gender perceptions that spread in a society. With the
focus on diverse voices and experiences related to gender, literature contributes to an
ongoing dialogue that challenges norms, promotes an all-encompassing attitude, and
encourages an understanding of numerous ways individuals express their gender.
Eventually, an expanded recognition of gender complexity in literary spaces signifies
substantial progress in how society comprehends, discusses, and validates gender
diversity. Literature is a tool that sensitises and raises awareness within society about
gender non-conforming individuals.

The Indian transgender author Revathi describes the potential for change that

literature holds. She states: “The overwhelming public response to my books is the
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source of great satisfaction for me. | feel that the reason I took to write has been
validated” (Revathi xiii). By expressing satisfaction with the overwhelming public
response to her books, Revathi suggests that the resonance of her written work with
readers validates her initial motivation to write. This implies that the positive
reception of her literature serves as a confirmation that her decision to engage in
writing is meaningful and purposeful. By stating that the public response is a source
of great satisfaction, she states the importance of literature as a tool for advocacy and
activism, particularly in the context of transgender issues. This encapsulates the idea
that literature possesses the power to propel change, mould public discourse, and
promote the validation and understanding of the experiences, particularly within the
realm of transgender activism. The review of literature that comes under the
panorama of this thesis is “Becoming and Be/Longing: Kate Bornstein’s Gender
Outlaw and My Gender Workbook” by Bina Toledo Freiwald.

The thesis examines how the author, playwright, and transgender theorist
Kate Bornstein expresses self-doubt about hir identity, moves to resist rigid gender
categorisation through performance, and advocates activism to embrace and
empower gender fluidity across cultures. Bornstein defies conventional gender
divisions and asserts hirself to be a gender-fluid individual, neither identifying hirself
as a man nor a woman.

Contemporary trans-autobiographical literature, such as Jan Morris’s
Conundrum and Renée Richards’s Second Serve, establish the foundational
framework for the genre. Nevertheless, Bornstein’s work, Gender Outlaw, originally
published in 1994 and revised in 2016, currently leads the way in effecting

substantial paradigm shifts. The transgender writers in the American context such as
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Kate Bornstein, Janet Mock, Jennifer Finney Boylan, Julia Serano, and Justice
Ameer among others offer unique insights into the existence, circumstances, and
experiences of transgender individuals from divergent viewpoints.

Janet Mock’s memoir Redefining Realness: My Path to Womanhood, Identity
Love, and So Much More narrates her journey towards authenticity and advocacy.
Her story serves as a representation of transgender individuals, particularly trans
women of colour. The memoir highlights the importance of recognising and
accepting one’s identity and presents Mock’s resilience against unfair norms and
prejudices that deride transgender experiences. Her story marks the beginning of the
need to listen to unprivileged voices and serves as an inspiration to those who
undergo similar experiences. Jennifer Finney Boylan’s memoir She’s Not There: A
Life in Two Genders conveys how difficult it is for a transgender person to deny his
or her true self and how hard it is to have the courage to be who a person is in
terms of gender identity. She elaborates on how irrational it is to use the genitalia
to ascribe a particular gender orientation to someone. She attempts to raise
awareness among people about the discrimination transgender people face and the
part society can play in ending disparity.

Julia Serano’s Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the
Scapegoating of Femininity shares both pre- and post-transition experiences and
observations that divulge how indifference towards femininity shapes societal
attitudes toward trans women. She exposes the intensity of the cultural belief that
femininity is weak and passive, and how this feminine weakness exists only to attract
and appease male desire. The poet Justice Ameer’s poem “Body without the ‘d””,

discusses a body that is not complete and the lack of productivity of the body as it is
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neither male nor female. The poet uses the gender-neutral pronouns xe and xyr to
authenticate his personal involvement with his body, which is considered deviant. In
this manner, each author brings a unique lens that combines personal narratives,
activism, and generates awareness of dissimilar transgender experiences.

Bornstein emphasises hir desire to break free from society’s insistence on
binary categorisations, identifying hirself as a “transsexual woman, a transsexual
lesbian, a feminist thespian,” all abbreviated as “girl” (APQD 80). Ze highlights hir
determination to challenge and subvert society’s rigid binary categorisations of
gender by using unconventional self-identifiers that intentionally blur the lines
between traditional gender roles and expectations. By identifying hirself as a
“transsexual woman,” ze acknowledges hir transgender identity while also affirming
hir womanhood. By adding “transsexual lesbian,” ze further complicates the
conventional understanding of gender and sexuality, because being a transsexual
leshian suggests that she is attracted to women. This challenges the notion that
gender identity and sexual orientation must neatly align within a binary framework.

Ze also refers to hirself as a “feminist thespian,” and brings attention to hir
involvement in feminism and the world of theatre. This highlights hir manifold
identity, which emphasises that gender is not the sole defining factor in a person’s
life. The use of the term “girl” to abbreviate these various identities adds the element
of nonconformity, which shows hir rejection of rigid gender categories and invites
others to question and reevaluate their preconceptions about gender and identity. In
response to whether the transgender community is similar to the lesbian or gay
communities, Bornstein distinguishes between them by asserting that the lesbian or

gay community is about who a person relates to, whereas for transgender individuals,
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it is about relating to oneself. Ze occupies what ze describes as an “in-between
place,” existing beyond the confines of socially approved gender identities (78). Ze
emphasises hir journey of acceptance and the turmoil ze has faced in defining hir
gender identity.

Hir monologue “The Seven Year Itch”, written seven years after hir
reassignment surgery, reflects hir refusal to conform to the labels of man or woman.
This monologue serves as a testament to hir ongoing exploration of gender identity
and hir unwavering commitment to authenticity and self-expression. Ze notes: “After
thirty-seven years of trying to be male and over eight years trying to be female, I’ve
concluded that neither is worth all the trouble” (49). This reflects hir personal
journey of gender exploration and reveals the sense of disillusionment with the
traditional binary understanding of male and female. Ze spent a significant portion of
hir life attempting to conform to societal expectations of being a male for thirty-
seven years and later explored a female identity for over eight years before finally
accepting and remaining secure in the gender fluid identity she chose for hirself.

The phrase “neither is worth all the trouble” suggests the realisation that
being neither a male nor a female brings a sense of fulfilment or authenticity. This
candid admission reflects the challenges and complexities individuals face in moving
through expectations around gender and highlights the limitations of a binary
understanding of gender identity. Hir words state the importance of embracing varied
gender experiences beyond rigid categories and question societal norms to find an
authentic sense of self. Confronting the frustration linked to the notion of “passing”
as a transgender woman, ze challenges the implication that it involves deception and

trickery, questioning the societal expectations embedded in the concept. While ze
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simply lives hir life as hirself, and discloses hir trans identity, this results in
objectification of hir sense of humanity and raises questions about hir notion of
womanhood

By highlighting a spectrum of identities beyond traditional norms, ze is
engaging in an ongoing dialogue challenging societal constructs, promoting an
attitude involving diversity of gender attributes, and acknowledging mixed ways
individuals express their gender. A rigid binary standpoint on gender restricts
freedom and reinforces stereotypes. Revisions to stereotypical discernments
challenge established norms, and propose a transformation of individual and

collective awareness of gender.



Chapter 2
Exploring Identity: Gender Fluidity and Societal Dynamics

Viewing gender from a traditional standpoint not only narrows down
individual notions of gender identity but also recognises biased representations.
Alterations to a communal response and comprehension of gender identity reveals a
complex process that needs substantiation and the approval of a society. When a
society embraces a more inclusive and nuanced perspective of gender, individuals
have the opportunity to explore a wider range of gender possibilities. This approach
recognises that gender is not confined to a fixed binary but exists along a continuum
and acknowledges the existence of transgender and non-genderqueer individuals,
among others, who do not conform to traditional precepts of gender identity.

By embracing this diversity of gender identities, society takes steps towards
creating an equitable and understanding environment for all individuals, which is
about acknowledging that every person’s experience of gender is unique and valid.
This recognition benefits those who identify outside the binary but also contributes to
dismantling harmful stereotypes and expectations that show how people interact and
perceive one another. Furthermore, this developing perspective on gender recognises
that gender expectations do not confine to a particular region or culture but extend
beyond these boundaries.

Gender norms and roles vary across societies, and the acknowledgement of
these variations, respects and values diverse gender expressions across different
cultural contexts. This shift in perspective on gender is not just about breaking down
barriers but also building a society that celebrates and respects diverse gender

identities, which creates an equitable and understanding global community. This
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transformation is reflected in the observations of the writer and transgender activist
Leslie Feinberg, who describes the persistence of the binary gender system that is
closely tied to power dynamics and the challenge of imagining a genderless
alternative (67). This reflects an understanding of the interconnectedness between
societal norms and power structures and the difficulty of envisioning a gender-
inclusive world.

Feinberg’s observation suggests that the traditional binary gender system,
which categorises individuals strictly as either male or female is not a neutral
classification but intricately linked to power dynamics within societies. Power
dynamics refers to the unequal distribution and exercise of power between different
genders (Feinberg 67). The binary gender system maintains and reinforces existing
power structures, where one gender is often privileged over the other. The binary
system has been a tool for enforcing certain roles, expectations, and hierarchies
based on gender. This system is used to justify the unequal distribution of resources,
opportunities, and privileges between men and women.

Furthermore, Feinberg talks about the difficulty of imagining a genderless
alternative. The binary system that is ingrained in society shapes cultural norms,
expectations, and even legal and economic systems. The challenge she points to is
not about breaking down existing barriers but fundamentally about reimagining a
society that transcends the restrictions imposed by a binary understanding of gender.

By tying down the persistence of the binary gender system to power
dynamics, Feinberg suggests that breaking away from this system is not just a matter
of personal identity or preference but rather a transformative process that challenges

existing power structures and societal norms. The struggle to imagine a genderless
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alternative is a reflection of the deep-rooted nature of these norms and the need for a
comprehensive societal shift in this belief.

Feinberg explores how a recognised gender identity grants individuals the
privilege of being shielded from marginalisation by the culture that prevails. To
combat ostracization, transgender individuals require access to education, skills, and
mentorship, enabling them to drive meaningful change within their communities.
These individuals question conventional societal beliefs regarding gender roles,
gender identities, and sexual orientations. To voice their concerns, transgender
individuals employ various methods to share life experiences that include depiction
of lived experiences through memoirs.

According to Donald J. Winslow, a professor at Boston University, a memoir
can be described as a “record of events, not claiming to be a comprehensive history
but focusing on matters within the author’s knowledge or memory or obtained from
specific sources of information” (7). Memoirs serve as self-narratives where authors
recollect about, reflect upon, and reminisce about their life experiences. Memoirs are
characterised by their focus on real-life events and the author’s subjective
perspective, which probe the author’s thoughts, emotions, and personal journey.
They serve as instruments that expose marginalised communities who might
otherwise remain unheard.

A trans memoir is a subgenre of memoir that centres on the existing
experiences and personal narratives of individuals who identify as transgender or
gender-diverse individuals. Through this platform, trans authors share their unique
journeys of self-discovery and gender transition and reveal the challenges and

triumphs they have encountered along the way. According to the psychiatrist for
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LGBTQ+ Youth Laura Reickson-Scroth:

Trans memoirs offer readers an intimate and authentic perspective into the

lived, experiences of transgender individuals. These narratives provide

insight into the challenges of coming to terms with one’s gender identity,
navigating societal expectations, and undergoing gender-affirming processes.

Through trans memoirs, readers gain a deeper understanding of the richness

and diversity of transgender lives. (34)

Trans memoirs provide views into the complexities of gender identity and they act as
a means of spreading education, creating empathy, and challenging stereotypes.
Individuals engage with the personal narratives of transgender people, promote
deeper comprehension and increased acceptance of gender diversity. Moreover, in
advancing dialogues concerning gender identity, they play a major part in
contributing to the promotion of a society that is more inclusive and compassionate.
Apart from this they also provide knowledge of the emotional, psychological, and
social aspects of the lives of transgender individuals.

These narratives document the process of self-discovery within the
transgender community, encompassing not solely the comprehension of an
individual’s gender identity but also the negotiation of societal norms and
expectations. Such accounts describe the distinct challenges, including but not
limited to discrimination, prejudice, and stigma, that transgender individuals
commonly face.

Moreover, trans memoirs detail the process of gender transition that
integrates medical, legal, and social dimensions. Transgender individuals exhibit

diverse experiences and identities, and these memoirs mirror the responses of trans
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individuals to this diversity. By exploring a variety of trans memoirs, people
comprehend the intricacy and vibrancy of transgender experiences. It becomes
evident that there is no singular narrative or universal transgender experience, but
rather an array of associations that deserve recognition and respect. This diversity
reinforces the absence of a specific narrative and indicates the importance of
honouring and respecting the spectrum of identity.

Ricoeur offers a theory of identity and selfhood that transcends traditional
philosophical dualities. His concept revolves around the idea that a person’s self is
not fixed or static but is instead a narrative in constant development. He emphasises
the importance of narrative identity, where individuals construct their sense of self
through the stories they tell about their lives. He believes that these narratives are not
mere fiction but essential tools for making sense of an individual’s experiences and
the world.

Ricoeur contends: “The narrative constructs the identity of the character,
what can be called his or her narrative identity, in constructing that of the story told.
It is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the character” (67). This
emphasises the reciprocal relationship between a character’s narrative identity and
the overall story being told and suggests that the construction of the character’s
identity is intertwined with and contributes to the identity of the narrative itself. In
other words, the narrative influences the character’s identity, and, in turn, the
character’s experiences and development have an impact on the narrative. This
perspective shows the interconnectedness of character and narrative, describing how
each informs and guides the other in the storytelling process.

Ricoeur’s emphasis on the temporal dimension of identity gives importance
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to the significance of the past, present, and future in the intricate construction of
selfhood. The temporal dimension of identity recognises that a person’s sense of self,
including gender and personal characteristics, evolves and changes over time,
reflecting personal growth and experience. In A Queer and Pleasant Danger,
Bornstein articulates distinct periods in hir life trajectory commencing from the early
age of four and a half “I was born and raised to play the role of a young hero boy... |
was four and a half when I realised, I wasn’t a boy and therefore must be a girl. I still
lived the life of a boy and later as a man. | lied to everyone, telling them | was a boy.
Day and night | lied. That is a lot of pressure on a little kid” (Bornstein, AQPD 3).
Here, ze reflects on hir early realisation that hir assigned gender does not align with
hir internal sense of self.

This shows hir childhood struggle with societal expectations and the pressure
to conform to the traditional gender identity. Ze describes being born and raised with
the expectation of playing the role of a young heroic boy. This expectation reflects
the traditional gender norms that prescribe specific roles and behaviours based on the
assigned gender at birth. However, at the age of four and a half, ze becomes aware
that ze does not identify as a boy.

Despite this awareness, ze describes continuing to live the life of a boy and as
a man, concealing hir true identity. The ordeal of enduring to live the life of a boy
lies in its portrayal of the pressure placed on a young child to conform to gender
norms. The repetition of the phrase emphasising that ze lied, highlights the persistent
exertion ze invests in adhering to expectations, despite the incongruence with hir
authentic self. The narrative speaks of the incongruities individuals face when their

gender identity deviates from the conventional binary expectations imposed by



Sebastian 48
society.

In one of hir reflections, ze revisits hir encounters during the sixth grade,
when the teacher divides the class into two groups, one for boys and the other for
girls. During this period, the boys who are aware of hir gender-non-conforming
identity target hir with spit balls and unexpected punches in the stomach, subjecting
hir to unkind acts (88). This narrative describes the hostile and discriminatory
experiences that individuals with gender-non-conforming identities have to endure.

Amid the confusion, ze also reflects on the emotional challenges ze faces
during these times, which disclose hir contemplation for suicide when ze feels like an
outsider (89). Ze posits that initially, ze contemplated self-harm during hir sixth-
grade year, which was followed by a subsequent instance of contemplating suicide
during hir first year of living independently away from hir family’s residence (90).
This shows the immense pressure individuals with non-conforming gender identities
experience, especially when they lack a confidant with whom intimate experiences
can be shared. Society’s inability to accept gender diversity instils shame and
resentment for an individual’s deviation from conventional gender expectations.

Recognising that hir perception of gender significantly differs from how
others perceived it, Bornstein acknowledges the divergence between hir
understanding of gender and the propositions societal constructs imposed upon hir.
Gender non-conforming individuals often navigate carefully within the confines of
binary gender norms, concealing their true identity in attempting to find happiness
and well-being. For hir, the process of coming out was challenging because hir
culture did not encourage discussing nontraditional gender identities. Hir gender

identity remains a significant “secret and source of shame” (34). Similarly, in Gender
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Outlaw ze remarks: “The hard part was taking a good look at everyone else and the
way they looked at the world, which was a lot different from the way | was looking
at the world” (9). This remark discusses the difficulty ze faces in reconciling hir
perspective on the world with its norms and expectations. Ze reflects on the
challenges ze faces when confronting norms and expectations regarding gender. Ze
acknowledges that hir perspective on the world, particularly on gender identity,
diverges significantly from the way most people around hir perceive it. The
statement exemplifies the significant gap between hir unique perspective on gender
and the norms ze encounter, which intensify the difficulties ze face in embracing hir
true selves.

Ze describes hir gender identity as a significant secret that indicates a level of
privacy and concealment. The use of shame suggests a deep emotional burden
associated with hir gender identity that stems from judgement and non-conformity to
traditional norms. The phrase says that observing everyone closely implies a process
of self-reflection and comparison with norms. Bornstein finds hirself at odds with the
predominant perspectives and expectations regarding gender. The exploration of
emotional and psychological challenges faced by individuals whose gender identity
deviates from norms projects the internal conflicts that arise from the awareness of
being different from the dominant gender project and its regulations.

Hir childhood experiences describe the pressures to conform to traditional
gender expectations, which reveal how ze is compelled to hide hir non-conforming
gender identity. Ze faces situations that demand hir conformation into traditional
boyhood expectations that conceal hir gender non-conformity. Ze recounts how hir

father took hir to a wrestling match, telling hir that “it is all an act, but there is a lot
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of skill in making it real” (Bornstein, AQPD 4). This is a metaphor that relates to the
performance of gender and identity at two levels.

On the one level, the reference is to the theatrical nature of professional
wrestling and the acknowledgment that it is all in the act, which suggests an
understanding that what is being witnessed is a staged performance. This awareness
of the scripted nature of the wrestling match mirrors Bornstein’s exploration of the
performative aspects of gender that support the idea that expectations and norms
around gender are constructed and can be seen as performative acts.

On the other level, the theatrical nature of the performance implies that
despite the staged nature of the wrestling match, there is a high level of skill involved
to make it conclusive and authentic to the audience. This notion can be extended to
the performance of gender in society, which suggests that even though expectations
and gender roles may be socially constructed, there is a certain skill and artistry in
how individuals propel and perform their gender identities within constructed
frameworks.

The statement, which suggests that while gender may appear as a
performance, there lies a significant level of expertise in rendering it authentic that
becomes a metaphor for comprehending the complexities of gender expression and
identity and encourages reflecting on the performative dimensions of expectations
regarding gender, prompting an awareness of the skill and authenticity that
individuals employ in embodying their gender identity. Bornstein’s account of this
meeting with hir father establishes a groundwork for delving into the performative
aspects of gender and the agency that individuals possess in crafting and presenting

their genuine identities within the confines of gender norms.
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The exploration of gender is further described hir childhood experiences,
such as hir affinity for reading comics, which is a passion that brings hir solace
despite facing limitations on the types of comics ze can access. These formative
experiences shaped hir understanding of identity and expression, laying the
foundation for hir later reflections on gender performance. In addition to comics, ze
also delves into the world of science fiction literature, where ze searches for
characters who defy traditional norms, similar to hirself. Comics played a
multidimensional role in shaping hir understanding of gender identity and self-
expression.

Bornstein finds refuge within the pages of comics, where ze eagerly seeks out
characters who relate to hir sense of identity. Comics often feature characters with
diverse and sometimes ambiguous gender presentations that provide a source of
exploration and validation for hir. She mentions: “More than a few Sci-Fi and
fantasy authors had begun writing about men who were magically or technologically
turned to be men, alien races that have more than two genders” (40). Comics allowed
hir to see that gender did not have to conform to strict binary norms and that there
were possibilities beyond traditional male and female roles. Within the pages of
comics, ze found imaginative worlds where characters could defy gender
conventions and expectations and provided hir a sense of refuge and acceptance.

Characters who did not conform to traditional gender norms or who
challenged gender stereotypes appeared in comics. The comic representations linked
with Bornstein mirrored hir experiences and struggles with gender identity. Seeing
these characters reflected in the pages of comics, offered hir a sense of belonging and

validation. Ze mentions a comic character named “Plastic Man” who possesses the
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remarkable ability to transform into anything he desires (40). Through these fictional
narratives, ze crafts hir imaginative realm, envisioning hirself as a kind of “plastic
man” who could assume a girl’s identity and remain that way, permanently departing
from the confines of hir assigned male gender.

Comics often provide a source of exploration and validation for individuals
who do not conform to traditional gender roles or expectations. They allow people to
see that gender does not have to conform to strict binary norms and that there are
possibilities beyond traditional male and female roles. Comics offer an imaginative
world providing a sense of refuge and acceptance for individuals who may feel
alienated or marginalised by the prevailing norms.

Ze wanted to create hir storyline after reading various comics, but since hir
first story was related to death, it worried hir family. When ze was ten years old, they
took hir to meet Uncle Jay, the psychiatrist who assessed hir and stated: “Albert is an
artist” (41). Initially, ze felt a surge of excitement upon hearing this diagnosis. This
excitement stemmed from the validation of hir creative abilities. Being labelled as an
“artist” seemed like recognising hir talent and imagination, which was indeed a
powerful and affirming experience for a young, creative individual.

However, the significance of this statement goes beyond just validating
Bornstein’s creative endeavours. She mentions: “I didn’t yet know that in our family,
the artist was another word for homosexual” (41). It becomes apparent that in hir
family when ze was ten years old, the term “artist” had a different connotation. The
term was synonymous with “homosexual”. The revelation suggests that being
labelled an “artist” in hir family was synonymous with being marked “homosexual”

and carried cultural and social significance in multiple ways.
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Firstly, this synonym of the artist as a homosexual reflects the norms and
attitudes predominant during hir formative years. In many societies, being
homosexual was highly stigmatised and often viewed as deviating from the expected
norms of gender and sexual identity. The revelation indicates the rigidity of
traditional gender roles and the prevalence of heteronormativity, where
heterosexuality was considered the default and expected sexual orientation. This
cultural context made it challenging for individuals to openly express non-
conforming gender or sexual identities, and it created a climate of fear and
discrimination for those who did not fit within these normative boundaries.

Secondly, the revelation also shows the power of language and labels in
shaping perceptions and expectation because words like “artist” and “homosexual”
are not just neutral descriptors rather, they carry with them a complex web of cultural
meanings and associations. In this case, the conflation of these two terms within
Bornstein’s family explains how language can be used to both reveal and conceal
aspects of a person’s identity. The significance lies in the fact that labels, even when
seemingly unrelated, can influence how an individual is perceived and accepted
within their family and society.

Thirdly, the significance of this revelation extends to the internal struggle that
ze experienced. The dichotomy between hir excitement at being called an “artist” and
the subsequent realisation that it was synonymous with “homosexual” created a sense
of conflict within hir, which demonstrated the tension between the desire for self-
expression and authenticity and the fear of social repercussions and rejection.
Following the diagnosis, ze found hirself adrift and unable to communicate hir

emotions with anyone which led to a sense of isolation and uncertainty about how to
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navigate the challenges ze faced due to hir gender variance throughout the various
stages of hir life.

During hir college years, ze sought solace in “tranny porn” as a means to
cope with hir internal struggles related to hir gender identity (37). Tranny porn is a
genre of pornography that feature transsexual or transgender actors. Ze did not have
access to the internet back then, but ze managed to find images of people who
resembled hir. These individuals represented who ze aspired to be, despite hir fear of
being seen as an unconventional person. As ze notes: “There was no Internet, but |
found their pictures. That’s who I wanted to be. And that’s the kind of freak I was so
afraid of becoming” (37). This reflects hir desire to resemble the individuals
showcased in movies. In those images, ze chanced upon handsome young men, who
transformed into stunningly beautiful individuals not strictly defined as boys or girls
but as a harmonious blend of both.

Ze desired to emulate those depicted in movies, individuals who effortlessly
transitioned from beautiful boys to stunningly beautiful individuals and transcended
conventional gender norms. Ze longed to be like them, to be the beautiful boy who
transformed into a captivatingly beautiful individual, blurring the lines between
traditional notions of masculinity and femininity. However, societal norms and
expectations of the time still posed significant obstacles in hir pursuit of this identity.

Throughout hir life, ze had been puzzled about gender because ze knew that
ze was not a man, which meant ze must be a woman. Ze talked about a period in hir
life when ze withdrew from the life ze had been living until then and became a part
of Scientology, which is an applied religious philosophy. The sign on the door of the

Scientology centre was the picture of a hooded monk-like person holding up a torch
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to illuminate a treasure chest, which cast off rays like the sun (48). The words
underneath the picture said: “Abandon your tedious search! The answers have been
found! Join Scientology, an applied religious philosophy” (49). The significance of
the statement lies in its portrayal of Bornstein’s journey. Ze experienced a period of
self-reflection and questioning, which led hir to seek answers about her deviant
gender identity and a sense of purpose within the context of Scientology. The sign
represents the allure of this belief system, that promises a path of enlightenment and
clarity, which relates with the individual’s quest for self-understanding and identity.

When ze was in a dilemma as to where in the gender spectrum ze would fit
in, Scientology stated: “They said you’re not your body, not your brain, you don’t
have a soul. You are your immortal soul. And as an immortal soul, you have no
mass, no energy, you don’t exist in time or space. Because of all of that, I thought,

299

‘Oh, then I wouldn’t have a gender’” (51). This reveals how Scientologists believe
that a person is free from the physical manifestations of the universe and that they are
immortal spiritual beings. When ze inquires whether the Church of Scientology is a
religion, Larry, who himself is a Scientologist explains that religions are all about
rescuing a person’s soul whereas Scientology believes that “you are your immortal
soul, and hence it is not a religion” (51). Out of curiosity, Ze joined Scientology in
the hope to denounce gender completely and exist freely in this state.

Lafayette Ronald Hubbard who is the founder of The Church of Scientology
posits the doctrine that “thetans,” the authentic spiritual essence of individuals,
engage in the pretence of being human (51). “Thetan” is the authentic spiritual

identity of an individual. During this period, Bornstein, who identified hirself as

male, was inquisitive whether “thetans” possessed gender distinctions, which was a
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concern that arose from hir desire to avoid conforming to binary gender norms. But
Larry, a fellow Scientologist, answered hir question: “No, no, no. Sex is for meat
bodies, not for thetans” which implied that gender pertained solely to physical bodies
and “thetans” were exempt from such distinctions (60).

Scientologists, who follow this insight, consider themselves “thetans,” which
refers to the Greek letter theta, which symbolises purity of thought. “Thetans have no
gender? These people were talking about a possible answer to the conundrum that
had been ruining my life” (60). This statement describes hir sense of relief stemming
from the realisation that members of the Church of Scientology view themselves as
genderless entities, offering a potential solution to hir gender-related dilemmas.

Ze communicates the internal turmoil depicting the inner discord by stating,
“My gender was a ship without sails, tempest-tossed. | needed an anchor. | needed a
life preserver” (51). The metaphor of the ship indicates hir quest for a stable gender
identity. The “life preserver” ze refers to is the concept of “thetans,” that lack gender
categorisation, and offer hir a liberating alternative to the traditional binary
framework. Hir realisation that ze need not need to fit into this binary and, influenced
by Hubbard’s theories, understands that hir previous attempts at conforming, whether
as a boy or secretly desiring to be a girl, are a form of pretence. The initial stages of
the journey with the Church of Scientology provided validation and answers to long-
unanswered questions and offered hir a sense of belonging and understanding.

During hir days in the Church of Scientology, ze had long red-black hair
curled down to just above the shoulders, often secured with a headband (67). While
people might have perceived this choice as merely practical for keeping the hair

away from hir eyes, for hir, it held a deeper significance. Wearing the headband
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made hir feel beautiful and allowed hir to embrace hir sense of femininity without
the constant scrutiny of society. Despite hir physical appearance as a boy during hir
affiliation with the Church of Scientology, ze consistently struggled with the sense of
pretence, as ze sensed hirself to be someone different from the boy others perceived
ze was.

Ze recalls instances where ze plays the role of a male despite hir inner
yearning to express hir true feminine identity. Ze is simultaneously navigating the
complexities of learning to conform to the expectations of being a boy while
desperately yearning to embrace hir authentic self as a girl. Ze becomes adept at
concealing hir female identity behind hir male physical attributes using hir body as a
camouflage. However, the internal struggle of reconciling hir dual identities persists
day and night, leaving hir in a state of confusion and isolation with nobody to
confide in regarding hir internal conflicts.

Bornstein articulates: “I freaked out at the freak factor that had always
overshadowed my dreams of gender change. I didn’t think I could live with being a
freak. | leaped from my gender quandary like a man jumping from a burning building
and got married again” (156). This shows the immense pressure ze feels to conform
to traditional gender expectations and avoid being seen as a gender deviant. Ze
marries three times as a means of suppressing apprehensions about hir gender
identity. Ze’s objective is to deflect attention from hir non-conforming identity and
adhere to conventional gender roles, despite knowing that ze is radically a different
person with a divergent gender identity. Societal expectations push hir to extremes to
exemplify the lengths individuals are often driven to affirm themselves through

marriage.
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The gender deviance of Bornstein elevates hir ostracism and the authority of
the Church members to insult, harass, and even inflict violence on hir becomes
intolerable. Since Scientology does not encourage people to divert from the rules of
Hubbard, Ze is demoted to the post of a salesman because ze is addicted to Southern
comfort, Coca-Cola, sex, junk food, and tranny porn (78). Ze is a terrific salesman
because, for everyone else, ze is still a man who is well-versed in the art of pleasing
everybody, which is something ze admits to having been doing hir entire life. With
the depiction of hir engagement with Scientology, Bornstein highlights the capacity
of rigid and authoritarian systems such as Scientology to enforce adherence to binary
gender norms and inhibit the expression of diverse gender identities. Hir experiences
with this organisation point out the pervasive influence of norms in policing gender
and expose hardships faced by individuals who deviate from these norms.

Hir expulsion from the Church of Scientology stems from hir departure from
Hubbard’s teachings. Bornstein states: “So, why didn’t I leap at the chance to return
to the arms of Mother Church? I believed that Scientology worked. 1 still believe that
some Scientology works. But I still wanted to be a girl, and I just figured that meant
Scientology didn’t work for me” (150). Scientology extends an invitation for hir to
return but hir unwavering desire to embrace hir gender identity as a woman makes it
evident that Scientology no longer aligns with hir beliefs.

Ze comments: “Refusal to acknowledge the self-proclaimed genders of
hundreds of thousands of drag kings, drag queens, femmes....There were no words
for any of that- not in the house that Paul built, and not in the Church Ron built”
(18). Subsequently, following hir removal from the Church of Scientology, ze

realises that despite “thetans” professing gender neutrality, the real world operates
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under an unyielding and rigid binary gender system. Hir ex-communication indicates
the inescapable grip of traditional gender norms in real-life society, compelling
individuals to conform or face repercussions. Despite the consequences, ze boldly
voices hir truth and remains steadfast in hir divergence from the conventional gender
paradigm.

A parallel between gender norms and a cult-like mentality is drawn by
Bornstein who unravels how people often conform to gender expectations without
questioning or challenging them. Hir narrative serves as a compelling exploration of
the power of norms and their impact on individual identity. As a former member of
the Church of Scientology, ze applies hir sensitivity to recognise cult-like patterns,
both in structure and behaviour. Ze draws comparisons between the rigid adherence
to gender norms and the strict rules of the Church of Scientology, where questioning
existing norms is discouraged and leaves the group with contempt, ridicule, and
danger. Just as cults defend their boundaries, gender norms maintain strict borders.

The initial experiences within the Church of Scientology offer hir a unique
perspective on the concept of conforming to rigid beliefs and practices. In the context
of Scientology, ze observes firsthand how people are drawn into the structured and
controlling belief system. Ze reflects on how Scientology, in many ways, operates
like a cult, enforcing a strict doctrine on its members and suppressing any dissent or
deviation from its principles. Hir journey of self-discovery as a gender-deviant
individual forms the basis of hir comprehension of gender norms. Ze delves into the
expectations and pressures that are placed on individuals to conform to traditional
gender roles. These roles, like the doctrines of a cult, are often ingrained in society

and come with their own set of rigid beliefs and practices.



Sebastian 60

One of the fundamental points ze raises is that individuals are often born into
a society that dictates their gender identity, which is similar to someone born into a
religious cult and inherits a set of beliefs. In both scenarios, individuals are socialised
from a young age to unarguably accept the norms proposed and followed by groups.
Just as Scientology suppresses dissent and enforces adherence to its tenets, societal
norms frequently stigmatise those who challenge gender expectations and pressurise
them to adhere to regulations framed.

From hir experience as a gender deviant person, ze showcases the struggle to
break free from these norms. Ze shares how hir journey involves questioning the
gender assigned to hir at birth and the expectations associated with it. In doing so, ze
questions ingrained beliefs about gender, similar to someone in a cult who questions
religious doctrines. This parallel shows how powerful and controlling norms can be
in shaping individual identity. Fear and isolation are twin factors that often engulf
individuals when the need to challenge norms becomes inevitable, mentions
Bornstein. Hir experiences in Scientology help hir understand how people can be
made to believe in something, even if it goes against who they truly are. Similarly,
norms can coerce individuals into suppressing their authentic gender identity, fearing
rejection, discrimination, or derision.

The comparison between Scientology and gender norms also shows the role
of community and support systems. In a cult-like environment, individuals find
solace and acceptance within the group, which reinforces their adherence to the
ideology. Communities uphold gender norms by expecting conformity to traditional
gender roles. Those who deviate from these norms are isolated and downgraded. The

similarity between cults guarding their boundaries and the stringent boundaries
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upheld by gender norms is the focus of Bornstein’s attention, demonstrating how
both structures dissuade any departure from their established rules and expectations.
Ze considers hirself a “gender outlaw, “a term ze uses to describe hir rejection of and
resistance to the rigid boundaries and norms associated with gender. A “gender
outlaw” is a person who refuses to be defined by conventional definitions of man and
woman, which means that the person defies the traditional binary gender system
(Bornstein, GO 26).

Hir use of the term “gender outlaw” is a way of drawing a parallel between
rejecting rigid gender norms and defying the constraints imposed by cults. In both
cases, the concept of being an “outlaw” signifies a deliberate and courageous
defiance of established norms and boundaries, and advocates a conclusive
understanding of gender deviance and personal identity. Self-identification as a
gender outlaw signifies hir determination to challenge and subvert the constraints and
advocate for greater freedom and acceptance in the expression of gender identities
beyond the binary. Ze asserts that gender division is not limited to the traditional
binary, but expands beyond the boundaries of male and female within the gamut of
gender stratification.

Ze opines that the expansion of the gender spectrum beyond the binary does
exist, though the heteronormative society tries to deny its existence. Ze frames hir
unique gender identity and states: “I’m not under any illusion that [ am a woman.
And I’m not under the illusion that I am a lesbian. It is the difference between being
an identity and having an identity. The latter makes more room for individual
growth” (Bornstein, AQPD 243). This indicates the idea that embracing a self-chosen

identity offers a more expansive and flexible space for personal growth and self-
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exploration when compared to adherence to identity labels imposed by society. This
could be interpreted as a celebration of individuality, self-discovery, and the agency
to construct a particular identity based on personal experiences and expressions.

Fitting into an identity that has already been chosen for hir world would only
stagnate hir exploration of various gender identities, whereas having an identity
would open up more possibilities for hir explorations of gender identity. Ze opts for a
gender identity that ze chooses for hirself by exploring hir gender identity through
various forms of self-expression. Bornstein does not neatly fit into the conventional
categories of woman or lesbian, which are often used to define and confine people
based on their gender and sexual orientation. The core of hir statement lies in the
distinction between “being an identity” and “having an identity” (243). When ze
mentions about being an identity, the act of conforming to pre-established and often
limiting identity categories that society assigns to individuals. Ze recognises that
these categories do not fully encompass the complexity and fluidity of hir own
identity.

Conversely, to have an identity means that ze chooses and constructs hir
sense of self, particularly about gender. By doing so, ze creates the space for
individual growth and self-exploration. Ze asserts hir autonomy and the freedom to
define hirself outside the constraints of norms and labels. Ze chooses to define hir
own identity, which enables hir to explore various facets of hir gender identity
beyond what others expect or define. Expressing an individual’s identity as a gender
deviant can be a liberating and empowering experience. For many individuals who
fall under the category of gender deviance, coming out represents a significant stride

towards asserting their power and significance in society. Ze openly acknowledges
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hir gender identity as a gender-fluid person.

“Gender fluidity” is defined as the freedom and awareness to embrace any of
the countless genders, with the flexibility to do so for any duration and at any pace
(Bornstein, GO 63). This suggests that within a gender-fluid identity, individuals set
their unique parameters for identity, making one gender-fluid identity distinct from
another and subject to change over time and in varying circumstances. Ze expresses
the relief ze felt when ze is no longer obligated to conform to traditional gender
roles, as exemplified when ze says, “It had been such a relief for me when I could
stop pretending to be a man. Well, it was a similar relief not to have to pretend | was
a woman” (Bornstein, AQPD 199). This encapsulates hir sense of liberation from the
rigid confines of conventional binary gender division.

Expressing relief at no longer having to conform to traditional gender roles,
Bornstein connects the need to get liberated with hir pretension to be a man. Ze
experiences the weight of expectations and norms that dictate ze should conform to a
male identity. This pressure to present hirself as a man does not align with hir true
gender identity and ze expresses that ze feels a similar sense of relief when ze does
not have to pretend to be a woman. Here hir sense of liberation is not just about
transitioning from a male to a female but extends to the recognition that ze does not
fit within the confines of a conventional female identity either, which serves as a
powerful testament to the complexity of gender identity.

Hir sense of liberation from the constraints of conventional binary gender
divisions is exemplified when ze articulates: “The reality of being a transgendered
individual goes way beyond just being born in the wrong body; rather, it reflects a

deeper dissatisfaction with the bipolar gender system, the culturally constructed
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imperative to be either man or woman” (Bornstein, GO 16). The transgender
experience is not solely about feeling misplaced in a person’s body but it extends to
dissatisfaction with the culturally imposed necessity of conforming to the strict
categories of man or woman. The expression implies that the transgender journey
involves intricate nuances beyond the straightforward notion of being born into the
wrong body.

While the wrong body narrative is a common way to describe the
experience of transgender individuals, Bornstein argues that it goes deeper than
physical discomfort and extends to deep dissatisfaction with the gender system as a
whole, which is often perceived as a binary system where individuals must neatly fit
into either the category of man or woman. Ze contests the notion that gender is a
straightforward binary by pointing out that it is a culturally constructed rule.

In societies, people are expected to conform strictly to gender categories,
and this expectation is ingrained in cultural norms and expectations. The binary
gender system imposes a rigid framework on individuals and restricts self-expression
and identity outside of these categories. Transgender individuals often experience
this cultural pressure to be stifling and confining. Bornstein’s words reflect the
struggle of transgender individuals who seek to break free from the confines of this
system to express their gender identity in a way that aligns with their true selves. Ze
claims that the binary gender construct is culturally imposed and constrains genuine
gender expression agrees with the experiences of transgender individuals.

This rigid framework becomes a source of conflict for those who wish to
break free from its constraints and embrace a more inclusive understanding of gender

that acknowledges the diversity of human identity. However, even in spaces such as
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psychiatric clinics for therapy sessions where trans individuals seek refuge, they
encounter forms of oppression and bias, which indicates the ongoing challenges they
face in their quest for acceptance and authenticity. Ze delves into how psychiatric
practices influence hir perception of gender identity and their role in shaping a “fake
past” (Bornstein, AQPD 89).

This “fake past” represents a fabricated narrative regarding a person’s gender
identity that does not genuinely reflect their true experiences and is often moulded by
external influences, including psychiatric practices. Bornstein resists the expectations
and norms imposed by the psychiatric community and society at large. In psychiatric
therapy, individuals are often advised to conform to strict gender binaries, concealing
any acknowledgment of identities falling outside the man-woman spectrum. Some
transgender individuals endure harmful conversion or “reparative therapy”, an
ineffective and emotionally damaging practice aimed at altering their gender identity
to match their assigned sex at birth (Stryker 17). Bornstein echoes the sentiment that
the need to suppress non-binary identities within therapy has led to a significant
silence within the transgender community (Bornstein, GO 123). Ze refutes this
necessity to conceal hir identity and reject the confines of the gender binary.

The impact of psychiatric practices on Bornstein’s perception of gender is a
focal point of exploration in hir work. Ze addresses the concept of a “fake past,”
which connects to fictitious narratives and expectations thrust upon hir by both
psychiatric professionals and society. Ze reflects how individuals who undergo
gender reassignment surgery are often compelled to construct a contrived history for
themselves, wherein they must present themselves as having lived consistently as the

gender to which they have transitioned.
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Ze recounts hir experiences where counsellors and fellow transgender
individuals advise hir to fabricate stories about hir childhood as a girl to deflect any
suspicion regarding hir transsexuality. Ze is encouraged to construct a fictional past
as a young girl to establish a credible persona for the world and present hirself as an
authentic woman: “I never was a little girl. I’d lied all my life trying to be the boy,
the man that I’d known myself not to be” (77). Entering psychiatric therapy to
embrace hir identity as a transsexual, ze confronts internal conflict when experts
advise against disclosure, leading hir to use expressions like “when I was a little girl”
despite hir aspiration for open self-acceptance

Ze discusses hir past experiences of being encouraged to create a fictional
narrative about hir childhood, presenting hirself as a “little girl” to construct a more
conventional and credible persona as a woman. This request to invent a fictional past
is made to help hir fit into the mould of what it means to be a woman, which in turn
reflects the pressure society often places on transgender individuals to conform to
traditional gender roles and expectations. The internal conflict that many transgender
individuals handle is the tension between the need to conform to expectations and the
desire for personal integrity and authenticity.

When Bornstein decides to take a step towards personal integrity by
acknowledging and embracing hir transsexual identity, ze is directed to remain
secretive by psychiatric therapists. In this manner, transgender individuals expose the
barriers that they encounter on their path to self-acceptance. This is a form of
silencing and suppressing, urging individuals to keep their true selves hidden. This
internal conflict intensifies as ze is compelled to use expressions like “when I was a

little girl” despite hir desire to openly embrace hir transsexual identity. These
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expectations and directives contradict hir journey of self-acceptance and self-
expression, making it an incredibly challenging and emotionally tough experience.

By confronting traditional binary gender norms, Bornstein exposes the bias
against individuals who dare to challenge these norms. Ze recounts how doctors have
advised hir to keep hir transformative journey silent, emphasising the pressure to
conceal the truth of hir transsexuality: “I was reborn into a world that tells people
like me to remain silent, not to reveal the truth of our transsexuality” (123). Despite
hir gender reassignment surgery being the right choice, ze struggled with not fitting
into the traditional gender binaries.

Bornstein embraces hir newfound gender identity and discusses the
challenges ze faces and how even after self-acceptance, society remains unprepared
to accept hir gender nonconformity. Ze talks about how tormented people like hirself
would be when they are asked to lie again, even after freeing themselves from the
puzzle of their gender identity after years of struggle. The heteronormative society’s
persistent efforts to maintain the traditional binary gender division is discussed,
which significantly influences people’s attitudes towards the transgender community
in conversations about their gender identity (Bornstein, AQPD 91). After becoming
vocal about hir gender and sexuality, ze noted that people found it difficult to
converse with hir.

Typically, adults tend to cautiously observe and refrain from direct inquiries,
unlike children, who openly ask, “Are you a boy or a girl?”” (91) This suggests that
adults often approach the topic of someone’s gender identity with caution, avoiding
direct questions. In contrast, children tend to be more straightforward and openly ask

questions like whether a person is a boy or a girl. The explanation lies in norms and
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the awareness that gender is a sensitive and personal topic. Adults hesitate to inquire
directly, respecting the individual’s privacy, while children, being more curious and
less constrained by conventions, express their curiosity responsively.

Adults appear to be apprehensive about directly addressing a person’s
identity and, instead, opt for questions like “What’s the pronoun of your choice?”
(Bornstein, GO 12) as a means of gaining insight into a person’s identity. Ze
explores how expectations often compel individuals to adhere to the traditional
binary gender division, enforced by the dominant heteronormative culture. This
prevailing perspective regards its constructs of gender and sexual identities as the
norm, viewing anything that deviates from these norms as non-conformity.

The perspective that confines individuals within rigid gender binaries and
expectations can stifle individuality and impede the journey of self-discovery.
However, gender fluidity contests the conventional idea of a fixed and binary gender
identity, and recognises that individuals do not conform to the categories of a man or
a woman. Individuals are empowered to explore the entire spectrum of their gender
identity, unburdened by norms when they embrace gender fluidity. Striving to adhere
to society’s inflexible gender norms stifles individuals’ capacity to fully comprehend
and embrace their unique gender identities, and urges individuals to liberate
themselves from these limitations, explore their gender fluidity, and unveil the depth
and intricacy of their genuine selves.

The prevalent misconception addressed in Bornstein’s work pertains to the
rigid belief that a binary gender division is an exclusive and sole reality. This
misconception perpetuates the idea that individuals must strictly fit into either the

category of a man or a woman, without any variation. However, ze emphasises how
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breaking free from these norms and celebrating gender fluidity will empower
individuals to move beyond the constrictions imposed by rigid boundaries.

A striking instance of hir analysis is evident when ze humorously responds to
the common question posed to new parents: “Is it a boy or a girl?” (26) In response,
ze says, “We don’t know; it hasn’t told us yet” thus challenging the assumption that
gender can be solely defined by a simple binary categorisation (26). Hir exploration
of gender challenges traditional notions of a strict binary framework and encourages
society to adopt a more encompassing perspective of gender diversity. Hir narrative
encourages individuals to question and challenge the inflexible constructs of gender,
ultimately fostering a more inclusive and accepting society that welcomes the
intricacy and diversity of gender identities.

Bornstein defines “gender defenders” as people in positions of authority who
serve and support the dominant discourses of gender, heterosexuality, and male-
centric power (94). A “gender defender” is someone who defends the available
circumstances of the binary gender system, that is, these are the people for whom
binary gender divisions form the cornerstone of their view of the world. Gender
defenders would go to any extent to maintain the misconception that there are only
two genders and that these genders must remain separate.

Similarly, the psychiatric therapists who counsel transsexual individuals to
fabricate a false history in alignment with conventional binary gender norms can be
described as “gender defenders”. These individuals fervently seek to keep trans
people concealed and hidden from public awareness activities, and would go to any
length to maintain the impression that only two genders exist and that these genders

must remain distinct and separate. They play a role in suppressing the authenticity of
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those who undergo gender reassignment surgery and reinforcing them pressure to
conform.

In hir experiences, hir father Paul Bornstein emerges as a typical example of
a “gender defender”. His unwavering adherence to the traditional binary gender
division and his aversion to anything that diverged from it was strong. Ze recollects a
specific incident involving hir father, where physical harm occurred only once, yet
its psychological repercussions lingered, casting a long shadow throughout hir life
(Bornstein, AQPD xv). Hir reflections delve into the complex matter of social
exclusion, notably concerning hir father, whom ze perceives as the primary source of
hir anguish. This emotional turmoil is rooted in hir belief that ze fell short of his
expectations as a son due to hir gender non-conformity. As a consequence, this
perceived failure led to hir struggle with both isolation and emotional distress, which
paints a picture of the challenges ze faced within hir family and in society.

Social exclusion is a result of intricate cultural and social processes tangled
with issues of gender and sexuality, which include a web of barriers and resource
disparities that hinder certain groups from fully participating in society. For
individuals identifying with non-binary genders, the experience of social exclusion is
particularly pronounced. Social exclusion is rooted in ingrained cultural norms and
social structures that perpetuate inequality and discrimination related to gender and
sexuality. These individuals often find themselves marginalised and disempowered,
and faced with hurdles to social inclusion.

The consequences of social exclusion extend to disturbing psychological
effects. Many non-binary individuals, especially those belonging to conservative or

traditional communities, harbour a deep fear of coming out. They anticipate potential
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rejection and harm due to their non-conforming identities, which amplify the
difficulties they face in claiming their true selves. Hir narrative highlights issues
faced by transgender individuals, especially when they intersect with family
members or therapists who adhere to and reinforce conventional gender norms.
Within these circumstances, the inherent conflict between an individual’s genuine
identity and the prevailing expectations gives rise to dissonance, the repercussions of
which extend to particular mental and emotional welfare.

Bornstein elucidates the theme of the intrinsic conflict between an
individual’s authentic identity and norms and discusses how proponents of the
traditional gender binary employ humiliation as a weapon, giving rise to discord with
consequential effects (Bornstein, GO 112). The binary system, which is considered
real and natural by gender defenders, is simultaneously used to oppress those who
deviate from it and labelling them as outlaws. The sociologist Lori B. Girshick
delves into the strategies employed by the gender police or defenders to exert control
over individuals challenging traditional gender norms. She exposes the power
dynamics inherent in the realm of gender identity and expression, which elucidate the
operations of gender defenders in society. The gender police, who seek to uphold the
status quo and resist deviations from established gender roles, employ tactics such as
stigmatisation and shaming against those who challenge these norms. When
individuals express their gender identity or sexuality in ways that diverge from the
norm, the gender police strategically utilise emotional manipulation and induce guilt
and shame to undermine self-esteem. This, in turn, leads to self-doubt and self-
censorship among individuals (8).

The use of guilt and shame by the gender police is a form of social control.
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By instilling these negative emotions in those who challenge traditional gender
norms, they endeavour to discourage any deviation from the established standards.
This not only perpetuates the dominance of the traditional gender binary but also
makes individuals hesitant to openly express their true selves. The fear of being
subjected to guilt and shame can be a powerful deterrent, pushing people back into
conformity with the gender norms that society deems acceptable.

Girshick’s exploration of these dynamics stresses the importance of creating
inclusive and accepting spaces where individuals can express their gender identity
without the fear of being policed or shamed. This also points to the need for society
to challenge and deconstruct the harmful impact of these control mechanisms and
recognise the importance of embracing diverse gender expressions and identities. Ze
emphasises various forms of discrimination faced by transgender individuals that
include issues relating to updating identification documents and navigating gender-
segregated restrooms.

Bornstein shares hir experiences of workplace humiliation during hir period
of transition from a male to a female. This is the period when ze had already begun
presenting hirself as a woman but had not yet undergone the surgical procedure to
remove hir male reproductive organs. As ze has not had hir gender reassignment
surgery, hir coworkers see hir as transgender. The biggest ordeal ze has to face
during hir working hours is the conundrum of going to the toilet: “Building
management said a flat no to the ladies’ room, and I refused to use the men’s room.
As a solution, they assigned me a private bathroom six stories up on a floor of the
office building where work had been halted for months” (Bornstein, AQPD 177). Ze

refuses to use the male bathroom and is not allowed to use the female bathroom. Ze
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is assigned an isolated bathroom on another floor because the building manager
could not determine hir gender, even though ze presents hirself as a woman in both
dress and behaviour. The fight for restroom access that respects individuals’ gender
identities is a prominent aspect of the struggle for transgender rights.

Transgender individuals often encounter significant challenges and
discomfort when it comes to public or workplace restrooms. One of the primary
issues they face is the lack of access to gender-neutral or inclusive restroom
facilities. Many workplaces adhere to the traditional binary system of male and
female restrooms, which can be distressing and alienating for transgender individuals
who do not identify within these categories. This exclusion can lead to anxiety,
embarrassment, and fear, as transgender individuals worry about encountering
hostility or discrimination from coworkers when using restrooms that do not align
with their gender identity. Additionally, navigating restroom use becomes a logistical
challenge, as transgender employees have to plan their restroom visits strategically,
often resorting to using facilities far from their work area or waiting until they can
access a private restroom. This lack of inclusive restroom options not only affects the
mental and emotional well-being of transgender employees but also hinders their
overall job satisfaction and productivity.

In her theory of the sexual continuum, the lawyer and transgender activist
Martine Rothblatt highlights that the fight for access to a restroom respects
individuals’ gender identities, which is a critical component of the broader struggle
for transgender rights and inclusivity (45). Rothblatt’s theory accentuates the fluidity
and diversity of human sexuality and gender and emphasises the need for recognition

and acceptance of individuals along this continuum. The fight for inclusive restrooms
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aligns with her notion that gender is not confined to a binary system and that respect
for diverse gender identities is essential in the pursuit of greater inclusivity and
justice. She draws a parallel between the segregation of restrooms by sex and
historical segregation practices like whites only and coloured signs in the South
during the 1950s and 1960s. Rothblatt advocates for the replacement of sex-
segregated restrooms with unisex public restrooms and suggests addressing privacy
concerns by installing toilets and urinals within enclosed stalls (46).

To create inclusive workplaces, several organisations work to provide
gender-neutral restroom facilities that accommodate the diverse gender identities of
their employees. This is an important attempt towards fostering an environment of
respect and inclusion where individuals of all gender identities feel comfortable and
valued. Those who defy conventional gender norms and refuse to adhere to
established binaries are seen as disruptive to traditional structures, evoking
discomfort and resistance by challenging ingrained beliefs and norms related to
gender roles and identities. Nevertheless, the push for inclusivity and respect for
diverse gender identities remains a crucial aspect of progress towards a more
equitable and understanding society.

Promoting inclusivity and cultivating respect for diverse gender identities
continues to serve as a basis for propelling society towards greater equity and
empathy. Bornstein’s refusal to conform to gender binaries and hir defiance of
prevailing pressures have not only carved a unique space for hirself but also for those
who share a non-binary identity. Ze elucidates that by challenging the binary gender
framework and defying established norms, individuals can establish what ze terms a

“Third Space” (Bornstein, GO 179). This concept falsifies an alternative position
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outside the traditional gender paradigm. This newly established space can be
understood as a subculture, which explicitly rejects conventional social norms about
gender. By rejecting adherence to binary gender roles, gender deviants, engage in the
act of resistance, leading to the emergence of subcultures grounded in their shared
identities.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines a subculture as “an identifiable
subgroup within a society or group of people, especially one characterised by beliefs
or interests at variance with those of the larger group” (“Subculture”). Subcultures
play a diverse role in contemporary society, functioning as spaces for resistance,
identity formation, and the negotiation of social norms. Subcultures often serve as
spaces for resistance against dominant cultural norms and values, emerging in
response to the limitations and constraints imposed by mainstream society.
Individuals within these subcultures often feel alienated or marginalised by the
prevailing norms, and they use their subcultural participation as a means to resist
conformity.

The sociologist Ross Haenfler, in his research on youth subcultures, deviant
behaviour, and how people construct and negotiate their identities through
participation in subcultures, opines that these subcultures, through their acts of
resistance, effectively challenge the hegemonic social meanings and power dynamics
that change individual behaviours in various ways (23). Bornstein emphasises hir
existence within the queer subcultures that have remained on the periphery of
mainstream American society for the past twenty-five years: “I’m sixty-three years
old, and for the past quarter of a century I’ve been living in the queer subcultures out

on the margins of America” (Bornstein, AQPD Xx). Hir identification with these
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subcultures suggests a deliberate departure from norms that reflects a conscious
choice to inhabit spaces that deviate from the cultural mainstream. Hir use of the
term “queer subcultures” implies the existence of alternative communities that
challenge and resist the dominant cultural narratives.

Ze positions hirself within these subcultures and aligns with individuals who
contest the norms and values imposed by what they perceive as a hegemonic culture.
Subculturalists challenge the norms and values enforced by a culture they perceive as
imposing ideological and coercive control over their lives. They stand in opposition
to what they view as a hegemonic culture that enforces conformity. In subcultures
related to gender as a third space, individuals often find a platform to resist the
restrictive norms imposed by the binary gender system. For instance, non-binary or
genderqueer subcultures provide a space where people can resist expectations of
conforming to a strictly male or female identity. This resistance is evident in their
refusal to be confined within the traditional gender binary and stimulates the
normative standards associated with masculinity and femininity. Besides, these
subcultures offer a unique setting for identity formation.

For individuals who do not fit within the binary gender framework,
subcultures centred on gender as a third space become a place of refuge where they
can explore, express, and consolidate their non-binary or genderqueer identities. By
connecting with like-minded individuals, they find a sense of belonging, often
creating new, inclusive definitions of what it means to be a person outside the
confines of binary gender roles. Within subcultures centred on gender as a third
space, social norms become subjects of negotiation and re-evaluation. By embracing

diverse gender identities, members of subcultural communities engage with their
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surroundings, often challenging and redefining the norms of their subculture and
society.

This negotiation is a process that involves constant interaction and adaptation
between the subcultural community and the larger culture. They force a discussion
on the validity and fluidity of gender, contributing to a more inclusive and accepting
culture. Through activism, advocacy, and cultural production, individuals within
these subcultures work to change the perception of gender, advocating for a world
where people can express their gender identity without fear of discrimination.
Through activism, gender deviants organise protests and campaigns, and solicit legal
and policy reforms to combat discrimination. Advocacy works within existing
systems to appeal for inclusive policies, while cultural production creates works that
depict diverse gender experiences that challenge stereotypes. These combined efforts
aim to create a world where people can contribute to a dynamic society.

The use of gender-neutral pronouns within a subculture shows how
subcultures can have an impact on norms. In the context of gender-neutral pronouns,
subcultures can serve as incubators for linguistic and cultural innovation, where the
adoption and promotion of these pronouns challenge traditional binary gender
frameworks. In these subcultures, individuals promote the use of gender-neutral
language and contribute to a broader dialogue to recognise non-binary and
genderqueer identities. Hir use of gender-neutral pronouns exemplifies this linguistic
shift that challenges conventional language and emphasises the importance to
acknowledge and respect diverse gender identities beyond the binary.

Pronouns hold significance within a person’s identity, and many non-binary

individuals prefer gender-neutral pronouns such as “they” or “them”. The linguist
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Dennis Baron defines gender-neutral pronouns as pronouns that are not tied to a
specific gender and can be used to refer to individuals regardless of their gender
identity (34). Gender-neutral pronouns are a linguistic tool used to promote gender
inclusivity and respect for diverse gender identities, transcending the limitations of
the traditional binary gender system.

Respecting and utilising individuals’ self-identified pronouns is important
because this practice validates their self-perception. For those who are less
acquainted with the concept of non-binary gender, active listening to those who
identify as such and learning from their lived experiences becomes a crucial step in
understanding the linguistic choices of gender deviants. Moreover, acknowledging
and confronting the detrimental narratives commonly linked to non-binary
individuals is an essential endeavour, as these narratives contribute to the
perpetuation of discrimination and violence.

The usage of pronouns, as reflected in Bornstein’s choice not only aligns with
hir gender identity but fosters wider acceptance of gender-neutral language and
pronouns in society. Over an individual’s lifetime, hir advocacy exemplifies that
gender pronouns can be fluid and can change. Respecting an individual’s growing
gender identity and expression is important, and gender-neutral pronouns offer an
effective means to do so. These pronouns not only assist individuals in creating and
affirming their identities but also challenge understanding traditional gender codes.

Hir commitment extends beyond de-gendering existing norms and involves
removing gender signifiers and codes from social life, ultimately contributing to a
more inclusive and liberated understanding of gender in society. Ze says: “There’s a

really simple way to look at gender. Once upon a time, someone drew a line in the
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sands of a culture and proclaimed with great self-importance, “On this side, you are a
man; on the other side, you are a woman”. It’s time for the winds of change to blow
that line away. Simple”. (Bornstein, GO 25-26). The metaphorical perspective on the
concept of gender is presented here.

Ze uses the imagery of someone drawing a line in the sands of culture,
delineating one side as a man and the other as a woman. This metaphor points to the
arbitrary and culturally constructed nature of the binary gender system and states the
historical imposition of rigid gender norms. Hir call for change is symbolised by the
phrase “winds of change,” which suggests a need for a transformative shift in
attitudes towards gender. The use of “simple” emphasises that to dismantle the
binary gender system, in theory, is not a complex task but in reality, it is not so
because the conventional notions of the binary division of gender are grained in the
minds of people.

Ze emphasises the need for a more inclusive understanding of gender beyond
rigid binaries and advocates for the removal of these conventional divisions to create
a more fluid and accepting society. The emphasised point of view shows how society
has entrenched and perpetuated a rigid binary division of gender thereby emphasising
its significance and authority in this construct. This binary understanding of gender is
ingrained in many cultures and comes with prescribed roles, behaviours, and
expectations for individuals based on their assigned gender.

Commencing with the concept of gender, Bornstein calls for a transformative
shift towards an inclusive and open-minded evaluation. Ze argues that it is time to
challenge the rigidity of this line that separates people into two categories as if there

are only two ways to be. The mention of “the winds of change” blowing that line
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away suggests a desire to move beyond this simplistic binary understanding and
embrace a more diverse and nuanced understanding of gender (25). Here, ze calls for
the recognition that gender is not a fixed and absolute concept but rather a social
construct that can and should be reimagined and expanded to be diverse, in which
individuals experience and express their gender.

In hir exploration of gender identity Bornstein discovers the intricacies and
fluidity of hir gender identity, which does not fit into the traditional mould, and after
leaving Scientology and experiencing struggles with addiction and multiple failed
marriages in the 1980s, ze begins to move closer to hir authentic self by quitting
drugs, achieving sobriety, and venturing into writing for the Bay Area Reporter in
San Francisco. During this period, ze undergoes psychiatric therapy sessions to
confront hir gender identity. Ze looks up to Miss Lee who proclaims herself to be a
drag queen and a gay activist after the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969 for inspiration
(Bornstein, AQPD 128). Miss Lee supports Bornstein in exploring hir gender identity
without judging hir decision to transition from a man to a woman.

Hir understanding that ze need not conform to society’s binary gender norms
marks the journey of self-acceptance. Hir belief in the concept of “thetans”, which
are persons without gender, gives hir the courage to explore hir true identity. Ze feels
that ze could live as the person ze desires to be without fear of prejudice. During hir
therapy sessions with Mary, a respected butch woman ze meets during hir time with
Miss Lee, Bornstein delves into the practical aspects of transitioning, which
necessitates living as a woman full-time for at least a year before undergoing genital
surgery. This period sanctions individuals to understand the challenges of being a

trans person and determine if the genuine interest to pursue the surgery would not
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dampen. Moreover, Bornstein learns about female mannerisms and behaviours.

Mary makes sure that Bornstein comprehends the potential hardships ze
might face post-transition, including violence, abuse, and social exclusion. Ze
realises that hir decision to transition would not be readily accepted, particularly by
hir conservative father Paul Bornstein. Despite hir desire to come out to hir father, ze
is unable to do so before his passing away. Ze acknowledges that hir father’s
generation and the world they have grown up in follow stern views on sexuality and
gender, leaving no space for gender deviance. After hir father’s death, ze reveals hir
transition to hir mother, who asks if this transitioning is another act in hir life of
pretending as pretending is all that ze has been doing hir life which prompts
Bornstein to reflect on the authenticity of transitioning. This journey shows the
complexities and challenges faced by individuals seeking to embrace their true
gender identities and the various factors that influence their decisions along the way.

The anticipation of societal perceptions, particularly “freak” and “outsider”
labels, emerges in Bornstein’s consciousness and influences hir decision to delay
gender change. As ze comments: “Because I don’t want to be a fucking freak” (158).
Here ze articulates hir strong aversion to judgements and stigmatisation. Hir
resistance to being labelled as a “freak” reflects the pressure and prejudice ze had
anticipated as a transgender individual. Hir acknowledgment of the bias against non-
conforming gender identities guides hir decision to defer the process of gender
change and avoid potential negative perceptions and labels.

The role of culture in ascribing gender roles to individuals is encapsulated in
hir statement: “No one had ever hinted at that, and so standing outside a natural

gender, [ thought I was some monster, and that it was all my fault” which exposes
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the self-blame ze grapples with, arising from hir inability to neatly fit into the binary
gender categories imposed by society (Bornstein, GO 15). In the statement where ze
expresses the result of standing outside the concept of natural gender, ze believes
hirself to be some Kind of a “monster”. Ze describes hir isolation and confusion
regarding gender identity, which exists beyond conventional gender norms and
indicates hir recognition that society has prescribed certain roles and expectations to
individuals based on their assigned gender. The realisation of not conforming to the
norm leaves hir as an outsider. The use of “monster” in hir statement conveys the
extent of the self-blame and the negative emotions ze experienced. Ze feels like an
aberration, a deviation from what society considers “normal”.

The idea of being a “monster” reflects the harsh self-judgment ze internalises
as a result of not fitting into the gender binary. The power of societal norms in
shaping individuals’ self-perception reveals the damaging impact of rigid gender
expectations and the need for a more inclusive and accepting framework that would
accommodate diverse gender identities. Bornstein’s experience, as reflected in the
statement, points to the importance of recognising and respecting the unique gender
journeys of each individual rather than placing blame on those who do not conform
to binary gender norms.

In an interview, Bornstein acknowledges how societal perceptions would cast
hir as an outsider (Saner, “Caitlyn Jenner’s Got Company”). Living along the borders
of gender for nine years, ze realises that the gender system constructed by society is
malevolent and divisive as the conventional gender system does not allow any
deviation from the strict binaries. The ambiguity and fluidity of hir gender identity

eventually lead hir to pursue gender reassignment surgery because ze yearns for a
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sense of belonging within the gender categories. Despite the difficulties during hir
transition, ze remains determined not to lie to hirself or hir loved ones any longer:
“Lying to friends and family and lovers, pretending to be someone I wasn’t was the
painful part. Going through gender change is not the easiest thing in the world to do
but I went through it because I was so tired of all the lies and secrets” (Bornstein,
APQD 89). The pressure of concealing hir true identity becomes unbearable and
motivates hir to undergo surgery.

As part of hir transition, ze abandons hir moustache and forsakes the
appearance of a man as she states: “No more trying to be the man that | was not. |
need to move forward in exploring options as a transsexual” (164). Ze encapsulates
hir decision to stop pretending and instead embark on a journey of self-discovery and
acceptance as a transsexual. Ze decides to cease pretending to be someone ze is not,
recognising the futility of denying hir perceived gender identity. To ensure ze is
making the right decision regarding gender reassignment surgery, ze compiles a list
of over ninety questions, and for every question on the list, hir answer came down to
“life as a man was not a life worth living” which led hir to the conclusion that life as
aman is intolerable (187).

Hir journey to self-acceptance takes nearly thirty-eight years. Ze observes
that individuals who reveal their gender non-conformity from an early age
experience fewer internal conflict, as they do not need to hide their true feelings. Ze
states: “When I was first a girl, [ was a thirty-eight-year-old man and I had to make
up for lost time. It wasn’t easy. I had to learn girl from the ground just like I’d had to
learn to be a boy” (183). Here, ze reflects on hir experiences of transitioning from a

male-assigned gender to a female one. Ze describes hir early days as a girl,
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emphasising that ze did not transit in childhood, but rather at the age of thirty-eight.
This indicates the significant amount of time and life experience ze had already
accumulated in hir assigned gender role. Hir statement, which says that ze had to
make up for the lost time, conveys the idea that ze felt the need to rapidly learn and
adapt to the expectations and behaviours associated with being a woman.

Ze also points out that learning to enact gender roles effectively, whether as a
boy or a girl, is a process that requires effort and adaptation. In hir case, transitioning
to a girl is not a matter of simply adopting a new identity but rather involves learning
and relearning the ways that society expects girls and women to behave and present
themselves. Transitioning is a process of adjusting to the culture and norms
associated with the new gender identity. Stating that society compels trans
individuals into a stage of denial, Bornstein maintains that they are forced to choose
between traditional binary gender identities and unconventional notions. Trans
people deny their authentic selves, in the attempt to suppress or hide their true gender
identity to fit into society’s expectations. This denial can be damaging, leading to
mental and emotional distress because individuals wrestle with their self-identity and
the norms propped by society. Hir perspective indicates the need to create a
conducive environment for trans individuals, where they are not compelled to deny
their true gender identities.

Ze advocates the abandonment or dissmpowerment of the concept of natural
gender and discusses how the excessive need to conform to gender norms becomes a
form of coercion. Ze states: “Being raised as a male, I never experienced what it
meant to be female in this culture, so | built a repertoire of female gestures, phrases,

body language, and outfits in my head and practiced them at night when everyone
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was asleep” (Bornstein, GO 72). This provides a glimpse into the experiences of
Bornstein, who is assigned a male at birth but later identifies as a female, which
elucidates on the lengths to which ze goes out in an attempt to conform to
expectations and express hir gender identity.

Being raised as a male, Bornstein never had the direct experience of what is
meant to be a female within hir culture. This means ze grew up conforming to the
gender role and identity assigned to hir at birth, which did not align with hir true
sense of self. As ze was not socialised as a female from a young age, ze was not
exposed to the social, cultural, and behavioural expectations associated with being a
woman in society. To address the disconnection between the assigned gender and the
gender identity, ze mentions that ze creates a mental repertoire of female behaviours,
including gestures, phrases, body language, and even outfits. This mental catalogue
serves as a way to practice and learn what it means to express oneself as a woman
according to norms.

The act of practising these behaviours at night when everyone is asleep
reflects the desire and determination to align external presentation with internal
gender identity. This also suggests a sense of isolation or secrecy in hir deportment
because ze feels the need to keep this self-exploration hidden from others for fear of
judgement or rejection. Ze shares hir struggles with female behavioural gestures and
attire because ze has never had the opportunity to experience being a woman during
hir prime years.

Enduring consequences for personal identity and social interactions are
evident in Bornstein’s expressions, despite hir anatomical transformation into a

woman through surgery, which reveals that life is not as simple as it appears to be.
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Ze notes that following hir gender reassignment surgery, ze encounters inquiries such
as “Do you feel like a woman now? Did you ever feel like a man?”” and “How did
you know what a woman would feel like?”” (70). Hir response rejects essentialist
gender stereotypes and emphasises hir unshakable conviction that ze is neither a boy
nor a man. Ze undertakes gender reassignment in hir late thirties to explore hir
absence of alignment with either traditional gender.

By stating that ze does not feel like a boy or a man, ze is rejecting the notion
that gender identity was solely determined by a set of predetermined behaviours. Hir
response emphasises that hir identity is self-defined and does not conform to the
essentialist expectations imposed by society. Ze communicates that hir gender
identity is about hir journey and self-understanding, which are free from the
limitations of rigid gender stereotypes.

Hir response challenges the oversimplified binary understanding of gender
and stresses the importance of recognising that gender identity is diverse and cannot
be reduced to stereotypical expectations. Hir experience reflects the complexity of
gender and the need to move beyond essentialist thinking to embrace a more
inclusive and authentic understanding of individual gender identities. Hir willingness
to challenge these stereotypes and assert hir unique experience contributes to the
ongoing conversation about gender diversity and self-acceptance.

Two years after the surgery, ze identifies and declares hirself as a gender-
fluid person and openly embraces hir gender and sexuality. While ze loves the idea
of being without a fixed gender identity, ze expresses a desire to be part of a
community of like-minded individuals (45). Hir experiences ultimately lead hir to

accept the fluidity of hir gender identity. Hir critique of the concept of “passing”
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following gender reassignment surgery is rooted in hir argument that it compels
individuals to adhere to the confines of a binary gender system. Ze criticises the
pressure to conform and points out the detrimental consequences of this conformity,
including silence, invisibility, dishonesty, and self-denial. Ze emphasises that
“passing” ultimately amounts to pretending those results in individuals silencing
their true identities, becoming invisible in their authentic selves, perpetuating
falsehoods, and denying their genuine experiences (112).

The issue of “passing” is accentuated as ze notes: “l know too many trans
men and trans women who deny their lives as trans for the sake of appearing real”
(164). This statement implies that many trans men and trans women feel compelled
to hide or deny their transgender identity to conform to expectations of what is
considered “real” or “normal” in terms of gender. The term “appearing real” refers to
presenting themselves as cisgender, which means identifying with the gender they
are assigned at birth. Transgender individuals who “deny their lives as trans”
essentially choose not to disclose or acknowledge their gender transition, often due to
the fear of discrimination and rejection or to avoid uncomfortable or invasive
questions about their gender identity. This kind of denial has psychological and
emotional consequences because individuals are forced to suppress their true selves
to fit into norms.

Ze stresses the pressure and challenges faced by transgender individuals who
engage with the tension between their authentic gender identity and the expectation
to conform to a binary understanding of gender that in turn reinforces the importance
of creating an inclusive and accepting society where individuals can be truly express

themselves without fear of judgement or discrimination. The pressure to “pass” in the
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transgender community arises from various sources, which include medical and
psychiatric authorities, as well as peer groups within the community.

The media theorist and performance artist Sandy Stone offers her perspective
on the consequences of passing. She suggests that individuals who successfully pass
as cisgender may overlook the fact that, in doing so, they often create singular and
uniform identities, forsaking the complexities of physical and subjective
intertextuality (89). In this pursuit of passing, they inadvertently obstruct the
possibility of genuine and authentic relationships.

Stone’s argument delves into the principle of passing, where individuals deny
the destabilising impact of being correctly perceived in terms of their gender identity.
Consequently, relationships formed under the guise of “passing” rest on untruths as
individuals conceal their true identities to align with societal norms. The alignment
with the social norms is not exclusive to the transgender community but parallels
with other marginalised groups. For instance, those with light enough skin to pass as
white encounter similar pressures, as might individuals who remain closeted about
their sexual orientation or anyone choosing invisibility as a coping strategy for
personal dissonance.

Since Bornstein refuses to “pass”, ze not only defies conventional norms but
also subverts expectations related to hir transgender identity and the LGBTQ+
community. Bornstein’s fluid gender identity stands in contrast to the binary gender
categories that the transgender community is trying to align with. Ze faces protests
from transwomen in Portland, who accuse hir of being transphobic and not
representing them due to hir refusal to stake hir claim as a male or a female. They

held up signs stating, “Kate Bornstein is Transphobic and Kate Bornstein is not
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Transsexual and Bornstein Doesn’t speak for me” (Bornstein, AQPD 204). The sign
reflects the dissatisfaction and frustration of some transwomen who feel that
Bornstein’s views do not align with their own experiences or identities. The
accusation of transphobia arises from the observation that Bornstein’s non-binary
stance is dismissive of those who identify within the binary genders of male or
female.

The situation indicates the diversity of experiences and perspectives within
the transgender community and the ongoing conversations and debates about what it
means to represent and support transgender individuals. The conflict at Portland
arose because Bornstein’s gender fluidity challenged the pursuit of binary
recognition within the trans community, making it more challenging for some
individuals to gain acceptance in society. To clarify the stance on hir gender identity,
ze states:

My voice is not representative of all transgendered people when a minority

group has been silent for so long, the majority tends to listen to loudmouths

like me when we first speak up, believing we speak for the group. But more
important than my point of view, than any single point of view, is that people

begin to question gender. (208)

Here, ze states how society often disregards minority groups as long as they maintain
their silence. Ze stresses that it is only when outspoken individuals, or “loudmouths”
like hirself, raise their voices that minority groups begin to gain attention. However,
ze makes it clear that not all members of a minority group share the same
perspectives on gender as ze does.

Ze asserts: “I identify as neither male nor female” and reiterates that “I know
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I’m not a man about that much I’m very clear, and I’ve come to the conclusion that
I’m probably not a woman either” (8). When ze articulates that ze neither identifies
as male nor female, ze rejects the binary understanding of gender when ze says that
ze identifies as neither male nor female, Instead, ze asserts a gender identity that falls
outside these conventional categories. When Bornstein articulates that ze is aware
that ze does not identify as a man, ze affirms the rejection of a male gender identity.
This reinforces the idea that Bornstein does not align with the traditional
understanding of being a man. Ze rejects both a male as well as a female identity
when ze concludes that ze probably does not identify as a woman either. This
suggests a non-binary or genderqueer identification that transcends the binary
notions of male and female.

Bornstein’s rejection of the binary gender system asserts a gender identity
that goes beyond the categories of male and female, which shows the complexity and
diversity of gender identities and challenges traditional norms and expectations
regarding gender. Hir recognition and affirmation of hir gender identity as neither
male nor female is an essential step in hir personal growth and self-acceptance. Ze
overtly expresses her desire for the acceptance of gender-fluid identities, which
ensures that gender and its ramifications extend beyond its accepted impressions.

Hir advocacy and activism extensively support the rights of transgender and
genderqueer individuals. Hir activism seamlessly intertwines with hir identity and
personal experiences that indicate the significance of an intersectional approach to
advocacy. This approach takes into account the diverse experiences of marginalised
groups within the LGBTQ+ community that recognises the challenges faced by these

individuals, which result from the intersection of various aspects of their identities,
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such as gender, race, socioeconomic status, and more.

Bornstein’s gender identity intersects with hir relationship with hir partner,
Catherine, who transitions from female to male, and ze nurtures an exceptional
relationship with hir partner. Additionally, hir experiences within the LGBTQ+
community intersect with hir identity as a gender-fluid lesbian and lead hir to
investigate complex interactions with various subgroups within the community. Hir
identity becomes multifarious when hir partner, Catherine, embarks on a journey to
transition from the female to the male David. This transformation prompts Bornstein
to engage in introspection about hir gender identity and sexual orientation. Ze
engages with the question of how ze could identify as a woman when ze is in love
with women. Hir therapist, Mary, clarifies the distinction between sexual orientation
and gender identity, describing that they are separate aspects of a person’s identity
(172).

A turn in Bornstein’s path to self-discovery of her gender orientation emerges
when ze navigates a heterosexual relationship before hir gender transition. Before hir
gender transition, ze was assigned male however, after hir transition, initially, ze
identified as a female. The initial confusion arises from the fact that ze had a
heterosexual relationship before transitioning and was in a relationship where ze, as a
male, was attracted to a woman. As a result of post-transition, ze becomes a woman
and subsequently becomes attracted to women, thereby ze identifies hirself to be a
lesbian. From this elaboration, it could be ascertained that gender identity and sexual
orientation are distinct aspects of a person’s identity.

Within Bornstein’s experiential trajectory unfolds a transformation in gender

identity from a male to a female and a shift in sexual orientation from a heterosexual
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to a lesbian. This exemplifies the numerous ways in which individuals negotiate and
articulate their authentic selves. The distinctive aspect of hir story adds layers to the
broader conversation about the intersectionality of gender and sexual orientation,
emphasising the importance of recognising and respecting the unique paths
individuals traverse to discovering and expressing their gender status.

Hir sexual orientation leads to confusion within the transsexual community,
and ze struggles to convince others that ze is a lesbian after hir transition. These
complexities in hir identity contravene traditional labels and definitions (189). Ze
humorously reflects on the paradoxes that would arise from hir unconventional
identity, such as being a lesbian with a boyfriend, and not fitting as desired into
traditional categories of gender and sexuality. Ze describes hir identity as a fluid one
that allows hir to break free from the constraints of rigid gender and style norms and
enables her to frame a vivid sense of self-expression (178, 180, 89).

Hir longing for answers about the nature of gender is palpable in passages
like

What does a man feel like?

What does a woman feel like?

Do you feel like a man?

Do you feel like a woman?

I’d like to know that from people. (Bornstein, GO 29)

Hir search for clarity on a topic that lacks definite definitions is reflected in these
questions. Hir frustration and concerns surface in statements, “Are you a woman
because you can bear children? Because you bleed every month? Do you then cease

being a woman after menopause? Are you a man because you can father children?
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What if you were exposed to nuclear radiation and became sterile?” (105). These
questions show hir desire to inquire into the foundation of gender classification.

Ze believes that this inquiry is the first step to understand the fluid and ever-
changing nature of gender, which ze describes as being similar “quicksilver”. “That
area you can’t put your finger on because it’s fluid. And gender, because it’s a social
construct, is quicksilver”, encapsulates the elusive and ever-changing nature of
gender as well as its fluidity as a social construct (87). The reference to gender as
“quicksilver” refers to the elusive and ever-shifting nature of mercury. This metaphor
emphasises that as a social construct, gender evolves and transforms as societies and
cultures progress and ignore rigid binary notions.

Similar to the physical nature of mercury which eludes adherence to fixed
moulds, Bornstein expresses reluctance to constrain hirself within the confines of the
gender dyad. Ze asserts hir gender-fluid identity by resisting conformity to the
heteronormative framework and articulating that hir personal struggles with hir
gender identity find hir using the medium of theatre productively. In this manner, the
distinctiveness of hir gender identity could be inferred through theatre, which in itself
Is artistic, imaginative and articulatory.

During hir formative years, Bornstein experienced the absence of recognition
and understanding regarding hir gender non-conformity that left hir perpetually
entangled in a state of confusion. Ze is involved in activism and her association with
the feminist theatre company named “The Order of the Midnight Sun” becomes the
space to express the transgender conundrum. (90). Ze believes in using queer theatre
as a tool for self-discovery and promoting unconditional love on stage.

Ze celebrates fluidity over fixity and emphasises the journey toward self-
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discovery and self-acceptance despite the challenges individuals encounter:

We bring about the future of gender when we put gender into play in any

aspect of our daily lives: work, play, or relationships. It’s when we put gender

into play, it’s when we question the binary; it’s when we break the rules and
keep calling attention to the fact that the rules are unbreakable; that’s when
we create a Third Space. I’ve been putting gender into play in theatre. My

queer theatre was my Third Space. (179)

The term “Third Space” signifies a conceptual realm that extends beyond the
conventional binary understanding of gender. It is a space where individuals have the
freedom to explore, express, and exist outside the confines of traditional gender
norms. By pushing boundaries and questioning the perceived unbreakable rules of
the gender binary, individuals contribute to creating an open space for
accommodating diverse gender patterns.

Theatre serves as a distinctive realm where Bornstein explicitly explores hir
journey of gender identification. With hir involvement in the performing arts, ze
challenges established norms that guarantee a more flexible and expansive
exploration of gender identities. In doing so, ze not only embodies hir authentic
gender identity but also encourages others to embrace the inherent fluid gender
experiences. By fitting into this “Third Space,” Bornstein advocates for a society that
recognises and celebrates the numerous paths individuals take in their journey of
self-discovery and expression.

Within the realm of gender fluid identities, Bornstein identifies queer theatre
as a tool for representation. As Ze mentions: “In my particular brand of queer theatre,

I want to challenge people’s concepts of gender and identity. I want the very act of
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my assuming another identity onstage to call into question the identity of every
audience member” (204). Here ze articulates hir intention to use queer theatre as a
means of challenging norms and expectations related to gender and identity.

Ze aims to create a platform where artists, including herself, explore and
express their gender identities and experiences that deviate from the traditional
binary norms. This form of queer theatre serves as a powerful vehicle for self-
discovery and self-expression for artists. Ze espouses a mode of resistance that
seamlessly transitions from introspection to external manifestation. This evolution
signifies a deliberate engagement with norms, challenging and interrogating

established paradigms surrounding gender identity.



Chapter 3
Performative Resilience: Gender Fluidity and Advocacy in Queer Theatre

Queer theatre has a history intertwined with the LGBTQ+ rights movement
and shifts in society. The roots of this theatrical tradition can be traced back to the
early twentieth century when avant-garde artists began discreetly exploring
homosexual themes. Theatre historian Jordan Schildkraut notes that in the initial
decades of the twentieth century, avant-garde artists initiated the exploration of
themes related to homosexuality (7). However, these early works often had to be
coded or presented in hidden ways due to prevailing restrictions in the society. A
significant turning point in the history of queer theatre occurred with the Stonewall
riots of 1969, which marked the birth of the Gay Liberation movement. Theatre
scholar Laurence Senelick notes: “Theatre provided the gay movement with one of
its first safe spaces” (12). This suggests that the theatre played a crucial role in
offering a supportive and inclusive environment for the gay community. Historically,
attitudes towards LGBTQ+ individuals have been discriminatory and prejudiced.
Theatre served as a space where people in the gay community can express
themselves authentically without fear of judgement or persecution.

Theatre productions, particularly those with LGBTQ+ themes or characters,
provide a platform for individuals to explore and share their experiences, identities,
and challenges. These productions serve as a form of cultural activism, foster a sense
of community and share the presentations among both LGBTQ+ and non-LGBTQ+
audiences. The shared experience of attending or participating in such performances
created a sense of solidarity and empowerment, contributing to the early

development of the gay rights movement. Senelick highlights the significance of
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theatre as not just a form of entertainment but as a vital space where the LGBTQ+
community finds acceptance, understanding, and the freedom to express their
authentic selves during a time when such spaces are limited in society.

This newfound visibility and activism pave the way for a wave of LGBTQ+
representation in the arts. In the early 1980s, playwright Harvey Fierstein made a
significant impact with his play “Torch Song Trilogy,” which became a milestone in
LGBTQ+ theatre. Fierstein stated his goal: “I wanted to make a statement about
being gay that wasn’t piteous” (5). This indicates his intention to portray gay
experiences in a way that avoids evoking pity or sympathy. In this context, Fierstein
aims to create narratives and representations that go beyond the common tropes of
victimhood or portray LGBTQ+ individuals as objects of pity.

By expressing a desire to avoid a “piteous” portrayal, Fierstein suggests a
commitment to showcasing the strength, resilience, and diverse aspects of gay
identity. Instead of perpetuating stereotypes that cast being gay as a source of tragedy
or struggle, he seeks to depict the richness and complexity of LGBTQ+ lives,
emphasising that these experiences are valid and should not be reduced to narratives
of suffering. Fierstein’s goal has been to contribute to a more nuanced and authentic
representation of gay individuals in media and culture, defying stereotypes and
fostering an understanding of LGBTQ+ experiences.

Queer theory, which is a significant intellectual development in LGBTQ+
studies, influenced queer theatre in the late 20th century. The theatre scholar Jill
Dolan notes: “Queer performance has from the outset been entwined with the
intellectual and political developments of the LGBTQ+ movement” (89). This

indicates the close and interconnected relationship between queer performance and
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the intellectual and political advancements within the LGBTQ+ movement. In other
words, progressions within the LGBTQ+ movement shows that queer performance,
which includes a wide range of artistic expressions like theatre, drag, and
performance art, has played an important role in advancing the ideas and activism of
the LGBTQ+ community. It is the medium through which LGBTQ+ individuals have
expressed their experiences, challenged norms, and contributed to the intellectual and
political discourse surrounding LGBTQ+ rights and acceptance. This integration of
academic theory with artistic expression has added depth and complexity to the
narratives presented on stage.

There has been a notable shift towards greater inclusivity and diversification
in LGBTQ+ theatre. Playwright M.J. Kaufman reflects on this, stating, “I’m excited
to be living in a time when people are taking gender identity seriously” (78). The
statement reflects a sense of optimism and enthusiasm about the contemporary era in
which society is increasingly recognising and valuing the importance of gender
identity. A range of identities and intersectional perspectives mark this inclusivity,
reflecting the diversity within the LGBTQ+ community.

The embracement of a range of identities and the incorporation of
intersectional perspectives are distinctive features of this inclusivity, capturing the
diversity innate within the LGBTQ+ community. Within this framework, Judith
Butler contributes to the discourse on gender performativity. According to her,
gender and identity are performative, emphasising the influence of theatricality.
Butler’s theory of gender performativity states: “In opposition to theatrical or
phenomenological models which take the gendered self to be before its acts, 1 will

understand constituting acts not only as constituting the identity of the actor but as
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constituting that identity as a compelling illusion, an object of belief” (271). She
argues that that identity is not inherent but rather a product of repeated, culturally
influenced performances. Butler challenges the idea that there is a fixed, essential
identity that precedes our actions. Instead, she posits that identity is constructed
through performative acts, and these acts lead to the illusion of a stable, coherent
self.

In the realm of theatre, characters perform roles that like gender identity in
Butler’s theory, do not pre-exist but are constructed through the repetition and
stylisation of behaviours. She suggests that particular identities, both on and off the
stage, are not fixed but are ongoing, performative processes. In the plays, characters
perform roles that challenge or reinforce societal norms and serve as a mirror to the
performative nature of gender identity in reality. The theatrical setting thus becomes
a space where the constructed nature of identity is highlighted, which emphasises the
idea that identity is an ongoing performance rather than a predetermined essence.
Through her emphasis on the performative nature of gender and identity, Butler
encourages a subtle exploration of diverse identities and perspectives. Her notions
highlight the crucial role of inclusivity in fostering a comprehensive understanding of
the LGBTQ+ community and advocate recognition of the varied experiences and
intersections of gender deviants.

The emergence of digital platforms, including digital theatre and social
media, has further expanded the reach of queer theatre. Rohit K. Dasgupta and
Sangeeta Datta point out that “The emergence of digital theatre and social media has
given LGBTQ+ artists the tools to connect across distances and engage with global

audiences” (14). This digital era offers new opportunities for LGBTQ+ artists to
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share their stories and engage with a global audience that reinforces the enduring and
growing impact of queer theatre on society.

Bornstein’s works exemplify the use of storytelling to defy norms and
promote inclusivity. Hir play “Hidden: A Gender,” uses personal and intersex
experiences to question fixed gender categories. However, the play “The Opposite
Sex is Neither” goes even further by arguing against the male-female binary and
positing a gender spectrum. These performances discuss about hir unwavering
commitment to performatively resist normative constraints and advocate for the
visibility and representation of gender-fluid individuals through the medium of
theatre.

To begin the process of assessing the gender system, Bornstein starts by
asking the fundamental question, “What defines gender?” (Hid.11). This query
serves as a starting point for delving into the complexities of gender identity and
expression. The show “Hidden: A Gender” explores the historical and contemporary
representations of gender, drawing attention to the performative acts involved in
defining and challenging a person’s gender identity. The character Doc Grinder,
resembling a sideshow carnival barker hosts a talk show in the play, where he
presents a game called “What’s My Gender?”” (Hid. 99). This game mirrors the
performative aspect of gender because participants are prompted to discover their
gender through a series of questions and are then provided with a “gender defender”
pill, symbolising the performative nature of adhering to rigid gender norms (99).

To uphold the existing binary gender system, Bornstein introduces the term
“gender defenders” to describe those individuals who work towards maintaining it

(Bornstein, GO 94). This accords with Butler’s concept of gender as performative,
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where individuals, in this case Grinder’s audience, participate in performing and
maintaining gender roles. The play delves into the concept of “gender blur” (Hid.
217) which reflects Butler’s idea of crossing traditional gender boundaries. Grinder
emphasises society’s fear and hatred towards this concept, stressing how people
avoid being associated with those who defy traditional gender roles. Driven by the
influence of advertisements and commercial products society constructs the fear of
blurred genders, which compels individuals to strive for its preservation. The
characters’ stories and Grinder’s commentary invite the audience to question and
redefine their gender identities in a performative context and demonstrate how
theatre serves as a powerful and persuasive space for transgender individuals that
provides them with a live audience that bears witness to the narratives of the
portrayal of their misunderstood bodies.

The character Maggie, in “The Opposite Sex is Neither” encourages the
audience to pose the question, “What does it mean to be a man or a woman in our
society?” (7), which defines the depth and character of society while also prompting
active interrogation of established norms. These questions catalyse reflection on
established norms and expectations related to gender. Maggie’s question as to what it
means to be a man or a woman in society prompts the audience to reflect on the
social constructs and stereotypes that have traditionally defined gender.

By posing this question, she encourages people to consider the limitations of
these binary definitions and how they fail to capture the diversity of human
experiences. In doing so, Maggie challenges the audience to think beyond the surface

and question the conventional norms. Her approach prompts individuals to come out
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with the idea that gender is not solely determined by traditional roles and
characteristics and that each person’s experience is unique.

“Hidden: A Gender” presents profiles of two gender deviants, Herculine and
Herman, where each represents different sides of gender ambiguity. Herculine
Barbin is an actual Parisian intersex individual from the late nineteenth century
whose life story is documented by Michel Foucault. Herculine contends with
expectations regarding the choice of sex and gender. Herculine is forcibly compelled
to choose a sex and a gender, ultimately becoming Abel. Herman is a contemporary
male-to-female transsexual.

Herculine resists conforming to expectations of womanhood, aspiring to lead
a life similar to men, involving reading, writing, and self-education. However, the
members of the church namely priests and nuns in the play admonish her for
pursuing knowledge, deeming it unwomanly. Herculine’s transition unfolds when
she states: “growing fat on the last traces of my womanhood,” which implies the
insertion of leeches, symbolising her dispossession of womanhood (Hid. 188). Her
defiance leads to a transformation, where she observes her uterus diminishing while a
penis emerges in its place. This transformation reflects the stark gender disparities in
society, weighing in on the subjugation of women who are relegated to servitude.
The play uses juxtaposition of pathos and parody to prevent the audience from
settling into one emotional response.

Pathos is evoked through the use of language that describes the emotional and
challenging aspects of Herculine’s transition. The phrase “growing fat on the last
traces of my womanhood” portrays a sense of loss, as if Herculine is mourning the

departure of her previous identity as a woman. The phrase “last traces” conveys the
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idea that something precious is slipping away, which mixes empathy and sadness
among the audience. This pathos is particularly powerful in making the audience
empathise with the emotional journey of the character which also incorporates
elements of parody, as it hints at the absurdity and eccentricity of certain aspects of
the process of transition.

The phrase “growing fat” can be seen as a comical exaggeration, as it is
unlikely that someone could grow fat from transitioning. This exaggeration serves as
a form of self-parody, that allows the character to cope with the challenging and
often absurd aspects of their experience. Parody, in this context, provides moments
of relief and lightness within an emotional narrative. The juxtaposition of pathos and
parody in the phrase serves to prevent the audience from settling into one specific
emotional response.

Pathos and parody elements in the play offer various portrayals of
Herculine’s experience, acknowledging both the emotional depth and the more
humorous or absurd aspects of her journey. This blend of emotions makes the
character and their story more relatable and complex, engaging the audience on a
deeper level while allowing them to experience a range of feelings, from empathy to
humour, which indeed adds depth to the narrative and reflects the complexities of the
character's experience.

Herman, the next character in the play “Hidden: A Gender,” is born as a
male but later transitions into a transsexual woman, and eventually identifies as a
gender-fluid person. Herman represents a complex narrative of personal identity and
the understanding of gender. Herman’s story serves as a vivid description of the

fluidity and changing nature of gender. Initially identifying as a male, Herman’s



Sebastian 104
decision to transition into a transsexual woman indicates the personal and
transformative aspects of gender identity. In this exploration of gender identity
within the play, the characters Herculine and Herman, after the gender transition are
known as Abel and Kate, respectively which symbolise contrasting approaches to
self-discovery and acceptance. Herculine’s acceptance of her designated gender,
Abel, is portrayed as a submission to external authority figures, including nuns,
priests, and doctors. Her perception of existence is primarily tied to obedience to
these authoritative figures. Her choice of the name Abel for her male persona carries
symbolism, and denotes themes of peace, victimhood, divine love, and historical
mourning which suggests that her acceptance of her designated gender is marked by
a sense of resignation and a sense of being a victim of the expectations of the society.

Herman’s transformation into Kate represents a self-determined transition
when she states: “My name will be Katherine. It was the name of a girl I wanted to
be all through grade school” (257). This points out the significance of self-discovery
and the power of choosing an individual’s identity. Herman’s decision to adopt the
name Katherine is a personal and deliberate choice that reflects his longing to
embrace a gender identity that aligns with her true self, which also shows the
importance of self-determination in the process of transitioning and choosing names.

For Herman, this decision goes beyond a mere change in name rather, it
represents a deep affirmation of his identity. The transformation into Kate is not just
a superficial change but a testament to the authenticity of the person’s identity that
emphasises the power of self-recognition and the journey to align with unique
external expressions with their inner truth. Unlike Herculine, Kate embraces a fluidly

gendered identity, emphasising the idea that individuals need not strictly adhere to
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traditional male or female classifications. As Kate questions, “As to being a man or a
woman. Must | be one or the other? Must you? Do you know what one is or the
other? (272). This fluidity implies that gender is not a fixed category but rather
exists on a spectrum, which allows individuals like Herman to express themselves
without conforming to traditional norms.

Herman’s narrative is a testament to the complexity and individuality of
gender experiences, which indicates that a person’s understanding of gender evolves
and that there is no single, fixed path to self-discovery. This indicates that the
character Kate serves as a powerful representation of individuals who exist outside
the confines of the traditional gender binary. The statement encourages a deeper
analysis of the binary gender system, which categorises individuals strictly as either
men or women based on their biological sex.

By questioning whether individuals must align with one specific category or
the other, Kate challenges the assumption that individuals must conform to one of the
two traditional gender categories. She questions the necessity of forcing people into
the boxes of binary and challenges the expectations that pressure individuals to fit
neatly within one gender category. Kate enquires if the person knows what one is or
what the other is, which questions an individual’s understanding of what it means to
be a man or a woman. With this question, she prompts the person to consider how
gender identities can encompass a broad range of experiences and expressions
beyond the traditional man-woman dichotomy. The statement, therefore, encourages
an individual to question and analyse the binary constructs of gender, which aligns
with the ongoing discourse surrounding gender identity and emphasises the

importance of recognising and respecting non-binary and gender-diverse individuals.
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Herculine’s journey exemplifies the struggles faced by individuals who are
coerced into submission to expectations concerning their gender identity. Born
intersex, Herculine navigates a society that demands adherence to binary gender
norms, ultimately leading to a life marked by isolation, secrecy, and internal conflict.
Herculine’s experiences shed light on the historical and pervasive pressures that have
compelled numerous individuals to hide or deny their authentic gender identities,
emphasising the immense strain such expectations can exact on personal well-being.
The narrative highlights the importance of challenging entrenched norms and
fostering a more compassionate and inclusive dialogue around gender, encouraging a
shift towards acceptance and understanding of diverse gender expressions.

Conversely, Herman’s path represents a commitment to self-determination
and a rejection of external norms and expectations of gender. By boldly pursuing a
gender identity that aligns with the authentic self, Herman’s journey shows the
importance of self-discovery and self-definition which serves as an inspiring
example of an individual who has chosen to challenge conventions and establish
their gender identity, reflecting a more contemporary perspective on gender
inclusivity and personal empowerment. Herman’s story shows the agency that
individuals can exercise in defining their gender, emphasising the empowering
aspects of the gender discourse. These contrasting paths indicate the diverse nature of
gender identity.

The narratives of Herculine and Herman emphasise that gender is not a rigid,
binary construct but rather a spectrum that encompasses diverse experiences and
expressions. Herculine’s inner turmoil and Herman’s determination to embrace a

more authentic gender identity show the intricate and personal aspects of how
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individuals perceive and navigate their gender. Their experiences exemplify the
display of gender identities that exist, challenge traditional notions of gender, and
promote a more inclusive understanding of this complex facet of human identity.
Additionally, the stories of Herculine and Herman mirror the ongoing debates
surrounding gender. Herculine’s experience of conforming to binary norms and
enduring internal conflict reflects the pressures that have compelled individuals to fit
into conventional gender categories. In contrast, Herman’s journey aligns with more
contemporary discussions around gender inclusivity and personal autonomy. After
Herman becomes Kate in her final confrontation with Grinder who threatens to write
her out of the show, Kate takes over the stage, eulogises Herculine, asks whether
being a man or a woman must be one or the other, and claims that she is constructing
herself to be fluidly gendered.
Kate. I’'m constructing myself to be fluidly gendered now. . . I don’t
consider
myself a man, and quite frequently I doubt that ’'m a woman. And
you—you still think gender is the issue! Gender is not the issue.
Gender is the battlefield. Or the playground. The issue is us versus
them. Any use versus any of them. One day we may not need that.
(Hid. 222)
This implies that when the last curtain falls, however, at least one of the play’s
outlaw characters, Kate, has survived the search for a place of belonging. In the
play’s penultimate scene, Kate, who used to be Herman, exits with these words:
“I’ve said my piece, and I feel . . . curiously relieved. You work out the rest, if you

have the energy for it. The outlaw has found her place” (222). By saying that she has
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said her piece, Kate indicates that she has shared her thoughts and experiences
regarding her gender identity as a form of self-expression that has a cathartic effect.
She acknowledges that the burden of explaining her identity is now shared with
others, and it is up to them to understand and accept her.

Kate’s statement, “The outlaw has found her place” suggests that she, who
feels like an outsider due to her non-conforming gender identity, discovers a sense of
belonging and acceptance. This moment signifies a personal journey of self-
discovery and self-acceptance and reflects the theme of the play, in which individuals
challenge traditional gender norms and search for their place in a society that often
enforces rigid gender categories. Kate’s words emphasise the idea that everyone
deserves to find their place and identity, and they speak to the struggle for
recognition and understanding that many gender-diverse individuals face.

“The Opposite Sex is Neither” represents a direct engagement with the
audience, that serves as a vehicle to convey the intricacies inherent in gender
identity. Within this performance, Bornstein crafts a series of compelling
monologues in which ze embodies the personas of seven distinct characters namely,
Maggie, a goddess-in-training; Ruby Tuesday, a she-male; Kat, a transsexual; Billy,
a male-impersonator; Mary, a transgender; Anaya, a transwoman; and Dean, a
transman, each of whom has transcended the confines of traditional binary gender
concepts.

Maggie is a character who goes through trials, learns lessons and gains
wisdom and strength along the quest or journey to become a deity or acquire divine
powers hence she is called a goddess-in-training. She inadvertently lands in late

twentieth-century North America after taking a wrong turn on the moon. Her current
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divine training task involves serving as a conduit for seven individuals outside the
male-female binary, the living-dead binary, and the here-there binary (Opp.7).
Within the concept of the reality illusion continuum, Maggie contends with its
intricacies and solicits the audience’s assistance in witnessing her magical
transformation. She discusses identity, gender, and the interconnectedness of all
beings advocates for a review of norms regarding gender, and emphasises that gender
is fundamentally a social construct moulded by beliefs and narratives.

Centre stage in the play, Maggie seeks out individuals who have been
marginalised and denied their rights by society. With an inquisitive tone, Maggie
questions, “I need seven individuals who have no identity... All right, then, what’s
the key to identity in the twentieth century” (Opp. 14). Her inquiry catalyses the
audience to reflect on the core elements of identity, that is, the notion that in a world
that rigidly adheres to a limited binary gender system, some individuals find
themselves without a recognised identity, often marginalised and excluded. By
raising the question of what the key to identity is in the twentieth century, Maggie
exposes the narrow-mindedness of a perspective that clings to traditional, binary
concepts of gender. Bornstein encourages the audience to recognise the limitations of
rigid classifications and exploration of the diverse and fluid aspects of human
identity. Maggie’s realisation serves as a reminder of the urgent need for a more
inclusive and accepting understanding of identity in the twentieth century. Through
Maggie’s character, Bornstein invites the audience to delve into the complex nature
of human identity.

Bornstein challenges the audience’s preconceived notions about gender with

Maggie exclaiming, “Gender? Do you think it’s important what gender you are? No!
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And you only have two genders?” (21). This statement encapsulates Bornstein’s
mission to challenge preconceived notions about gender and to encourage a more
inclusive understanding. Maggie’s rhetorical question about the importance of
gender points to the idea that in Bornstein’s view, a person’s gender identity should
not be a defining or limiting factor in a person’s life. When Maggie suggests that
gender is not important, she challenges the audience to reconsider the significance
society places on rigid gender categorisations.

Maggie stresses the limitations of a binary gender system that recognises only
two genders, typically the male and the female, and ignores the vast spectrum of
gender identities that exist. Bornstein advocates for the recognition of genders that
exist beyond the confines of the binary system. By questioning the necessity of
adhering to a binary understanding of gender, ze encourages the audience to reflect
on the need for a society that values and validates all gender identities, fosters an
open and acceptable world for everyone, regardless of where they fall on the gender
spectrum. Through Maggie’s words, Bornstein intends to prompt the audience to
think about their personal beliefs and biases related to gender.

Ruby Tuesday, the first of the gender-deviant characters, is a she-male drag
queen who grapples with the complexities of her identity.

Ruby Tuesday. I didn’t know who I identified with more-So | compromised,
and today...today I am a she-male! You know what a she-male is,
don’t you honey? It’s tits, big hair, lots of make-up and a dick. (Opp.
8)

The dialogue shows the complexities of her identity and her unique approach to self-

expression. Her internal struggle with identity is expressed here by Ruby Tuesday,
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through humour and irony. She starts by saying that she does not know who she
identifies more with, which suggests that she faces uncertainty in terms of her gender
identity and how she fits into the conventional categories of male and female. This
reflects a common experience for individuals who do not conform to traditional
gender norms.

Embodying both feminine and masculine attributes, Ruby Tuesday identifies
as a “she-male”. This definition can be seen as a form of self-empowerment, where
she takes control of her identity and chooses to embrace elements of both genders.
She describes the visual aspects of this identity, including “tits, big hair, lots of
make-up,” which are traditionally associated with femininity. However, she also
includes “a dick,” referring to a masculine attribute, suggesting that her identity is
multidimensional and defies rigid gender stereotypes.

Ruby Tuesday’s self-identification as a “she-male” constitutes an assertion of
agency over her identity that challenges established gender norms and exemplifies
the fluid nature of individual gender experiences. Her deliberate incorporation of
both traditionally feminine attributes, such as “tits, big hair, lots of make-up,” and a
masculine element, namely “a dick,” highlights the complexity inherent in her gender
expression. Ruby contributes to an extensive dialectic on gender diversity that
acknowledges and affirms the legitimacy of diverse expressions.

Confronted by Ruby Tuesday’s bold self-definition gender stereotypes serve
as both a reflection and an impetus for transformation, that prompts a reconsideration
of entrenched norms where she states: “I am the character that I create. I am the face
I put on every evening. I am the sex that [ have each night” (7). The statement

encapsulates the exploration of a gender-deviant identity and suggests a performative
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aspect to the speaker’s gender expression. The phrase “the character that I create”
implies a deliberate and conscious act of construction of a persona that reflects the
fluid and subjective nature of gender identity. The mention of putting on a “face
every evening” suggests an intentional process of adopting a gender presentation that
aligns with the speaker’s sense of self. The act serves as a means to show that the
character asserts a gender identity and expression without confirming to the
traditional binary.

Moreover, the reference to the sex that the individual has each night
introduces a layer of complexity, which suggests an intimate and personal
exploration of gender identity. This could be interpreted as a form of self-discovery
or a mode of expressing one’s authentic gender beyond binary norms. In the context
of gender deviant identity, the agency and autonomy that individuals exercise to
define and embody their gender in ways that may deviate from conventional
expectations are highlighted. The phrase implies a relationship between self-
perception, external presentation, and intimate experiences, which aid in a nuanced
understanding of gender identity that extends beyond binary frameworks. The notion
that genders is a social construct, highlights the capacity of individuals to shape and
redefine their gender identities in a manner that resembles their authentic sense of
self, even if it deviates from normative expectations.

By recognising and celebrating the intricacies of individual identities, Ruby
Tuesday refutes the normative constraints imposed by a binary understanding of
gender. Consequently, her narrative accentuates the requirement for an inclusive
framework that honours the richness and diversity intrinsic to the human experience,

transcending the confines of traditional gender paradigms. Contemplating Ruby
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Tuesday’s journey, the need to envision a future wherein gender expression is not
only acknowledged but embraced, fosters a cultural milieu that values and respects
the various ways individuals navigate their identities.

Kat identifies as a transvestite, a member of the third sex, and ultimately as a
transsexual, who exemplifies the challenges and uncertainties faced by those
navigating the gender spectrum.

Kat. Hello, I'm Kat and I’'m a transvestite. No, that’s not it! Hello, I'm Kat

and

I’'m a member of the third sex. Goodness, no no no! Hello, I’'m Kat
and I’m a transsexual. Yes, that’s it! But, it didn’t stop there. Hello,
I’m Kat and I’m an alcoholic. Hello, I'm Kat, and I’'m a compulsive
over-eater. Hello, I'm Kat and I’'m co-dependent. Don’t you see? |
wanted so badly to belong, I’d take on any disorder just so I could
belong to the support group. Hello, I’'m Kat, and I am an outlaw.
Outlaws don’t have support groups. I just wanted to fit in somewhere,
but there’s always been something that kept me outside. I didn’t
belong in the corporate world because I was a radical. I didn’t belong
in the radical world because I was transsexual. I didn’t belong in the
transsexual world because | was leshian. (11)
Kat introduces herself with different terms or labels, such as “transvestite” and
“member of the third sex,” weighing on her search for the right term to describe her
identity. This confusion reflects the process many individuals go through as they
seek to understand and express their gender identity. Kat eventually settles on

“transsexual” as her chosen label. This choice indicates that she finds a term that best
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aligns with her understanding of herself, but she then reveals that the implications of
the term do not stop there. This suggests that her identity goes beyond a single label.
Kat’s narrative conveys the struggles of trying to find acceptance and belonging in
different social and identity-based contexts.

99 ¢

Labels such as “alcoholic,” “compulsive over-eater,” and “co-dependent,” are
among the phrases that Kat shares as she continues her narrative, which reveals a
deeper, underlying desire for connection and belonging. She is willing to adopt these
labels to gain entry into support groups or communities where she hopes to find
acceptance and understanding. She admits that she has expressed a strong longing for
belonging, going to the extent of adopting any disorder to be a part of the support
group. This reflects the deep human need for connection and community, sometimes
leading individuals to adopt identities or labels that may not truly represent them.

As an outlaw, Kat’s narrative concludes and provides an expression of her
enduring sense of not fitting in or belonging to be part of a group. This
characterisation encapsulates the frustration she articulates about never quite finding
a space where she feels she truly belongs. Her experiences in various contexts, from
the corporate world to radical circles and LGBTQ+ communities, highlight the
intricate challenges faced by individuals whose identities span multiple marginalised
or non-conforming categories. Kat’s journey becomes symbolic of the struggles
encountered by those who defy predefined categories, perpetually searching for a
space where they can authentically embody their identities.

Performative resistance is inherent in Kat’s narrative as her very existence

challenges traditional norms and expectations. By self-identifying as an outlaw, Kat

engages in a performative act that defies categorisation, rejecting the prescribed roles
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and expectations placed upon her. In this way, her narrative becomes a form of
resistance to norms and the need to accept diverse and complex identities extend
beyond conventional boundaries. Encouraging a re-evaluation of the perceptions of
gender, Kat emphasises that combined beliefs and narratives frame gender as a social
construct. The question of gender remains elusive from Bornstein’s perspective, and
ultimately, there is no definitive, universally applicable answer. This notion is
mirrored in the character of Billy in the play, who, despite being assigned female at
birth, spends his entire life impersonating a man due to the restrictions that denied
women mainstream recognition.

Born female but compelled to present as a man due to limitations, Billy’s
journey highlights the disparities and expectations surrounding gender. The
statement “I was a perfect gentleman. It takes a real woman to make a perfect
gentleman” (13) shows the irony of the situation. In adopting a male identity, Billy
excels in embodying the traditional role of a gentleman. This reveals the
performative nature of gender roles and the expectations placed on individuals based
on their perceived gender. The performative nature of gender contests the notion that
a person’s ability to fulfil a specific role is tied to their gender, which suggests that
gender roles are constructed and malleable rather than inherent or fixed.

Moreover, Billy’s reflection on the misogyny ingrained in society, where the
adoption of a male identity is often associated with an elevation in social status.

Billy. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you sister? It’s the hatred- the

hatred that keeps them apart, one side against the other-like two bad

notes, out of tune forever. So | had to be a man-1 had to be a man. (14)
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Here, she acknowledges the pervasive misogyny that separates and devalues women
in a patriarchal society, which indicates the listener’s familiarity with the harsh
reality of gender-based discrimination and stresses the driving forces behind Billy’s
decision to assume a male identity. The statement points to the entrenched patriarchal
values that underlie societal structures, where being a man is often associated with
privilege, autonomy, and elevated status, while women are expected to fulfil
subservient roles. As a form of resistance against systemic injustices, Billy’s choice
to become a man also serves as a means to access the privileges and opportunities
that have been denied to women. Her story emphasises on the complex relationship
between gender, and identity, and challenges the audience to reconsider the construct
of gender within the context of societal power dynamics.

Mary, the next character to appear on stage, formerly known as Peter,
recounts her journey as a transgender individual and the ridicule she had to endure.

Mary. My name’s Mary. It used to be Peter, but when I started my change, I

named myself after Mary Magdalene. She’s supposed to have started
up her version of the church, you know. (16)

This statement marks the beginning of her journey and transformation. She
acknowledges her previous identity as Peter, which suggests that she has transitioned
from a male identity to a female one. This act of sharing her new name represents a
significant step in her transition and in how she presents herself to the world. She
goes on to explain the reason behind choosing the name Mary. This choice of name
has deep symbolic significance.

Mary Magdalene is a prominent figure in Christian tradition, often associated

with devotion and transformation. In some traditions, she is considered a close
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follower of Jesus Christ and is believed to have witnessed his resurrection. By
naming herself after Mary Magdalene, Mary symbolically aligns herself with a figure
known for transformation and spiritual significance. The reference to Mary
Magdalene “starting up her version of the church” adds another layer of meaning to
Mary’s choice of name where Christian history and spirituality intertwine with Mary
Magdalene’s narrative and her role becoming the subject of various interpretations
and stories.

Mary’s choice of this name reflects her desire for a fresh start, a new path in
life, and a sense of empowerment. Mary’s journey as a transgender individual,
describing her process of choosing a name that carries personal significance and
represents her transformation which also subtly conveys a sense of empowerment
and embraces her true self. Transcending a mere nominal alteration, Mary’s
deliberate choice of a new name serves as a symbolic foundation in her transgender
identity journey, signifying a nuanced process of self-actualisation and
empowerment. The selection of a name represents the desire for a symbolic rebirth, a
redirection in life trajectory, and an assertion of agency over personal identity.

The act of naming herself undertaken with deliberate consideration,
encapsulates Mary’s engagement with the transformative aspects of her identity. The
chosen name assumes heightened significance as a linguistic embodiment of her
authentic self, describing a departure from societal norms and affirming her
commitment to embracing an identity that agrees with her innermost being.
Negotiating societal expectations and strategically navigating her path toward self-
realisation, Mary’s naming process emerges as a self-authored narrative,

demonstrating discernment in her journey. The act of naming becomes a potent tool



Sebastian 118
through which Mary not only negotiates the complexities of transgender identity but
also constructs a narrative of resilience and self-authenticity within the discourse of
gender identity and self-expression.

Mary recalls an incident of ridicule, where she states: “He looked right at me
and he said, “Lady?” Then he said, “Mister?” And then he said, “Say, what the fuck
are you, anyway?” he said and he began to laugh” (16). Mary’s account vividly
exemplifies the challenging and often traumatic experiences that individuals who
deviate from traditional gender norms may face. The incident, characterised by a
stranger’s confusion and derisive response, reflects the pervasive societal tendency to
enforce binary gender categories and the discomfort that arises when confronted with
gender nonconformity. The stranger’s progression from “Lady” to “Mister” to a
blunt and offensive inquiry encapsulates the unsettling nature of such encounters,
wherein the individual’s gender identity is reduced to a source of amusement or
ridicule.

The trauma experienced by gender deviants in such situations is diverse.
Firstly, there is the emotional impact of being subjected to public scrutiny and
mockery, which can evoke a sense of humiliation, shame, and isolation. Secondly,
the encounter highlights the societal pressure to conform to binary gender
expectations, reinforcing the pervasive stigmatisation of those who exist outside
these norms. Thirdly, the stranger’s offensive question implies dehumanising
objectification, reducing the individual to a spectacle rather than recognising their
inherent dignity. Additionally, this type of interaction highlights the systemic
challenges faced by gender-nonconforming individuals in navigating public spaces

and speaks for the urgent need for increased awareness and societal acceptance to
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mitigate the trauma associated with such encounters. For gender deviants, each
instance of misgendering can add to a cumulative experience of marginalisation and
mental health challenges such as anxiety and depression.

The anguish experienced by individuals who deviate from traditional gender
norms is a resilient form of resistance to heteronormativity. When gender
nonconforming individuals endure ridicule, discrimination, or questioning of their
identity, their very existence challenges societal expectations rooted in binary gender
classifications and heterosexuality as the norm. This resistance is implicit in their
visibility, asserts an authentic gender identity, and defies established norms. The
adversity trans people face becomes a catalyst for joint advocacy, and the
dismantling of harmful stereotypes, contributing to a societal conversation that defies
and ultimately seeks to transcend the confines of heteronormativity.

Anaya is a post-operative male-to-female transgender person who reflects on
her understanding of her gender identity.

Anaya. My parents gave over an entire room to the television. It was the
television room! And every day | watched it, it told me what was a
man and what was a woman. And every day | watched it, it told me
what to buy to be a real woman. And with everything I’d buy, I said to
myself, I am a real woman. And I would never admit | was
transsexual. (18)

The narrative reveals the internal conflict that arises from the societal expectations
perpetuated through the medium of television. The designation of an entire room as
the “television room™ highlights the pervasive influence of media in shaping

perceptions of gender. The everyday exposure to these portrayals establishes a
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normative framework that dictates what constitutes a “real” man or woman and
perpetuates traditional and often narrow gender stereotypes. The individual’s reliance
on material possessions as markers of gender identity becomes a coping mechanism
that provides a false sense of acceptance within societal norms. However, this
conformity comes at the cost of denial of one’s authentic self and suppression of the
acknowledgment of being a transsexual.

The dilemma lies in the struggle between societal acceptance and the
authentic expression of one’s identity, where the pressure to conform to external
expectations hinders the individual from embracing their true self. This narrative
highlights the societal challenges and personal turmoil associated with conforming to
societal norms at the expense of one’s genuine identity, reflecting a societal issue
concerning the expectations placed on individuals to fit into predefined gender roles.

Anaya talks about her experiences and the challenges she has faced regarding
her gender identity.

Anaya. The guys who were beating me up didn’t know whether | was a real
woman or not. As much as I’d buy, and as hard as I tried, they’d
always spot me, and they’d always hurt...Do you know what it’s like
to be hunted down, just because you’re different? (18)

Her statement points out a particular source of distress in her experience, which is the
uncertainty about whether she is perceived as a “real woman” by others. Anaya
indicates the stress of trying to meet expectations and standards of femininity and the
anxiety that she might be perceived as inauthentic or not passing on as a cisgender

woman.
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She emphasises the emotional pain and vulnerability she has felt due to the
violence and discrimination she has endured. Being “hunted down” metaphorically
describes being targeted and persecuted for being different from the norms which
shows the importance of recognising and addressing the discrimination and violence
that transgender individuals often endure as they navigate their gender identity and
expression. Transgender individuals, as described by Anaya, face numerous
tribulations and emotional distress.

She describes the physical and emotional violence she has faced, the pressure
to conform to the expectations, and the deep longing for empathy and understanding
from others. Anaya adds: “Can you tell me? I want to ask you because I’ve never
gone to sleep one night of my life, believing [ was a man. I’ve never gone to sleep
one night of my life, believing I was a woman” (18). The statement encapsulates a
fundamental aspect of gender identity and the persistent self-awareness that
characterises her lived experience.

By articulating her perpetual lack of alignment with conventional gender
categorisations, Anaya emphasises the enduring nature of her gender dysphoria. Her
assertion of never having gone to sleep perceiving herself as unequivocally male or
female highlights the persistent and internally resonant nature of her gender identity,
which transcends mere societal or performative dimensions. Anaya’s emphasis on
the impact of gender dysphoria not only highlights the internal turmoil resulting from
the incongruence between assigned gender and authentic identity but also signifies a
form of resistance to conform to societal binaries. The ongoing cognitive dissonance
described by Anaya represents a persistent struggle against normative expectations

that rigidly adhere to binary gender classifications.
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The narrative serves as a demonstration of the continuous nature of the
struggle for recognition and acceptance, functioning as a form of resistance against a
framework that often fails to acknowledge the diverse and fluid spectrum of gender
identities. Despite these challenges, Anaya stays true to her gender-deviant nature
which displays a formidable strength of will that not only reflects personal resilience
but also serves as a powerful form of resistance against the binary gender norm.

The sixth character, Dean, a transman, states: “So, it comes time to go
through with this gender change, and | had to decide-did | want a penis, or did | want
my vagina, or did | want both? | had all these options open, and it was like going
shopping. | decided to stick with my vagina. | mean, fuck the penis-who needs that?”
(21) Here, Dean discusses the process of undergoing a gender transition. Dean had
the opportunity to choose whether to undergo surgical procedures that would change
the anatomical features, specifically referring to the genitalia. The statement reveals
that the options available included obtaining a penis, retaining their vagina, or having
both.

Dean’s statement that it was time for him to undergo a gender change
indicates their decision to transition to a different gender than the one assigned at
birth. This represents a significant moment in the journey of self-discovery and the
development of their self-identity. Dean’s statement, where they mentioned deciding
to retain their existing anatomical features, conveys his choice to keep their present
genitalia. By choosing to keep the vagina, Dean asserts the right to define gender and
express his masculinity in a way that aligns with his true self. This choice is a

rejection of the expectation that a person’s gender identity must align with specific
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anatomical characteristics. In other words, Dean’s decision reflects a personal
understanding of his gender identity that goes beyond conventional norms.

The statement concludes with a strong declaration, “I mean, fuck the penis-
who needs that?” Dean’s use of strong language emphasises their rejection of the
idea that a penis is a prerequisite for being a man. This statement contests the
traditional belief that genitalia should determine a person’s gender identity and
reinforces the idea that gender is not solely defined by physical characteristics which
also reflects Dean’s confidence and self-assurance in his identity and choices.
Additionally, this narrative by Dean describes the autonomy and agency that
individuals should have in defining their own gender identity. Dean’s decision to
retain the vagina while identifying as a man challenges norms that emphasises that
gender identity is a personal and diverse experience that goes beyond the fixation on
anatomical features. Dean serves as an example of someone embracing their true self
and rejecting rigid definitions of masculinity and manhood.

Dean’s challenge to expectations of manhood and masculinity, particularly
his emphasis on the fixation on anatomical features in defining gender, reflects a
notable form of resistance to heteronormativity. By questioning the conventional link
between anatomical traits and gender identity, Dean disrupts the heteronormative
assumption that one’s assigned sex at birth must strictly dictate their gender
expression and role in society.

This resistance lies in the rejection of the binary understanding that relates
masculinity exclusively to certain physical characteristics. Dean’s perspective
challenges the notion that there is a singular, universally applicable template for

manhood, thereby it disrupts the heteronormative framework that assumes a fixed
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correlation between biological sex and gender identity. In doing so, Dean adds to a
comprehensive discourse that supports the recognition and acceptance of diverse
gender expressions that go beyond the constraints of traditional norms, and reiterate a
nuanced understanding of masculinity.

After the exit of Dean, Maggie waits for the last character to enter.

Maggie. Was he the last one? (counts) No-one more to go. One more to go,

and I’m that much closer to being a full goddess! (21)
She inquires whether the last character after Dean has arrived. She then counts and
realises that one more person is yet to join. Maggie expresses her eagerness, stating
that with one more person, she will be one step closer to embodying a complete
goddess. This statement carries a sense of anticipation and a sense of fulfilment in
Maggie’s character. It suggests that her identity is associated with the idea of
becoming a complete or whole entity.

In the culmination of the play, Maggie herself becomes the seventh
personality, representing the blurred boundaries of identity, existence, and gender.
As Maggie’s dialogue progresses in the play, she appears to have a realisation or
moment of clarity. She questions whether she is indeed the seventh personality,
which suggests that she might recognise her own identity as the seventh character.
This moment of self-recognition exemplifies a breakthrough in understanding and
embracing her complex identity, as well as acknowledging her existence and
importance within the narrative.

Maggie. It gets very lonely not being one or the other. It gets very lonely not

being here; not being there. It gets especially lonely because, in your

beliefs, I don’t even exist—I’m not alive. Look at me: I am not dead.
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I...wait a minute! Oh, no! Not dead, not alive! Not here, not there!

one-right!? (22)
This reflects Maggie’s inner thoughts as she continues to struggle with her unstable
and unidentified identity and existence. She describes the loneliness of not fitting
into predefined categories or roles related to gender and identity. She emphasises the
isolation she experiences at not being fully accepted or recognised within accepted
beliefs or norms. She describes the internal conflict and distress of existing in a state
of neither life nor death and in a place that is neither here nor there. This indicates
her struggle with blurred boundaries and the sense of being neither one thing nor the
other, which is indeed a common experience for individuals who do not conform to
traditional gender or identity norms. Despite the struggles, she affirms her gender
identity to be a non-conformist one.

The characters Bornstein portrays within the play offer unique perspectives
on gender identity that transcend the limitations of traditional binary notions.
Bornstein ends the play by giving assurance to the audience through the character
Maggie.

Maggie. And look-if you ever make a wrong turn at the moon, don’t be

afraid.

I’1l probably be right there with you; maybe we can have a little party.
Whether you’re human or goddess... or dead or alive...or here or
there. Whether you’re a man or a woman...oh! Or neither! We can

keep each other company, OK? I think that’s the deal. That’s not a
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bad exercise. You hear me? I said it’s not a bad exercise, not after all.

Good night. (22)
This closing statement conveys the message of inclusivity, acceptance, and
companionship. Maggie’s words, as to whether a person is human or goddess, dead
or alive, here or there, or man or man or neither, whatever it is, each other can keep
them company, which points out the theme of inclusivity and acceptance. She
assures the audience that it does not matter what identity, gender, or state of being
they inhabit, they are all acceptable, and there is a sense of companionship available
to all. Maggie’s willingness to keep everyone company, regardless of their identities
or circumstances, conveys a message of empathy and unity.

Embracing diversity, Maggie’s assurance in the statement signifies a message
of understanding that encourages the audience to accept themselves and others for
who they are, recognising that differences in identity and experience do not preclude
the possibility of connection and shared experiences. The phrase “I think that’s the
deal” suggests that this inclusive and accepting outlook is the pact or agreement that
Maggie is offering to the audience. Maggie’s closing statement concludes with
“Good night,” which is a customary way to end a performance, which is a warm and
friendly farewell, indicating the end of the play but leaving the audience with a sense
of comfort and the idea that they are not alone on their journeys through life.

Bornstein presents a comprehensive typology of gender differences through
the portrayal of gender diverse characters including transgender individuals, cross-
dressers, and those who occupy the fluid space between conventional gender
categories. Ze conveys that there is a rich and diverse spectrum of gender identities,

and this diversity is entirely normal. Through hir portrayal of gender diverse
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characters, ze seeks to challenge rigid gender norms and promote acceptance and
understanding. Bornstein wants to emphasise that the multiplicity of gender
experiences is an essential aspect of human existence, urging society to recognise
and celebrate this diversity rather than confining individuals to narrow and limiting
definitions of gender.

In an interview for the journal “Theatre,” Bornstein elaborates based on
“Hidden: A Gender,” which was then in the process of development:
There was at first in my life a construction of male. Then a deconstruction of
male and a construction of what I assumed female was. Now there’s a
deconstruction of that socially accepted “this is female” and a reconstruction
of me. It’s not that I’m just taking parts. I don’t consider myself androgynous.
Androgyny is as rigid an assumption as a bipolar gender system. Androgyny
assumes bipolar, it assumes a scale along two poles. And to me, | see gender
as flux; it’s what life is about. It’s gender as layers, and sometimes we want
to express gender in one term and sometimes in another. (Wolff-Wilkinson,
“Gender Is a Hoot: An Interview with Kate Borenstein” 31)
This points out her perspective on the fluid and developing nature of gender and hir
journey in understanding it. Ze describes hir life as a process that has gone through
stages of construction and deconstruction in terms of gender. The phrase “a
construction of male” indicates that at a certain point in hir life, ze adhered to
traditional societal norms associated with being male. This involved conforming to
the expectations and roles imposed on men by society. The “deconstruction of male”

represents hir deliberate effort to break away from these traditional expectations and



Sebastian 128

norms linked to being a man. Ze began to challenge and question the predefined roles
and characteristics assigned to males in society.

The next stage involves a construction of what Bornstein expected females to
be. Here, Bornstein attempts to explore and understand what it means to be female as
a way to gain ideas about the different perspectives or to better understand gender
diversity. The core of hir perspective lies in the idea of deconstruction of the socially
recognised notion of female and reconstruction of self. Ze reviews the rigid and
socially imposed binary understanding of gender, where an individual is expected to
conform strictly to either a male or female identity. Ze argues that this binary view is
too limited and confining. Hir journey involves breaking free from these constraints
and reconstructing hir own identity based on hir understanding of gender.

The characters question and reshape gender identities in “The Opposite Sex is
Neither,” by defying traditional binary notions of gender that involve adopting non-
conforming gender expressions, questioning societal expectations related to gender
roles, and openly discussing their experiences of gender identity. By participating in
these processes, the characters exemplify how gender is not an inherent or fixed trait
but rather a social construct that can be deconstructed and reconstructed through
performative acts. The play prompts the audience to reevaluate their perceptions of
gender by portraying it as a constructed performance rather than an innate and
unchangeable attribute. Bornstein’s characters, including Ruby Tuesday, the she-
male drag queen, and Billy, the male impersonator, serve as vivid examples of how
gender is performative. These characters challenge traditional gender roles and
expressions, demonstrating that individuals engage in shaping and presenting their

gender identities, much like actors on a stage.



Sebastian 129

Butler’s concept of the “reiteration of acts” parallels with the understanding
that gender is not a singular, fixed performance but rather an ongoing and iterative
process (9). Bornstein’s characters vividly embody this concept within the context of
the plays. The characters consistently reiterate and challenge their assigned gender
roles, showcasing that gender performance is not a static event but an active series of
actions. Hir narratives illuminate the transformative potential of repetition, as each
character engages in a continuous reiteration of their gender identity, breaking away
from conventional norms. This ongoing process serves to deconstruct traditional
gender roles and expectations and emphasise the changing nature of gender.

Herculine’s journey to assert her true gender identity in “Hidden: A Gender”
exemplifies the reiteration of acts. Her progression from conforming to societal
norms to embracing her authentic self represents a series of performed acts that
challenge the traditional binary understanding of gender. Bornstein’s portrayal of
Herculine’s evolution mirrors the idea that individuals continually perform and
reiterate their gender identities. Herculine’s transformation on the stage demonstrates
the performative aspect of gender, reinforcing the importance of theatrical spaces for
those exploring and expressing their true identities.

The characters vividly embody the concept of the “reiteration of acts” in “The
Opposite Sex is Neither”. Ruby Tuesday, who identifies herself as a she-male
engages in a continuous reiteration of her gender identity by embracing both
feminine and masculine attributes. Her performance challenges the fixed
understanding of gender by demonstrating its fluidity. Similarly, Billy, the male
impersonator, consistently reiterates and challenges traditional gender roles through

the deliberate act of assuming a male persona. Anaya, a transsexual character,
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exemplifies the ongoing nature of gender identity as she navigates the complexities
of her journey. Dean challenges societal expectations of manhood and masculinity
and engages in a continuous reiteration of acts that defy the normative constraints of
binary gender roles.

Each character, in a distinct way, adds to the united power of reiteration, and
highlights the performative nature of gender identity. By consistently challenging
and redefining gender roles, these characters exemplify how gender is not a fixed,
singular performance but an ongoing process. Bornstein strives to encourage greater
comprehension and acceptance of diverse gender identities through hir representation
on stage. Ze talks about the importance of the stage for members of the LGBTQIA+
community. Ze mentions that individuals who challenge societal norms related to sex
and gender require support from allies.

Theatre that empowers is a collaborator that provides a shared space where
people can unite toward a shared objective of liberation and freedom. This implies
that gender deviants must stay together for the rise of an empowering theatre to voice
their opinions and emotions. Through the medium of the theatre, ze applauds gender
diversity to resist compulsory heteronormativity and create an inclusive and
empathetic society. Erving Goffman understands identity, particularly in the context
of gender and its representation on stage.

He argues that individuals, like actors on a stage, present various aspects of
their identity to an audience in their daily interactions. He says: “And to the degree
that the individual maintains a show before others that he does not believe, he can
come to experience a special kind of alienation from self and a special kind of

wariness of others” (67). In the context of gender identity, individuals who feel
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compelled to conform to traditional gender norms, despite a misalignment with their
true identity, may engage in a performance of gender that contradicts their authentic
beliefs. This performance, driven by societal pressures or expectations, can lead to a
sense of alienation from their genuine gender identity, causing a disconnection
between their public presentation and private truth.

The suspicion towards others may stem from the fear of being misunderstood
or judged based on the facade they maintain. This connection emphasises the
importance of authenticity in the performance of gender identity and the potential
psychological stress when individuals feel compelled to present a gender expression
that is incongruent with their true selves. The interplay between societal
expectations, personal identity, and the emotional consequences of such
performances highlights the need for a more inclusive understanding of gender
identity that respects and accommaodates the diverse ways individuals express their
true selves.

Goffman introduces the concept of the “front stage” and “backstage” areas,
where the front stage represents the persona that individuals present to the public,
and the backstage represents their private, unguarded selves (89). He emphasises the
importance of impression management and how individuals carefully craft their self-
presentation to create specific impressions on others.

“Hidden: A Gender” corresponds with Goffman’s ideas by offering a
theatrical exploration of how identity, particularly gender identity is constructed and
performed. In the play, the character Herculine goes through both physical and
emotional transformation, when she navigates society’s expectations and the

consequences of defying traditional gender roles. Herculine’s journey reflects the
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idea of a front stage and a backstage, where her public persona as Abel is at odds
with her inner, private self.

The play describes how Herculine’s performance of gender evolves
throughout the narrative. At the beginning of the play, Herculine portrays a more
traditionally feminine role, adhering to societal expectations. This can be seen as her
“front stage” performance, where she aligns herself with the conventional gender
norms of her time. However, as the story progresses, Herculine’s persona shifts, and
she begins to assert her true self, which can be considered her “backstage” identity.
Her narrative encapsulates the idea that gender identity is performative, and
individuals, like Herculine, may engage in impression management to navigate
societal norms.

Furthermore, Goffman’s concept of impression management can be used to
examine “The Opposite Sex is Neither.” In this play, Bornstein embodies various
characters who challenge conventional notions of gender identity. The characters,
such as a she-male drag queen and a male impersonator, engage in impression
management as they navigate their gender identities. Each character represents a
different facet of gender, exemplifying how individuals perform and manage their
identities in response to societal expectations.

Exploring Goffman’s notion of “role distance,” Bornstein’s plays provide an
opportunity to delve into the concept (89). Goffman suggests that individuals
sometimes create a separation or distance between the roles they perform and their
true selves. This concept is evident in the characters ze portrays, as they grapple with

societal expectations and confront the limitations of traditional gender roles. They
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must manage the distance between their assigned roles and their authentic gender
identities.

Goffman’s theory helps analyse how gender identity and performance are
shaped and enacted in everyday life. This provides a framework for understanding
the characters’ struggles, choices, and adaptations in hir narratives. The emphasises
on the performative aspect of gender is the central theme in these works, as
individuals challenge, explore, and present their gender identities in a world that
often enforces binary expectations.

Diverging from traditional queer theatre in several significant ways,
Bornstein’s queer theatre stands out uniquely. Hir avant-garde style combines theory
and comedy to challenge gender norms. Hir work pioneered the genre of gender-
bending performance art of queer theatre in the late 1980s and 1990s. Hir theatre and
writing have been hugely influential in transgender arts, activism, and theory.
Traditional queer theatre emerged in the mid-20th century and focused on openly
portraying LGBTQ+ stories and characters, often with an emphasis on “coming out”
narratives and exploring queer identity which frequently used exaggeration and drag
for comedic and subversive effects. In contrast, Bornstein’s avant-garde queer theatre
developed in the late 1980s and rejected binaries altogether rather than simply
portraying queer identities.

Establishing a strong and relatable connection between the artist and the
audience, Bornstein’s queer theatre facilitates an intimate understanding of the lived
experiences of someone navigating a non-binary identity. This personal storytelling
sets Bornstein’s work apart, as traditional queer theatre often relies on fictional

narratives or more general themes. Additionally, hir work places a strong emphasis
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on radical inclusivity, encouraging audiences to question and expand their
understanding of identity and to be more accepting of diverse perspectives and
experiences. Traditional queer theatre sought to portray marginalised experiences
whereas Bornstein pioneered using theatre to critique gender norms and binaries
altogether. Hir work proves influential in genderqueer politics and art. Ze rejects the
“gender respectability” politics of mainstream LGBTQ groups, where respectability
politics can be defined as a concept in which LGBTQ individuals conform to existing
dominant frameworks and societal norms to gain acceptance and avoid being seen as
disruptive to social norms (Meads 51).

The focus of Bornstein’s queer theatre is on the self-discovery of an artist and
demands attention to gender-deviant issues. Hir belief in using theatre as a vehicle
for self-discovery is rooted in her theatrical journey which mirrors hir evolution. Hir
progression from portraying a womanising, heterosexual man to taking on drag roles
and eventually performing as a lesbian in full productions is the reflection of hir
transformative journey. Notably, hir portrayal of Tolin in college, when ze is known
as Al Bornstein, marks a significant point in hir life. The performance in “Happy
End” is the last before hir sex change surgery which signifies a decisive moment of
transition. The role in “Bluefish Cove” is hir first after the surgery, represented a new
beginning in hir life journey (Bornstein, GO 89).

Additionally, Bornstein’s work in queer theory and activism influences hir
theatre, because it has helped create a unique intersection between theory and art.
This intellectual engagement distinguishes hir work from traditional queer theatre
and deepens the discourse surrounding LGBTQ+ identities and experiences.

Bornstein’s queer theatre is a vibrant and innovative contribution to the LGBTQ+,
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offering a fresh and inclusive perspective on LGBTQ+ identity and challenging
societal norms in ways that expand and enrich the conversation within the LGBTQ+
community and society.

By emotionally involving the audience, Bornstein’s theatrical approach
fosters a transformative experience that goes beyond mere observation. The stage, in
this context, emerges as a space for performative resistance, where the complexities
of gender identity are not only portrayed but deconstructed and reconstructed,
inviting the audience to participate in a communal reimagining of societal norms.
Bornstein’s theatrical exploration serves as a reminder that the stage can be a potent
arena for challenging, resisting, and reshaping societal perceptions of gender through
performative means.

The characters portrayed within the plays of Bornstein not only offer diverse
perspectives on gender identity but also transcend the limitations imposed by
traditional binary notions. Each character becomes a nuanced representation that
challenges the confined understanding of gender within the societal framework. The
portrayal of diverse gender identities within the play can be considered performative
resistance in the context of gender deviance. Through the performances, the
characters resist and deconstruct societal expectations, showing that gender is not a
rigid dichotomy.

By embodying identities that defy traditional norms, the characters engage in
a form of performative resistance, intentionally presenting alternative narratives that
disrupt the status quo. This performative aspect serves as a means of challenging and
subverting normative expectations, contributing to a cultural shift in which the

fluidity and diversity of gender identities are acknowledged, celebrated, and
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recognised beyond the constraints of binary thinking. Both plays reject binary
frameworks and support a more inclusive and respectful understanding of diverse
gender identities. They resist the societal pressure to conform to traditional gender
norms and, instead, celebrate the fluidity and complexity of gender identities. They
serve as a form of resistance against the marginalisation and gender deviants. These
plays stand as powerful expressions of resistance against societal norms that seek to
confine individuals within rigid and limiting gender categories

Through hir performances, ze transcends mere description, exemplifying that
gender defies confinement to fixed categories, embodying the complexity inherent in
human identity. In elucidating hir journey, ze not only narrates but also enacts the
concept that gender expression is diverse and fluid. This commitment to dismantling
societal norms takes the form of performative resistance, a deliberate act of
subverting established expectations. In doing so, ze participates in the ongoing
efforts aimed at cultivating an empathetic, and comprehensively understanding
society, one that ardently embraces the intricate spectrum of gender expressions and
identities.

Within society, Bornstein’s plays scrutinise how narrow, binary gender norms
and labels are imposed on individuals. Hir work aimed to radically deconstruct
traditional gender roles and advocate for gender fluidity. Hir viewpoint centres
around the fluidity of gender identities, which challenges the conventional
understanding of the influence of culture on gender roles. Hir assessment advocates
for a more inclusive and empathetic societal framework that accommodates the

diverse expressions of gender.
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This shift in perspective points out the importance of embracing and
celebrating the multitude of identities that exist beyond traditional binary norms,
fostering a more compassionate and unbiased society. Advocating for an adaptable
understanding of gender, Bornstein’s perception fosters an environment where
individuals are empowered to express their identities in diverse and authentic ways.
Hir work encourages audiences to question rigid categories and embrace the complex
intersections of identity.

The concept of assuming different identities on stage in theatre reflects its
transformative nature, particularly in challenging fixed notions of gender. Through
this process, actors explore and embody diverse gender identities, disrupting binary
perspectives. The intent is for the audience to witness the fluidity of gender,
prompting them to question preconceived notions. This interactive aspect of theatre
aims to provoke introspection, encouraging the audience to reevaluate their beliefs
about gender. The transformative experience offered by this brand of queer theatre
seeks to broaden both actors’ and audiences’ understanding of gender, fostering
inclusivity. Additionally, it emphasises the importance of accessible performance
opportunities for underrepresented communities, emphasising the need for a more
diverse and inclusive stage.

Hir commitment to the fluidity of gender, as exemplified in the characters
portrayed within the play, highlights the imperative of challenging societal binaries.
Through these characters, ze encourages a re-evaluation of entrenched norms, urging
society to recognise and celebrate the diverse spectrum of gender identities. By
presenting alternative narratives that transcend traditional binary notions, hir plays

serve as an example of performative resistance against normative expectations. The
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characters in the play engage in reconstructing identities and emphasising the
importance of individual understanding and experiences in shaping one’s gender. Ze
advocates for the acceptance of gender diversity and fosters a cultural shift towards a
more inclusive and harmonious coexistence with the fluid nature of human identity,
ultimately challenging and reshaping societal perceptions of gender.

The fluid nature of human identity catalyses a transformative impact by
advocating for the acceptance of gender diversity that prompts a cultural shift
towards a harmonious coexistence of various gender orientations. Ze achieves this
by presenting narratives and characters that defy traditional gender norms and
challenge the binary constraints imposed by societal expectations. Ze prompts the
audience to reevaluate their perspectives on gender, encourage resistance, and
understand diverse gender experiences. By celebrating the complexity of human
identity, ze is arguing against entrenched societal perceptions of gender as fixed and
binary, and acknowledging the legitimacy of various gender expressions. Bornstein’s
influence extends beyond artistic realms, which impacts discourse on gender and

identity at all levels.



Chapter 4
Fostering Inclusivity: Gender-Fluid Individuals for a Resurgence of Acceptance

The fluidity of gender challenges entrenched societal binaries and urges
reconsidering of traditional norms that narrowly define individuals as either male or
female. Embracing this fluidity acknowledges the vast spectrum of gender identities,
allowing people to reconstruct their sense of self in alignment with their unique
experiences. Breaking free from rigid gender constructs dismantles stereotypes, and
promotes a society that respects and celebrates the diverse ways by which individuals
express and experience their gender identities. This paradigm shift calls for changes
in language, legal recognition, education, and media representation to create an
environment where everyone can authentically and harmoniously define their
identity beyond the limitations of a binary framework.

The resurgence of acceptance refers to a positive and revitalised movement
towards acknowledging, respecting, and affirming a diverse range of gender
expressions and identities suggesting a renewed commitment to reject traditional
norms that have marginalised or excluded individuals based on their deviant gender
identity. It is important to create an environment that welcomes and affirms
multiplicity of gender experiences to foster understanding and support for people of
all gender identities.

The notion posited by Bornstein is that the world revolves around the
framework of dimorphic gender structures, where the existence of any additional
element is perceived as a potential source of disruption and chaos. Ze promotes
positivity, offers practical guidance and fosters a resurgence marked by resilience,

activism, and challenge to societal expectations. The empowerment of gender-fluid
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individuals within cultures are explored in the prose works My New Gender
Workbook and Hello, Cruel World. Hir commitment to celebrate diversity and
encourage self-acceptance plays a significant role in building a more inclusive world.

Emphasising the misconceptions surrounding transgender identity in the
workbook My New Gender Workbook, ze depicts the challenges inherent in coming
to terms with an individual’s deviant gender identity, which accentuates the pressures
to align with the gender dyad. Hir advocacy for increased acceptance and
understanding of transgender individual’s links with hir belief that questioning
gender norms is a powerful act that can challenge the entire “gender/identity/power”
(Bornstein, MNGW 100) system. In this connection, Ze articulates: “We make space
for ourselves in this world through the very acts of questioning and ultimately
toppling the gender/identity/power system” (110). People create spaces for
themselves by engaging in acts of questioning and challenging the
“gender/identity/power” system, a concept exemplified by Bornstein in hir
workbook. This innovative tool catalyses the exploration of gender identity and
empowers individuals to confront and eventually dismantle the constricting gender
identity system. The pyramid aligns with the concept of intersectionality, emphasises
the intricate interconnectedness of various aspects of identity, and gender, and their
intersection to form individual experiences.

By introducing the “gender/identity/power pyramid” in hir workbook,
Bornstein exemplifies the concept of people creating spaces for themselves through
the acts of questioning and challenging the “gender/identity/power” system. At its
core, the pyramid serves as a visual representation of how power dynamics and man-

made constructs influence a person’s perception of gender identity. By
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acknowledging these power structures, individuals begin to confront the limitations
and restrictions placed on their identities whereby imposed dictates cause agony.

Hir probing questions about society’s openness to the fluidity of gender, such
as, “How freewheeling and open are you when it comes to the subjects of gender and
sexuality? ... How about the idea of gender as a fluid state- sometimes guy,
sometimes girl, sometimes neither, sometimes both?” (7) inquire about how open
people are when it comes to discussing topics related to gender and sexuality. Ze also
questions thoughts on the concept of gender as a fluid state, where individuals could
identify as sometimes male, sometimes female, sometimes neither, and sometimes
both.

The first question probes into the extent to which a person is willing to
engage in candid and unrestricted conversations regarding matters of gender and
sexuality. The second question inquiries about a person’s thoughts on the concept of
gender as a flexible state, where someone may identify as a man, a woman, neither,
or both at different times. Ze introduces the idea that gender can be a fluid
experience, allowing individuals to express themselves in a way that feels most
authentic to them. Her revelations challenge societal norms and expectations, and
encourage a subtle yet refined understanding of gender that accommodates the
diverse and distinct knowledge about gender deviance in individuals.

Through the statement on how open-minded people regard gender and
sexuality, ze invites individuals to interrogate and widen their standpoints on gender
and sexuality in such a way that it urges them to consider alternatives and perceptible
ways of understanding the complex facets of gender identity. Ze acknowledges the

ever-changing nature of people, who adapt and evolve in response to their
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environment and relationships. Just as people change their attitudes, opinions,
desires, and relationships, gender is not fixed but rather mutable and fluid. Gender
exists on a spectrum, with only a few individuals at the extreme ends, while most fall
somewhere in between.

The perspective presented implies that gender is acknowledged as one
component within a network of interconnected systems of oppression. In hir words:
“The introduction of any third factor into a space that is defined as two and two only
will break that space and leave it powerless” (56). This reflects Bornstein’s
understanding of the limitations imposed by inflexible binary systems, particularly in
the context of gender. By suggesting that the introduction of a third factor disrupts
the binary, ze contests the notion that the intricacy of gender can be adequately
captured within a simplistic framework of just two categories, such as male and
female.

Individuals who adhere to traditional binary gender notions often deny the
rights of those whose gender identities deviate from established norms. Hir
perception emphasises the resistance faced by those with gender identities that fall
outside the conventional binary, resulting in the deprivation of their rights and
equitable treatment. The pervasive presence of cultural norms and expectations
dictating the roles and behaviours deemed appropriate for men and women is a
common phenomenon across diverse cultures and subcultures. Ze points out:
“Almost everyone who steps outside an either/or cultural law will become and
remain an outsider or an underdog” (Bornstein, HCW 45). This observation states the

reality that within societies characterised by rigid, binary gender constructs, those
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who defy these norms often find themselves marginalised or relegated to a position
of disadvantage.

In addition, the severe consequences and disciplinary measures imposed upon
individuals who transgress these gender norms can be attributed to fear. Ze touches
on this aspect and notes: “There is another factor at work here, and that is simply
fear” (131). This suggests that the discomfort experienced by some individuals when
confronted with the uncertainty of gender fluidity often manifests as staunch
resistance and even hostility. This fear-induced resistance is a reflection of the
apprehension and resistance to embracing non-binary or gender-nonconforming
identities.

The fear-based resistance described here significantly impedes the acceptance
of non-binary or gender-nonconforming identities as Girshwick argues that these
reactions are primarily a result of the entrenched societal conditioning that upholds
conventional ideas of “normalcy,” rather than being grounded in scientific or
biological certainties (34). This statement gives rise to a debate concerning the
elusive definitions of a real man or real woman, for there is no universally accepted
standard for either of these identity categories.

To resist the norms that legitimise cisgender identities as “natural,” Bornstein
states: “We need to free ourselves from any system that would oppress us, even the
ones that most people believe are ‘natural’” (54). This highlights the necessity to
liberate an individual from oppressive systems and describes the idea that conformity
to norms, even if considered natural, can still be restrictive and harmful. Ze
encourages individuals to inspect and oppose structures that limit personal freedom

and self-expression.
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Hir query in My New Gender Workbook, “If gender is so natural, then why
hasn’t it been written down or codified” (121), promulgates discussions on the
naturalisation of gender. Ze posits that once a critical mass of individuals acquiesces
to the definitions of “real manhood” and “real womanhood,” it becomes commonly
assumed as a natural state (67). In this manner, societal constructs are forged, and
when consensus is reached on these norms, they are perceived as natural phenomena.

As this notion of natural and unnatural arises, Bornstein questions that if
gender is thought to be natural, why has it not been documented or formalised (121).
This inquiry encourages an exploration of the underlying assumptions and constructs
surrounding the concept of gender. Hir question points out the need for a review of
the prevailing gender norms that have historically been considered inherent or
natural. By stating the absence of written or codified guidelines for gender, ze
contests the notion that these norms are universally and biologically determined. This
prompts a re-evaluation of the idea that gender is an inherent and immutable trait.

The question posed by Bornstein invites contemplation of gender, which
implies that rather than being a universally static and predefined concept, gender is a
social and cultural construct subject to evolution and interpretation. The absence of
written gender guidelines serves as a compelling argument that gender, in all its
complexity, is not as fixed and rigid as conventional notions suggest. Hir inquiry
encourages a deeper understanding of the constructed nature of gender and the
importance of challenging established norms and assumptions surrounding this
fundamental aspect of human identity.

Ze probes the concept of “Gender Universality” (77) and asserts that “Gender

Universality” breaks down when the fundamental queries are posed, questioning
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what it is that defines “a real man and a real woman” (78). Gender Universality, as
elucidated by Bornstein signifies the extent to which individuals mould their lives
and decisions based on the customary patterns of the outmoded gender system.

The act of interrogating gender holds the potential not only to prompt a re-
evaluation of gender but also to prompt a comprehensive reassessment of
interconnected affiliations such as race, age, and class that influence individual
identity (Bornstein, HCW 77). When a person engages in the act of questioning
gender, it catalyses an inquiry into the intricacies inherent in the concept of gender
itself. This process, in turn, triggers a reconsideration of the interwoven affiliations
that assist in the formation of an individual’s identity. The questioning of gender acts
as a transformative force and prompts a critical reflection not only on gender but also
on the complex connection of factors such as race, age, and class.

Individuals who transgress genders are compelled to conform to their
assigned genders to gain acceptance from society and validate their existence.
Identity comprises multiple strata, which comprise the identity bestowed upon an
individual by external perceptions, the identity they project to society, and the
identity that relates within them. Relational-Cultural Theory by Laura Brown, a
psychological framework that focuses on the significance of relational connections in
human development, well-being, and mental health.

Relational-Cultural Theory departs from traditional individualistic models
and emphasises the understanding that growth and resilience occur within the context
of relationships. In LGBT-affirmative therapy, RCT informs the understanding of
how affirming relationships support the well-being of individuals with diverse sexual

orientations and gender identities. As Brown states: “In a relationship where one
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person believes her or himself to be essentially unlovable and undesirable in either an
emotional or sexual sense, mutuality is absent. The survivor believes it’s necessary to
pay for the presence of the other person, literally or symbolically explain the
exploration of gender identity” (78). In the context of exploring gender identity
within a relationship, she highlights an intersection between self-perception and
interpersonal connections. When one person harbours the belief that they are
unlovable or undesirable, it can impact the mutual aspects of the relationship.

The perception of being unlovable or undesirable stems from internalised
societal norms that dictate certain standards of attractiveness or acceptance based on
gender. For instance, individuals tackling non-conforming gender identities
internalise prejudices and feel they fall short of expected norms. In such cases, the
absence of mutuality in the relationship becomes apparent.

Exploring gender identity involves unravelling the complex interplay
between internalised beliefs about one’s worthiness and societal expectations related
to gender roles. This demonstrates the relevance of fostering self-acceptance and
challenges rigid norms to create a space where individuals can explore and express
their gender identity authentically without being compelled to pay a perceived
emotional or symbolic price for acceptance in their relationships. The journey
towards a more inclusive and affirming understanding of gender identity involves
dismantling internalised barriers and fostering mutual acceptance within
relationships.

Towards a more inclusive understanding of gender identity, especially during
gender transitions, individuals encounter complicated ordeals by flouting adopted

barriers and fostering mutual acceptance in relations. One significant aspect is the
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internal struggle individuals face while questioning and redefining gender identity.
The ability to steer ahead of contestations is intricately tied to the extent of self-
acceptance and the extent to which configurations have been defied and restructured
within individual support networks. This introspective process can be emotionally
strenuous as individuals cope up with their understanding of gender and work
towards aligning it with their authentic selves.

Transgender individuals face the predicament of asserting their gender
identity in a society firmly rooted in the gender binary. Their endeavours to align
with their self-identified gender prove inadequate because the cis-normative societal
framework rejects them. The perception of a particular gender is multi-faceted, and it
varies across individuals. In the exploration of gender identity and expression,
individuals traverse transitions from their assigned genders to embrace diverse
gender roles, vocabularies, and conceptualisations to articulate their authentic selves.
Throughout this journey, they struggle with the intricate interrelation of a complex
spectrum of gender experiences influenced by countless forms of oppression and
regulatory spaces.

The concept of interconnectedness is explained by Bornstein who asserts:
“Identities possess genuine substance; they cast their influence on us, and we, in turn,
cast our identities’ influence on others” (MNGW 65). Bornstein shows that identities
exhibit an inter-conditioned nature, likening them to beads in a chain where the
spacing between each bead differs, yet all remain linked to one another. Furthermore,
ze stresses the evolutionary nature of individuals, suggesting that they transform over
time, with changing desires and shifting priorities influencing the significance of

different facets of identity (67).



Sebastian 148

The transition from a binary gender framework to a more inclusive and
gender-fluid system is a formidable endeavour, akin to the transformation of a
caterpillar into a butterfly (89). Just as butterflies struggle to emerge from their
cocoons, individuals undergoing this transition encounter a series of formidable trials
along the path to lead a fulfilling and meaningful life. “When we consciously evolve
towards an identity that resonates with our authentic selves, life takes on the
characteristics of a game or sport, akin to the art of surfing” (Bornstein, HCW 78).
This metaphor points out the notion that if society were to broaden its perspectives
and acknowledge the inherent fluidity of both sex and gender, a diverse spectrum of
gender identities would be valid. Ze stresses the consequences of a narrow focus on
gender identity, emphasising that it leads to a restrictive definition of what it means
to be a man or a woman. Those who deviate from narrow gender definitions often
feel compelled to identify with an alternative gender category because polarised and
stereotypical views that can harm individuals outside these established categories are
perpetuated.

Additionally, ze explores the impact of the term “bully culture” (78). This
culture reveals how institutional powers such as psychiatric normalisation, and
informal practices like bullying play a dominant role in the enforcement of rigid
gender norms. Those who do not fit within these norms often face harassment,
violence, and stigmatisation. Recognising and resisting the violence imposed by
these idealised gender norms is essential, especially in support of individuals who are
gender-different or non-conforming. For transgender individuals, this process
involves dealing with considerable internal conflicts related to self-acceptance and

resilience in the face of collective anxiety to validate unique gender identities.



Sebastian 149

Sex and gender entice bullies into creating a problematic environment for
those who struggle with identity crises. “Sex and gender are magnets for bullies”
(104). The phrase suggests that bullies target individuals based on their sex or gender
identity, which states the unfortunate reality that people who identify as transgenders
or those who negotiate gender identity issues are more vulnerable to bullying due to
preconceptions and stereotyping. Ze discloses how gender-related biases can lead to
bullying that is easier to disrupt the lives of transgender individuals because of
confidence issues these individuals may face. This implies that individuals who
struggle with their gender identity lack self-assurance and confidence to stand up to
bullies. This vulnerability makes them targets for bullying.

Further, ze alludes to the severity of the struggle faced by those trying to
understand their true selves, which suggests that the difficulties and challenges
associated with identity crisis can become overwhelming, thereby leading some
individuals to contemplate or even attempt self-harm or suicide. The mention of
suicide emphasises the need for support, understanding, and effective strategies to
counteract bullying.

Ze discusses the perpetuation of “bully culture” and the presence of misogyny
and transphobia. Misogyny is a deep-seated hatred or prejudice against women, and
trans misogyny is a specific form of discrimination and hatred directed at male-to-
female transgender individuals (Bornstein, MNGW 50). Transphobia refers to
negative attitudes, scepticism, or hostility towards transgender individuals and their
identities (50). Ze states that misogyny is an essential component that maintains the

oppressive cult of gender, particularly through the systemic sexism women face.
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Disapproving homophobic and transphobic language, Bornstein’s motive
goes beyond personal discomfort, wherein ze represents a strategic effort to
challenge and dismantle the hostile environment that propagates misogyny,
transphobia, and violence. By encouraging LGBTQ+ individuals to vocalise their
disapproval, ze seeks to disrupt the cycle of discrimination and create spaces where
such harmful attitudes are less likely to thrive. This aligns with hir commitment to
creating a more inclusive and compassionate society.

In engaging with those who use derogatory language, ze adopts a proactive
approach. Rather than dismissing or ignoring such individuals, ze aims to initiate
conversations that have the potential to bridge gaps in understanding. This approach
reflects hir belief in the transformative power of dialogue and education. Ze
recognises that change begins with interpersonal connections, and by challenging
harmful language, ze seeks to plant seeds of empathy and awareness. The
observation testifies hir resilience and determination to confront discriminating
standards that facilitate marginalisation of trans individuals. By urging disapproval,
ze empowers the trans community for taking a stance against oppression and
promoting a voice demanding respect and equality. Hir work depicts the
interconnectedness of language and attitudes that emphasise the need for a different
approach to combat the ingrained issues of bullying and bigotry prevalent in society.

In the effort to guide trans individuals, Bornstein’s counsel to disapprove of
homophobic and transphobic language is a strategic and empowering initiative. It
aligns with hir mission to defy the culture of bullying, and advance understanding
and humanness in the face of discrimination. Hir approach is not just about rejecting

offensive language but engaging with those affecting harmful attitudes with the
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ultimate goal of dismantling the hostile environment sustaining misogyny,
transphobia, and violence.

The binary gender system, characterised by its hierarchical “one-up, one-
down” structure, functions as fertile ground for a power struggle, in which male
privilege subjugates approximately half of the global population (Bornstein, HCW
45). Misogyny and transphobia, including the concept of trans misogyny, overlap to
create a culture of fury that targets individuals who deviate from the accepted binary
gender norms. This culture manifests in various forms that extend from ridicule to
violence. The connection to “bully culture” is evident in the negative attitudes,
scepticism, and hatred faced by transgender individuals.

Legislations restricting access to public spaces and casual transphobia in
social circles are manifestations of this culture. In popular media, transgender
individuals are often portrayed negatively, further perpetuating this harmful
environment. The mindless hatred of women is amplified by the senseless hatred of
trans people, which creates a hostile culture where bullying, harassment, and
violence become common tactics of oppression (229).

Transgender and gender-nonconforming individuals often deal with
numerous challenges that impact their lives and well-being. Laura Erickson-Schroth
mentions how these challenges are not only internal but also external due to their
interactions with society, institutions, and relationships (8). Internalised transphobia
and homophobia are common issues, as individuals struggle with self-acceptance due
to stigmatisation of non-conforming identities.

Another set of challenges that arises in interpersonal relationships is the fear

of losing relationships or facing difficulties in forming new ones. Disclosure of true



Sebastian 152
gender identity can enfold a range of reactions, from acceptance and support to
rejection and discrimination. These encounters can impede relationships with family
and friends which turns into a daunting process. Access to essential social services
and institutions can be challenging as well. Many transgender individuals struggle to
access resources such as homeless shelters, rape crisis centres, medical clinics, and
education. Discrimination and exclusion limit their ability to access these vital
services and lead to a ceaseless cycle of marginalisation and vulnerability.

Fear of repercussions for asserting an individual’s ordinary rights is also a
significant concern. The inhibition to speaking out in public to advocate transgender
rights can subject an inferiority complex in trans individuals who subsequently begin
to hate violence and discrimination. This fear of retaliation can deter them from fully
participating in public life and asserting their rights. Additionally, chronic
unemployment is a harsh reality for many transgender and gender-nonconforming
individuals. Discrimination in the workplace can lead to financial instability and
limited access to necessities.

Abuse and mistreatment by law enforcement personnel further compound the
challenges faced by these individuals. Instances of public humiliation, disdain, and
ridicule force their marginalisation and exclusion from mainstream society. Denials
of employment, housing, and access to public accommodations such as shops,
restaurants, and public transportation are barriers that further isolate transgender and
gender-nonconforming individuals.

In particular, adolescence can be a tumultuous period for those coming to
terms with the confusing gender identity. The combination of these internal and

external contestations can make navigating the teenage years particularly difficult.
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Discrimination against transgender individuals can have distressing and tragic
consequences, with some individuals struggling with hopelessness and despair that
lead to thoughts of suicide. Intolerance and rejection by society create a sense of
isolation and pain that exacerbates the emotional and psychological adversities of
transgender people.

The prevalence of differential treatment in the workplace, healthcare, or
daily lives takes a severe toll on mental health, pushing some individuals to the brink
of despair. Society must recognise the detrimental impact of bias on the well-being
of transgender individuals and make concerted efforts to create an accepting
environment, ensuring that transgenders or gender-nonconforming individuals find
the support and resources they need to cope with everyday challenges and live
healthy, fulfilling lives.

Challenging conventional thinking, Hello, Cruel World introduces a series of
unconventional alternatives to suicide designed to provoke strong reactions and
prompt a re-evaluation of established norms. These alternatives are meant to be
thought-provoking and often intentionally controversial, encouraging individuals to
reconsider their opinions on life’s challenges. For instance, some of the suggested
alternatives include “Get laid. Please” which is an ironic suggestion to explore
physical intimacy as a way to connect with others and find joy in life (Bornstein,
HCW 72).

Similarly, “Eroticize the pain” suggests the idea of finding a certain allure
even in one’s emotional or physical pain, potentially transforming it into a source of
strength or personal growth. “Go completely batty” implies embracing one’s quirks

and eccentricities, embracing a sense of individuality that defies societal norms.
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“Make it bleed” is a particularly provocative suggestion that could be interpreted as
encouraging individuals to confront their issues and face their pain or problems
without hesitation (70).

“Find a new religion,” which implies exploring spiritual and religious
practices that an individual shares with. This does not necessarily mean conforming
to mainstream beliefs but rather finding a system of convictions that brings comfort
and meaning to the person’s life. “Tell your secrets” indicates sharing the innermost
thoughts and feelings with someone trustworthy. Opening up to others provides a
sense of relief and connection. “Run away and join the circus” means embrace the
idea of pursuing unconventional and adventurous paths. This involves exploring new
hobbies, careers, or lifestyles that break away from societal expectations (71-72).

“Learn to fly” implies taking up activities that give an individual a sense of
freedom and empowerment, whether it is actual flying, like skydiving or paragliding,
or metaphorical flying through artistic expressions or personal achievements.
“Become a pirate” suggests rebelling against societal norms and expectations,
embracing uniqueness and refusing to adapt to conventional standards that cause
misery. (70) “Get high and start a band” refers to engaging in creative and expressive
outlets like music, art, or writing. Channelling emotions into artistic endeavours is a
therapeutic way to cope with challenges.

“Live in a tree” suggests alternative living arrangements or lifestyles that
align with an individual’s values and provide a sense of belonging. This involves
communal living, off-grid living, or other non-traditional housing options. “Change

your name and start over” symbolically indicates reinventing oneself. Consider
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adopting a new identity that better reflects who a person is and what one aspires to be
(72).

The alternatives suggested are meant to encourage trans people to think
unconventionally and consider progressive approaches to handle life’s challenges.
The emphasis is to find personal paths to resilience, self-discovery, and fulfilment.
Hello, Cruel World includes a variety of provocative and controversial suggestions,
but Bornstein’s intention is not to promote harm or negativity. Instead, ze uses these
alternatives to object to gender norms, initiate open conversations, and encourage
people to think in irregular and exceptional ways about gender deviance and identity.
Even in difficult times, people should avoid causing harm or being unkind, both to
themselves and to others. The sole guiding principle for gender deviants is
encapsulated in the directive, “Don’t be mean” (71). By emphasising not to be mean,
ze encourages people to approach these alternatives with a sense of empathy,
kindness, and respect, both towards themselves and others.

This directive reinforces the idea that the possibilities and suggestions
presented by Bornstein are not meant to harm or exploit those with gender deviance
but rather to empower, entertain, or provoke thought. “Don’t be mean” aligns with
hir message of using creativity, and alternative thinking to cope with life’s challenges
and encourage self-discovery, which reminds individuals to approach these altered
suggestions with a compassionate and broadminded attitude with the ultimate
objective of making life better and supporting those who are struggling with their
identities and emotions.

Additionally, ze supplements each alternative with specific keywords, such as

“if you must,” “mind game,” “thrill ride,” “clean slate,” “Tell a lie,” and “Give up
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nouns for a day” (73). These keywords provide additional context and cues to help
individuals understand the intent behind each alternative. For instance, “if you must”
indicates that an unorthodox solution is presented as a last resort, while “mind game”
suggests that a mental or psychological shift is involved. “Thrill ride” implies that
the alternative involves an element of excitement or risk, and “clean slate” points to
the potential for starting anew. “Tell a lie” is a provocative way to encourage trans
individuals to be inventive or take a different approach to their problems, and “Give
up nouns for a day” represents an exercise in changing one’s perspective and
language (73). Ze uses these specific keywords to add a creative touch to the
alternatives presented.

Through these unusual and inventive methods, ze intends to offer guidance
and support to those who are perplexed about their gender identity. By fostering self-
compassion and self-acceptance, My New Gender Workbook states: “You need to
learn to treat yourself like you would treat an honoured guest in your house” which
conveys the necessity of nurturing and valuing oneself (78). In the context of
addressing suicidal thoughts, this is a reminder of the importance of valuing a
person’s own life and well-being and encourage individuals to be kind to themselves,
embrace their true selves, and avoid resorting to extreme measures like suicide in the
attempt to escape the challenges they face regarding gender identity or identity
crises.

By advising people to treat themselves as “honoured guests”, ze emphasises
that individuals should extend the same care and respect to themselves that they
would offer to someone they respect and care for. This notion is vital for those

struggling with their gender identity, as it encourages them to find self-worth and
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self-acceptance, ultimately reducing despair that might lead to suicidal thoughts.
Self-worth and self-acceptance are the building blocks for claiming an individual’s
voice and language, which is the most effective defence against the disputations
posed by hostile or exclusionary cultural and political environments.

Bornstein mentions: “Claiming your voice and language can be your best
line of defence against any bully culture and any government that practices a politic
of domination and exclusion” (60). The idea of “claiming your voice and language”
as a defence against a “bully culture” and exclusionary governments iterates the
importance of empowerment and assertiveness. This indicates that those who flout
preset norms and the dominant culture find themselves relegated. This experience of
being demoted explains how isolation and despair, lead to suicidal thoughts.

Instead of remaining isolated and desperate, trans individuals are urged to
empower themselves by incorporating their voice and language. By asserting their
identity and working to change social attitudes and cultural norms, they can take
control of their lives and work towards creating a more inclusive and accepting
environment for themselves and others. This approach offers hope and an alternative
to suicide by encouraging individuals to participate in changing the cultural norms
that lead to their ostracism.

My New Gender Workbook delves deeper into practical exercises and
activities designed to assist individuals in exploring and understanding their
expressions of gender, which represents a resurgence of interest in exploring diverse
gender identities beyond the binary. Ze invites the individuals to reexamine and
rewrite the book inside the cover bearing the inscription, “My Nameis  , and

this is MY Gender Workbook™ (Bornstein, MNGW 140). This inscription is
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significant within the context of hir work because it serves as an invitation to the
individuals to engage with the material in a personal and introspective way.

The “My Name is __ ” part is intentionally left blank, emphasising the
uniqueness of each person’s experience which encourages individuals to insert their
names to assert their identity as they embark on the journey of self-discovery and
reflection. By doing so, ze strengthens the idea that gender identity is a personal and
individual aspect of a person’s life. The presence of blank spaces within the text
serves a dual purpose. Firstly, they allow individuals to engage with the material.
These blank spaces offer the opportunity to write down personal reflections, ideas, or
responses to the assignments and questions presented in the book. This activity
transforms the reading experience into an exploration of a person’s own gender
identity, encouraging individuals to make the content personally meaningful.

Secondly, these blank spaces provide a flexible framework for completing
assignments or exercises. Hir work is designed to be a workbook, encouraging
individuals to participate in self-discovery and self-expression. These blank spaces
become a canvas for individuals to record their thoughts, experiences, and creative
expressions, making the content truly their own.

The capitalisation of the personal pronoun “MY” in the phrase “This is MY
Gender Workbook” place emphasis on the individuality of the reader. This
formatting choice draws attention to the idea that the workbook content relates to the
user’s journey and development. Using capital letters can be seen as a way to stress
the importance or distinguish a particular word or concept. So “MY” signifies that
the workbook’s purpose is to help the individual reflect on personal gender

progression, as opposed to the dogmas on gender.
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By taking ownership of the workbook in this way, trans individuals are
encouraged to participate in the process of self-reflection and self-expression, which
empowers them to consider their gender identity on their terms without the
constraints of shared norms or expectations. This statement encapsulates the essence
of hir instruction, which is about endowing trans individuals with the opportunity to
define and articulate their exclusive gender identities, and points out the workbook’s
function as a guide for subjective exploration and self-discovery, thereby allowing
individuals to rewrite their narratives and understand their distinctive experiences
with gender.

The workbook offers various exercises including puzzles, crosswords, and
questionnaires. Ze leaves spaces in the book to fill out the answers to the puzzles,
crosswords, and questionnaires to analyse an individual’s gender identity which

allow people to realise their gender deviance while doing these exercises.

Solving the Gender Puzzle

So, what is gender anyway? It’s not such a difficult puzzle after all.

The Not-So-Difficult Puzzle After All

DOWN: can easily and without much thought

1. Currently a system of dividing conveniently divide the human race
people, all of us, into one of two into two neat parcels (e.g. socio-
impossible-to-live-up-to standards: logical gender, genital gender,
male or female. chromosomal gender, psychological

2. Something that Ken and Barbie dolls gender, hormonal gender, et cetera,
have, even though they have no ad nauseam)
genitalia. 6. An oppressive class system of two,

3. A means by which we can express and two only, classes, usually held in
our sexual desire. place by the assumption that the

4. A means by which we can attract class system is “natural,” in which
others to whom we are attracted. system one class has nearly total

economic and political power over

ACROSS the other.

2. A fanatical cult, demanding blind 7. A means of cultural traction; an
obedience to mostly unwritten, identity or persona by which to either
unagreed-upon rules, regulationrs, identify oneself to another, or
and qualifications. maintain some position within a

5. Any standard (usually, but not relationship or culture.

necessarily biological) by which we

Fig.1.1 Kate Bornstein. My New Gender Workbook: How to Become a Real Man, a

Real Woman, the Real You, or Something Else Entirely. Routledge, 2013.
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The Much More Difficult Puzzle

L G IATL N P 3. Y 3 VU LelBEE TP ARE FNWIPQH1
WTIA NDROGYINOUSTYEEI|EHATWYVFXEDR U|O|
R HP SWQXJ VMFEFODY clmlwwi c c DV N Y B MM,
E € P Y ¥, MEP O KOE P D sl e - e . DAl o e BUT!ONO)
TR A NSIGE NDE RII G Z MR E VL VHXMKUYVBKI|S
I WP O C ULOLC IGLEAVIG N K MOROOAY WNLTGBIJ G|E
T K ESG PLRRESS S NGO GN) N T VOB DCUR EB UL 0L, Gl L I XX
S0P SEEy S Sa T Ore, T, L e ZrC M T KL RS ko HL L Y Gliriu ]
E 2V NFFXQWPVHBRTNCKTVOBC CNTFTE IJIDIXR RSBI|A
v[Aa R_A REMIP SEATO O8N 3 ¥ PlG VWL VS M3 Kk|L)
s K N G RESD T ERTRy SinSipiela gz W x £ T P I 3 K R
N oY o w L HNEEUQGARDIKIKAORB 3 V
A D T z B J cB3J EJ Y NGNFEMI NI NE|
R = e/ /) 1 MEIROUAYY U ot E N T M T P B
T Ve PO R QR RNAAAKS A L o Q
3 ¥ M MESGT O LKTHKLIXN
A Z X VQ UNGGK C DY UKSCPFUI PP P
zZ B Q Y ONS M NAPVUC 5 U H R DPI L UG
HIE ¥ K M. U D Kk v BEPOESD E-F 3 A Y N F
YeveqQoaT. £z ‘INTERSE;lL Z FRTIJIRWWUZ
24 q b p e 1 MK P N A: PG X Z2BD(B H AT I S OHY F
S R RBOLAMNMREMHETETFEMI OAXATLI 2ZY QOY XP C
GEP KT zREImEEI ke L' EINYA'B'D Q@ Q H V'V Y OB MO TR
Lo SONMIGIEFENIE VIO S T M KIS 01 . CAE VO LI HTI UG
iy i el il sl e M C T (W Zie A V. WeE H M O3 f{d o
BRI EE R VE AW aaE AT iR CANDIWESN P Y € s D E N c
I U O w TEREZED IO AV F G LEATE TAE R OS5 'E X U A 1) H
ns@iﬁ@@xunnxxrzpoTsQEzEAFLw G
A Y UGE L G T G B NAGDNNTFNEUVBATZRGATYRIG
H 3 BN 3 SEH INFQUM N L NG ELYHBAYHXWI ZoPpP 2

Fig.1.2 Kate Bornstein. My New Gender Workbook: How to Become a Real Man, a
Real Woman, the Real You, or Something Else Entirely. Routledge, 2013.

The book includes various exercises like “The 10-minute-a-day gender
outlaw exercise” and crossword puzzles (56-57). Ze uses unique techniques, which
are simple yet applicable methods compiled in the form of an entertaining workbook
that consists of exercises including journal prompts, self-assessment quizzes, and
creative activities aimed at helping individuals connect with their authentic selves
and better navigate the complexities of gender identity These exercises facilitate self-
reflection and self-discovery.

Journal prompts encourage trans individuals to delve into their thoughts and
feelings, allowing them to articulate their experiences and emotions related to their
gender identity. This process of self-exploration is decisive for those who have
struggled to understand their experiences, and provide a space to gain clarity and
self-awareness. The self-assessment quizzes serve as tools for self-appraisal that
enable individuals to comprehend their private and particular involvement with

gender issues and discernments of gender identity. The effort thus taken helps
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individuals identify their position on the gender spectrum, and provides a framework
for further exploration and self-acceptance.

The creative activities included in the workbook offer a unique and engaging
way to express the specifics of the genuine self. The activities in the workbook are
liberating and empowering, allowing individuals to transcend traditional gender
norms and express their gender identity in ingenious, productive and personalised
ways. These activities are particularly beneficial for those who do not conform to
conventional gender roles or who wish to explore dissimilar facets of their identity.
Moreover, the exercises in the workbook promote a sense of community and
solidarity. By engaging in these activities, individuals connect with others who
undergo similar journeys, thereby fostering a sense of belonging and support and
helps alleviating the sense of isolation that some gender deviants may experience.

Bornstein incorporates Twitter voices and a whole section devoted to Twitter
threads and Twitter users’ answers to questions like, “Who Am 1?7 (90) There are
blank spaces in between, which are mainly for jotting down ideas and completing hir
assignments. Incorporating Twitter voices and dedicating a section to Twitter threads
and user responses in hir work, the approach reflects a contemporary and interactive
dimension to exploring gender identity. The inclusion of Twitter voices provides a
real-time and distinctive view of the practices and thoughts of trans individuals
across various gender identities. These Twitter writings assist in the resurgence of
social consciousness, which inspires people to advocate gender inclusivity and social
integrity.

The inclusion of tweets is often in the form of threaded conversations, where

users answer thought-provoking questions like “Who Am 1?” Ze states:
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Nowadays, I try to make it easier for people to ask these questions, but most

still don’t ask them easily. For now, my happiness lies in connecting with

people, trying to reverse that trend, and encouraging them to converse freely
about gender, to question it, and to find answers they can live with. As such,
my life has finally become the dialogue I always wanted growing up but

never had the chance to have. (45)

The presence of Twitter voices and the interactive approach ze adopts, align with hir
motivation to make life easier for new transgender individuals and adopt open
dialogues about gender. Twitter voices embody the power of connecting with people
in the digital age, giving a platform to cultivate an honest way of thinking and
discussing divergent gender orientations. Ze acknowledges that trans people fail to
disclose pertinent dilemmas on social stratification and gender identity.

Despite the challenges, ze remains motivated to reverse this trend by
encouraging trans people to engage in candid conversations about gender, question
its complexities, and elicit answers they require. By sharing hir visions and
experiences, ze has transformed hir life into a meaningful dialogue, a conversation ze
had yearned for since hir upbringing, where discussions about concepts like gender
reassignment were conspicuously absent. The integration of Twitter voices and the
inclusion of blank spaces serve to make the reading an engaging and participatory
experience, which promotes an inclusive and interactive approach to self-discovery.

The activities in My New Gender Workbook will help a person explore
identity internally, interpersonally, and culturally because it investigates how
individuals move around the complex interplay between their physical bodies and the

held gender identities. Ze reflects and makes comments on the efforts to accept hir
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own gender inclination. Ze emphasises the importance of creating an identity that
allows for a fulfilling life and persuades people to undo the binary gender framework
that society has ingrained into people’s minds. The exploration of individuals
striving to align their physical bodies with their gender identities is intertwined with
the concept of gender reassignment, which includes surgeries and hormone therapy.

Exemplifying the significance of constructing a fulfilling identity that
transcends the binary gender framework imposed by society, Bornstein shares hir
struggles in comprehending hir gender identity. This perspective positions gender as
a mode of communication, where authenticity in an individual’s gender and sexual
identity becomes integral for effective communication. As advocated by Bornstein,
embracing these transformations facilitates personal growth and cultivates a more
fulfilling and active life. The perspective that frames gender as a form of
communication holds implications for understanding personal identity and human
interaction, suggesting that gender is not merely an inherent trait but an aspect of
self-expression. Authentic expression of gender and sexual identities enhances
individuals’ capacity for effective communication, which fosters self-confidence and
enables fearless and true interactions that facilitate in framing genuine connections
and relationships.

Ze introduces the concept of identity suicide, which centres on transitioning
to a new life with a different name while maintaining an individual’s true self among
those who know the real individual (Bornstein, HCW 80). This concept is
particularly pertinent for trans individuals who have to deal with issues related to
gender identity. Trans individuals shoulder the pressures of adhering to established

social and cultural norms of gender, trying to fit into the conventional,
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heteronormative framework. Ze posits that society should undergo a comprehensive
reassessment of its understanding of gender and its significance in individuals’ lives.

With the intricate interplay of gender, desire, and power, My New Gender
Workbook explores into the complexities of identity within this context. Ze asserts
that gender control wields considerable influence over a person’s identity, desires,
and power dynamics. For many individuals, the denial of their innate desire to align
their bodies with their perceived gender identity only intensifies that longing. Ze
describes desire as a potent force, encompassing yearning, urgency, spontaneity, and
purpose in life, yet often overlooked and misunderstood (MNGW 63).

Bornstein shares personal anecdotes from hir life to enthuse individuals to
embrace a deviant gender identity and come out of the constraints of traditional
binary norms. Ze recalls a challenging period in hir childhood: “By the time I was 10
or 11 years old, | had already internalised the idea that | was a mistake, something in
need of correction to fit neatly into society’s prescribed gender categories”
(Bornstein, HCW 34). This reflects the inner turmoil ze experienced during hir
formative years as ze struggled with hir identity while being unable to follow the
pronouncements of the traditional gender binary.

Highlighting common misconceptions held by society, Bornstein sheds light
on assumptions such as the belief that any distress experienced during adolescence
will naturally fade away in adulthood or that these will pass as individuals mature. Ze
observes: “One institution of oppression that every one of us can dismantle every day
of our lives is the system we’ve developed for ourselves back when we were no

longer kids, but not yet men or women” (88). Ze stresses how youth itself can be
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viewed as an “outlaw” identity, marked by considerable confusion, as society often
dismisses or undermines the authenticity of a teenager’s feelings.

Undergoing a transformative journey, Bornstein continually evolves and
explores various facets of hir identity and lifestyle. As ze puts it: “After countless
years of self-discovery, shaping my thoughts, and experimenting with different ways
of life, I’ve reached a point where I can finally say I’'m content. I’ve moved beyond
living in fear of how others perceive me or what they think I should be” (78). Ze no
longer strives to be someone ze is not for the sake of others but has chosen to live
authentically, embracing hir true self, whatever that may entail. Ze opines:

When | wrote the first version of this book, | was still working on acceptance.

Well, I’ve been at a point of acceptance for a long time- so | can tell you, it is

possible. You can make your life better through the conscious expression of

your gender identity. | am surprised to realise that | have come to accept each
of the aspects of my fluid self: the boy stuff as well as the girl stuff- and all
the stuff that is neither one nor the other. | have mostly got to the point of not

caring what people think I am. (Bornstein, MNGW 191)

Bornstein mentions that during the initial stages of writing this book, ze was still
struggling with self-acceptance. However, after continuous assessment of hir gender
identity, ze reached a state of accepting the fluid self.

The statement from Hello, Cruel World represents hir departure from living
to meet the expectations of others, and the observation from My New Gender
Workbook indicates hir journey from initial struggles with acceptance to a place of
self-assurance where external validation is not required. The reasons why ze does not

need external validation are rooted in hir journey of self-discovery and the realisation
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that true validation comes from within. By embracing hir authentic self and rejecting
societal expectations, ze has assured hirself that external approval is baseless. This
stance aligns with movements within LGBTQ+ that advocate self-love, self-
acceptance, and the importance of living authentically. Hir works serve to inspire
others to embrace their own unique identities and live authentically, demonstrating
that self-acceptance is attainable through the conscious expression of a person’s
gender identity.

Gender is elucidated through the introduction of various terms along with
Bornstein’s corresponding definitions in My New Gender Workbook. By introducing
hir definitions, Bornstein invites trans people to question and reconsider their
understanding of gender. Ze recognises that conventional language fails to capture
the diverse and nuanced experiences of individuals whose gender identity does not
comply with the binary framework. Hir definitions are a way of creating a more
inclusive and expansive vocabulary that reflects the complexity of gender.

Through the introduction of hir definitions, which could be considered a form
of linguistic resurgence Bornstein invites readers to question and rethink established
understandings of gender. Recognising the limitations of traditional language in
encapsulating the diverse experiences of individuals whose gender identity defies the
binary framework, the act of redefining terms represents a resurgence, a renewed and
expanded linguistic approach that seeks to encompass the intricate nature of gender.
This redefinition signifies a linguistic revival aimed at fostering a more inclusive and
nuanced dialogue around gender identities.

Moreover, hir use of personalised definitions serves to empower individuals

to redefine particular gender experiences. Ze encourages readers to explore and
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articulate their identities in ways that associate with their understanding, rather than
conforming to societal expectations. By doing so, ze vitalises conversations about
gender diversity and promotes trans people to think beyond conventional gender
categorisations. The creation of hir definitions is a deliberate and empowering choice
on Bornstein’s part, aligning with hir mission of advocating for greater acceptance
and understanding of gender variance. Her efforts emphasise the importance of
language in shaping individual perceptions and accentuate the need for framing
flexible frameworks of gender classification.

The binary view of gender oversimplifies the complexity of human gender
experiences and sets perimeters for those whose gender identity does not align with
the assigned sex at birth. In contrast, Bornstein’s definitions challenge this binary
perspective in several ways. For instance, hir definition of “Gender Variance”
acknowledges that some individuals experience a persistent sense that their gender
identity does not align with their biological sex (Bornstein, MNGW 89). This concept
recognises and validates the experiences of transgender and non-binary individuals
who do not fit into the male or female categories. The notion of gender variance
stands out from traditional definitions because it embraces a more diverse and
inclusive understanding of gender.

Furthermore, hir definition of “Gender Identity” deviates from definitions
generally accepted because ze emphasises that a person’s gender attributes accord
with or oppose physical characteristics, chromosomal sex, or assigned sex attributes.
This expanded definition acknowledges that identity is not solely determined by
biology and stands out to promote a more fluid and individualised concept of gender,

where people are free to define their identity based on their genuine feelings rather
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than follow the inflexible gender decrees. Hir concept of “Gender Attribution”
contests the assumption that an individual’s gender can be determined at a glance.
This stands out from traditional definitions that often rely on superficial visual cues
to classify individuals as male or female (89).

The definition of “Gender Expression” is distinct from traditional
understandings of gender roles because the definition empowers individuals to
express their gender in ways that are authentic to them, without the fear of judgment.
This differs from traditional gender roles for trans people that prescribe specific
behaviours and appearances based on individual assigned sex identity. Finally, hir
concept of “Gender Role” refutes traditional gender roles because the concept
highlights the restrictive nature imposed on gender. Traditional roles are influenced
by cultural expectations and confine individuals to predefined boxes based on their
gender (89). The definition encourages a re-evaluation of expectations and empowers
individuals to disentangle oneself from gender roles and advance towards freedom
and authenticity.

Definitions of gender-related components introduced by Bornstein object to
and magnify the drawbacks of conventional notions of gender. These definitions
embrace diversity and create an environment that not only allows self-expression but
also promotes inclusivity. What sets these definitions apart is their instrumental role
to foster an inclusive and respectful approach to gender identity that transcends the
confines of the traditional binary structure. The emphasis on diversity and inclusivity
aligns with the concept of resurgence, where the act of redefining and expanding
language becomes a vital tool in revitalising and reshaping perspectives on gender.

To encounter obstacles related to the gender identity of individuals who deviate from
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conventional norms, the notion of “splattering” and Bornstein’s definitions of gender
components articulate the difficulties gender deviants face. Splattering pertains to the
experience of managing multiple gender identities or expressions for different
individuals, each holding distinct expectations (118).

The concept of splattering refers to having to compartmentalise an
individual’s gender identity or expression based on shifting social contexts and
expectations. An individual experiencing splattering modifies the outward gender
presentation to align with norms in different environments or roles to meet specific
expectations. For example, a non-binary person may feel compelled to perform
femininity around certain family members and traditional friend groups, who expect
conformity to assign the person a female identity. However, in LGBTQIA+ spaces or
radical activist circles, this same individual splatters into a more androgynous
expression that challenges the gender binary whereby their inner gender identity
remains consistent, but the external presentation splatters based on the social sphere.

Bornstein cites the example of the American television series Dexter where
the eponymous protagonist embodies the concept of splattering between his outward
public gender presentation and his private sense of self (119). Publicly, Dexter
presents himself as a masculine, emotionally detached man who fits traditional
expectations of the male gender. His job in law enforcement further cements this
gender performance. However, privately Dexter struggles to understand emotions in
normative ways and channels his impulses towards serialised murder. His inner sense
of self thus clashes with outward social expectations of masculinity. Additionally, he
adapts his personality and emotional availability between interactions with his sister,

coworkers, girlfriend, and victims, obscuring his true identity. This constant
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management of gender identity across social contexts for survival embodies the
notion of splattering. The notion of splattering and Bornstein’s gender definitions
together show the importance of transcending traditional binary norms and
expectations and fostering a wide-ranging and understanding environment for all
individuals, regardless of their gender identity or preferences.

With the repetitive questioning, “Am [ a Man, Am [ a Woman”, ze realises
that the only individual truly capable of providing a precise answer to this question is
hir own self. (Bornstein, HCW 68). Bornstein’s realisation grants hir the permission
to navigate the world and express hir values in the way ze deems fit (78). This
perception emphasises the significance of self-acceptance and self-expression that
encourage individuals to assert themselves and their unique identities. Ze articulates
that individuals must create spaces for themselves in a world that often adheres to
harsh definitions and expectations.

Ze states that one should not let others control one’s life because “It is other
people who are uncomfortable with my identity yet | am the one left feeling wrong
crazy alone and confused” (55). Here ze expresses the impact of societal discomfort
on hir identity. Despite causing external discomfort for others, ze articulates that the
consequence is an internal struggle, leaving hir wronged, isolated, and confused. This
demonstrates the emotional turmoil that expectations and judgements take on
individuals whose identities diverge from the norm.

In addressing the dilemma individuals face regarding their gender, ze assures
that My New Gender Workbook will help in the discovery process: “What lies outside
whatever gender cocoon you’ve spun for yourself. Or maybe it’s not a cocoon at all

maybe you’re living in a gender web that’s been spun around you.” (Bornstein,
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MNGW 25). The “gender cocoon” represents the idea that people feel enveloped or
confined within the gender identity that is assigned at birth or identified by society.
This cocoon can be restricting, preventing individuals from fully expressing their
true selves, thereby implying a sense of entrapment within the expectations and
norms associated with a specific gender.

Similarly, the concept of a “gender web” points out how external factors,
such as the need to conform with the dictates of society and cultural norms weave a
complex network around individuals, which pronounces how they should perceive
and express their gender identity. This web is intricate and perplexing to navigate,
making it difficult for people to break free from the constraints. By using these
metaphors, Bornstein encourages individuals to contemplate what lies beyond these
confinements and invites them to question the inadequacies imposed by societal
gender norms and to explore the vast spectrum of gender identities and expressions
that exist.

Laura Brown’s Relational Cultural Theory emphasises the importance of
relational connections in shaping individuals’ experiences and identities, which
aligns with the exploration of gender identity and emphasises that growth and
resilience occur within the context of relationships. In hir writings, Bornstein delves
into personal experiences and relationships as integral aspects of understanding
gender identity. Hello, Cruel World and My New Gender Workbook not only share
Bornstein’s journey but also provide tools and exercises for readers to engage
positively with their gender identity. Brown’s Relational Cultural Theory suggests
that individual development and self-understanding are intertwined with unique

relational experiences. Bornstein’s work reflects this, as ze invites everybody to
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consider their relationships, both with themselves and others. Bornstein explores the
importance of relationships in shaping gender identity and this in turn lines up with
Brown’s theory.

Rejection of societal, religious, and legal constraints, as expressed by
Bornstein, stresses a commitment to living authentically and without fear of
judgment. Through this courageous rejection, ze discovers the joy of living on hir
terms and embracing hir unique identity. Hir message is that a more authentic and
joyful existence is attainable when individuals embrace diverse gender identities and
liberate themselves from the prison of an inflexible binary system. Ze also
emphasises the importance of not allowing negative language to exert power over
individuals and encourages trans people to take control over their reactions, which is
a vital step towards dismantling the culture of bullying and oppression. Ze advocates
for an accepting approach to gender identity allowing individuals to explore and
define their identities without judgment or pressure. Hir writings show the need for
greater acceptance and understanding of gender transitions. Ze recognises that
individuals may not precisely conform to the binary gender construct and that the
journey to self-discovery is a personal and intricate one.

The incorporation of tweets, comments, and stories from various voices in the
margins of the book, along with the use of three different versions representing
Bornstein’s diverse identities, in My New Gender Workbook. As an author and a
gender non-conforming individual, Bornstein shares hir personal experiences,
perceptions, and knowledge regarding gender identity. Hir voice represents the
perspective of someone who has lived through the challenges of navigating a non-

binary gender identity, and hir wisdom serves as a guide for others facing similar
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issues. By incorporating these distinct voices, ze acknowledges the complexity and
diversity of gender identity issues which ensures that people receive a complete
understanding of the subject, ultimately promoting empathy, acceptance, and support
for individuals moving along their gender identities.

Ze uses the book margins to create spaces for alternative accounts and puts
different voices, theories, and ideas beside each other. Ze also leaves blank pages at
the end, which encourages the individuals to write on the text. Ze makes theory more
understandable and provides a practical approach to living with or without gender.

The incorporation of Twitter voices in hir work further exemplifies hir
dedication to facilitating open conversations about gender. By including real-time
discussions and user responses from social media, Bornstein extends hir platform for
dialogue to the community, enabling individuals to connect, exchange ideas, and
explore the intricate facets of gender identity. This motive reinforces the idea that hir
work is not just about hir journey but a mutual effort to encourage everyone to freely
engage in conversations about gender, just as ze had envisioned in hir formative
years.

The two books, My New Gender Workbook and Hello, Cruel World differ
significantly in style and format. While My New Gender Workbook adopts a
structured and instructional approach, emphasising exercises and activities to
promote introspection and self-discovery, Hello, Cruel World is a narrative-driven
approach, which expounds Bornstein’s personal experiences to reveal
comprehensive facts on gender deviance. Facilitating introspection and self-
discovery regarding gender identities, and guiding individuals through the process

of self-discovery in the realm of gender, My New Gender Workbook focuses on



Sebastian 174
employing exercises, activities, and reflective prompts to facilitate the exploration
of gender identity and expression. Bornstein focuses on hir commitment to
advocate for gender diversity and challenge traditional norms.

However, Hello, Cruel World maintains a more expansive perspective,
addressing not only gender-related disagreements but also various issues faced by
marginalised individuals. Bornstein extends hir guidance beyond gender identity
and expression to encompass survival strategies for those who feel marginalised or
disenfranchised. The book offers advice on coping with various life challenges,
including mental health issues, discrimination, and personal hardships. In doing so,
ze provides a comprehensive guide that communicates the complexities of
navigating a world that may not always be understanding or supportive.

Probing into the complexities of gender identity and expression, My New
Gender Workbook challenges traditional norms and encourages readers to embark
on a journey of self-discovery. One perception is that the recognition that gender is
a fluid and diverse spectrum, dismantles the binary understanding of male and
female, which invites individuals to explore the nuances of their own gender
identities. The workbook format, with its exercises and activities, provides a
structured and inspiring approach to understanding a person’s gender and
emphasising the importance of personal exploration and self-acceptance.

Expanding its focus beyond gender, Hello, Cruel World addresses the
challenges faced by marginalised individuals where sharing personal anecdotes and
rendering practical advice for navigating a world that can be hostile to the
marginalised can become an emotional release. The book serves as a guide and

acknowledges difficulties individuals face due to factors such as gender identity,



Sebastian 175

mental health, or differential treatment. Empowering through self-exploration and
embracing an individual’s authentic self is the basis of My New Gender Workbook.
In contrast, Hello, Cruel World describes how resilience could be acquired to
confront challenges and explains the significance of building supportive
communities, which offer viewpoints into gender identity and the ensuing debates
around the inferences gathered.

The “gender/identity/power pyramid” is a transformative tool that not only
liberates individuals from the confines of the gender binary but also encourages a
more inclusive comprehension of identity within the realm of intersectionality
(Bornstein, MNGW 100). The pyramid provides individuals the means to explore
their gender identity in a way that inclines with their unique experiences and disputes
the structures that have limited trans self-expression. Ultimately, the pyramid plays a
vital role in promoting self-acceptance, empowerment, and a comprehensive
perspective on identity that extends beyond parochial deliberations.

Exemplifying liberation and fulfilment, Bornstein states the benefits derived
from rejecting societal expectations and expressing one’s authentic self. Hir message
encourages others to break free from societal misconceptions, live authentically,
celebrate their unique identities, and recognise that there are individuals who accept
and support them on this journey. Hir life story serves as an inspiring testament to
the power of authenticity and self-acceptance. Bornstein’s experiences suggest
transcending expectations that typically surround gender identity.

Ze encourages individuals to follow their heart’s desires and be themselves,
regardless of society’s constraints. Hir statement that ze encounters people who are

willing to allow hir to explore hir gender identity without judgement, stresses the
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importance of accepting and supporting those who do not conform to traditional
norms (98). Hir journey mirrors hir transformation from a place of confusion and
confinement to a state of contentment. Ze emphasises the value of self-discovery and
the importance of being true to oneself. Ze no longer feels compelled to conform to
societal expectations and chooses instead to live authentically and embrace hir true
self, irrespective of judgements or constraints.

In hir exploration, Bornstein states the need for a conscious re-evaluation of
the prevailing gender norms and an understanding of the arbitrariness of these
categories. Ze states that clinging to strict gender binaries stifles personal growth and
inhibits the capacity to explore new facets of an individual’s identity.
Transformation, ze contends, is essential for personal growth, and the stagnation of
this transformation can lead to a form of spiritual or psychological death (Bornstein,
HCW 241). Ze envisions a community built not solely on the notion of transgender
identity but on the broader concept of transgender value. This value seeks to
transcend the boundaries of gender and involve anyone committed to overcoming
gender oppression, offering an inclusive approach to dismantling gender norms
(257).

Hir works demonstrate the struggle with the confines of the binary gender
system and the ultimate realisation of the need to abandon it. Ze explores the
arbitrary nature of gender categories and the blending of gender traits within
individuals. By doing so, Bornstein addresses and rectifies the harm and restrictions
imposed on those whose identities do not conform neatly to the conventional
categories. One significant outcome of hir challenge is the disruption of entrenched

norms and expectations surrounding gender. The binary system, with its unyielding
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definitions of masculinity and femininity, disregards individuals who do comply with
the gender grouping.

Bornstein’s engagement prompts significant discussions regarding the
boundaries inherent in the binary system. By questioning these norms, ze encourages
society to confront its preconceived ideas about gender to foster awareness and
understanding. This process of challenging the binary system advances to a shift in
discernment that paves the way for inclusive discussions around gender identity.
Moreover, hir challenge empowers individuals whose identities fall outside the
binary thereby validating their experiences providing a platform for self-expression,
and reinforcing the idea that a person’s gender identity is a personal and valid aspect
of individuality. This empowerment leads to increased visibility and acceptance for
gender-diverse individuals, helping them combat stigmatisation and inequity.

The challenge posed by Bornstein adds to the continuous endeavours aimed
at establishing more inclusive policies and practices. By depicting the limitations of
the binary system, ze advocates for changes in legal, social, and institutional
frameworks that often reinforce traditional gender norms. This leads to increased
recognition and protection of the rights of gender-diverse individuals. When ze
challenges the limitations of the binary system, ze initiates a transformative process
that disrupts norms, initiates conversations and empowers individuals

Hir advocacy is a vital component of the movement towards recognising and
respecting the diverse spectrum of gender identities. Hir exploration of gender
extends beyond the realm of identity to draw parallel observations into other systems

of categorisation, including race and class. Through hir life’s work and personal
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experiences, ze emerges as a powerful advocate for a more compassionate society
that transcends the confines of gender, race, politics, religion, and sexual orientation.

Revolved around a renewed sense of identity, resilience, activism, and hope,
the theme of resurgence challenges and promotes empowerment for individuals who
are sexually marginalised. The renewed sense of identity refers to a revitalised and
transformed understanding of the self that emerges through the exploration of diverse
gender identities and expressions. This renewal involves a departure from
conventions and moves ahead to reclaim individual authentic identity to foster a
sense of empowerment and liberation for individuals who are marginalised or
constrained by societal expectations.

A resurgence of identity formation encourages a departure from traditional
gender norms and encourages people to embark on a journey of self-discovery that
transcends the binary. Moreover, both books promote the revival of non-conformity,
which challenges societal expectations and champions diverse gender expressions.
Ze addresses mental health narratives by providing an alternative discourse and
framing coping strategies that embody a resurgence of agency and resilience in
Hello, Cruel World, thereby guiding trans people and other genders towards a
reclamation of control over their narratives and a revitalised sense of positivity.

Ze empowers individuals to embrace their authentic selves, fostering a revival
of pride in identities that may not align with traditional gender expectations. Hir
advocacy for marginalised communities, especially those on the LGBTQ+ spectrum
serves as a powerful force for the resumption of social consciousness and activism.
Ze creates a space to revitalise strength and authenticity, proving that individuals can

navigate life’s complexities with pliancy and a renewed sense of purpose. Hir ideas
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embody the need for a cross-cultural environment that celebrates gender diversity
and promotes understanding, empathy, and a shared commitment to shatter

hindrances of all forms that limit human potential.



Chapter 5
Conclusion

Tribulations faced by marginalised genders are disregarded and
misunderstood, hence discussions on divergent gender identities play a pivotal role in
bringing their experiences to the forefront and strengthening their voices for
recognising and accepting them within mainstream societies and cultures. The
narratives and lived experiences shared by transgender authors help bridge the gap
between ignorance and empathy, challenge and acceptance, and denigrate and
elevate trans experiences.

Bornstein intertwines personal experiences, philosophical reflections, and
societal critiques to construct narratives that revoke and reshape prevailing notions of
gender identity. From the assessment of gender fluidity in select works, it becomes
evident that gender non-binary identity is prominent in cultural discourses. Through
discussions about gender diversity, ze rescinds the traditional binary model of gender
and campaigns for a broad consideration of the range of gender identities that
validate trans experiences.

Traditionally, inflexible norms redefine, but do not accommodate diverse
gender categories within mainstream discussions. The “new normal” phase reflects a
transformative period where conventional norms of gender are reformulated in
response to significant changes or emerging understandings of gender diversity.
Thereby, whatever was considered abnormal and deviant will be recognised and
discussed as normal, to acknowledge and respect the diversity of gender identities.

To widen the understanding of gender variation, and empower the range of

gender identities, Bornstein emphasises the role of gender-neutral pronouns. The
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absence of gender-appropriate pronouns becomes an issue in everyday negotiations
on gender because several gender non-conforming individuals like Bornstein and
Justice Ameer denounce the generally used pronouns to define their gender.
Therefore, the inclusion of gender-neutral pronouns in colloquial vocabulary
counters the inadequate hetero-normative labelling of gender-fluid individuals and
enables them to emancipate themselves from binary stereotyping. Incorporating
pronouns like ze and hir into everyday language signals, ze creates awareness among
gender-fluid and varied gender identities about the need to gain acceptance in society
and address their issues in ways similar to gender orientations in general.

Bornstein’s personal journey and artistic creations give a comprehensive
understanding of gender, pronoun usage, and the development of supportive
environments. Ze emphasises the need for the inclusion of alternative pronouns, such
as ze and hir apart from other available significations in everyday vocabulary to
underline the connotations of language in addressing gender-fluid individuals.
Bornstein’s pronouns ze and hir represent solidarity with individuals who diverge
from the established gender norms and these linguistic contributions allude to various
manifestations of gender identity. Ze verbalises an expansive comprehension of
gender deviance with the use of gender-neutral pronouns, which makes hir unique
from other trans writers.

Bornstein stands apart from other transgender writers as ze creates a
distinctive path in gender theory and activism. Ze delves into the assorted nature of
identity that explores the intersections of gender with sexuality, race, and class. Hir
activism extends beyond a singular focus on transgender experiences, thereby ze

acknowledges and espouses the diversity within the transgender community.
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Gender fluidity argues against the traditional gender dyad where Bornstein’s
literary oeuvre encourages people to question patterns of social thinking, encircle
gender configuration, and observe the inherent complexities of gender identity. Ze
chronicles hir initial journey of self-doubt regarding her gender inclination in hir
memoirs Gender Outlaw and A Queer and Pleasant Danger, which includes hir
involvement with Scientology, and the subsequent gender transition to carve an
unusual and innovative path for herself. The choices ze makes for hirself are tangible
with hir struggles of uncertainty about hir gender identity until ze takes the inimitable
course towards resistance and self-discovery.

Hir involvement with Scientology becomes a lens through which the intricate
interplay between religion, gender identity, and societal anticipation is inspected.
While Scientology offers answers that transcend the physical and mental aspects of
identity, it also presents a paradox of homophobia and transphobia that leads to hir
eventual departure and subsequent excommunication from the group. Hir
commitment to Scientology highlights the subtle shades of gender identity within
religious and societal frameworks and reveals both the liberative and restrictive
aspects of such experiences. Within the context of negotiating gender contained in
institutional frameworks, hir journey unveils the complicated decision ze takes to
reveal the personal sacrifices undertaken to attain authentic selfhood.

Through hir memoirs, ze talks about the struggles and triumphs of
transgender individuals, which emphasise the path of recourse to liberate trans
people from censure and inappropriate representations in literature as well as through
interactions within the society. Ze depicts the difficulties faced by transgender and

gender non-conforming people and acknowledges the strength and inventiveness of
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those who find ways to thrive under such circumstances. The journey from self-doubt
to resist compulsive heteronormativity is expressed through the multiple gender
characters in hir plays. This shows hir transition from the phase of self-doubt to the
phase of resistance and assertion of hir gender deviance.

The plays “Hidden: A Gender,” and “The Opposite Sex is Neither,” draw
parallels and similarities in Bornstein’s efforts to reject, decry and resist fitting into
the gender dyad. “The Opposite Sex is Neither” challenges the binary concept of
male and female which asserts that gender identity is not a distinct and fixed
category but rather a nuanced and fluid continuum that defies the simplistic
categorisation of gender.

The variety of gender-deviant characters in the plays reflects an awareness
and recognition of the diverse ways by which people experience and express their
gender. The representation of a multitude of gender identities affirms the existence
and validity of individuals who identify outside of the binary norms of male or
female. By sketching such characters, ze encourages the audience and society to
observe, acknowledge, and authorise the presence of different gender identities. The
artistic dimension infuses hir ability to convey complex ideas about gender through
creative mediums that assist in engaging with discussions that extend beyond
traditional written forms. Ze raises thought-provoking questions that help trans
people explore their gender identities and promote self-discovery and self-
acceptance.

The prose writings My New Gender Workbook and Hello, Cruel World offer
strategies to cope with life’s challenges, promote resilience, and enrich a sense of

belonging for those who feel like outsiders within impending discussions on gender.
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Ze encourages readers and to question the expectations regarding gender and
positively respond to the fact that apart from the binaries, there is a wide range of
gender identities yet to be explored. Labelling and categorising people based on
gender stereotypes leads to a distorted view of gender and identity. Bornstein’s
support for transgender youth is another aspect where ze augments resources for
young individuals with deviant gender identities and points to the insignificance of
the social stigma they regularly face.

Ze encourages individuals to think divergently about their gender orientations
and accept the queer community’s diversity. Through detailed accounts of hir own
experiences with sexuality, identity, religion, and body alteration in hir writing and
public performances, ze supports the empowerment of otherness. From an initial
stage of self-doubt and confusion about hir gender identity, ze transits to the phase of
resistance to conform within the heteronormative society, defies the norms of gender
stereotyping and marks hir resurgence with a renewed identity and zeal for activism.

By coining terms such as “splattering”, ze captures the fluid and dynamic
nature of gender. Ze offers her unique definition of the various aspects of gender to
suit her needs, and in the process not only demarcates a place for hirself within
transgender literature but also assures the trans community that their identities have
not been explored to the extent they should have. With the introduction of new
phrases and definitions, ze expands existing vocabulary to describe and understand
gender diversity and in this way, distinguishes hirself from other transgender writers.
Uncommon usages and definitions override cliched gender descriptions to transpire
as the appropriate channel through which the range of gender identities and their

roles attain visibility. The journey from self-doubt to resistance and activism is
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represented through personal exploration in memoirs, artistic expression in plays,
and linguistic innovations in prose works.

Ze celebrates gender diversity and encourages marginalised individuals to
explore their understanding of identity, and provides support and guidance to gender
deviants. This comprehensive body of writing encapsulates how much ze has
invested in gender studies and LGBTQ+ activism, making an impact on the way
society perceives and embraces gender diversity. Gender-fluid individuals are one
step closer to becoming more equitable and, therefore, they are one step closer to
deliverance from outdated, dimorphic dogmas of gender. Bornstein’s body of work
stands as a vibrant celebration of individuality, offering a nuanced exploration of the
diverse expressions of gender identity.

Through hir literary endeavours, ze encourages for a reimagining of the
prevailing gender system, urging a departure from normative constraints and
overcoming the constraining function inherent in societal gender norms. Ze employs
diverse creative avenues to initiate discussions about gender and realise the potential
of gender identities to come out to fight against gender constrictions. Ze iterates on
the transformative role of literature in order to drive social change and retaliate
gender codification, which contends that to dismantle the rigid binary structure
would mean to disrupt established power dynamics between men and women.
Bornstein emerges as a transformative figure whose contributions complement

ramifications of discourses on transgender studies.



Chapter 6
Limitations and Recommendations

The study embarks on an exploration of the concept of gender and
perspectives on gender fluidity within the framework of Bornstein’s works.
However, it falls short of encompassing certain dimensions within the broader field
of gender studies. Specifically, it lacks an investigation into the experiences of
gender non-conforming individuals across different cultural contexts and does not
analyse the narrative style in the selected books, thereby it refrains from exploration
and interpretation of techniques and structures present within the chosen literary
works.

The study recommends areas for further research that encompass legal and
policy perspectives of gender, global LGBTQ+ movements, gendered dimensions of
migration, health disparities, indigenous gender perspectives, and the
intersectionality of age and gender identities. These suggested avenues promise to
enrich comprehension of the multifaceted nature of global gender issues, contributing
to more informed perspectives and effective interventions.

Legal and policy perspectives of gender explore how legal frameworks and
policies can better accommodate and protect individuals with gender-fluid identities.
This involves analysing current legislation and proposing reforms to ensure
inclusivity and recognition. Global LGBTQ+ Movements, investigating the impact
and influence of global LGBTQ+ movements on the visibility and acceptance of
gender-fluid individuals. Research could focus on cross-cultural perspectives,
examining how these movements influence the attitudes and policies worldwide.

Gendered dimensions of migration studies the experiences of gender-fluid
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individuals in the context of migration. This involves understanding how migration
impacts their gender identity, exploring challenges faced during the migration
process, and assessing the inclusivity of policies in host countries. Health disparities,
investigating the specific health disparities faced by gender-fluid individuals. This
research delves into mental health, access to healthcare, and the effectiveness of
current healthcare systems in addressing the unique needs of this population.

Indigenous gender perspectives explore the intersection of gender fluidity
with indigenous perspectives. This could involve understanding how traditional
indigenous cultures recognise and accommodate gender diversity and assessing the
impact of colonisation on these perspectives. Intersectionality of age and gender
identities, studying how age intersects with gender fluidity, particularly considering
the experiences of gender-fluid individuals across different life stages. This research
might explore age-related challenges, societal perceptions, and the role of age in
shaping one's gender identity.

These research areas can contribute to a deeper understanding of gender
fluidity, which aligns with Bornstein’s advocacy for gender diversity. By analysing
the legal policy, global, cultural, and health dimensions, researchers can further
enrich the discourse around gender fluidity, contributing to a more inclusive and

supportive societal framework.
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