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ABSTRACT

Gender and identity are complex and often ubigsiiounature. This is a study
about gender and identity and the ways in whicly thanifest through the narratives of
five transgender individuals, who all transitioradter the age of 45, who now live as
women. This study about the transgender experiadds a significant and important
perspective on gender, identity, identificationd @ime relationship between gender and
identity. The most important conclusions are thmgyths to which these people go to
support gender social constructs, reinforcing theense strength of the social
construction of gender. The idea that social coestrare intensely powerful is of no
great surprise to those reading this paper. Howéhwemway in which this power
manifests communicatively in narrative demonstratasique influence, one in which
there is a full circle result. This thesis challeaghe social construction of gender, the
power of identification with social constructs, ahe ultimate contradiction in

reproducing these constructs while attempting tnge them.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Identity is complex. Identity is simultaneouslyvaie and particular as well as
social and duplicitous (Burke, 1937). Lawler (2088ygests is it impossible to have a
unified definition of identity because of the mplé ways in which individuals identify.
For example, a college student’s identity is netrieted to one who attends classes at
University. College students may also be sisterghers, workers, friends, and lovers.
Within each of these identities, there are subtities: a sister may be learning to ride a
motorcycle or a mother may be the coach of herssargby team. Many contemporary
communication scholars understand identity as aga®of construction, negotiation,
and presentation (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; Kuhn &ledson, 2002; Tracy 2004;
Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004). Identity then is figed nor essential in nature, but
socially constructed, fragmented, and contradic(éshcraft & Mumby, 2004; Tracy

2004; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004).

Identity is socially constructed through the cominative process of
identification (Kuhn & Nelson, 2002). Identificatias a “discursive process
implicating, shaping, expressing, and transformivaious identities discourse, for the
purposes of this paper, is the process of crealigrgities through the narratives one
tells (Tretheway & Ashcraft, 2004). This particutgpe of discourse is not as simple as
it may appear. Individuals may have preferred idiest which are more utilitarian and

span across multiple contexts (Kuhn & Nelson, 2088) some identities may only



appear in select contexts. For example, a motleettity may be preferred in private and
public situations with a consistent narrative. Heere individuals may also have
preferred identities, which are unacceptable aamdtiple contexts (Kuhn & Nelson,
2002). For example, a man whose female identipyegerred but socially taboo in most
contexts. In the latter case, what is one to donwdre’s preferred identity is not

accepted across multiple contexts?

This paper proposes that by studying the narrab¥émnsgender individuals,
whose preferred identity structures are not easityally constructed and reconstructed
through discourse across their life span, schaldtdetter understand the multiple
ways identity, identification, and gender are itw@ned. Because the elements on which
identifications are formed are constantly changWgick, 1995, cited in Kuhn &

Nelson, 2002), interpreting the life experienceéhaf transgender person, scholars,
educators, and transgender people might betterstadel identity for those whose

identity does not meet social expectations.

Identities are presented in this paper as the tiagsaindividuals tell others and
themselves about who they are, who they are nai,thvly aspire to be, who they do not
want to be, and how they came to be (Denis-Const&85; Yuval-Davis, 2010).

Identity is constructed and reconstructed througiative. The following is a literature
review of gender binary systems, transgender itfer@ind narrative identity. In
addition, a literature review of how gender is atigiconstructed, postmodernism, and
postmodern feminism is offered as a lens througiclmto analyze narratives of this

unique population.



Gender Identity: The Binaries

The term gender identity refers to the ways in Whidividuals internally
identify as male or female or somewhere along #regr continuum (Bolin, 1994).
Kessler and McKenna (1978) found gender identityifieats between the ages of three
and four, before children enter into elementaryosthindividuals whose gender
identity matches their biological sex are sometiteesied “traditionally gendered”
(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005, p. 29). In addition, beloavnust match biological sex to be
included in the traditional category (Howell, Nesi& Wilchins, 2002). In her study,
“Transcending and Transgendering” by Bolin (199)he book Third Sex, Third
Gender, the Western paradigm is presented, which suggestle/female binary of
oppositional differences in “behavior, temperamehgracter, emotions and sexual
orientation” (p. 453). The symbolic representatdmender is reproductive differences
of men and women and the primary basis on whiclogical sex is assigned. Further,
as Kessler and Mckenna (1978) stated, “Gendebuativn is, for the most part, genital

attribution” (p. 153).

Another system that falls along the gender binsugexual preference. Sexual
preference is the extent to which an individuaagually attracted to another
biologically sexed individual. In Western societye sexual preference binary is
heterosexual/homosexual (Meyer, 2004). It follohent, that traditional heterosexual
relationships consist of male/female individualsosé gender identity matches their
biologically sexed bodies, respectively, and hormoatgay relationships consist of
either Male/Male or Female/Female individuals whgeerder identity matches their

biological sexed bodies, respectively (Cashore &sba, 2009). Because research



suggests identity and identification can be ditti¢ar individuals who do not fall into
either one nor both of the traditional binariesg@ord, 2004), the transgender person’s

narrative will help elucidate the ways in which fntraditional” identities are expressed.

Transgender |dentity

The transgender individual usurps the Euro-Amerigainciples of gender that
are regarded as natural and inevitable: that istiieae are only two sexes and that these
principles are inviolable and are determined byitgéa” (Bolin, 1994, p. 454). Namaste
(1994) refers to transgender as diverse individwalg do not live inside the normative
sex/gender relationship. The transgender indiviggipfo-active in their identity
creation because they are in constant negotiatiithsand within their biological
bodies, internal identities, and the social exgemta of their physical presentation.
Transgender individuals have internal gender itiestoutside of the binary system,
which equates men with male and women with fenfakgfe, Tewksbury, &

McGaughey, 1997).

Mason-Schrock (1996) states, transgender persalieVie they were born in
wrong-sexed bodies and want to remedy the mistalentually through surgery” (p.
176). There is a sense in which the transgendsppés transcending space and time,
always reaching for the potential identity to whtbley ascribe. Theorists Elkins and
King (1999) use the term transgender outside catsggplacements. They employ the
term as more of a bucket/catch-all term, rathen thefiner. The idea is that transgender

identity is moving across and/or living beyond gemaltogether.

Often times, the transgender person does not fgextieither female or male,

furthering the disconnect with their biological s&or instance, transgender individuals



may lead a neither/nor existence, where they itleasi neither male nor female
(Cashore & Tuason, 2009). Their identity lies somerg along the continuum of the
binary system. The normative gender binary systbaygh, demands a presentation of
identity that conforms to either one or the othemdgr identities. This demand is rooted

in social norms: male or female.

In their article, “Negotiating the binary: Identiénd social justice for bisexual
and transgender individuals,” Cashore and Tuas@@9Pmake the claim that while the
transgender person does not fit in with Westermadive systems of gender, their
sexual preference may not either. The binary faugkpreference is either heterosexual
or gay/lesbian. It may be the case that, for exapgmale to female transgender person,
who gender identifies as female may be attractedbtmen. This further displaces them
from normative culture. Judith Butler reaffirmsghn her bookGender Trouble (1990)

when she states:

The cultural matrix through which gender identitashbecome intelligible
requires that certain kinds of “identities” canretist-that is, those in which
gender does not follow from sex and those in whiehpractices of desire do not
“follow” from either sex or gender. (p. 17)

It can be understood then, the transgender pessmreaking the “rules” on at
least two levels: the gender/sex relationship &edyender/sexual preference
relationship. This is detrimental to the transgenddividual. Because they do not fit
either binary, they are often told there is sommghintrinsically wrong with them and as
they internalize these feelings, “they tend toiatly think of themselves as sick or
deviant” (Gagne, et al, 1997, p. 490). Telling tistory through narrative is an

important way in which transgender individuals egfVely come to understand their

identities.



Narrative | dentity and the Transgender I ndividual

Narrative identity is concerned with how individsialse personal
narratives/stories to make sense of the past @aaleca sense of personal unity across a
wide variety of experiences (McAdams, 1993). Nareatesearch suggests that because
of the multitude of identities across time and sp@ersonal stories give individuals the
opportunity to look back and put the pieces togeth@ersonal puzzle representing
one’s lived experience. This is a process of idgMmbrmation in which individuals craft
narratives from experiences, express these expesen stories to others and to
themselves, which act as tools to understandingntkeaction of the self and the world

(McAdams, 1993).

Narrative identity researchers adhere to McAdamggsstion that identity is
constituted by life stories (McAdams, 1993). Notyodo the stories change, but also so
does one’s individual capacity to reason that wiias happened in their lives. What did
not make sense at 13 years old may make sense iat#lling of the experience at 30
years old. In telling stories of old and bringimgse to the present, people can change

the meaning of their experiences and actions (Wgtdren, 1993).

Stories and narratives are the “Once Upon a Tim#f which every individual
is familiar. Mason-Schrock (1996) states, “Stoaes like containers that hold us
together; they give us a sense of coherence artthaay. By telling what happened to
us once upon a time, we make sense of who we dag't@p. 176). Narrative identity is
the unity of one’s life as it is experienced an@ressed through stories that represent
experiences (Widdershoven, 1993). Narrative idgrgithe result “of an interaction

between personal experiences and personal stentsgined with stories of others in



ordinary life” (Widdershoven, 1993, p. 8). As ped@ll stories, they choose what
details to focus on and what details are meaniragld complete narrative up to the
current place in life. In other words, storiesagife to implicit meanings associated
with individual experience; explicitly, personaldis and identities are made available to

others. Together, these stories weave into thécfaba life narrative.

This is particularly important for the transgentdetividual because the
transgender individual is interested in changiregrthiological representation to match
that of their gender identity. For the transgenmison, stories/narratives of the past can
help create an understanding of the present angadle to which they aspire to have a
more coalesced identity (Mason-Schrock, 1996). 8mes can help the transgender
individual who once thought of themselves as devaanvrong reflexively work out
their past identity alongside their current andngjiag identity in the present. Further,
this thesis demonstrates that narrative isotitg means by which to self-present
because, for the transgender individual, theirdgmally (birth) sexed bodies negate

their preferred identity.

The transgender individual is breaking the relatiop between sex and identity.
They change their sex to align with their interd@intity. They are also challenging the
relationship to the body, one that is participatoagher than necessary, in regard to sex
organs. They also challenge the norms of the Wesexual binary because of their
dynamic position(s) along the binary system. THeymnathemselves to navigate
between male and female. Because of its emancypalpective, the Postmodern lens
allows for the participant’s narrative to becomereniian just recreations of identity,

but also subversions of rational thinking: binaygtems.



Postmodern Theory

Postmodern theory, like any theory, can be intéggren multiple ways. Taylor
(2005) notes some postmodernist’'s goals are to epete through systemic change
while others aim to create change by subvertingenodationality. Modern rational
thinking helped establish the ways in which germmdems are created and perpetuated. It
is this reality that must be subverted for emart@peand for a more balanced and equal
communication around issues of identity and getwleccur. This researcher is
concerned with the darker side of the enlightenn@iviesson & Deetz, 2000), in that
the enlightenment did not only fail to emancipatgividuals to define themselves as
they see fit, but the whole aim of the project wasguided and reproduced the exact
chains from which it sought freedom; prescribingdds prescribing, which leads to
institutionalizing. From the beginning, the enlighment further suppressed the voices

already being suppressed because privileged mnedsed the new rules.

While Critical Theory has hope for a re-guided pargightenment perspective,
the post-modernist theory emergent in this papeoinly skeptical of the
enlightenment, but skeptical of some level of fixesss or stability, or some grand theme
under which very structured norms exists in ithefrhselves. To further specify,
Alvesson and Deetz (2000) offer six foci of postiamism theoretical research:(a) the
centrality of discourse, (b) fragmented identitig3,the critique of the philosophy of
presence, (d) the loss of foundations and masteatnees, (e) the power/knowledge

connection, and (f) the existence of a hyper ng§tit 266).

For this research, the centrality of discourséésitlea that transgender has no

normative language, and therefore no normativeeptaitside of the presentation of



their situated narratives. Their fragmented idexgipush beyond binary identities into
multiple ways of seeing and understanding one$edinsgender has no natural
presence, as West and Zimmerman (1987) note, ‘Slairegoy virtue of the fact that
men are men and women are women- a division pexdeosbe natural and rooted in
biology, producing in turn profound psychologidahavioral, and social

consequences” (p. 128).

Fraser and Nicholson (1989) note the man who inized postmodernism into
discussions of social science, Jean-Francois Lgptano thought, “The postmodern
condition is one in which ‘grand narratives of l@gation’ are no longer credible” (p.
86). The grand narratives to which he referredla@aneta-narratives, which create
norms and rules; these rules determine acceptabial ehavior in society: tools for

legitimating proper practice in postmodern society.

My claim, then, is that there is no truth or rideathich one can point for
creating conditions in which particular legitimateillegitimate discourses exist.
Rather, postmodernism calls for a multiplicity aaburses both at the meta-level and
smaller, local level. There is not one discourserd are many discourses, in fact, and it
is those who patrticipate in these discourses theitlé what is legitimate and real or not
(Fraser & Nicholson, 1989). It is the transgendelividual’s subjective narrative that
can draw awareness and challenges to both locatygret-realities. Lyotard (Fraser &
Nicholson, 1989) further stressed what holds spdagether is not one method of
communicating, where all involved are consciouarf one particular method. Rather,

there is a “social bond” which, is, according ta$ar and Nicholson (1989) “ a weave
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of crisscrossing threads of discursive practicessingle one of which runs continuously

through the whole” (p. 88).

The goal for the postmodern social scientist istaaet it right, but rather
respond to social conditions, which manifest atiticividual and are produced and
reproduced contingently and contextually. It isehérat Critical Theory wants us to act
and provide direction and orchestration (AlvessoD&etz, 2000). Postmodernism
resists the orchestration in it of itself and itsi®rganizing against domination both
props up and solidifies dominant groups-it creégeewn forms of domination”
(Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 273). What emergedhendxperiences of the transgender
individuals interviewed in this study is how thenganization against gender norms
actually solidified the gender norms. |, as a pastennist, do not want to engage with
the already established discourse, norms, and ldibelieve by doing so, one reifies
the normative orchestration and re-subordinatespipeessed parties. | am searching for
new discourses regarding sex and gender simil@etesa Ebert (1991) in her work
“The ‘Difference’ of Postmodern Feminismif which she and other feminists call for a
feminist postmodern practice that articulates th&timodernist resistance while
acknowledging the significant role gender playsum accounts/discourses/narratives of

reality.

Postmodern Feminism
Postmodern feminism, as with other postmodern tegpvaries across contexts.
While many postmodern feminists agree with SimoeeB2auvoir, in that the woman
has been cast as the Other, and the other is #taetion of Maleness, the focus shifts

from deconstruction to rejection of the Malenes§@maleness. It is essential to
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challenge, but also refuse the binary viewpointneh®mys must behave in a certain way
and girls behave in opposition and in an equallypaeding manner, where there are no
other options (Ebert, 1991). The focus is on liberafrom having to be either male or
female. Postmodern feminists are critical of whedll “soft” feminism in that soft
feminism reinforces the (perceived) inherent déferes in men and women. Soft
feminism seeks to unveil inequality and the unigbtg of patriarchal social and

political practices. The aim is to equalize thdedi#nce between men and women. A
problem | find here is that there is no such trasgn equal difference between men and
women. Equalizing the difference between men aneh@wois not my goal, rather
celebrating and highlighting the difference wilbpide liberating moments where
difference can live on its own merit. Man is na@man and woman is not man and
neither will ever be the other, a fact to be cedédmt not equalized or further
problematized. Ebert (1991) attempts to breakpghoblem down, “To simplify a
complicated philosophical issue, we can say tHé&tréince between is a quest for
certainty” (p. 892). The certainty for which sadinfiinism searches is in opposition to the
aims of postmodern feminism. Postmodern feminisseeking one certainty, the
certainty of difference. This is found in langudgeough which narrative is used to
describe personal experiences rich with legitincatgribution to meaning making

systems in particular cultures and communities.

Judith Butler, in her boo&ender Trouble (1990), notes that gender becomes
troublesome when it is produced in an unintelligifdrm, i.e. forms that do not follow
the heterosexual matrix society creates. For exanaplvoman-bodied masculine

heterosexual person or a man-bodied feminine fdloilzdching homosexual person is
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unintelligible to Western notions of gendered bsinthis is similar to the problem
raised above when certainty is sought betweenrdiffges rather than celebrated and
explored. For Butler, then, gender is not a givebased in stability and continuity.
Rather, gender is something one does in situatedants and the only continuity is that
gender performance is continuously changing (Butl@80). | am interested in the
transgender narrative that highlights the mometmsresgender is changing and

celebrating the lack of cultural cohesion.

Post-modern feminism acknowledges, however, tmgjuage is another
institutionalized norm. As Butler (1990) notes, &lnguistic fiction of ‘sex’... is a
category produced and circulated by the systenowipulsory heterosexuality in an
effort to restrict the production of identities agpthe axis of heterosexual desire” (p.

26).

Postmodern feminism is non-universalist, embracmmgrasts, and replaces
“unitary notions of ‘woman’ and ‘feminine gendeeittity’ with plural and complexly
constructed conceptions of social identity, treatyender as one relevant strand among
others, attending also to class, race, ethnicgg, and sexual orientation” (Fraser &
Nicholson, 1989, p. 101). Language is nothing bsgrges of sounds and/or signals to
which individuals give life from their positionedality. Language does not represent
some “thing,” rather, language represents livecegrpce. It is through words that we
can better understand individual perspectives PAstmodernist Jacques Derrida (2002)
intimated, through experience, meaning is creddgdaking a postmodern lens to the
narratives of transgender individuals, scholars lvatter understand the influence of

social norms, language, sexual orientation, anatityecreation.
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Social Construction of Gender
Gender refers to cultural norms of femininity andseulinity “based on a web of
socially constructed meanings that differentiatenans on the basis of perceived
physical, social, and psychological differencesakBw, & Wackwitz, 1988).
Individuals are not born into gender, rather indinals are born into cultures where they
“learn gender identity through interactions witherts and are socialized to assume a
gender role” (Allen, 2011, p. 40). They then peridhis role throughout their lives to

varying degrees.

Gender identity is generally engrained by the tane enters into elementary
school. Although most people’s biological sex matctheir prescribed gender,
conceptions of gender vary across time and cu(ilten, 2011). There are societies in
which gender is not linked to language or acti@me societies accept multiple genders
and some are genderless (Rackow & Wackwitz, 1988hy scholars have come to
agree that gender is not something we have, bu¢tsoing we do, over and over again in
one setting or another. And these settings areeutral ground but saturated with
gendered assumptions and expectations (Hess, 20&1hrough this lens that
researchers can observe the transgender expeteelea@n more about cultural impacts
on identity development. Further, we can learn natreut the interconnectedness of
gender and identity and the power of social corsitva by focusing on two objectives
in the research: Can one separate gender fromtyglentvhat are the ways to
emancipate humans from the socially constructedri@a? This study opens a door to
understanding that individuals are as much defimetheir biology as they are their

cultural norms. When this connection is highlightédan then begin to deconstruct.
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The aim is to help to redefine gender constructst ¢ine very least, lessen the grip the

binary currently holds.

This study will seek to elicit the narratives oé tthansgender person not only
from their past experiences, but also from thegmemoment reinterpreting the past.
The participants in this study most likely haveialtg sensitive mechanisms for
understanding the power of social norms, devela@wed time as they have lived in both
the socially constructed male world, as well assthaally constructed female world.

This will enable them to interpret everyday veréadl nonverbal experiences dictated by
socially constructed norms with greater insightaasow powerful they truly are.

Feminist scholars across a range of disciplineg h&en adding to our understanding of
voice through work that interrogates relations @ivpr at various levels-from language
to talk to stories (Rakow & Wackitz, 2004). FurthRooney (1996) tells feminists there
are two kinds of stories. One is the story wherenew are trapped and written into
“myriad stereotypes, traps, and dead ends” (pnd)thae other is “told to feminists,

about feminists, and takes feminism as its themel). By providing a more critical
account of their experiences, guided by the rebeacinterview questions, the
transgender individual may offer interpretationso€ial norms that run counter to
society at large and how there is liberation frovese chains because they have seen the
stories from the lens of both male and female.Rodéern feminism sees that the
individuals in this study, living as male and idgnbg as female, were trapped on a
meta level. By listening to their stories, all slelte can see a fuller view of the power of
the social construction of gender and the binasgesy. The following section lays out

the researcher’s approach to the semi-structutedviews.
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODS

To better understand the ways in which identitjprened through narratives, an
interpretive/qualitative method using narrativeeimiews was utilized in this study
(Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The aifrtlois research is to investigate the
life experience of transgender individuals andrtpebcess of creating meaning through
narrative about experiences with family, friendsctdrs, co-workers, and individuals
within social contexts in which they live. The peiggants met with the researcher at a
suggested location agreed upon by both parties] tases, this was a local restaurant

with a private room for meetings, reserved by treearcher.

The purpose of this study is to better understdedtities, and specifically how
gender plays a role in personal identity as undedsand narrated from the past until
the present moment. One way research has beerssfidda learning about identity is
through personal narratives. Narrative identitgrefto the stories people construct and
tell about themselves to define who they are fentbelves and for others. By looking to
the past, individuals can better make sense gbtbgent. Transgender individuals are
unique in that their internal/gender identity daes match their biological birth identity.
The narratives of transgender individuals will hedpearchers across all fields of

academia understand more fully the relationshigenfder and identity.
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Semi-Structured Narrative Interview Procedure

This study was qualitative in nature and an operatige interview method was
utilized to elicit personal narratives from panpiants (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). The
narrative interview creates a setting that encaesamd stimulates interviewees to tell a
story (or stories) about significant events in thiges (Bauer, 1996). The research was
guided by participants retelling of the past inoreled interviews and subsequent
analysis. Interpretive/qualitative research with tombination of constructivist theory
allows for theory to emerge from the data itseléfin & Lincoln, 1994). Social
construction theory (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) viewsian development and identity
development as a process through which individuatkergo continuous change.
Unique biological, environmental, cultural, andiabcontexts are the major
determinants of identity development. The methiolaorative interview is the basic
idea of reconstructing both private and social &v&om the perspective of the
transgender person as direct as possible (Bau@é) Bd gain insight to their own
ideas of reality and self as they emerged throbghstories of their lives. | aimed to
allow personal theories of gender to emerge framctliquestions such as, "What does
gender mean to you? When did you first realize ymnder identity?" (See Appendix

A).

The semi-structured interview was adopted fronmudystonducted by Cashore
and Tuason (2009) wherein they interviewed bi-skand transgender individuals
coming to understand their identities and intecangiwith others in the process. The
interview questions aided in understanding (a)dtoeess of coming to understand their

gender identity, (b) their comfort/discomfort idéying somewhere along the gender
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binary system, (c) the experiences of oppressitidataon and exclusion/welcomeness
from family, friends, co-workers, etc., (d) and teanges they personally went through
both physically and emotionally in regards to bgial sex alignment surgery. The
guestions | asked were not limited to those refezdrabove because with the open
interview method the hope was particular questanmsters would lead to exploratory
narratives. In addition, | was open to questionsfparticipants about the research and

aims of analysis.

When conducting and analyzing the interviews, i waportant for me to
consistently be aware of my status as a heterobexuman (Price, 1996). This
acknowledgment of my own perspective was the fotiodaf my ethically based study
in that | aimed to reflexively recognize and coesitchy own biases and prejudices (Ely,
1991). Given that the narratives told in this reskeare about the sensitive experiences
in individuals’ lives, it was important to come fnoa place of aiming to understand
transgender issues. As Price (1996) explains, fireeunderstanding that guides
narrative research can be based on general liferiexes” (p. 281). In this case, the
understanding | had about transgender issues waslfoth general life experiences and
personal relationships with individuals who ideptis transgender (though, those
interviewed are not personal friends). | was aksiy\aware of what | could not

understand and how | might come to understand ¢firtle interviews.

As a heterosexual woman, | was also aware of agsomspabout sexuality. This
research is not centered on issues of sexuality, was strongly aware that sexuality is
a large part of identity. Many of the participaaigpressed their interest in both men and

women and | was cognizant to keep the interviewg peofessional and as benign as
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the subject matter would allow. During at least widhe interviews, sex became a large
part of the dialogue. | was as efficient as possiblsteer the conversation back to the

issues under investigation without alienating thgipipants.

Participants

| first met one of the participants while editingablication honoring women
and their service to the local community. It wastlgh this relationship that |
discovered the beauty and ubiquitous nature ofrimesgender journey. | mentioned the
project in confidence and she offered to initiaérve as a central contact. She was
gracious in contacting other transgender individuasking their permission to give me
their contact information. She gave me a list afgde she knows through the
Transgender Community Center. The volunteer paditis were contacted primarily
through email requesting their participation ang@miant contribution to understanding
identity. In all, I interviewed five transgendedididuals who have completed the
surgery after the age of 42. Two of the five hailldcn. Four of the five are white, the
fifth immigrating to the United States at threengeaf age. Each participant was in a
heterosexual marriage that ended in divorce, dwinigh they identified as transgender
individuals. (This was prior to surgery. Often psstgery trans individuals identify as
their newly aligned sex organs.) All of the pagants were employed in a small, very
conservative city in the Pacific Northwest. Thelycaintinue to reside in this city. Sexual
orientation was discovered in the interview process not the foci of the project. All

participants were advised they would be given pgeyahs for the final project.
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Interviews

The interview questions guided the participantshare their life journey of the
transgender experience. Narratives of the decisidully transition by electing to have
sexual alignment surgery and the subsequent jowfiesed insight into the role gender
plays in identity. | was cognizant of the persomad sensitive nature of both the
process of narrating the past and living as a ¢ramder individual. | studied at length
the issues surrounding the transgender experietttéoak/take very seriously the
courageousness of their decisions to transitiom fadong established life to a new life.
It was my duty as the interviewer to be mindfub®memotionally distant and at the same
time, close enough to be both understanding atidadrioward the interviewees and

their narrations (Bar-on, 1996). Each interviewddsapproximately 90 minutes.

Contact began in December 2011, after approval tr@Boise State University
Institutional Review Board, through email addregzesided by the central contact. In
a script provided to all potential participantsutlined the goals of the project, the
process by which | would obtain confidentialitydarecognized the sensitive nature of
the study (Appendix B). Once email confirmation wasained, | asked each participant
for their preferred method of communication, foaewle, phone, email, text, etc., and
used that method to set up initial interviews avitbfv up contact, if necessary. Each
interview was conducted face to face. Before therurew, | presented a consent form,
read through it with the participant, answered qngstions and addressed any concerns
put forth by the participant. Once an understandinpe research was established, |

asked each participant to sign and date the cofsent
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Data Analysis

After conducting five interviews, | transcribed tfezorded narrative data
verbatim, resulting in more than 100 pages of tap8on. After transcribing, | read
each interview independently while taking noteseigards to particularly intriguing
issues, experiences, reflections, and observatMypsim was to focus the data from the
grand interview transcription to workable and marsdaie data to be compared and
contrasted with all other data compiled (Miles &bdduman, 1984). The focusing of data
process allowed for themes and organizational patt® emerge from which

conclusions were drawn (Miles & Huberman, 1984).

| identified an initial list of codes based on ttentent of the participants’
responses. Once this list was compiled, the co@es indexed into core ideas or themes
that were shared by each participant. From thexéeims and uniqueness emerged from

the narratives of identity development in the tgrgler experience.

In analysis, themes and experiences were identié@upared, and contrasted to
find commonality and uniqueness amongst transgandaidual life stories. Following
a loose model of Grounded Theory, taken from Coaith Strauss (1990), | divided my
findings into concepts and categories. The con¢captay research, related to the
common experiences among the interview participdhte incidents, events,
happenings are taken as, or analyzed as, poterdiehtors of phenomena, which are
thereby given conceptual labels” (Corbin & Strad®§0, p. 7). Further, when
analyzing the interview transcripts, | looked foematic categories across the stories
told among the participants. “Categories are highéevel and more abstract than the

concepts they represent. They are generated thtbeglame analytic process of
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making comparisons to highlight similarities antfetences that is used to produce
lower level concepts. Categories are the ‘cornaestoof developing theory” (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990, p. 7). The categories that emerdatkd to common experiences
resonating across the emergent narratives sugkaking the disconnect of their sex
and gender, coming out to their community, decidimgave the surgery, and making

the transition after surgery.

| then applied categories/themes to reveal commosian-filled moments
across the stories in the interviews. The findibglow reveal four emergent categories
that demonstrate collective tension-filled momentthe life narratives of the
transgender women who participated in this stublye first tension | identified is
lllumination vs. Elimination wherein the transgendwlividual experienced moments of
acute awareness of an illuminated female gendeaargiminated male gender
simultaneously. The second tension | identifieBight or Flight when they decided
whether to fight for their gender or end their 8v&he third tension is Post Surgery
Affect where the participants describe their fegdimbout their newly constructed
bodies. The last emergent tension is Separati@eofler and Identity wherein | asked

the participants if they can separate their gefrden their identity.

The following chapter presents the collective naresof the women
participating in this study organized around theeggant categories that reveal four
tension-filled moments in the collective narratofdransgender experience among these
women. It is through analysis of the findings ttiet propositions emerged for the final

discussion chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE: FINDINGS

In this section, | describe the findings of theemiews with the transgender
participants. | identify and elaborate on four sfietensions emergent in the collective
narrative of the transgender experiences of theevgparticipating in this study.
Overall, the findings indicate gender and ideraity both interdependent and separate
constructs that influence how participants interprieo they are in the world. While
scholars recognize that identity is plural (All@0.11) and fragmented (Tretheway &
Ashcraft, 2004), this study demonstrates gendaists plural and fragmented. Both
gender and identity are socially constructed pitieal of meanings and norms that

emerge anew in any given moment.

The transgender individuals in this particular gtlided lives in which their
physical presentation to their respective extewwalds was, for many years, a male
presentation. They lived lives according to thedmagnic binary system in which
women present themselves as heterosexual femalemvand men are heterosexual
male men. In short, the participants presentecetesdsexual men whose gender
characteristics were in accordance to the normatiaie model. However, the
participants’ internal gender identities were fanfi the external gender display. They
each had fixed male gender roles following the heg@c norms in society reinforcing
the male/female binary. Yet, each struggled intgrs®they internally identified as

female, thus fighting against the precise binargrepsing their internal female identity.
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Their external identity was fixed, presenting ihthéir public action. Internal identity
was fixed also everywhere they went, although niip. Yet, they felt their true

identity, the melding of the two, was nowhere.

In the sections below, | identify four crucial $son filled moments in the
collective narrative among the transgender womahdmmerged across all of the
interviews. In these moments, two interesting thingppened. First, the binary
assumptions about gender were exposed to be &ldeinstead, the plural
constructions of gender became apparent. Secotithkse moments, the transgender
participants uncovered that the tie/relationshipveen gender and identity was more
complicated than simply male identity/role verseéle/identity/role. Rather, the
participants demonstrated that how a person idestifan be both male and female

simultaneously.

In the first section, | identify the tension lllungtion vs. Elimination wherein the
transgender individual experiences moments of eamwegeness of an illuminated
female gender and an eliminated male gender, samediusly. In this multi-dimensional
moment, the individual’s identity as a female suls/éhe normative culture of gender
identification, highlighting a connection previoysinknown, yet eliminates two very
important and seemingly distinct identities: corhfeith the current male identity being
portrayed, as well as the future identity as al tholdied” woman, the ultimate
convergence of identities. In these first momeih@areness, the participants were
strongly aware of the identification with femalesgeas well as the impossibility of
living life as a woman. In this multi-dimensionabment, the individual’s identity

seems to exist yet not exist.
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The second tension | identified is Fight or Flighihe “fight or flight” response
is the body’s primitive, automatic, internal resperthat prepares the body to “fight” or
“flee” from the perceived attack, harm, or threabhe’s survival. When experiencing
excessive stress, whether from internal worry ¢emmal circumstances, a bodily
reaction is triggered, called the “fight or fligh®sponse. Each participant narrated a
particular moment in their lives where they facetiydwo options: to fight for their true

gender representation or commit suicide.

The third tension is Post Surgery Affect. | askadheparticipant what they felt
when awakening from their alignment surgery. Eaclividual discussed how they had
lived with a disconnection and displacement frogirtpenises while fantasizing about
the connection they would have with a vagina. Tha&g an imaginary participation with
a vagina, a body part as an artifact foreign tar tgecific genetic makeup. Each
participant felt a melding of their external anteimal identities after waking up from
their surgery. They felt relief at having the pemmoved and found that the vagina

gave them balance and a sense of normalcy.

Interestingly, the participants spoke about theigery as more of an after
thought than a huge moment in their lives. It wa# ¢éhe surgery was like taking off a
bandage of a healed wound. The surgery was maeaodinter balance than a be-all-
end all solution to the problem of their disconnsith their bodies. While an imperfect
representation of self, the vagina was certairdioaer identifier, and because there

exists only one other sex organ, the vagina be¢hamdefault structure.

The fourth tension | named Separation of Genderdaatity. | culminated each

interview with the question: “Is there a differermetween gender and identity?” The
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transgender individual simultaneously highlighted separation of gender and identity
and the interdependence of gender and identityil&ito the first category, aspects of
identity are illuminated and eliminated via sexang, biology, experiences, and social
norms. This question asks the participant to idigiftshethinks there is a separation
between the two. At the very least, the participdmbught forth the contradictions

regarding gender and identity in their narratives.

[llumination vs. Elimination
In this section, | show the tension of llluminatiand Elimination emerging from
the narratives of the participants in this studgrédthe transgender individual
experiences a moment of acute awareness of annldued female identity and an

eliminated male gender, simultaneously.

Erin remembers the illumination of her female idgnor at the very least, the

disconnect with her male identity. She was in tligrade, 7 or 8 years old:

“I can remember getting in trouble and being senthie cloak room, and that
was a cool thing because | snuck around and tmelittte girl coats. That was
pretty neat and there were girls in my class thdidh’t want to play with, |
wanted to BE them. | remember, at that age, | fetthat it wasn't fair not
being able to be a girl and forced to be a boyndvk this would never change.
And | was always in fear of being found out. | guway but it would never stay
away.”

In her mind, at such a young age, Erin did not vaitte a boy; she learned she
wanted to be a girl because Erin was drawn to tagypcoats and the activities in which
young girls were participating. Because the “pfetyats and “girl” activities meant
being female, and other activities meant being ntale was not comfortable

identifying as a boy. “I was able to touch my femity through the softness of female
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things. Always alone, never in public.” Erin simarnieously experienced identifying
with what was designated “girl” or “female” as bgisomething to hide, something
about which to be ashamed. Her joy and release plagimg with girls in her class or

touching “pretty” things eliminated Erin as a boy.

Jenn had a similar experience, recalling the fins¢ she realized her internal

identity did not match her physical identity.

“l distinctly remember seeing a girl.... With shouldength hair... with a
blonde streak right down the middle, and thinkialy, that is so cute and also
thinking there is absolutely no way my mother woeler allow me to do this. |
remember being very saddened by this fact, thaduldvnever be able to express
myself that way. | certainly had inkling that | dolike this male role at all.”

Jenn saw in one of her peers, a color of hairveasldrawn to the expression of
some sort of identity. Something inside her fivedyeld self told her the coloring of the
hair was only for girls. The external designatoadflonde streak in hair created a
fracture for Jenn. She was acutely aware that sheduld never be able to express

myself that way” because the power figure in hieriwould never allow it.

Jenn also reported that she did not feel likeyalimrause of the way they

interacted.

“I didn’t really care for the banter they would geto... the competitiveness that
just did not really feel they were friendships utmbreally trust. If | was feeling
something and needed to discuss it, | just didfeet | could do that with a
guy... it was the sort of emotional intimacy thahat present with guys.”

Because Jenn wanted to express her feelings athéhtimacy in interactions, she

learned that she identified more closely with t@#le gender.

And later, when Jenn turned 11, just after heepia’ divorce, her awareness

heightened. “I remember getting more and more shistéor the things that were
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happening to me, and | certainly remember goingtakithg a pair of tweezers and

removing all the hair off my legs. Which took hatrs

Jenn’s body was doing exactly what it ought to ohddgically and
developmentally speaking, yet she despised thdétsemuthey alienated her from her
from the meanings and gender presentations witkwdtie identified. Despising the
hair on her legs yet loving the calm she felt crdiesssing were moments of illuminating

her internal gender and eliminating any connecsioa felt with her male development.

Liz had a similar experience when she first feticdnnected with her physical
body. Liz was very close to her niece, Trina, whaswnly 2 years younger than Liz,
and the two of them spent long days playing togettie felt so close to Trina, as if
they were sisters. Her mother often made clothe$rioa, who lived 20 miles away.
Liz’'s mother would make Liz (as a young boy) puttbe dresses to see the length, size,
etc., because Liz and Trina were so close in gtaghe thought it was, “so cool,”
although she never spoke about it. She felt so edatfle in the dresses and wanted to
keep them for herself. “But | didn’t’ say that... dwWd never admit to it. | just knew |

was wrong.”
| asked Liz how she knew it was necessary to keapfeeling a secret.

“I don’t know, how does one know how to breathei® kind of instinct based on
little things you hear everywhere, | guess. My meamght me once, as a child,
wearing my sister’s clothes. She didn’t say anyghishe just walked out and
gave me a look that | knew if | ever told, | woldd alone the rest of my life.”

Then later, as a teenager, she became overwhelittethe confusion the

illumination/elimination conflict saturating hefdi
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“I would get up and put boy clothes on, thinkingydthis is just totally wrong,
but | would do it anyway because that is what Isapposed to do. ...So when |
had a conversation with myself it would be more ik wish this were prettier,
this was silkier... And you just know you can’t gowdothat road unless you are
totally alone.”

Liz paused for some time before continuing,

“You know, | look back at it and think, it's likenaactor...it's like you know
people assume you're this character when you'riéyreat, you are a completely
different person. So, all my memories, all my eigraes, all my everything, |
was conforming 24 hours a day, seven days a week&b | was supposed to be,
a boy. And then when you finally say ‘To hell withs job, | want to quit,” you
know, you change.”

In Tiffany’s memory, her identification process aam the form of interactions

with her two younger brothers, and later on theosthiard.

‘I knew | was different from my brothers... They waéd this TV show called
“Combat” and | could not stand to watch it. It weassad. Then we played these
games of war with kids on the street and | woudy &tack in the hospital and be
one of the nurses or doctors. | did not want toobe of the soldiers running
around. | like helping my mom bake and things tikat.”

“But it was in 8" grade that | really knew | wanted to be a girhdt Claire, she
and | could really talk and | could share thinggwier that | could not share with boys.
I never told her but it may have been that | feltkse to her that | felt more like her
than | did the boys.” Tiffany could not communicatigh boys as intimately as she
could with girls but when she moved to upstate Nek in 6" grade, she modified her
communication skills. “I changed. As | got oldeehlly stifled who | was, a lot, because
I knew it was wrong. | knew it was sick. | settiadand played football and | fought a

lot.”
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After Tiffany had narrated her experiences as llchasked Tiffany, “If | had
met you in & grade, and | asked ‘Who are you?’ what would yauehsaid, and what

would you have wanted to say?” Tiffany laughed toak some time to reflect.

“I would have told you | liked baseball and thdike Patricia Kiley and | was
really into science and wanted to become a sctetisd what | would have
wanted to say was that | wished there was somelwauyld become a girl. If |
could have just said anything, | mean, | used & fiream for decades there
would be different fantasies, but one what thag¢raiwould come to earth and
they had a way to change gender back and forthl &yld switch and live my
life as a woman and then when | had to see my yamdould switch back and |
would never have to tell my family.”

“Looking back on it...I really just did not have auel of how | was supposed to
interact in life and was just looking around at hotlier guys were doing it and
trying to act like them. | was so tall at 13, | waslly afraid | was going to be

well over six feet tall and part of me was scaredause then | could never really
be a woman if | was that big. Looking around is hb¥earned to act. | was

hugely unhappy so | got into a lot of fist fightsdaplayed sports. | was mean.
But | always knew what was going on. | knew | diot mvant to be doing that.

And | was really sad about it. It was horrible.”

Tiffany’s emotions started to emerge as she stoppetiefore moving on to my
next question. “Something else happenedigde that | think is relevant.” It was the
late 1960’s and the cool word for kids to say wasmosexual.” One night, Tiffany
asked her dad to define homosexual. “It's when a loges a man and a woman loves a
woman. Why?” Tiffany did not respond verbally is was the time that she had

begun dressing in women'’s clothing. Tiffany’s volmeke up as she finished the story,

“| started dressing and | have a feeling my dadébaut about that because if |
ever had any feminine behavior he was pretty braftalut it. He didn’t beat me

physically for it, but would have been better hadldecause he ripped me to
shreds emotionally.”

Finally, the disconnect became too much,
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“I quit playing football; | did not like being thatiolent... | did it the honorable
way. | went all the way through spring training,iethis worse because there are
no pads, but | made it through so they would knavas$ not a pussy.”

In college, Tiffany took her desire to be a womansus the need to be accepted

by society one step further.

“There would be times the gender thing would bec@mestrong that | would
accumulate clothes and | would dress more oftenay. ist the clothes longer...
but I had facial hair, | didn’t like facial hairubl was afraid to cut it because |
thought it would make it too obvious to the resthed world. | really did, | know
that sounds ridiculous but | did. I thought it wdude so obvious so | always at
least had a mustache.”

Despite her distaste for facial hair, Tiffany usteid eliminate her female identity,
illuminating even deeper, her disconnect with hatetbody as well as her dream to live

as a woman.

Rachel narrates her childhood as one of disconBé&etwas two years old when
her family immigrated to the United States from thoimerica and Spanish was her
primary language throughout her childhood year® [@hguage barrier was an
additional factor in Rachel’s disconnect with herrsunding community. Because of
the language barrier, Rachel found a love of pagnéit a very young age. She would

seek to find portraits and emulate the skills shanfl in other’s work.

“The first time | saw a painting of a nude womamds so young but so taken by
it. | mean, | was enamored, like wow, this is sauli#ul, this is what | want. It
was so clear, like | could really relate to the veonin the picture. But | couldn’t
because boys dressed like this, did these kintisregs and girls did this.”

| asked Rachel what it was that boys did, and wiiththe adopt?

“Well, | was afraid, basically. | was alone. Thssthe thing that isolated me from
the rest of the world and | basically saw how peagadw and reacted to things,
how mean they were to people who were different...Anig@arned, mainly

because | felt | had to. | became very very gootheahg macho. Boys were
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afraid of me. | was like the toughest person inosthall the way through high
school. | had sex at 16 to prove myself. | eveiyuahded up having sex with
hundreds of women... Guys looked up to me for that.”

All the while though, Rachel was secretly crosssdiag.

“It [cross dressing] was scary. | mean it felt gotidwas kinda like one step
closer to being one person for me, a woman. In Bigiool, | didn't have any
money so | would steal stuff, not dresses... pantiaderwear and it was only
for a short time. Then | would feel guilty and hieeerything or throw it away
and go on and try to forget about it. But as tinentwon, it just became a normal
part of me. | think by my 20s | was basically wegrfemale underclothes all the
time.”

Fractured deeply, Rachel fell into depression aal/it use of alcohol and drugs
as she moved through her 20s and into her 30seasosight to eliminate the strong

desire to live as a woman, and highlight her madhoo

The participants all highlighted distinct momemtgheir lives when they
simultaneously felt illuminated—awakened to a newse of themselves. Yet this new
sense of them also illuminated a new sense of gyeimvwhich the world sees gender
and sex. Suddenly, the socially constructed ritgsyhich our society is guided, were
more powerfully present in their lives, if evenamunconscious level. Something
inside them had been awakened, yet, simultanedostguse of the powerful socially
constructed rules, the dream of living re-aligneds eliminated. In the next section, the
effects of living in this conundrum emerge whenythee faced with fighting for their

gender or committing suicide.

Fight vs. Flight
In this section, the participant’s narratives turbe the tension when the

pressure to either stay in the closet or come ecéime too intense and they had to make
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a choice. They had to choose whether to contirnirgglipresenting as a male while
internally identifying as female versus taking fiigand coming out as a transgender
individual and begin the transition, changing thealogical make-up. 1 start first with

Erin.

The moment Erin realized it was possible to liveasoman and not be rejected

by society occurred when Erin went on a work relaterkshop in Las Vegas.

“I went to Vegas and looked up lounges and stuffnd there was this lounge
that was transgender friendly. | didn’t even kndweyt existed, | thought | was
the only one, heaven forbid be there anyone elgertie. | drove by the place
five or six times, but never went in. That is haarfful | was.”

Erin returned home. Four months later she had anetbrkshop in Vegas and this time
went to that same club. “It was a revelation! Irdiceven know they could do facial
surgery to feminize men. So | started doing reseantine. It became very evident that

| needed to do something.”

Being exposed to the possibility of living as a vamwithin an accepting
society created hope for Erin, but upon returniomé, the environment in which she
lived did not support that particular dream. Era@ghn to fall into a deeper depression as
the fracture inside her grew. “I mean, | went froot even realizing it was possible and
then realizing | could lose everything. You knowyds living the American Dream... |
had kids, grandkids, a house, cars, boats, a gdod jl was living the man’s dream.”
Erin told her wife that she was cross-dressing.dAmen my depression really started,

my secret was lifted, but not really. My wife ditioihderstand and ignored it.”

At age 54, Erin was sitting at home in the middi¢he night, crying in her

office when her daughter came home and knew songetias wrong. “I would have
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offed myself that night if she hadn’t been there scared myself.” Erin sought out
therapy and eventually was diagnosed as GendetitidBrisorder. She made the

decision to divorce her wife.

“I realized there would be a change in family dyiesrand that history of being
a dad would, which | never wanted to be. | wantedg a mom. So even as a dad
it was difficult for me because | wasn't able towleat | wanted to be. | wanted
to be the mom, not the bread winner, not the fattieo felt he could not be
involved in my kid’s lives because | was a guy, hiké a mom who could be
involved... Changing the dynamic to become the otheym was fully
acceptable to me.”

Erin’s daughter accepted Erin’s changes, but hersal Erin have been estranged for
five years (at the point of this interview). “I jusok at it as like, | could have been
dead, you know. Would that have solved the problbtagbe. But | didn’t want to die, |

wanted to live and | wanted to live in my true idgn”

Erin made a difficult choice, considering her crdtuage, marital status, etc. She
chose to fight for her gender and a physical matateon that more accurately aligned
with her internal gendered feelings. She choseta but at the same time, chose to end

a fight she had been battling almost her entiee lif

Another participant, Jenn, described the same mbmening from flight away
identifying in public as a mismatched gender, ghfing to identify with the gender that

made more sense to them.

It was the summer of 2008 when Jenn decided shd ocouonger live inside her

secret. It was the year her wife had gone on satabatt Germany.

“Over the course of the year, | had a lot moredoee than | previously did. |
should probably put it out there that my ex is atremely controlling kind of
person, jealous and isolating, much more male theu
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Jenn went out frequently over that year dressdg &sla woman and had begun to make
friends. Eventually she came out to two women wloked at a local bar. Each
experience was positive for Jenn. “I don’t remen#ar having a discussion with a
woman who was not anything but positive, with tkeeption of my wife and mother.

Men just don’t know how to be that intimate.”

Jenn picked up her wife from the airport and almosbediately expressed the
issue to which her wife responded, “So does thamysu want to change?” Jenn
paused a long time here in the interview. “I dichive change. | was presenting as
extremely cold, depressed, introverted uh persam lad this wall. You just looked at
me and got nothing. Now | am completely differedehn and her wife divorced not

long after.

Their marriage was not as happy as it appeareskddalenn what it was like,
having the role of husband. She told me they raratysex and it was a very platonic

relationship.

“We were married for 20 years and we may have lead2 times... Um, from
my point of view, it was just plain wrong. It wagd, hello, um no, | am here
and you are the one who is supposed to be inigjagirerything, and by the way,
this appendage that is attached to me is the woord

Consequently, they did not have children. “...1 wasywglad because | did not want to
take on the role of father. | would hawed to have been a mother but my ex would not
have allowed there to be a family with two mothedenn and her ex no longer have

contact with one another.
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Liz too came out to her wife first and she was irdrately encouraged to seek
professional help. “So, | started to talk to o, first one | went to almost killed me,

literally.” Liz saw the psychologist 7 times andsaxsuicidal after that final visit.

“He only talked about curing me... after that lasityihe had ridden over any of
my Christian beliefs that said suicide is wrong... 34& you live in the role you
are in and live that way because that is what oaly says you are.”

Fortunately, on the way home from that appointniénpulled into the parking lot of a
Catholic church, too hysterical to drive. Sittimgthe cab of her truck, sobbing, a deacon
came to her door. ‘I remember grabbing my steenihgel, crying, and | said, “God,

why won't anyone talk to me?’ and then there he.\w®asl he was really great, he said,
‘Liz, you can’t be true to everybody else until yaxe true to yourself.” So, he didn’t
throw nothing at me, no holy water or anything.uBiag here, Liz offered some

reflection.

“You know, if | had talked to that first counselinst, before my ex-wife, | may
have been able to live in silence, but once yowndpe can of worms, it is gone.
Once you find out that your family is going to lmally against you, you can't
undo that. So that was the point that pushed me and it was scary.”

Liz shared this experience with her wife and attitme they weren’t sure how to
move forward. Shortly after, Liz had a businegs toi California. Her wife encouraged
her to “go do things as a female, fully dressedz’decided to try. She found a
community in California that had weekend barbeq&ée began attending, dressed as a

woman but fully disclosing that she lived as a nmaher home town.

“It was so amazing because | was among peoplentbig doing similar things to
what | was. There were all kinds of TG (transgehgeople, and lots of them
freak me out. | know that may sound crazy butlike there were cross dressers,
transvestites, and drag queens, and everythingshwjudgmental, of course.”
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Liz was finding safety in her new community whiéefing fractured by her life
back home. She was checking in with her wife eagimieg, answering the probing
guestions with honesty and new clarity. “I saidd this and that, and she would ask me
guestions and | answered them truthfully. | saidthkam finding out is that this runs a

lot deeper than | suspected.”

Another variable in the equation was the daughteahd her wife adopted, who
was now two years old. When she came back fronfaZaia, not ready to leave her
family, she began to make subtle changes. She gherébeard and found a local

transgender community center that hosted weeklp@tigroup meetings.

“I was still living and working as a male. | wasigg to TG meetings as female.
| was still married and my wife and daughter weoéhlain the house. It was hard
not to cross paths. My wife knew but would be elsexe when | got ready...my
daughter helped me do my makeup. She was only tiwthbught it was cool.”

This schedule began to wear Liz down and she fimafide the decision to
transition and her wife wanted a divorce. “I melanpuld have stayed in that role, in
that situation, should my wife had been ok. Butwhasn't. | truly loved her. I still do.”

At this point, Liz begins to cry as she narrat&n,“that sent me over the edge. | am not
going to stay in the grey.” Liz and her ex-wife @@mgood friends and talk often. They
share custody of their daughter who now has two sa6As soon as | transitioned, |

became mom. It was so natural. She is good with it.

Tiffany demonstrates that she too reached a moaofdight or flight. She
recalled that beginning in 1988 she began a dalibgourney to make herself a man.
After many failed love affairs and drug use, shedwsel a drastic change and was still

terrified to come out to anyone.
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“l always wanted to be a writer, so | picked onel &@gan to emulate them. |
chose Hemmingway. | quit my job as an accountadah hunting and fishing. |
came out West to fly fish... | was really consciouslgnting to move to the
West and learn how to be a man. It was conscidw@etwas nothing subtle
about it.”

| asked Tiffany to elaborate on what it means t@ lpean.

“...For me, being a man was always about doing tllesgs because | never
really, at the elemental core level... never got would talk with guys and the
way they viewed women and | never got it. | usedhiak it was just bullshit

they were telling each other... For me, it was gbyast a list of things to do.”

In 1991, Tiffany went back to school to becomea@dgy teacher and then met
her (to be) wife. “We got married in a stable aod gould hear horses in the
background. We took over a whole dude ranch anchbeskback riding for the kids.

But the marriage was not good.” Shortly after theglding, Tiffany received a job offer

in another state. Her wife stayed behind and irb18% marriage dissolved. Tiffany
never told her wife about her gender identity.Keasher why she could not tell her.
“She used to say, ‘| need you to be the man h8ke’wanted somebody to make all the

decisions and take care of everything. | didn’t ithat.”

For the next four years, Tiffany describes drinkivegvily. However, she was
seeing a counselor who encouraged her to begirgliver life, while not at work, as a
woman. “So | did. | started presenting as a womathé evening. | would go home and
switch genders and in the morning go back to myselfl” She began to run into people
she knew in her small area of town and gave haeestunts of where she was in her
life. “They got the 15 minute talk...| have known @&l was very young and have
struggled my whole life and deeply closeted abbuthe rarely found resistance within

these encounters.
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She began to gain confidence and finally made lioéce. “I kept trying to
imagine a life without going through transition ahdas completely black.” At this
time, Tiffany had been sober for over a year. lked to my sponsor, talked to God, and
got my answer. | went to the endocrinologist anerghing was fine. | began my

transition.”

Tiffany did meet resistance when she told her adldesther who began to leave

threatening messages on her phone.

“He said, ‘I don’t know who you have been hanging with up there,” as if peer
pressure made me do this, ‘but I think it is ridoeis and you better call me
back.’ But finally we talked and between him and otlyer brother, we decided |
would not tell my parents. So | only go home oncgear, at Christmas, and
when | go home, | go home as my old self, whictealy hard... But | did it and

it was miracle.”

As Tiffany, Jenn, Liz, and Erin all narrated thergts of the moments they
stopped fighting the gender meanings that madeegerttem, they highlighted the
destruction that not living in their preferred gendreated. Failed relationships, heavy
drinking, and suicide were the pinnacle momentgmiife in these narratives, the
moved participants from flight to fight. Rache$tory also demonstrates how

devastating the flight experience can be and hewirfig the fight could be.

Before Rachel came out to the public, she had taddgll herself numerous

times.

“I was 18 the first time. | couldn’t deal with it.l.did heavy drugs many times. |
would just do the craziest things and | just hadfear and that added to
everyone’s view. Oh man, that is one tough dudeshdwed no fear and guys
respected that.”

She began to see a psychiatrist to whom she ta/enng.
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“It finally hit home when she said to me one dd¥achel, if you are dead, you
lose everything, including your life. But if you d@mething, you may lose some
things, not all of them, or you might lose themlalt at least you can be alive,
but if you are dead, there are no possibilitiesidAvhen she put it that way, |
was like, Ok, | have nothing to lose and everyttimgain.”

Rachel had married a woman to whom she was vesg@ad had known about
Rachel’s gender identity for many years. Yet, wRachel initially told her wife, there
was great confusion on her partner’s side. Radt@bed her the paintings she had done

as a child, transforming her young boy-self intwanan.

“Remember | told you that | started using mysel&dmsis for drawing women, |
pulled them out and showed her. | said, ‘See thime, that's me.” That's when
she understood and began to be very supportive. Wéte still married even
when [ started the living full time.”

Rachel still has great sadness over the loss ahhetiage.

“I think, that personally if she was ok with beiagth a woman, we would still
be married. | would have just loved it, but you wnd wouldn’'t have to be
hiding any more. And the rest of the world, all trap | take at work with other
people, would not matter. But, it didn’t work obat way, so...”

Rachel’s family was accepting of her decision &msition, for the most part.

“My nephew, who is an adult, got all religious ore rand basically said | am
making a holy mistake. I told him | would have &dl myself and that is murder
so | avoided the biggest sin of all. My mom doesspeak English all that well,
but she heard me. She will always love and adoré me

Rachel’s father passed away a month before shagudiato travel to Thailand for her

surgery. He never learned about Rachel’s transéiquerience.

Post-Surgery Affect
After participants narrated these very personalegpwe transitioned to

discussing how they began to fight through thegrathent surgeryl asked participants
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what they felt when awakening from their alignmsmtgery. Each individual described
how they had lived with a disconnection and disphaent from their male body and the
new connection with their female sexed body. Irgngly, an unexpected tension about

their old body emerged after the surgery. Beloledin again with Erin’s story first.

| asked Erin what it was like when she came owungery and the drugs wore

off and she could feel her body.

“It was like coming home. You know a penis on mydpavas a novelty... |
never even took one look at it before surgery. Amelt it was something that
was used to discriminate against me; you know lwnigait and by not having it
gave me peace. So | just felt a sense of comingeHayuess.”

She paused for some time, and then released a begivy'This is the way it should
have been before and to have to go through thithéolast 50+ years is something that

has finally been corrected.”

Erin felt like a woman before the surgery and legkker if she felt more like a

woman now or a total person.

“Both. My gender mind was finally starting to matety gender physiology... |
think the surgery was just another milestone inwoynanhood: the diagnoses of
hormones, the name change, the beginning to lifafigime as a woman, the
surgery; all of those are milestones on my pathhdmanhood.”

She said it was more about getting rid of the hareso“It's what's up here than
down there. My sex organs aren’t going to definebuieit needed physiological

balance.” Erin followed that with concern about hexturing womanhood.

“I don’t really know what it is, womanhood. Becausasn't socialized as a
girl, 1 worry about a lot of things with regards being in the community of
women. They can be so close with one another, and dtill guarded, like | was
as a male. | still question my womanhood, | gubssause of my history and
wonder am | truly living as a woman fully.”
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| asked Erin if she questioned her identity as anao or being/acting as woman.

She said it's more about putting away the malettems trying to perform a woman.

‘I meet so many women that | respect and every woh@me in contact with
will be observed as a model for me. There are mhen | have great respect for
and | don’t know that | want to be exactly like tindout there are certain traits
that shape me. It's still about putting malenesayaw have done a lot of that. |
don’t know if performance is right, because | ddike performing as a woman
because it identifies woman. | am not trying toadmerformance.”

Jenn too described what it was like after her syrge

“In some ways it was very important [surgery] andother ways it is kind of
like an afterthought. | mean, after all, it waseaw after | had went living full
time. It is nice because | can legally change mydge marker, | am legally a
female. It had a lot to do with my own internallfieg for myself.”

Jenn had recently performed in the play, “Vaginanblogues” when |

conducted this interview. Jenn was cast in the ptagne of the leading actresses.

“It certainly made doing the Vagina Monologues eadi cannot imagine having
done the play, it would have freaked me out goipghere and talking about my
vagina if | didn’t actually have one... yeah, sureuyare onstage, you are acting,
you are not necessarily talking about yourself biilt it would have been
awfully weird to do that.”

Jenn also talked about the taking away the malea#issr than performing some

“thing.”

“There is this internal perception that doesn’tradi really. | sort of chafe when
| get people who say, ‘So how was it when you becamvoman?’ What was it
like when you stopped pretending to be someone, else there is a fair
guestion. There are things | consciously try toldamow people watch me move
and they know my gender history by watching me md¥®men just don't
move like that. Hopefully those things are goingagw

Jenn has 200 hours of electrolysis, and laser segg@and hormones to take, and

is enrolled in a voice class.
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“They asked, ‘Who do you want your voice to souik@?’ And | just wrote,
well, me... | just want my voice to have a new voibhat matches my internal
voice but | definitely don’t want it to be a coplysomebody else’s.”

When | asked Liz what it was like to awake from sergery, she was brief and

to the point.

“Surgery was out of convenience so | didn’'t haveaice any more pills. But it
was simple and it turned out my insurance covetrelext thing | know, | am

awakened it's done and they have me all sewn amskd!| | did awesome and
had no problems. | was where | belonged and | kihéwlid have a relationship
it would be nice to have the right plumbing.”

| also asked Tiffany to talk about what it was Ifke her to wake up with her

new body.

“Um, so when | used to look at myself in the mirrbjust looked weird... And

then when | started doing hormones and growingsbse# looked less weird but
it still looked weird. But then after my surgery]aoked right. | don’t know how

else to say it. | have had the experience twicerbefwhen | knew | was a
woman. But this time, when | had a vagina, andartst to feel it, it was a
completely familiar feeling.”

Tiffany said she is less worried about her beingigas woman these days than
she originally was. “I thought for a long time ain falling down on the job, like | am
not being enough of a woman, but it's just a maifdsecoming who | am. Ok, so Il am a
woman and | am not the world’s most feminine woraad | am ok with that, now. |
wish | was prettier of course, you know. One thabgut being transgender you get to

form who you want to be.”
Rachel was quick to tell me how she felt after styg

“As soon as | healed, the only thing | said to niya&s, ‘You need to lose a
little weight. Everything else fits perfectly.” Thenly thing | worry about
sometimes is the way other people view me becalm wou live 50 years a
certain way it is going to affect you... You are mgoing to be able to get rid of
certain things. | am not the shy type. When | smaething | want, | go for it. |
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remember my ex saying, ‘women don’t do that.’ | bke, no, YOU don't do
that, |1 do. | mean, just because | changed my liodyhat | feel it should be,
does not mean that this goes away. The extertedssmportant. This is still me
in here.”

Reflections on the Relationship between Gender and I dentity
At the end of the stories, | asked the participamteflect on gender and

identity. This section highlights the tension beén the two.

Erin responded, she didn’t believe there was &difice between gender and

identity. She stated,

“I don't think so, no, | don’t think so. My idengithas always been a woman but
| had to put that away and present as a gender Imaleny identity has never

changed with coming out and with living as a wonard presenting as a

woman.”

Jenn responded differently stating there was anilefdifference between gender

and identity. Jenn stated,

“Yeah,” laughing, “Yes!” Ok, so my gender identisymy sense of how | fit into
the world in terms of interactions that are takemée typically male or female. |
mean, yes, | am comfortable with and feel that nigractions with the rest of
the world are more closely associated with those #re on average like the
female population. Unlike, what on average we teémdthink of the male
population? On the other hand, not all men aresaikd not all women are alike
and nor should they be. | can say | identify asdemwhich is short hand for
saying, ‘my feeling about how | should interacthwiither people and how | feel
about a lot of things are more similar to the ageréemale than the average
male. But, identity in general? | mean, there adainly other things to that
make up, my career, | am a member of the scierdifit academic communities.
There are many things about me that have nothing teith gender.”

Liz stated,

“No, gender, | think | use the term gender as youe self. That is why | have a
gender identity disorder. It's what | had. It idées one gender but you are
physically the other. So, gender | take it as nmethat's how | look at it. May
not be right but you have to somehow distinguistwben them. My gender was
always female.”
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Whereas Tiffany responded,

“Yes [there is a difference between identity anddgg]. So, to me, the thing is,
there is a core central identity of who we realfg,acall it a soul or central
identity, but it is the center of who we are. Thew start putting these layers on
the outside of that and really close to that cergander. It is one of your basic
things. And then you might add on other little jgigcike race might be a
component or what | do for a living, or where yote] being an old hippie...
Those are peripheral components of identity butetieesomething central within
those confines that is beyond all other labels...li&e, said | couldn’t be happy
until I got my gender situation arranged, thatriget but I still need to find some
way of synthesizing the rest that makes sensemtispiritual being. So, gender
is really important but it is only one piece of it.

| then asked Tiffany, “What transcended from Stevé&iffany?” She smiled

deeply and sighed,

“Most of it. My career, my spirituality, my AA, myoga. | thought the gender
thing would be a big deal, and it is, but oncesitil said and done, it really is
about finding... finding some way for me to be hagmd serene and content
about my life. And the gender thing was just orepsind now it is a spiritual
journey. But in the end, who | am is, well, | am avlh am and it more
complicated than gender.”

And Rachel responded,

“This is complicated...because it is subjective. ldgnis how you view
yourself. It doesn’t have anything to do with thaywother people viewed me
because it was false. It was the way | wanted tteesee me. It had to do with
the mask | was wearing. Gender wise, | didn’t fegtt until | got the surgeries
and got the things that | needed to do and | feeifortable in my genderism. As
a woman | feel totally comfortable with that. | dofeel any regrets, | don't feel
the need to have a penis, | don’'t have a need amphing other than who | am.
It's actually pretty simple, other people like t@ke it more complicated than it
really is. It is like you are talking about two féifent things that are related but
they are not fixed with each other. So, yes.”

The transgender individuals in this particular gtlided lives in which their
physical presentation to their respective extewwalds was a male presentation. In

short, the participants presented as heterosexermhwhose gender characteristics were
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in accordance to the normative male model. Howeherparticipant’s internal gender
identities were far from the external gender digplhey each had fixed, hegemonic
positions in their worlds, reinforcing the normatiinary. Yet, each struggled intensely
as they internally identified as female, thus fightagainst their physical assignment on
binary oppressing their true identity. Externalntiy was fixed everywhere. Internal
identity was fixed everywhere. Yet, they felt thieure identity, the melding of the two,
was nowhere. And they had to make a choice. Thegelto fight for their gender
presentation to more closely align with their int@rfeelings. In the next sectidnyill
synthesize the stories from these brave particgpantd how their experiences help

communication scholars understand gender, ideratitgt,identification.
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION

This is a study about the transgender experienéehvadds a significant and
important perspective on gender, identity, idecdifion, and the relationship between
gender and identity. The most important conclustorexplore in this final chapter is
the lengths people will go to support gender samaistructs, reinforcing the immense
strength of social construction of gender. The itied social constructs are intensely
powerful is of no great surprise to those reading paper. However, the way in which
this power manifests communicatively in the colleenarrative of the participants,
demonstrates a unique influence. This final chaptbidemonstrate how this thesis
challenges what “transgender” means, the poweateoftification with social constructs,
and the ultimate contradiction in reproducing thesestructs while at first glance, they
are challenging them. Below, I first offer an oxiew of the findings. | then synthesize
the data and explore three important themes ofétieal significance. | conclude with

the limitations of the study and future directidosresearch.

Overview
Work on transgender persons focuses upon whatgeadsr actually means. As
mentioned in the literature review, Mason-Schrdc®9g) notes that transgender
persons “believe they were born in wrong-sexedédmdnd want to remedy the mistake,
eventually through surgery” (p. 176). This was dastmted in the collective narratives

in the findings. Participants felt “wrong” abouhw/they were and who they wanted to
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be. They felt they were acting in the roles thatevprescribed to them based on an
appendage. Yet, as Ekins and King (1999) notetrédmsgender person is transcending
space and time, always reaching for the poterdeitity to which they ascribe. They
use the term “transgender” to highlight how thip@ence is outside categorical
placements (see also Cashore & Tuason, 2009)stiidy adds to understanding what
transgender means by demonstrating the power ofifdation through narrative, when
the physical representation does not suffice inesging the dynamism of identity. The
transgender person does not identify as eitherlgeoramale, amplifying the disconnect
with their biological sex, and there is no constmith which they identify. In this
study, the narratives of the participants fill iiat gap providing a narrative of

identification that aids in understanding whatamtigender construct might be.

The findings of this thesis propose that the nasgatof transgender individuals
demonstrate how the elements on which identificatiare formed are constantly
changing (Weick, 1995, cited in Kuhn & Nelson, 2)0#ut that as the life process
continues the surgery was almost an end goal #rétpants thought would end the
battle of never fitting into the social constructiof gender. However, drawing on

postmodern theory, an important contradiction emérg

In particular, when one considers that human bewitjsemove their genitalia
and replace it with another, the palpable stren§ocial construction emerges.
Participants thought that surgery would be the @ndava more cohesive existence
within the gender system, and in many ways it wdswever, when participants note
how they felt post surgery, an incredible contradicemerges. In the findings,

participants’ stories represented a collectiveatare that they felt the surgery was “an
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afterthought,” but are relieved to have a more oetecidentity and “not live in the
grey.” Thus, the very gender constructs they aitoezscape with surgery were actually
reinforced by the surgery. While always identifyigh femininity, these individuals
needed to materially and symbolically transformirtbedy in order to fit with social
constructs and norms. From this contradiction, eeerl that gender and identity, while
connected, are not inextricable. In fact, part@ais identified with both male and
female norms, but came to feel that their matéxdaly did not symbolically match with
what they most closely identified. Over time, hesmathey did not feel comfortable in
society, they came to negatively identify with thehysical body and its symbolic
meaning. In other words, while scholars have longewustood identity to be fragmented
and plural (Tretheway & Ashcraft, 2004), this stuthmonstrates that gender is also

multi-faceted and plural

Misidentification and Disidentification: The Extremities of Symbolic Dissonance
with Our Bodies
The patrticipants in this study all were born witalengenitals. None of them

reported hating their penis until later in life. ever, all of the participants reported
feeling a disconnect with their identity and theder construct enveloping them early
in life, approximately between the ages of five aaden. What they initially recall is
they did not identify with the ways other boys waoting and the ways in which they
were expected to act. Rachel at age five, recdlBatk then, | was trying really hard to
be what everybody expected me to be.” Becausedideyot identify with the ways
boys were acting, all participants noted searchitigey-searched for something with

which to identify. The default was with female/girays of enacting relationships, and



49

their identity. However, participants note thastivas not a perfect fit. For example,
one participant notes about her post surgery esmpes, “I just felt it wasn’t right being

forced into something that just didn’t fit.”

In essence, the transgender person does not len@ca to be an identity of
their own because there are no alternative soeradier constructs with which to
identify. They can only be a boy or a girl. Papants narratives highlight that if it were
possible to wave a magic wand and make all sooi@tcuction of gender disappear, the

transgender person would not have come to hatelitedogical bodies.

When first reading the data, it appeared that gealé sex and identity were
inter-related and co-dependent, however a closaysis highlights that biology, a
penis, really has nothing to do with the transgepeeson’s identity outside of social
construction. It could be a neutral appendage. ¢l@w over time this appendage
becomes deeply symbolic because it segregatestisgender individual into symbolic
practices, roles, and norms that feel unnaturais entification process with the penis

begins to isolate the individual from “safe” or tneal” states of being.

For instance, Erin, having a penis, was segregatedoles: football player,
boyfriend, husband, soldier (she was drafted in&inam), and aggressive manager.
Erin landed, rather, felt forced into these categgosolely based on her genitals. Without
a penis, she felt she would not have been segegatethese categories. However, she
felt that her physical body now did not match whk social constructs and meanings
with which she identified. All of the participarggperienced similar segregation based

on their genitals.
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It is important to be clear that | am not makihg tlaim that some of the
participants did not identify with being a boyfrégrhusband, soldier, etc. For example, |
am not making the claim that while being a husb&mih, or any of the participants who
married, did not enjoy the love they felt from thgartner, or satisfaction from
completing military accomplishments. Rather, wisamportant to note here is with
what participants identified and how these idecdifions were tied to one gender or
another with no room for a third or fourth gendenstruct option. For example, Erin
who was a father and a husband wanted to be tlk&&ar and take on the nurturing role
in the family as well as be an accomplished soldiet business leader. The culture
within which she lived did not allow for a multiylared construct wherein all the
gualities she sought were permitted equally. isway, Erin’'s gender options were

limited, and therefore Erin’s identity options weae well.

Due to the power of social construction and thepbjegefined sense of gender in
our society, participants did not find any sociahstructs that provided the level of
intimacy they sought in their marriages, workintatienships, friendships, or physical
activities that were “appropriate” for the male den This arguably could be true for
all males, yet for these participants it was patéidy powerful because male gender
norms did not make room for the particular aspettglating to others that the study
participants sought. Participant’s narratives destrate that Western Society demands
congruence with binary gender constructs. Yeti@faccept that identity is fluid and
dynamic (Trethaway & Ashcraft, 2004), then thisdgtdemonstrates how fluid gender
is as well. Gender, for the transgender individsi@imultaneously both male and

female and neither male nor female. Identity anttige are connected, but not
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synonymous. ldentity is plural, fragmented, andaigic. Gender here is fluid and
fragmented, and dynamic. It is the constructs dieatot change. For the participants,
the gendered constructs were so constricting amgytmbolic meanings were so
mismatched with their biology, that it was enougldtive them to almost end their

lives.

It makes sense then that over time, when the afsisisidentification becomes
so desperate, the default culprit of this mis-ideattion, this alienation, would be the
penis. But in reality, the penis would have abssuho bearing on the identity of the
transgender individuals if the penis had not beceymebolic of gender and the roles
one is to play within one gender or another. Pigadiats all felt that there could be no
penis if they were to continue living. Rather,rheouldonly be a vagina because of the
binary polarization of gender. We live in a hegeidinary system, wherein there are
two genders, two sex organs, two sexualities,Téte. participants did not “choose a
vagina,” rather “they didiot choose a penis.” The vagina was a default neotgan
that desegregates the participants from the maldegeoles and activities that did not
suit their internal identifications. Postmodern feism suggests that through stories, we
can know a community. The transgender experienftesdeur Western narrative
structure. The transgender narrative defies Westeucture because they actively
speak both the he and she experience and the nandh@on-she experience. Their
narratives can show scholars the need for moreubgeystructures around gender,

which is liberating scholars from the Western niareaparadigm.

Postmodern scholars argue that while people anrgsgechoosing what is

meaningful in their lives and how they identifyethare never fully free-agents
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(Littlejohn & Foss, 2005). Postmodern scholars @gjue humans are always already
implicated in the present by forces. Thus, thedgender participants are agents of their
own bodies, their own futures. However, they amplicated and grapple with the
immense strength of socially constructed gendestcoats. They identify as women to
the extent that they do not identify with how mea expected to act (macho,
impassionate, unemotional) and the roles they @laywanting to be the father who is
uninvolved or the breadwinner). They identify wilie socially constructed roles,
interactions, artifacts, and ultimately the measingwomanhood that they are willing

to make the choice to fundamentally alter theitdgaal body in order to match with

those identifications.

Societal Alignment Surgery: Getting It Close Enough
The weight and significance of the experience ofigipants cannot be
minimized here as they spent their life savings.tB® question then becomes, why
would participants pay upwards of $30,000 to chahge bodies and choose a vagina
(or not choose a penis)? By virtue of the monegsghange, participants made a
conscious choice to change their biologically sexedies, they are making a choice for
themselves. They are, in one sense agents for ehand in another agents for

reinforcement of social norms.

The transgender person makes a choice to havéagica sex change or an
“alignment” in order to align with social constrigrtis. But in choosing the default
biological organ, the transgender person doesaw h choice in which gender to
choose, the vagina is a default. It is a defaudtlmw the transgender person to more

happily exist in a society that would otherwisersggte them and their penis to
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expected roles and behaviors and institutions iichvthey find extreme discomfort.
Such discomfort that it drove them to seriouslytemplate and even attempt suicide.
So, in a sense, the vagina is a ticket to a paryhich they would otherwise not be

invited.

The transgendered individual’s choice in gendang@icated in that there is
really no option for him or her. This leads bagkhe power of social construction of
gender. These individuals were so unhappy in the gender role that they, finally,
changed their bodies to release them from that ¥@g when | asked each participant
about the surgery, they spoke as if it was antafteght. Yes, they were happy the
penis was gone, and yes, that makes sense as a relsf. The appendage that had
taken on the demonic role/power of segregating timonplaces that made them feel

horrible was gone.

Jenn said, “In some ways, it (surgery) was verydrtgnt and in other ways it is
kind of like an afterthought... It is nice because legally a female. | legally cannot
go into the men’s bathroom.” They risked their ite change their bodies. They spent
all their life savings to change their bodies. Thast family and friends to change their

bodies. Yet, they speak about it as an afterthdught

This is an extremely important finding to note hesmit highlights that our
physical presentation, our material bodies, comoateiwho we are to others in such a
powerful way that the participants of this studyreveilling to fundamentally alter their
bodies to perpetuate gender constructs that dideadly fit, but were close enough. The
surgery was an afterthought because it was nahéindividual, but for society.

Transgender participants aligned their physicaldmdot only for themselves, but also
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for us, for society. In many ways, it could be ddesed a mutilation of their body for
the sake of others, an act of utility. They chantpedr bodies for us, for a society whose
social construction of gender is so strong it gasticipants over $30,000 to get it close
enough to the right party, yet in many cases thisast them their relationships,
employment, civil rights, etc. However, it bougim a new chance a life that was a

better fit, even if not quite the right fit.

Post-operative, in their minds, they did not chegribeir identities did not
change. Their body changed to match the socialaapen surrounding their desired
behaviors and interactions. Living for over 45 yweas men, they acted for us, for
society, desperate to hide their true feelings ttesires to have intimacy, softness, and
emotions that did not match any of the social aoess available. But female was the
closest option. Through the surgical removal ofghgis, the symbolic construct and all
the expectations were removed and replaced byaweptacement of a vagina. They are
now more easily allowed to live as they always dred yet still captured by social

constructs.

Postmodern Theory aids here in that postmoderrgstds are to emancipate.
We live in a culture where gender norms are createdperpetuated on a moment to
moment basis deeply rooted in a rigid binary systéms this reality that must be
subverted for emancipation toward a more balanoethwunication where there are
equal opportunities for all narratives represendiffgring identities. This study
demonstrates the need to create a new identitytroois) that does not require surgery.
This is a large change, but it begins with new lagg; again, language being the

gender construct for the participants. As paréioig narrate, they begin to break the
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mold and not only set themselves free but alssd=tlars, who have the opportunity for
developing more sophisticated theories about diffee and the limitations of the
human condition, free from constraint. This also balp human rights activists free in

their own narratives, wherein they are not limisedely to two options for identifying.

As participants in this study narrated their exgeces, the contradiction of
escaping and reinforcing gender constructs alseiges an opportunity to push beyond
binary identities into multiple ways of seeing amlerstanding oneself. Transgender is
less about transcending time and space, and motg akeating a category that

transcends the binary.

The Violence of Reinforcing the Hegemonic Gender Binary

The third and final contribution for this study t@es on how the transgender
person simultaneously both breaks the hegemonear afdyender while reinforcing the
same binary constructs that enslaved them for i@ half of their lives. They
reinforce the societal party invitation: men afdewaéd to this party, women are allowed
to that party. | want to make clear that | am lslaming the transgender person for the
perpetual binary systems dominate in our cultuegh®, this is a demonstration of the
power of social construction and the contradictimat comes from sexual realignment
surgery. Our social construction of gender alettede people at a very young age that
if they did not conform, they would be ostracized @ondemned. Thus, they
conformed. In doing so, they oppressed how thewtified and how they related to
others. Performing and presenting in this way bextoo painful. In order to live in a
society within their own body in a way that was oppressive, they went to the extreme

of physical alteration. This choice actually rentied the current binary gender options.
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If there were other gender constructs availabkey thould not need to suffer the social,
mental, and physical pain of surgery. These pgp#ids transcend the current constructs
of gender and highlight the need to alter the $@aastructions. Gender is not binary,
but multiple. They bought the right outfit for tharty they wanted to attend. They all at

once transcend gender, while reinforcing its staditure.

We can look at the transgender experience as lsemgthing hugely unique.
But the reality is, this is a universal experiereg@articipatory conforming process
through which we all go. As a feminist scholar, tferatives of the transgender
experience opens doors previously closed to théeswe canon. As scholars, we have
at our hands the ability to challenge social cartss; not only in our research, but in our
classrooms and our communities. The transgendeativa construct is an active
construct, dynamic at all levels, and one, as &npadern scholar, to be celebrated. We
can look at the transgender experience as notlieating for those trapped in

societies demands, but also in our own academistagrts of good research.

So What Isa Postmodern Feminist to Do?

Postmodernists are concerned with the followinptl{a centrality of discourse,
(b) fragmented identities, (c) the critique of gtelosophy of presence, (d) the loss of
foundations and master narratives, (e) the powewledge connection, and (f) hyper
reality (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 266). | canoohclude my study without staying
true to the foci | intended to use to discoverhbpeful emancipatory nature of the
transgender experience. As a postmodern feministist complicate the findings just a
bit by revisiting postmodernity’s concerns becaitlseemancipation was limited in

scope.
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From the collective narrative of the transgendetigpants in this study, it was
evident they lived their lives with fragmented itigas. In order to lessen the
fragmentation, they all made the decision to chahge sex. And while on some level
it looks as if they are emancipated from the deagtdire, | see they are further trapped
by the gender institution’s grand narrative. Thesenen were living as individuals with
penises who felt the deep desire for intimacyrétationships, for pretty clothing, for
motherhood, and other things deemed “feminineangér society. It was the grand
narrative that told them they were wrong sexedag®stmodern feminist, the claim can
be made that we should celebrate a body with aspeind wants to “wear pretty things,”
have intimate relationships, and otherwise perftamininity. But the women in this
study were collectively desperate to conform to@ety that was ostracizing them

because they had a penis.

At first, the collective transgender experiencéiquies the philosophy of
presence or any traditional notions of reality. Ahdt is a beautiful thing. | celebrate the
courage these women had to make their identitiegvkncoming out to their friends
and family as a male sexed individual wanting teehthe socially constructed
experience of women. What courage it must haventad«ech courage | hope to never
have to muster. The individuals in this study thougl attempted to land in the
traditional notion of reality where individuals eeqgencing the social construction of
what it means to be a woman must definitively haweagina. They are now
participating in the power/knowledge system th@ated those most of their lives

attempting to match their narrative to the Grandr&tave of gender and sex.
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Their narratives try to present a unified identitigh being a woman but they still
struggle to fit. Jenn said she knows people wa&ioving and that “women don’t
move like that...hopefully that is going away.” Anehh was worried that if she didn’t
have a vagina she couldn’t authentically play & pathe Vagina Monologues. Tiffany
reported feeling like “I am falling down on the jé&f being a woman).” And she said,
“once it is all said and done, it really is abaatling... finding some way for me to be
happy and serene and content about my life. Andiéimeler thing was just one step...” |
say it was one giant step to conform to the mastenative where artificial constructions
of signs, aka the social constructions of the pantvagina, are more real than the
signs themselves (Littlejohn & Foss, 2005). Fosthansgender individuals, their
gender is bodied. And this is the source of muctheftensions emerging across their

life stories.

Why can’t we celebrate a feminine penis? Why caxe'thave feminine penis
talking about the sexism illuminated in a productas the Vagina Monologues?
Because the master narrative disallows it. The saaster narrative that will never fully
accept the male to female transgender individualshatter how hard they try to master
a woman'’s physical presence or attempt to alter #toéces. The transgender
conformity has engaged with the already establisiietburse, norms, and claims, and
has reified the normative orchestration and hasitmrdinated the oppressed party,
themselves. This demonstrates the need to create fiar and celebrate alternative
narratives and allow them to stand on their inhienearth alone. In the next section, |

expand upon the limitations of the study as wetha&sopportunities brought forth.
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Limitationsand Future Action and Resear ch
For this study, | was able to interview five traesder individuals. While the

results were enlightening and powerful, one cahett but wonder how the study
would have been altered with more participantsoAlse age demographic of the
participants was limiting. Each participant is nbetween the ages of 49-60. They all
hail, generally speaking, from the same generatid@rein language for transgender
did not exist. With an ever-growing population @frtsgender people in our country,
diversifying the age would most certainly show mab@ut our contemporary cultural
norms around sex and gender. Adding to the tatadber of participants would also

affect the results of such a study.

All of the participants transitioned in Idaho. Whthe focus of this study was
not acutely on sexism, or heterosexism, it coukkeHzeen interesting to see how
heterosexism exists in Idaho, one of the reddast &t the union. | could have asked
more specifically about the discrimination thes&g@experienced. As mentioned above,
with more diversity in age, the shift (or lack)afltural norms in Idaho may have been

illuminated.

All of the participants were educated through @w#leEach participant had at
least a college degree, with at least two post#lacistudies. There is an inherent
privilege with education; interviewing transgenflaks with a barrier to education is a
great future study to see how privilege affectseasdo resources. The suicide rate
amongst transgender people is very high, and | eoificind how access to education

affects that rate.
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All of the participants are male to female. Thegtehad their penises removed.
In a female to male transition, the vagina is repthby a penis. It would be interesting
to see if the vagina became a negative symbohfirdividual seeking to become male
sexed. Was the vagina a neutrally charged symbwotA/&gina is inherently less
obtrusive than a penis. Does the addition of a mbtase appendage make it more
significant? Does the addition of cultural symbbhwasculinity, strength, dominance,
affect the mindset of a female to male transgepdeson? Is there a sort of, what |
would like to term, “Tarzan Effect.” Does the penw only symbolize power, but does
it also empower the female to male transgendeopéarsan oppositional way compared

to the male to female experience.

Finally, while I have made the claim, or inferréet because there is a lack of
third or fourth gender, the default for the paganits in this study to have a vagina, | did
not set out to actually land on this conclusionc&ese this was not necessarily the aim
of my findings and | was not aware of the resuitsrgj the interviews, | did not directly
ask the participants if they feel they belong thied or fourth gender or if they believe
gender is actually irrelevant. In many of theimp@sses, to other less direct questions,
we as researchers can make inferences as tolthminty, but for a more accurate
depiction of the transgender experience, this toeestion is essential for future

studies.

Feminist scholars have long argued for the inclusibnarratives other than
white men (Rakow & Wackwitz, 1988). There have disen critiques of feminist
scholarship by feminists and other critical comngation scholars that “warns of the

danger of simplistic presentations of voice thaeesialize a feminine nature and
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common experience, thereby obscuring differendeakéw & Wackwitz, 2004, p.
105). This study offers freedom for developing mewphisticated theories about
difference and the limitations even some of thetriiberated views of society offer.
Irigaray (1985) argued, for man to discover sonmglin the woman, not within view,
that is not of his own fantasy or assignment. Bhisly allows the scholar to see beyond
male and female, beyond penis and vagina, beyodieddiag and not belonging. This
study exemplifies the dynamic reality of the huneaistence and the importance, as
Hardman and Taylor (2000) put it, “to hear, rec@ua help others hear some of the
breadth and strength of the voices of women oftgrheard” (p. 3). This study shows
critical scholars, from each and every canon, tbates are not male or female, that
experience is not male or female, that even motwoetland fatherhood is not female or
male. All experience is situated and significambtigh the lens of the speaker and all

voice is to be protected and revered.

The LGBTQ population is growing by the minute, espky in the younger
generation. It is imperative for scholars to listenread, the elicit the narratives of this
particular population, not only for the good of tBBTQ folks, but also to protect and
preserve communication scholarship as relevanpamsattive. Look around your
classrooms, your campus, and your community. Martiiis population are presenting
their identity to a culture trapped in rational tight. Many are hiding their identity in
fear of others trapped in rational thought. Andl, shany are unaware of their identity
for fear of surrendering rational thought. We hes@&ched a space in time to liberate our
research. We can be a part of a historical movement¢ powerful than words can

express, because words are now just being connectedke space for such liberation.
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Communication scholars have a duty to their canaquestion rational thought and
liberate themselves, their students, and their conityy When we, as communication
scholars, can begin to see ourselves as lessaidgeged population, produce genderless
research, create genderless communication, wélaik trails in academe, as well as

blaze trails for those who cannot blaze for theresl
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Interview Questions

1. Can you contextualize your life a bit? Where yoevgup, parents, family,
etc.

2. Do you remember a time in your childhood that yealized a disconnect
with your body?

3. How did you come to realize this disconnect? Whatydu do about it?

4. What kind of relationships did you have growing up?

5. Did you marry?

6. As a married man (if applicable) how did you mangger multiple roles?
Did you identify as a husband? Father?

7. To whom did you come out to first? What was thatvessation like?

8. Was there a moment that you recall knowing thatwete going to make the
commitment to surgery? Can you replay that for me?

9. What did your friends and family think? How did yatiempt to articulate
your situation?

10.How old were you at the time of surgery?

11.What was it like when you awoke after surgery? ¥id feel differently?

12.1s there a difference between gender and iden@igf? you separate them?

13.1s there anything | have not asked you that yourfeeds to be shared?
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