Thinking beyond the Binary. By  Dr. Alison Rooke, Goldsmiths College.  

On the 22nd of April 2006 something quite remarkable happened. This was the first weekend of a series of workshops that I was to be involved in as part of the Sci:dentity Project.  Just to give some background, the Sci:dentity Project is funded by the Wellcome Trust as part of their Pulse programme, which seeks to engage young people in learning about science through art. Sci:dentity poses the question ‘What is the Science of Sex and Gender?’ to a group who are living sex and gender with a degree of complexity. Based at the Central School of Speech and Drama, the Project has been working with a group of fifteen young transgendered and transsexual people aged between 14 and 22 in a creative exploration of how sex and gender are understood by medical science. Sci:dentity considers emerging understandings of sex differences in the brain, hormones and their effect on behaviour, chromosomes and their function, hormonal and surgical sex reassignment and the consequential range of moral and ethical issues that are raised.  The Project is not one of merely learning about scientific theories but rather one of finding a way of engaging with the authority of science and medicine, and making use of it through art. For a transsexual – someone who crosses from one sex to another – life is profoundly caught up in how the scientific and social worlds produce sexed and gendered beings. Transsexuality might be viewed as a trope for the relationship between scientific and medical worlds, and all sexed identities. All of our lives involve negotiating a world which reinforces restrictive and normative ideas of what it is to be a man or a woman but for trans people life this can present profound difficulties is at every turn, whether in the most mundane and ordinary acts of going to a public toilet and other spaces that are demarcated as ‘male’ or ‘female’, in the instances of physical and symbolic violence targeted at trans people on a routine basis. 

The Sci:dentity Project is a timely intervention opening up a space of dialogue, recognition and creativity at the nexus between science, arts and the social world. The Project runs for a year and has two main aims: firstly, running a performing and visual arts Project with a group of young transsexual people to explore their understandings of the relationship between the science of sex and sexed identities. And secondly, a community outreach programme of participatory workshops using the film as a stimulus, with school and college groups (in relation to aspects of AS/A-Level human biology and the AS/GCSE Citizenship curricula) running workshops/post-show discussions with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transsexual (LGBT) youth groups and dissemination of the film and supporting information package to regional and national LGBT organisations and film festivals.

The first phase ended on the 10th of June and culminated in a visual and performance art exhibition/event of the young people’s art work. This was attended by an audience of 89 people including arts practitioners, friends and family of the participants, community activists, academics and professionals. The team are now in the second phase of the Project which involves making a short film that will document the creative workshops, present the young people’s interviews with medical experts and incorporate the art work produced by the young people. The Goldsmiths team are conducting a participatory evaluation of the Project in order to hold up a mirror to the process, working with staff and participants to identify key lessons and good practice.

So, ‘what is so remarkable?’ I hear you ask. Firstly, to my knowledge, this is the first time that a group of young trans people from across the UK have had the opportunity to meet others like themselves in real time and space. For some of the participants, this was the first time they had even met another trans person face-to-face. This opportunity to come together and meet others like oneself was a very empowering experience for the participants. As one participant stated: 

“[the project offered]The chance to be entirely yourself for the duration of the weekends, to not have to hide anything or be worried about being misunderstood. That for me has been the most important thing I think and has contributed to a massive surge in confidence, in being myself and being out , [ ] Actually the most important thing I’ve got is friends”.

Secondly, the Project offers a unique opportunity for young trans people to engage with medical science, meet and ask questions to medical experts in person. Finally the Project provided excellent facilities and resources and professional support for making art work. One of the themes that emerged out of the Project from the start was way in which the artwork that was produced communicated the humanness of trans people. This was partly in response to a medical establishment which continues to pathologise transsexual people as mentally ill, that is, having a ‘gender identity disorder’ in a social world which clearly desires and works to maintain a very specific gender order. As one participant stated:

 “I've pondered how gender and transition relate with other body modifications (piercings, tattoos, cosmetic surgery) because to get your tits enlarged you just need money, but to get them cut off you need a gender shrink. That's bloody weird! Where do you draw the line between someone who wants non-genital cosmetic surgery and someone who wants genital cosmetic surgery? Why is one more of a problem for society than the other?” 

Why indeed? Perhaps because gender is the precondition of legible humanity (The baby is born. Is it a boy or a girl we ask?). To have one’s breasts enlarged is to augment and even strengthen existing ‘natural’ gender norms, whereas to have them removed is understood as question and upset this order. The project worked to open up a space of recognition for the participants. This was done through establishing ground rules and a working contract which created a safe and creative gender space. From the start participants were addressed by their chosen names and pronouns and were free to change names and pronouns throughout the life of the project. Putting this in place created an open-minded space for the diversity of the group, which included people who identified as male to female, female to male, transitioning, not transitioning and those who identified as genderqueer. To be addressed and recognised in the way one experiences oneself to be is something most of us can take for granted.  Hegel tells us that it is only through the experience of being recognised that we are fully constituted as socially viable beings. The consequences of this misrecognition were palpable when the participants arrived on the first day when they walked in.  The space of recognition that the Project opened up created the possibility of communicating the humanness and diversity of trans lives and identities, in a way that is not accommodated in the restrictive categories employed by a medical model which sees transition as a journey with a clear starting point (a psychiatric diagnosis as disordered) and a destination (hormones and surgery) with no possibility of choosing to get off the train at any stops in between. This culminated in some excellent and heart-moving performances on the night of the arts event.  I was pleased to read this comment in the guest book after the performance 

Wow! What an amazing evening – I am humbled and completely blown away by the courage of these young people, who are braver now than I will ever be in my late 30s. More power to you, you rock! 

Historically trans people’s minds and bodies have long been the subject of medical research (arguably to little advantage of trans people themselves) while in recent years queer identities such as trans and intersex have been taken up by theorists of gender and sexuality in a project of which theorises subjectivities, embodiment, identity and an associated range of modalities of being. Indeed within queer theory the category of trans has become popular trope to think with. The Sci:denity Project was established with a different epistemological and ethical approach. It is an opportunity to explore the lived reality of trans lives, giving trans people the opportunity to do their own research and create their own space of representation.      

One of the familiar criticisms of trans identities, from both queer and non-queer voices is found in the question, ‘But isn’t gender performance? Aren’t trans people just buying into gender norms that feminism tried so hard to get away from?’ The project and the participants’ artwork make a case for rethinking these presumptions. Any critique of gender norms and they ways in which we experience and challenge them must be situated in the complex context of how gender is lived at the level of the everyday. Some norms are restrictive for some groups yet offer freedom for others.  Judith Butler reminds us that  

The critique of gender norms must be situated within the context of lives as they are lived and must be guided by the questions of what maximises the possibilities for a livable live, what minimises the possibility of an unbearable life, or indeed , social  or literal death. ( Judith Butler 2006; 07)

In many ways we are all improvising on gender within a limited field of constraints (and the symbolic violence of Trinny and Susannah is always there to tell us when we get it wrong!). The project artwork communicated something of the profound difficulties and sometime pleasures of living a gender ambiguous or gender queer life (Sex? male [] female [] fuck gender [] please tick).  Maybe we all take the materiality of sex as a given,  however through a series of science sessions it became apparent that it is hard to pin point exactly where sex lies in the body and how it is determined.  Sex is defined in many ways.  Doctors do not consider the biological karyotype when assigning a new born baby with its sexed identity.  If we appear male i.e. have male genitalia, we are labelled ‘male’. But is this science? Has all the evidence been gathered? What if the newborn’s external sex organs do not match the karyotype? Biochemical sex is defined by the absence of the Y chromosome, the main sex hormones are testosterone and oestrogen. When transcribed and translated these powerful substances make profound changes to our physiology. So do chemicals make us who we are? Although the certainties of science are instrumental in reinstating gender norms ironically they can also be used to undo and question them. The project was an opportunity to question these certainties and play with them through art. One of the advantages of working creatively with science was that it undid with scientific rigour the presumption that one's physical sex necessarily correlates with chromosomal sex. The following quote is from one of the participants discussing what he has learnt…

I think it has made me feel less like the female assignment and characteristics I have make me female. I think once you shed the ideal images of what a man and woman should be away it’s easier to accept your own body, when you realise there is no clear line It’s like ok, I’m a short, unusual guy, and there’s lots of them about and not all of them are even trans! the challenge becomes less of an internal battle (mind vs matter), more of a process of getting the recognition of who you are! 

And me? I learnt that there is a surprising range of intersexuals that walk amongst us, and some of them are Hollywood movie stars!  

Alison Rooke 

Alison Rooke is conducting a participatory evaluation of the Sci:dentity project. For further information about the project contact a.rooke@gold.ac.uk or write to Dr. Alison Rooke, Centre for Urban and Community Research, Goldsmiths college, London, SE14 6NW. 

The Sc:identity Community Outreach Programme of participatory workshops begins in October.  We are looking for school and college groups, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transsexual (LGBT) youth groups workshops who would be interested in hosting a video screening and post-show discussions. Please get in touch with Alison Rooke or Catherine McNamara  (C.McNamara@cssd.ac.uk) if you or an organisation you know of may be interested.
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